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Summary

This thesis offers a literary analysis of mid-Tudor polemics, texts chiefly valued by
historians in the field of Reformation studies. It focuses on the metaphors and imagery
which polemicists use to put across their arguments, as well as the writers’ manipulations
of preexisting literary genres and their opponents’ rhetoric. The major findings of this
study are that religious and political debates are deeply embedded within literary tropes,
the polemicists constantly returning to the analogy of dramatic performance to describe
religious practices; and, furthermore, that the binary, antagonistic construction of polemical
works ultimately means that the writers are dependent upon their opponents as points of
reference.

The texts considered are placed within a religio-historical context, and special
attention is given not only to the upheavals which occurred between the reigns of the four
Tudor monarchs which the study’s date range includes (Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary |
and Elizabeth I) but also to the more subtle shifts in policy which occurred within
individual reigns.

Central to the thesis is a foregrounding of Protestantism’s concern over the
treatment of allegory and figurative language. William Tyndale and John Bale’s fears over
allegory’s misuse are shown to be linked to the iconoclastic urge, indicative of an
uncertainty over what role visual and verbal images should play in worship. This is
demonstrated to have long-term implications for English theatre. Protestantism’s attitude
towards drama is fraught and ambivalent: on the one hand, there is an evident desire to use
plays and performative acts to promote doctrine; on the other, an attempt to sequester all
that is histrionic or ludic with evil and the Catholic opponent.

The thesis draws attention to the polemics as transformative works, showing the
mid-Tudor writers to be engaged in a project of reinvigorating medieval genres to fit new
political and religious agendas. It considers John Bale’s sectarianizing of the moralities,
histories and saints’ plays; Anne Askew and John Foxe’s alteration of the conventions of
hagiography; and the Marian polemicists’ amended versions of the religious lyric and the
Skeltonic political allegory.

A final major preoccupation is that of community as it is envisioned by polemical
works. Anne Askew and Thomas Becon are considered as examples of the self-
constructing reformist, and close attention is paid to how these individuals conceive of

themselves in relation to their community of co-religionists. The self is also considered in



relation to texts, namely, the Bible and martyrological writings, as both human bodies and
books become the subjects of persecution. The obverse of this concern is the polemicists’
endeavour to construct the ‘other’, defining their own community in relation to that of their
religious opponents. Close readings of the martyrological writings of John Foxe and Arthur
Golding show the martyrologists’ subversive use of their enemies’ rhetoric, in particular,
how the traditionalist authorities’ own pro-persecution arguments are used to ‘prove’ them
to be hypocritical and disorderly.

Tangential to this exploration of subjectivity and community are the study’s
reflections on aspects of gender and sexuality. The thesis points to the decentring of female
figures within polemical narratives as a symptom of the discomfort of male writers and
editors, and highlights the way in which accusations of sexual coercion and impropriety

are used as a metaphor for religious tyranny.
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Introduction

No where is the doctrine of helth more purely taught, fayth more throughly
co[m]mended, nor yet rightousnesse more highlye rewarded, than here. No where
are heresies more earnestly condemned, blasphemous vices more vehemently
rebuked, nor yet theyr iuste plages more fercely then thretened, than in this
compendiouse worke.

Herin is the true Christie[n] church (which is the meke spouse of the lambe
without spot) in her right fashyoned colours described. So is the proud church of
hypocrites, the rose coloured whore, the paramoure of Antichrist, and the sinfull
sinagoge of Satha[n], in her iust proporcio[n] depaynted, to the merciful fore
warnynge of the Lordes electes. And y' is the cause, why I haue here intytled this
boke, the Image of both churches.!

The Tudor polemicists portray a world of black and white: of Christ versus Antichrist, lies
versus absolute Truth. Although the contemporary political and religious differences were
complex and nuanced, these writers insist on an antagonistic, binary construction of ‘us
and them’, galvanizing the reader to adopt their sense of indignation and besiegement. Yet
the important word of my adopted title is not ‘both’ but ‘image’. For Bale to show others
his perception of the true and false churches he must construct a textual vehicle: the
communication of his ‘truth’ requires literary artifice.

The key idea is therefore that the writing of polemics is, inescapably, a creative act.
The texts considered within this study come from a time when confessional identities were
still solidifying. These works show reformists and traditionalists caught in the act of
writing themselves and their opponents, defining their doctrines and composing their
histories. It is my contention that to understand polemics we must look at them not solely
in terms of their semantic content, but also their literary building-blocks of tropes,

metaphor and imagery.

Scope

The scope of this study is from 1528, the year of publication of Tyndale’s polemical call to
arms The Obedience of a Christian Man, to 1563, the year John Foxe published the first
edition of his retrospective on the Reformation, Acts and Monuments. It gives, therefore,

an overview of the English Reformation and counter-Reformation period, spanning the

I John Bale, The image of bothe churches [...] (London: Jugge, [1548?)), in Early English Books Online
<http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home> [accessed 16 June 2010], STC 1297, sigs A2™". All further references to
Image pertain to this edition (the earliest complete edition still extant).
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reigns of four Tudor monarchs: the latter half of Henry VIII’s (1509-1547), the five-year
terms of Edward VI (1547-1553) and Mary I (1553-1558), and the first years of the reign
of Elizabeth I (1558-1603).

The bracketed period is one of intense religious turmoil. King Henry’s ‘great
matter’ presaged the dissolution of the monasteries, the repudiation of papal authority, and
the monarch’s appointment of himself as the head of the national church in 1534, all
seeming advancements for the reformist cause.? Yet the years following the ‘Act of Six
Articles’ (1539) were marked by increasing religious conservatism and a move towards the
maintenance of traditional forms of worship, especially concerning the sacraments.? In this
period up until the king’s death, there was a corresponding intolerance of the reformists,
leading to a swathe of heresy executions.* With the accession of Edward under the
protectorship of Somerset and, latterly, Dudley, came the consolidation of ‘Protestant’
identity, with the establishment of Anglican religious ceremony, Cranmer’s Book of
Common Prayer (1549) and the endorsement of clerical marriage.’ Mary’s accession,
following the abortive attempt to establish Jane Grey as Edward’s successor, saw the
pendulum swing back to Roman Catholicism, with traditional forms of worship being
reinstated along with the papal ties, and sacred accoutrements returned to churches made
bare by iconoclasm.® The protests at these major reversions led to the Marian church
asserting its power in a wave of persecutions. Along with imprisonments and

interrogations, this involved the execution of around 300 persons on heresy charges.’

2 On the early Henrician religious reforms see A.G. Dickens, The English Reformation, 2nd edn. (London:
Batsford, 1989), pp. 130-191; Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England
1400-1580 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), pp. 379-423; Christopher Haigh, English
Reformations: Religion, Politics, and Society under the Tudors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), pp.
105-136; J.J. Scarisbrick, Henry VIII, 2nd edn. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997), pp.
241-354.

3 On the Act of Six Articles (1539) and Henry’s later conservatism see Richard Rex, Henry VIII and the
English Reformation, 2nd edn. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), pp. 124-133; Haigh pp. 152-167;
Scarisbrick pp. 408-423.

4 On the Henrician heresy executions see Rex, pp. 133-4.

3> On the Reformation under Edward VI see Dickens pp. 222-286; Duffy pp. 448-477; Haigh pp. 168-202;
Diarmaid MacCulloch, Tudor Church Militant: Edward VI and the Protestant Reformation (London:
Penguin, 1999).

6 On the Marian counter-Reformation see Duffy pp. 524-564; Haigh pp. 203-218; David M. Loades, The
Reign of Mary Tudor: Politics, Government and Religion in England, 1553-1558 (London: Benn, 1979), pp.
148-182.

7 On the Marian persecutions see Dickens pp. 287-301; Haigh pp. 219-234.
2
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In 1559 Elizabeth’s government implemented changes which constituted yet
another religious upheaval. As Carole Levin writes, the parliament’s passing of the Act of
Uniformity ‘returned England to Edwardian Protestant form” while the Act of Supremacy
‘[gave] Elizabeth the title of Supreme Governor over the Church of England’, thus
effectively abolishing the mass and repudiating papal authority.?

Within a period of twenty-five years, therefore, there were five distinct shifts in
religious favour. These shifts created an atmosphere of uncertainty for courtiers,
clergymen, and the general populace alike. Recent historiography has shown the mid-
Tudor period to be more tumultuous than was previously understood: the prevailing view
within English Reformation studies, typified by A.G. Dickens’ seminal work The English
Reformation (1964) was of a gradual, inevitable Protestantization, quickly embraced and
supported by the English people. Yet, more recent scholarship by historians such as Eamon
Dufty, Christopher Haigh and Lucy Wooding has shown the ‘reformations’ to be piecemeal
and precarious, and reformism itself to be a minority voice, which largely went against the
traditionalist sensibilities of the majority of English subjects.

The implications of revisionist history for this study are that in viewing the mid-
Tudor period as one of acute instability, where state and populace were frequently at odds
over religion, polemic can be understood as a vital means of communication. It is my
contention that the polemics considered are not empty or complacent, but instruments of
attempted persuasion, and texts which dramatize the complicated relationships between
literature, authority and orthodoxy.

This study is necessarily selective in terms of the texts which it considers. During
Mary’s five-year reign alone the number of polemical texts printed in English exceeds a
hundred. Polemics vary in length from the single leaf of a broadside ballad to multi-
volume chronicles or works of scriptural exegesis, which can run to thousands of pages.
There is not time or space here to explore every polemic published during the thirty-year
span of the mid-Tudor era, yet certain key texts need to be addressed. In terms of drama,
John Bale’s works are the most numerous and prominent of the extant morality plays; in
terms of prose, it would likewise to be impossible to ignore Foxe’s magisterial work of
partisan history, Acts and Monuments. There are other authors who clearly deserve our

consideration: William Tyndale, Arthur Golding, John Heywood and Nicholas Udall are

8 Carole Levin, The Reign of Elizabeth I (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002), p. 23. On the religious policy of
Elizabeth’s reign see Dickens, pp. 339-377; Susan Doran, Elizabeth I and Religion, 1558-1603 (London:
Routledge, 1993).
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already the subjects of critical attention. The importance of this study is in adding to the
list some less well-known figures, whose works of polemic support and deepen our

understanding of writers already considered ‘canonical’.

Critical Heritage and Problems

Mid-Tudor literature has always been a neglected field. This may be partially due to
‘periodization’ in academia, as it falls as a band separating ‘late medieval’ from the aureate
‘high renaissance’ of the Elizabethan period, thus both between and beyond the remit of
Chaucerians and Shakespearians. It is also the victim of sweeping value-judgements. In

Poetry and Prose in the Sixteenth Century (1954) C.S. Lewis unhelpfully christened it ‘the
Drab Age’:

The Drab Age begins before the Late Medieval has ended, towards the end of
Henry VIII’s reign, and lasts into the late seventies. Drab is not used as a
dyslogistic term. It marks a period in which, for good or ill, poetry has little
richness either of sound or images. The good work is neat and temperate, the bad
flat and dry. [...] Prose is now more artificial in some writers, more cumbersome in

others.’
Even among those who have mounted in-depth studies of mid-Tudor literature (most
notably, drama), such as E.K. Chambers, T.W. Craik, and David Bevington, there persists a
teleological approach.!? Early Tudor drama is seen as an embryonic form, a clumsy
predecessor to the perfected version exhibited upon the Elizabethan stage. The critical
narrative is one of Darwinian evolution and natural selection, with the paring away of
allegorical characters, homiletic content and native rhyming metres, deemed primitive and
undesirable. ‘Pre-Shakespearian drama’ was an ore which needed to be refined to produce
Shakespeare.

More recent criticism has begun to challenge this approach: Peter Happé and Greg
Walker’s work on the drama of John Skelton, John Bale, Nicholas Udall and John
Heywood (among others) has established that mid-Tudor moralities and interludes deserve

to be evaluated as texts of importance in and of themselves, rather than as forerunners to

9 C.S. Lewis, Poetry and Prose in the Sixteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954), p. 64

10 E K. Chambers, The Medieval Stage, 2 vols (London: Oxford University Press, 1903); T.W. Craik, The
Tudor Interlude: Stage, Costume, and Acting (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1958);
David M. Bevington, From Mankind to Marlowe: Growth of Structure in the Popular Drama of Tudor
England (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1962).

4
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something greater.!! This study takes the same approach, considering the dramatic works
of Bale and (in a later chapter) Udall as innovative and of relevance in reflecting the
unique political and religious circumstances of their time.

Perhaps even more wronged than the drama has been mid-Tudor prose. Many of the
prose texts considered here, such as Tyndale’s Obedience and Parable of the Wicked
Mammon (1528), Bale’s Image of Bothe Churches (1545), Miles Hogarde’s Displaying of
the Protestantes (1556) and Foxe’s Acts and Monuments (1563) were avidly read by
contemporary audiences. Naomi Conn Liebler notes that the ‘strikingly high number of
printings and reprintings of prose fiction texts’ in the early modern period is indicative of
their popularity and profitability.'? Yet the critical consensus, at least until the last decades
of the twentieth century, was of sixteenth-century prose as ‘drab’, inconsequential and even

unreadable. Constance Relihan comments:

Such texts [...] are often seen as the work of “hack” writers, as inelegant
productions unworthy of close reading, as messy aberrations produced by the later
sixteenth century that had (so the argument goes) little impact on the development
of the novel or the history of English fiction.!?
[f early Tudor drama is at least allowed a place as an ancestor to Shakespeare, prose is
wholly disowned, seen as having no effect upon the English novel, which apparently
sprang up fully-formed at the beginning of the eighteenth century. Relihan blames the
inattention to early modern prose on the schools of critical inquiry which dominated the
first half of the twentieth-century: ‘the texts included in this category were not suited to the
decontextualizing approaches New Criticism and formalisms of various kinds
advocated’.'* It is with the advent of New Historicism in the 1980s that the interpretation

of texts within a historical, political and religious context came back into fashion (over

commentary on purely ‘aesthetic’ values), and with the rise of feminist and post-colonial

11 See esp. Peter Happé, ‘Spectacle in Bale and Heywood” METh, 16 (1994), 51-64; John Bale (New York:
Twayne, 1996); ‘Dramatic Images of Kingship in Heywood and Bale’, Studies in English Literature,
1500-1900, 39 (1999), 239-53; Greg Walker, Persuasive Fictions : Faction, Faith, and Political Culture in
the Reign of Henry VIII (Aldershot : Scolar Press, 1996); Plays of Persuasion: Drama and Politics at the
Court of Henry VIII (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); The Politics of Performance in Early
Renaissance Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Writing under Tyranny: English
Literature and the Henrician Reformation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).

12 Early Modern Prose Fiction: The Cultural Politics of Reading, ed by Naomi Conn Liebler, (New York and
London: Routledge, 2007), p. 1.

13 Framing Elizabethan Fictions: Contemporary Approaches to Early Modern Narrative Prose, ed. by
Constance C. Relihan (Kent, Ohio, and London: Kent State University Press, 1996), p. 2

14 Tbid., p. 1.
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approaches that the marginalisation of figures outside the traditional western canon began
to be redressed. These movements within criticism heralded a moderate increase in
academic interest in early Tudor polemical prose, and of especial importance to this study
is the work of Thomas Betteridge, John N. King and Thomas Freeman. !>

My own methodology identifies with New Historicism in recognising the
importance of religious and historical context, and I espouse the principles outlined by H.
Aram Veeser that ‘every expressive act is embedded in a network of material practices’ and
‘that literary and non-literary “texts” circulate inseparably’.!® The polemics focused upon
in this study define doctrine and are engaged in the act of constructing both sectarian

communities and history, thus illustrating Richard Wilson’s comment that:

Literature is part of history, the literary text as much a context for other aspects of

cultural and material life as they are for it. [...] Rather than passively reflecting an

external reality, literature is an agent in constructing a culture’s sense of reality.!’
The texts under consideration fit into the category described by Catherine Gallagher and
Stephen Greenblatt as ‘marginalized or excluded entirely from the canon [...] regarded as
altogether nonliterary, that is, lacking in aesthetic polish, the self-conscious use of
rhetorical figures, the aura of distance from the everyday world, the marked status as
fiction that separately or together characterize belles lettres’.'® However, I would reject
Harold Bloom’s disparagement of New Historicism and the texts it champions as part of a
barbaric ‘School of Resentment’, antithetical to what he terms ‘aesthetic value’.!” While
this study eschews value judgements it is nevertheless focused upon the literary qualities of
the texts, which involves a degree of aesthetic appreciation. Through close reading I

identify the tropes, metaphors and images which the polemicists use to construct their

15 See esp. Thomas Betteridge Tudor Histories of the English Reformations, 1530-83 (Aldershot: Ashgate,
1999); Thomas Freeman, ‘“The Good Ministrye of Godlye and Vertuouse Women”: The Elizabethan
Martyrologists and the Female Supporters of the Marian Martyrs’, Journal of British Studies, 39 (2000),
8-33; Thomas Freeman, and Sarah Elizabeth Wall, ‘Racking the Body, Shaping the Text: The Account of
Anne Askew in Foxe’s “Book of Martyrs™’, Renaissance Quarterly, 54 (2001), 1165-1196; John N. King,
English Reformation Literature: The Tudor Origins of the Protestant Tradition (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1982); Foxes Book of Martyrs and Early Modern Print Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006).

16 The New Historicism, ed. by H. Aram Veeser (New York and London: Routledge, 1989), xi.

17 New Historicism and Renaissance Drama, ed. by Richard Wilson and Richard Dutton (London and New
York: Longman, 1992), p. 28.

18 Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, Practicing New Historicism (Chicago and London:
University of Chicago Press, 2000), p. 9.

19 Harold Bloom, The Western Canon: The Books and the School of the Ages (New York, San Diego and
London: Harcourt Brace, 1994), p. 17.
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message, and acknowledge the manipulation of pre-existing generic models. An important
part of my agenda is to demonstrate the texts’ literary qualities, and therefore, their
suitability as subjects for literary criticism. I hope to reclaim Reformation polemic for
literary studies, demonstrating that it is not solely the property of religious historians.

In addition to New Historicism, this study is informed by Saussurian semiotics and
feminist criticism: chapter 1 investigates the reformist attempt to limit play between
signifier and signified in dealing with parables and metaphorical language, while chapters
2 and 5 draw heavily on gender studies and post-modern conceptions of ‘subjectivity’ in
examining the ways in which female figures construct themselves through narratives,

versus their construction by their (male) supporters and editors.

A Note on Terminology

The naming and ascription of religious allegiances during this period presents a
considerable difficulty. As Lucy Wooding notes, even an individual’s articulations
concerning the ‘touchstone’ issues of doctrine (like transubstantiation, the mass and

justification by faith) are not always clear indications of religious identity:

What made a ‘Catholic or a ‘Protestant’ in this era was more often a case of self-
definition than adherence to a clear set of doctrines. [...] In the early years of
Reformation there was no such thing as unequivocal religious orthodoxy.’%°
For the purposes of this study, therefore, I classify polemicists on the basis of their
professed allegiances, rather than attempting to impose an identity on them in light of
notions of what might have constituted ‘orthodox’ Catholicism or Protestantism in the mid-
sixteenth century.
In fact, the very terms ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ are anachronistic when applied to

the early years of the English Reformation. ‘Protestant’ did not become a widespread or

20 Lucy E.C. Wooding, Rethinking Catholicism in Reformation England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), p.
3,

7
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generally recognised label until the 1550s.2! Likewise, those who wished to continue in the
established traditions of worship under Henry were unlikely to identify themselves as
‘Catholic’ in the sense that describes an allegiance to the Roman Church and its rituals.??
Duffy offers the term ‘traditional religion’ as an alternative the word ‘Catholic’, explaining
that it ‘does more justice to the shared and inherited beliefs and practices of the people, and
begs fewer questions about the social geography of pre-Reformation religion’.
Acknowledging that medieval religious customs were subject to changes and innovations,
he adds that his use of the term ‘traditional’, is ‘not meant to imply stasis or impassibility,
but to indicate the general character of a religious culture which was rooted in a repertoire
of inherited and shared beliefs and symbols’.>3

Throughout this study I therefore use the terms ‘traditionalist’ and ‘reformist’ to
express the more nebulous religious allegiances of those under Henry VIII, reserving
‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ as terms which gained usage during the reign of Edward VI,

when identities became more fixed and polarised.

Structure

The first chapter takes as its subject the early reformist polemic of William Tyndale and
John Bale, and their common preoccupation with allegory. It considers how the
iconoclastic urge (the distrust of visual images and their role in religious worship) has
linguistic implications, manifesting in a concern over metaphors and parables, and the
proper method for their interpretation. I argue that reformism’s preoccupation with the
‘problem of allegory’ is evident not only in writings about Biblical exegesis, but also as a

major theme of Bale’s propagandist drama. The chapter goes on to examine Bale’s

21 The Oxford English Dictionary credits the first native use of ‘Protestant’ to Thomas Becon: ‘Ar not some
called papists, some protestants, some Anabaptists, some sacramentaries?’, ‘Protestant, 2. a.’, in Oxford
English Dictionary, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), <http://dictionary.oed.com.> [accessed 16
June 2010]. All further references to OED pertain to this edition. See also Thomas Becon, A4 fruitful treatise
of fasting wherin is declared what ye Christen fast is, how we ought to fast, [and] what ye true vse of fastyng
is (London: Day, [1551]), in Early English Books Online <http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home> [accessed 18
May 2010] STC 1722, sig. A5". In his 1556 polemic Miles Hogarde refers to ‘protestante’ as ‘a worde greatly
pleasyng the[m]selues, a woorde inuented after theyr hartes desyre, a worde deuysed of themselues’. See
Miles Huggarde [sic], The Displaying of the Protestantes and sondry their practices, with a description of
diuers of late frequented within their malignaunte churche. Perused and set furth with thassent of authoritie,
accordyng too the ordre in that behalf appoynted (London: Caly, 1556), in Early English Books Online
<http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home> [accessed 16 June 2010], STC 13558, p. 8.

22 OED cites Mary’s injunctions of March 1554 as earliest recorded use of ‘catholic’ in this sense: ‘[...] to
remove them, and place catholic men in their rooms’. See ‘The Injunctions of Queen Mary, A.D. 1554°, in
Documents lllustrative of English Church History, ed. by Henry Gee and William John Hardy (London:
MacMillan, 1896), pp. 380-83 (p. 383, item 17).

2 Dufty, p. 3.
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attempts to alter his medieval generic models in a way that allows him to explicate images
and make them ‘safe’. It also explores his relationship with the visual and verbal aspects of
dramaturgy, in particular focusing on his habit of associating spectacle and linguistic play
with vices, and his attempts to create a suitable idiolect and depiction for virtue. A final
section identifies key moments in Bale’s plays where there is an apparent disunity
between the spoken word and performed action, and argues that this slippage demonstrates
the irreconcilable nature of reformism’s differences from the allegorical mode.

The second chapter focuses on The Examinations of Anne Askew (1547),
considering how both the martyr herself and her later editors, Bale and Foxe, make use of a
two-way analogy that conflates human bodies with texts, a device which serves to
celebrate the links between Christ, the Bible and reformist martyrs as objects of
persecution. The chapter considers the special resonances which the body/text analogy has
for Askew, given the critical heritage of interpreting the Examinations either in light of its
doubtful textual integrity or Askew’s gendered subjectivity. Through close reading of
certain passages, | show that Askew attempts to counter hagiographic conventions by
promoting the martyr’s text (rather than corporeal remains) as a sacred legacy. In
demonstrating her belief in the apotropaic qualities of the Bible, I propose that Askew
envisions Scripture as both metaphorical ‘shield” and ‘sword’, protecting her body from the
violence of her would-be persecutors and also allowing her, in turn, to challenge their
dogmas with its irrefutable words. In the conclusion, I argue that Askew’s appropriation of
the Bible’s words constitutes a vision of ‘self as text’, a conceptualisation which allows
Askew to counter the inherent radicalism of sola scriptura, to secure herself a place within
the reformist community, and, most importantly, to legitimise her own martyrdom.

In the third chapter, [ turn from considering the reformist construction of the self, to
the construction of the other. This chapter examines the appropriation and subversion of
traditionalist pro-persecution rhetoric within a selection of martyrological texts: Askew’s
Examinations (1547), Arthur Golding’s 4 brief treatise concerning the burnynge of Bucer
and Phagius (1562) and Foxe’s Acts and Monuments (1563). I identify three commonly
occurring tropes given this treatment. Firstly, the interrogators’ promise of ‘gentleness’ and
benevolent intention in their handling of heretics is rewritten by the martyrologists to
signify secret cruelty and hidden malevolence. Askew uses the repetition of promises of
gentleness to highlight the sinister alternatives which underly her questioning and

characterises offers of ‘help’ as demonic enticements, while Foxe criticises the bishop-
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interrogators’ attempt to dissociate themselves from heretic burnings by placing the blame
on the secular authorities. The second trope considered is the metaphor of ‘infection’,
where Catholic apologists use medical imagery and the idea of surgical intervention to
justify religious persecution. I demonstrate that the martyrologists convert these arguments
into proof of their opponents’ bloodlust, portraying the promised ‘surgery’ as murder,
‘healing confession’ as wounding and heresy examinations as acts of sexualised violence.
Finally, I examine how the traditionalist claim to represent unity and order through the
universal Church 1s transformed by martyrologists into proof of their inherent
disorderliness. I show that Foxe and Golding depict Catholic ceremonies as farces or
stage-plays, highlight the corruption of ecclesiastical law through accusations of legal
chicanery, and portray individual representatives of the clergy (such as Edmund Bonner) as
scurrilous, animalistic and violent.

The fourth chapter examines the writings of those who attempt to justify their
refusal to choose exile or martyrdom in the face of persecution over their beliefs. It begins
with an overview of the history of lying and deception in Christian thought, considering
how the Augustinian total ban on lying leads to controversy over practices such as
nicodemism, dissimulation, equivocation, casuistry and mental reservation. The central
focus of the chapter is upon the surviving text of Thomas Becon’s 1543 recantation at
Paul’s Cross. I offer a reading of Becon’s recantation as an ingenious and highly
subversive work of persuasive literature, commenting on his innovative usage of meta-
textual referencing and self-conscious theatricality in order to argue that such events were
not necessarily acts of capitulation, but opportunities for covert evangelism and even
shameless self-promotion.

However, I also point to the profound sense of unease which abjurations could raise
among the recanter’s co-religionists, and the related composition of ‘counter-recantations’,
i.e. texts written by the guilty parties themselves, or interested supporters, in order to undo
the recantation’s perceived harmful effects within the community. I argue that the
contradictions evident within Robert Wisdom’s Revocation (1544), and Robert Crowley’s
The Confutation of [...] Nicolas Shaxton (1548) display the discomfort of reformist writers
when called upon to explain apparent lapses of faith. To conclude, I propose that John
Foxe’s relentless focus on martyrdom as the only available response to persecution, and his
subsequent decision to edit out references to backsliding from his history of the English

reformation, reflects a wider Protestant fear of fabrication, fictionalization and multiplicity.
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The final chapter focusses upon the ways in which Mary Tudor’s supporters
construct the queen through their polemical works. It considers the unprecedented
difficulties which these writers faced in portraying Mary on account of the lack of a
preexisting iconography for a queen regnant, the pressing need to counter Protestant
hostility towards a female ruler, and the unpopularity of her foreign husband. While
acknowledging the existence of Mariological parallels in early ballad works, I demonstrate
that polemicists were able to move beyond simple references to the queen’s Virgin
namesake, drawing on archetypes from classical mythology as well as both the Old and
New Testaments. I then consider works by John Heywood, Nicholas Udall and Miles
Hogarde in light of their shared use of maternal imagery, arguing that the construction of
Mary I as national mother serves to legitimise persecution by casting her as a loving
disciplinarian, and also to link Mary to the Church and her people, thereby synthesizing a
vision of a uniquely feminized state, set up in deliberate opposition to patriarchal

Protestantism.
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Chapter 1
‘Straunge speakynge or borowed speach’:

Bale, Tyndale and the Problem of Allegory

Introduction: the Reformist Distrust of Allegory
Many of the oldest churches in Britain still bear the scars of the Reformation campaign of
iconoclasm: frescoes with the faces of the saints rubbed out; carved figures on pew ends so
damaged as to be unrecognisable. Many more of the pre-Reformation adornments of such
churches, the original stained glass windows, rood screens, and devotional statues, have
been removed or completely destroyed without a trace.!

The destructive actions of this period as manifested in the removal of holy
images from the churches (which reached its zenith in the years of the reign of Edward
VI)? are frequently denounced as ruinous and barbaric by historians and other
commentators, an attitude neatly summarised by Patrick Collinson, who writes that
‘according to common prejudice’, English Protestantism ‘produced no culture of its own
but made an iconoclastic holocaust of the culture which already existed’.? While we may
well lament the destruction of irreplaceable objects of religious art (many of which were
already antique at the time of their destruction), the damage that was done should be seen
not simply as wanton violence, or an expression of malevolence towards the old faith, but
rather as a symptom of fear and uncertainty in the attitude of reformist thinkers towards
images and their function in lay religious belief.

The iconoclasts directed their destructive urges not only against the easy targets of
the gorgeously bedecked virgins and saint statues, which were dressed, prayed to and given
offerings (practices commonly denounced as iconolatry by reformers),* but at the stained

glass windows, which were never considered to be objects of idolatrous veneration. The

! On the effects of iconoclasm upon English churches see Dufty, Stripping of the Altars, pp. 381-386,
448-464, 566-589 and figs 58-59, 131-141; and John Phillips The Reformation of Images: Destruction of Art
in England 1535-1660 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), pp. 82-100 and figs 15-38.

2 Brian Cummings, ‘Iconoclasm and Bibliophobia’, in Images, Idolatry and Iconoclasm in Later Medieval
England, ed. by Jeremy Dimmick and others (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 185-205 (p. 204).

3 Patrick Collinson, The Birthpangs of Protestant England: Religious and Cultural Change in the Sixteenth
and Seventeenth Centuries (Hampshire: Macmillan, 1988), p. 94.

4 For the veneration of images and statues in fifteenth-century parish life see Gail McMurray Gibson, The
Theater of Devotion: East Anglian Drama and Society in the Late Middle Ages, (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1989). On the subject of dressing statues, Gibson records that the 1501 will of one ‘Jane
Chamberleyn’ of York, stipulates that the deceased woman’s wedding ring, gold and silver girdle and coral
rosary beads are to be placed upon the statue of St. Anne in St. Mary’s Abbey on the day of her funeral (p.
JiL)
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concern was not merely about the worshipping of idols and demi-gods in the churches; it
was an anxiety specifically about mimesis, a suspicion that any kind of visual
representation when it came to expressing religious ideas was somehow confusing and
dangerous, and therefore best done away with entirely, for, as Cummings puts it, ‘an empty
church is empty of doubt’.’

The reformist alternative and antidote to all forms of visual representation was the
Word, which in some cases literally replaced the visual image as church walls were
whitewashed over and covered with texts against idolatry.® Unlike human efforts to evoke
the sacred through mimetic art, scripture was infallible and, in a sense, immaterial,
belonging to the realm of thought and understanding rather than the depraved and woefully
imperfect physical, visual world.

The reverencing of the scripture over visual media was not without its problematic
elements. Firstly, the printing of the Bible in English resulted in a kind of intellectual
egalitarianism which had never before existed. Before beginning his translation of the New
Testament, Tyndale famously told a Catholic clergyman, ‘I will cause a boy that driveth the
plough shall know more of the scripture than thou dost’.” For the first time, the state was
actively encouraging members of the lay community to attain unmediated knowledge of
the Bible, and this revolution generated a massive increase in the potential for heterodoxy.
The Tudor government saw the urgent need to institute some degree of religious
conformity in the years immediately following the break from the Roman church, and the
reigns of both Henry and Edward are marked by attempts to prevent incendiary preachers
from public speaking and to curb the free interpretation of scripture.® John N. King
observes that Archbishop Cranmer’s foreword to the 1547 Book of Homilies expresses
concern at the pluralism of belief and divergent opinions which resulted from independent
Biblical study. King sees the officially sanctioned homilies as an attempt to re-establish
orthodoxy in the vacuum which existed after the exile of Catholic religious authority from

England:

5 Cummings, ‘Iconoclasm and Bibliophobia’, p. 198.
¢ Dufty, Stripping of the Altars, p. 454.

7 William Tyndale, The Obedience of a Christian Man, ed. by David Daniell (London: Penguin, 2000), intro.
p- XVil.

8 For details on Henrician and Edwardian proclamations against preaching see Duffy, Stripping of the Altars,
pp. 387-8, 400, 410-11, 463-4.
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Cranmer hoped that the authorized homilies, supplementing unrestricted Bible
reading, would guide the study of the scriptures and formulate uniform doctrine.
[...] In principle, the Bible is ‘easy and plain for the understandyng’ [...] yet some
‘obscure mysteries’ can only be understood by the learned.’

Scripture created difficulties for the radical reformists as well as for the Tudor state: in the
wrong hands it could be abused by quotations being lifted out of context by unscrupulous
debaters and made to fit their own heretical purposes (according to the sixteenth-century
proverb, ‘even the devil can quote scripture for his own ends’).!? This created an
ideological battleground out of many issues, both traditionalists and reformers citing
scriptural authority for their positions on matters such as the alleged succession of the
popes from St. Peter and the attendant power granted them over earth and purgatory:
‘quodcumque ligaveris’ as Sedition quotes in Bale’s King Johan (1538).!! This sort of
contention is sometimes bound up with the issue of translation: Tyndale’s substitution of
key words such as ‘elder’ and ‘congregation’ for the Vulgate’s ‘priest” and ‘church’ in his
translation of the New Testament was especially galling to Sir Thomas More, as Daniell
notes.!? Bale sets up this particular debate in Three Laws (1538) when he has the Vice
Infidelity greet Christus Lex by saying that he has heard of him and ‘my mastres your

wyfe’ (i.e. the Catholic church).!3 Christ’s Law retorts:

Thys is not the church of dysgysed hypocrytes,

Of apysh shavelynges, or papystycall sodomytes.

Nor yet, as they call it, a temple of lyme and stone,

But a lyvysh buyldynge, grounded in fayth alone,

On the harde rocke Christ whych is the sure foundacyon:

And of thys church some do reigne in every nacyon,

And in all contrayes though their nombre be but small. [1. 1327-33]

Veneration of the scripture caused another, perhaps essentially more troubling, problem for

the reformers which is to do not with sectarian use of sacred words, but with the figurative

9 King, English Reformation Literature, p. 132; citing The First and Second Prayer Books of Edward VI,
intro. by Douglas Harrison (London: [n. pub.], 1968), p. 4.

10 See The Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs, ed. Jennifer Speake (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), in

<http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t90.e525> [accessed 21 June
2010]: ‘The proverb alludes to the temptation of Christ by the Devil (Matthew iv) when the latter quotes a

passage from Psalm xci’.

11 John Bale, King Johan, in The Complete Plays of John Bale, ed. by Peter Happé, 2 vols (Cambridge:
Brewer, 1985), 1, 1. 97.

12 Daniell, Obedience, intro, pp. Xx-Xxi.

13 John Bale, Three Laws, in Complete Plays, 11, 1. 1302.
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nature of the language itself, as scripture requires interpretation in order to serve as a guide
for Christian living.

The reformers’ relationship with scripture was especially agonised with regard to
the role of allegory in religion. In Obedience of a Christen Man (1528) Tyndale calls
allegory ‘straunge speakynge or borowed speach’, an unstable, riddling form of
language.'* Allegory is, in its most basic definition, the understanding of one thing
presented to denote or symbolise something else: a linguistic form of mimesis.!> While the
troubling visual representations which decorated England’s churches could be deleted by
smashing the windows and painting the rood screen, allegory could not be condemned or
ignored. It was a mode of communication indigenous to the Bible itself, and therefore had
to be assimilated into Protestant thought. The fault, as Tyndale saw it, came from our own
inability to understand heavenly matters in anything but prosaic terms: ‘The similitudes of
the Gospell are allegories borowed of worldly matters to expresse spirituall thinges’ [R3"].

There was a keen awareness that Biblical ailegories had a long-standing heritage in
Christian thought, and that these traditional meanings were firmly established in the minds
of the people through the church’s teachings: ‘centuries of Catholic authority and
intimately familiar dogma [...] ready to pounce on and overwhelm the ambivalent
Christian’, as Ivo Kamps puts it.!® The reformist intention was therefore to impose a new
set of values upon the allegories and to find a way of fixing these new meanings as part of
the commonly-held beliefs of the general public.

Much in the same way as the reformists propagated the belief that there was a ‘true’
or primitive church of the apostles which had been supplanted by the perverse Roman one
(an assertion which allowed Protestantism to claim historical precedent in an age which
valued antiquity and regarded innovation as suspicious), Tyndale cultivated the idea that

there was a ‘literal’ meaning to all scripture. Cummings affirms the radicalism of this idea

14 William Tyndale, The Obedience of a Christen Man ([Antwerp]: [Hoochstraten], 1528; repr. Menston:
Scholar Press, 1970), sig. R1"

15 The OED defines ‘allegory, 1. as ‘description of a subject under the guise of some other subject of aptly
suggestive resemblance’. For a brief history of the word see ‘Appendix I: On the History of the Term
“Allegory’”, in Jon Whitman, Allegory: The Dynamics of an Ancient and Medieval Technique (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1987), pp. 263-268.

16 Ivo Kamps, Historiography and Ideology in Stuart Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996), pp. 56-57.
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by commenting that: ‘the literal truth of scripture is commonly regarded as the most
sensational doctrine of the Reformation’.!”

In Obedience Tyndale mocks the four types of exegesis by which Catholic scholars
traditionally endeavoured to achieve a full understanding of the scripture in all its senses:
literal, allegorical, tropological and anagogical [R1%].!8 These two latter he dismisses as
fancy words for allegory, which narrows his field to only two real levels of understanding:
the allegorical and the literal.

This established, Tyndale uses some popular proverbs to demonstrate that all
allegories are only phrases which appear strange because they are couched in unfamiliar
terms, or use images borrowed from other vocabularies, but which impart a commonly-

understood wisdom:

[...] loke yer thou lepe / whose literall sence is / doo nothinge sodenly or without
advisemente. Cut not the bowe that thou stondest apon whose literall sence is
oppresse not the comyns and is borowed of hewers. When a thinge speadeth not
well / we borowe speach and saye / the Byshope hath blessed it / because that
nothinge speadeth well that they medyll with all. [...] All fabels prophesies and
redels are allegories asysopus [Aesop’s] fabels and Marliens [Merlin’s] prophisies
and the interpretacion of them are the literall sence. [R27"]

This is a double reduction: having established that the three figurative categories of
Catholic scholasticism are in reality merely unnecessary subdivisions of allegory, he goes
on to reveal that allegory itself is but a casing of unfamiliar words which conceals a kernel
of truth. This central religious truth is what we should always be pursuing in scriptural

exegesis:

Thou shalt understo[n]d therefore y* the scripture hath but one sence which is y*
literall sence. And y' literall sence is y© rote and grou[n]d of all & the ancre y*

never fayleth where unto yf thou cleve thou canst never erre or goo out of the waye.
And if thou leve y¢ litterall sence thou canst not but goo out of the waye. Never the
later the scripture useth proverbes / similitudes / redles or allegories as all other

17 Brian Cummings, The Literary Culture of the Reformation: Grammar and Grace (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002), p. 5.

18 The New Catholic Encyclopedia attributes fourfold interpretation back to Gregory the Great (d.604),
‘principal initiator and greatest patron of medieval doctrine of the four senses.” Of the influence of this type
of exegesis over the following centuries: ‘This fourfold division of the senses (the literal, the spiritual—
including the allegorical, the moral, and the anagogic) of Scripture invaded all areas of medieval life. [...] It
remained classical in Biblical studies until the coming of the Protestant Reformers [...] who rejected it with
derision in favor of a more direct, historical, literal exegesis.” See ‘Exegesis, Biblical’, in New Catholic
Encyclopedia, ed. by Berard L. Marthaler and others, 2nd edn., 15 vols (Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2003), V, pp.
506-524.
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speaches doo / but that which the proverbe / similitude / redell or allegory signifieth
is ever the literall sence which thou must seke out dilgently. [R1v-R2"]

The meaning which the reader derives from a scriptural allegory can only be established as

truth by method of corroboration with other parts of scripture:

Moareover if I coulde not prove [i.e. try, test] with an open texte that which
allegory doeth expresse / then were allegory a thinge to be gested at and of no
greater value then a tale of Robyn hode. [...] Th[us] doeth the litterall sence prove
the allegory and beare it / as the foundacio[n] beareth the house. [R4™V]

Tyndale’s methodology demonstrates an empirical attitude towards exegesis: in reading an
allegory he desires Christians to form a hypothesis on what the ‘truth’ it expresses is, then
to cross-refer to other points where the Bible may be giving an identical message, thereby
establishing the hypothesis’ validity. The same attitude is visible in reformist pamphlets
and tracts, where each point the author makes in the main text is corroborated with a
marginal reference to a verse of scripture. Some authors are so anxious for their arguments
to appear convincing that the margins of their tracts appear almost totally black with
references.!®

The idea that every passage in the Bible should have one true, self-evident meaning
seems like a strange mixture of naivety and arrogance, yet reformists such as Tyndale and
Cranmer assert that by following the right guidelines (i.e. theirs), it is possible to discover
the sole ‘correct’ interpretation of scripture.?® Cummings points to this problematic
reflexivity by commenting that: ‘in such terms it is possible to forget that the phrase ‘literal
truth’ is at best a paradox, perhaps an oxymoron’?! and that ‘a literal interpretation, like

any other, pays words back with words’.?> However, the propagation of this belief is an

19 See, for example, The Image of Both Churches: Bale was so unhappy with the quality of the printing of his
copious marginal notes in part I that he discontinued his practice of dilligent referencing for parts Il and I1I.
In the preface of part II he bitterly complains about the ‘heady hast’ of the printers, saying of his references
‘These haue both displaced them and also chaunged their nombers to the truthes derogacio[n]’ (I, A3Y).

20 In his homilies prescribed for the edification of the English people, Archbishop Cranmer sets out the
following formula for scriptural interpretation: ‘Reade it humbly, with a meke and a lowly harte, to thintent
[sic], you may glorifie God, and not your self, with the knowledge of it: and reade it not without daily
praiyng to God, that he would directe your readyng to good effecte, and take vpon you, to expounde it no
further, then you can plainly vnderstande it’. See Thomas Cranmer, ‘A fruteful exhortacion to the readying of
holye scripture’ in Certayne sermons, or homelies appoynted by the kynges Maiestie, to be declared and
redde, by all persones, vicars, or curates, euery Sondaye in their churches, where they haue cure (London:
Grafton, 1547), in Early English Books Online http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home [accessed 16 June 2010],
STC 13640, sigs. A3V-B4Y (B2Y).

2l Cummings, Literary Culture, p. 5.

22 Ibid., p. 29.
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important part of the agenda of the reformists: unable to ignore allegory, they seek instead
to stabilise it, insisting that every similitude has a meaning which is both singular and
verifiable, the double aim being to discredit the Catholic ‘dogma’ surrounding allegory and
to establish the Protestant doctrine as a revelation of truth rather than an alternative point
of view.

Iconoclasm, concern over mimesis, emphasis upon the scriptures, and the pursuit of
singular meaning are prominent features not only of reformist prose writings, but of the
drama of John Bale. In this chapter I propose that Bale’s oeuvre constitutes a set of
experiments conducted by the playwright in order to make the formerly Catholic religious
drama serve the purposes of Protestantism, an attempt which involves the stabilisation of
allegory in its visual and verbal forms as well as the subversion and reinvention of the
traditional meanings given to these allegories by his Catholic predecessors. The manner in
which Bale deals with the allegorical mode in his various plays raises points not only to do
with his implementation of the precepts found in the prose of other reformists, but also

concerning the relationship between Protestantism and drama itself.

Dramatic Form: Bale’s Modification of Allegorical Templates

There seems to be an agreement among those critics who have studied the development of
anti-theatrical sentiment in England that, unlike their Puritan successors, who viewed the
stage and its trappings with complete hostility, the early reformers had a more ambivalent
attitude towards religious plays.”® They revealed themselves, in Kendall’s words, ‘not as a
single-minded enemy of the drama but as its troubled lover’.?* Among those in power
during the early years of the Reformation, Thomas Cromwell recognised the virtues of the
medium and was prepared to use it as a propaganda device. He served as patron and
protector to several Protestant playwrights, including Bale, using itinerant theatrical
troupes to disseminate and popularise new religious ideas and to garner support from
within the community. Sydney Anglo ascribes to Cromwell’s secretary Sir Richard

Morison the comments:

23 On early reformers and their attitude towards playing see Russell Fraser, The War Against Poetry
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), pp. 127-129 and Jonas Barish, The Antitheatrical Prejudice
(Berkley: University of California Press, 1981) pp. 82-83.

24 Ritchie D. Kendall, The Drama of Dissent: The Radical Poetics of Nonconformity, 1380-1590 (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1986), p. 8.
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Into the commen people thynges sooner enter by the eies then by the eares,

remembryng more better that they see than that they heere.?

Although the early reformers therefore theoretically approved of drama upon the grounds
of its usefulness as a didactic tool, even from the beginning the relationship between
Protestantism and drama was a fraught one. Despite the sense that something was required
to replace the Catholic types of popular drama — the moralities, mysteries and saint plays
beloved of the common people — no existing form seemed wholly satisfactory to suit the
doctrines and purposes of nascent Protestantism.

The mystery cycles sought to vivify scriptural episodes for the benefit of the vast
majority of the community who were without knowledge of Latin or access to a Bible, and
whose only acquaintance with the contents of the Bible itself came from the homilies of
the parish priest and these annual dramatic productions. Yet much of the material contained
within the mystery plays was humorous and non-scriptural, leading to the development of
such apocryphal details as Noah having a shrewish wife who refuses to leave her gossips
behind in order to board the ark,¢ or the comic business of sheep stealing which takes
place in the Towneley Second Shepherds’ Play (c. 1450).27 Reformist drama would
necessarily be produced on a much smaller scale than the mystery cycles, possibly even
making use of itinerant troupes in order to maximise the reach of the propaganda. The
plays would be aimed at an audience who had increasing access to vernacular Bibles and
would aspire not only to enlarge the spectators’ knowledge of scripture, but to encourage
the audience to discriminate between traditionalist points of doctrine and those espoused in

their own religious manifesto.

25 Sydney Anglo, ‘An Early Tudor Programme for Plays and Other Demonstrations Against The Pope’,
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 20 (1957), 176-179, in Jstor archive <http://www.jstor.org/
stable/750157> [accessed 16 June 2010], (p. 179). Anglo quotes from the unpublished treatise 4 discourse
touching the reformation of the lawes of England, British Museum, Cotton MSS, Faustina C. ii, sigs 5-22.

26 Noah’s wife is quarrelsome and reluctant to enter the ark in the Noah mystery plays of the York and
Chester cycles, and belligerent to the point of violence in the Towneley play: see ‘IX: Noah and the
Flood’ (pp. 45-55), 1l. 56-152 in York Plays, ed. by Lucy Toulmin Smith (New York: Russel, 1885); ‘III:
Noah’s Flood’ (pp. 42-56), 11. 97-112, 193-246 in The Chester Mystery Cycle, ed. by R.M. Lumiansky and
David Mills, Early English Text Society, 2 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974); ‘I1II: Procesessus
Noe cum filis (Noah and the Ark)’ (pp. 23-40), 11. 190-243, 328-414 in The Towneley Plays, ed. George
England and Alfred W. Pollard, Early English Text Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1897; repr.
Millwood, NY: Kraus Reprint Co., 1978).

27 Towneley, ‘X11I: Alia Eorundem (Shepherd’s Play, 1I)’, pp. 116-140.
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Although John Bale’s place in posterity is chiefly secured by the fierceness of his
‘bilious’ polemic rather than by his dramatic innovation,?® his extant plays demonstrate a
large degree of experimentation with form. His work is a palimpsest, exhibiting
conspicuous traces of pre-existing forms of native drama, primarily the morality tradition,
but also the mysteries and chronicle plays.?’ Yet Bale is more remarkable in how he
deviates from the traditional dramatic conventions than in how he follows them: his work
is innovative, and while he makes use of the familiar structures of English allegorical
drama, he is engaged in a bold attempt to forge a new genre, striving to create a dramatic

prototype for a reformed age.

a) The Morality Play
King Johan and Three Laws both possess features which immediately identify them with
the moralities: such plays as The Castle of Perseverance (1382-1425), Mankind (1465-70),
Everyman (c.1519) and John Skelton’s Magnyfycence (1520-22) use personified
abstractions to enact an eschatological plot, much like Bale’s two popular-canon plays.
While the writers of the pre-Reformation moralities frequently added local colour to their
plays, these works also functioned on a universal and timeless level.* It is Bale’s aim to
make the allegorical drama express an intensely contemporary message, and to achieve this
effect he reinvents key aspects of the morality drama, beginning with the convention of the
Vice’s disguise.

A metaphor which pervades all of Bale’s drama is that of Roman ritual presented as
a form of play acting, ceremony as mummery. The idea of the mass as a farce is common
in reformation polemic, particularly that of Tyndale. His use of the word ‘mummynge’ to

describe the church ceremonies conducted in Latin [Obedience, M 1] expresses both the

28 Bale’s nickname ‘bilious Bale’ was coined by Thomas Fuller c. 1662. ‘Bilious Bale bespattereth him [...]
hear how he ranteth [...]°, Thomas Fuller, The History of the Worthies of England, ed. by John Nichols, 2 vols
([London]: Rivington, 1811), in <http://galenet.galegroup.com/serviet/ MOML?
af=RN&ae=F101355130&srchtp=a&ste=14> [accessed 21 June 2010], p. 238.

29 For comments upon Bale’s reliance on indigenous dramatic forms see Honor McCusker, John Bale:
Dramatist and Antiquary (Bryn Mawr PA: [n. pub.], 1942), pp. 77-96; Thora Balslev Blatt, The Plays of John
Bale: A Study of Ideas, Technique and Style (Copenhagen: Gad, 1968), pp. 63-65, 127; and Paul Whitfield
White, Theatre and Reformation: Protestantism, Patronage and Playing in Tudor England (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 31.

30 See, for example, Mankind (1465-1470), where the head devil Titivillus instructs his lieutenant vices to
enlist help from local personages, listing their names as: ‘William Fyde [...] Master Huntyngton of Sauston
[...] Wylliam Thurlay of Hauston [...] Pycharde of Trumptynton [...] Wyllyham Baker of Walton [...]
Rycherde Bollman of Gayton [...] Master Woode of Fullburn [...] Wyllyam Partryke of Massyngham [...]
Master Alyngton of Botysam [...] Hamonde of Soffeham’. Mankind, in The Macro Plays, ed. by Mark Eccles,
Early English Text Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), 1. 503-515.
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idea of pretence or play-acting and mumbling — linguistic nonsense. Bale uses similar
expressions in his religious autobiographical work The Vocacyon of Johan Bale to the
Bishoprick of Ossorie in Ireland (1553). Here he recounts his retort to the mutinous Irish
priests of his diocese when they demand that he say a mass for the lately departed King

Edward:

By my trouth sayde I / than muste ye go seke out some other chaplayne. For truly
of all generacions I am no massemongar. For of all occupacions me thinke / it is
most foolish. For there standeth the preste disgysed / lyke one that wolde showe
some conveyaunce or juglyng playe. He turneth his back to the people / and telleth
a tale to the walle in a foren language.!
Alongside the mockery of the mass as farcical and senseless is the more serious accusation
of wilful deception embodied in the idea of disguise. To those reformists familiar with the
vice conventions of the English morality play the comparison is irresistible. In The Parable

of the Wicked Mammon (1528) Tyndale uses the idea of a changeable disguise to explain

the nature of the Antichrist, portraying him as a protean play-actor:

But his nature is (what he is bttred [sic] and overcome with the word of God) to go
out of the playe for a season and to disgyse hymselfe and then to come in agayn
with a new name and a new rayme/[n]t. [...] Because the beast seeyth himself now
to be sought for, he roareth and seketh new holes to hyde him self in and chaungeth
himself in a thousande fashions with al maner wilines, falshed, subteltie and
crafte 32

A new name and a new raiment to conceal his true nature from the gullible protagonist
were the stock tricks of the morality Vice and his dissolute companions; Bale’s
effectiveness lies in taking up these anti-Catholic metaphors from polemical writings and
joining them with the dramatic conventions of the moralities, creating a powerful and
radical allegory about the nature of evil in order to further his reformist agenda.

Part of this alteration to the traditional allegory of evil is its identification as
specifically Catholic. This is a complete reversal of the iconography of the pre-
Reformation morality tradition, where the sober virtues were often clad in ecclesiastical

vestments (for example Mercy in Mankind, Confession in Everyman). It is a tactic which

31 John Bale, The Vocacyon of Johan Bale, ed. by Peter Happé and John N. King (Binghamton NY:
Renaissance English Text Society, 1990), p. 66.

32 William Tyndale, The parable of the wycked mammon (London: Day, 1547), in Early English Books
Online http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home [accessed 16 June 2010], STC 24457, sig. A4.
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anticipates the audience’s expectation of the conventional and attempts to shock them with

its perversity. As White comments:

Bale’s most effective weapon is to present those revered images before the
spectators only to discredit them by depriving them of their original sacred context,
and substituting a profane or diabolical one instead.?*
Bale tries to incorporate a variety of clerical costumes into the representation of evil in his
plays, usually reserving monastic garments for the vices of sexual crimes, the vestments of
common priests for crimes of ignorance or perverse doctrine, and the more luxurious
garments of the bishops, cardinals and popes for the more general but more heinous crimes
pertaining to the abuse of power and avarice. His colophon attached to Three Laws on ‘The

apparellynge of the six vyces or frutes of Infydelyte’ is particularly revealing:

Lete Idolatry be decked lyke an olde wytche, Sodomy lyke a monke of all sectes,
Ambycyon lyke a byshop, Covetousnesse lyke a Pharyse or spyrituall lawer, False
Doctryne lyke a popysh doctour, and Hypocresy lyke a graye fryre. The rest of the
partes are easy eynough to conjecture. (p. 121)

The variety in the garments displayed during the course of the play underlines that they are
costumes, reminding the spectator of the polemicist’s idea of religious ceremony as
mummery. This is also intended as an exposé of the deception and fraud perpetrated by the
Church: Bale’s the audience members are encouraged to question the reputability of an
organisation which needs to resort to such cheap tricks in order to gull the masses into
crediting it. Greg Walker comments: ‘the implication is clearly that any spiritual authority
which relies upon costumes, and thus disguise, is in fact worthless, and worse,
fraudulent.”3*

Bale’s plays are the first surviving examples of this Protestant dramatic tradition of
explicitly linking evil characters with the Catholic Church, and it is a convention which is
remarkably enduring: Lusty Juventus (c. 1547-53) includes a soliloquy by the devil who
mourns the passing of Catholicism, thinking of it fondly as the best way he ever had to
keep people in ignorance and superstition, and the Vice of New Custom (1550-73) is an old
popish priest named Perverse Doctrine (his nom de guerre is ‘Sound Doctrine’). Even as

late as the 1590s playwrights could rely upon their audience to recognise the tradition, as

33 White, p. 34.

34 Greg Walker, Plays of Persuasion, p. 191.
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Christopher Marlowe has Faustus joke at the re-entrance of the devil Mephistopheles in a
grey friar’s habit: ‘that holy shape becomes a devil best’.?

However, a more complicated cross-pollination between polemical prose and
morality play is occurring in Bale’s work than the apparent simplicity of the device of
giving the Vice a clerical costume might lead one to believe. The Balean vices do not use
disguise in the same way that their pre-Reformation antecedents do, and the allegory of
evil here functions differently. Medieval morality vices certainly play on the gullibility of
the protagonists (and their disguises may be feeble), but their power is dependent upon
their not being recognised as villains, and being instead mistaken for virtuous friends and
counsellors. In the Marian morality Respublica (1553, attributed to Nicholas Udall), the
character of Avarice must school his doltish lieutenant in the importance of preserving his
disguise. This results in a metatheatrical moment which parodies the dramatic conventions

of playing the Vice:

AVARICE
And whan yowe are [in] your Robe, keape yt afore close.

OPPRESSION
[ praie youe, maister Policie, for what purpose?

AVARICE
All folke wyll take yowe, if theye piepe vnder youre gowne,
for the veriest catif in Countrey or towne.3°

The conventional dramatic allegory functions as follows: human beings are easily duped
into behaving in an immoral manner, not necessarily because they knowingly embrace evil,
but because evil is subtle and humans are often blinded to the sinful nature of their actions.
This is not, however, how Bale’s use of the Vice allegory works, for the powers of
Infidelity, Sedition and their lieutenants do not depend upon their abilities to conceal their
true identities. The clerical ‘costumes’ are not donned by the vices in order to trick people
into thinking they are friendly or virtuous, for the vices are perfectly unconcerned that all

the protagonists know their true nature.

35 Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus (4 Text), in Doctor Faustus and Other Plays, ed. by David
Bevington and Eric Rasmussen (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), L. 3. 26.

36 Respublica: A Play on the Social Condition of England at the Accession of Queen Mary, ed. by Leonard A.
Magnus, Early English Text Society (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & co., 1905), 11. 429-432.
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In Three Laws Infidelity is openly hostile, gloating even, about his evil powers and
he shamelessly beards the three Laws in turn. The steadfast Laws of Nature and Christ flee
Infidelity’s presence in disgust, while the rather draconian Moses’ Law impotently vows
“Than wyll I fet hyther the poure/ Of judges and kynges’ (958-59).

The colophon gives no clue as to the ordinary costume of Infidelity, but when he
enters to exchange banter with Moses’ Law at line 800 he is apparently dressed as a grey
friar. He claims that he has concealed his identity to ‘smell out’ the ‘subtylte’ (955) of Law
of Moses, but it is a cursory deception: the Law instantly realises by his speech and
behaviour that he is a scoundrel, and Infidelity has no qualms about revealing his name on

demand:

MOSEH LEX
What art thu called, I praye the hartelye?

INFIDELITAS
Graye fryre am I non — by the messe I can not flatter.
I am Infydelyte, to tell the truth of the matter. (951-53)

Similarly, King Johan identifies Sedition as a lout as soon as the Vice opens his mouth:

[Enter Sedition.]
SEDICYON
What, yow two alone? [ wyll tell tales, by Jesus!
And saye that [ se yow fall here to bycherye.

K. JOHAN
Avoyd, lewde person, for thy wordes are ungodlye. (43-45)
As Benjamin Griffin writes, it is not Bale’s intention or metaphorical mode of working that

the vices should deceive anyone with their appearance:

Indeed we may question whether in Bale’s play-world it is possible for him to be
deceived. [...] This method of characterization leaves no room for secrecy: every
character is laid bare, to Johan and to the audience.’’

Bale’s protagonists are not the first to to be suspicious of the vices: in the tradition of

Catholic morality drama, the vices of Skelton’s morality play Magynyfycence are probably

37 Benjamin Griffin, Playing the Past: Approaches to English Historical Drama 1385-1600 (Woodbridge:
Brewer, 2001), p. 40.
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the most openly disreputable. The eponymous ruler is at first reluctant to employ Fansy

(who is calling himself ‘Largesse):

FELYCYTE
From whens come you, syr, that no man lokyd after?

MAGNYFYCENCE
Or who made you so bolde to interrupe my tale?

FANSY
Nowe, benedicite, ye wene I were some hafter [i.e. sharper]
Or elles some jangelynge Jacke of the Vale;
Ye wene that [ am dronken bycause I loke pale.

MAGNYFYCENCE
Me semeth that ye have dronken more than ye have bled.?®

Fansy eventually gains credibility by presenting a forged letter of recommendation,
purportedly from a sage counsellor named ‘Sad Cyrcumspeccyon’ (1. 311). His ‘disguise’
of virtue holds, and he is admitted to Magnyfycence’s court. While Skelton strains the
dramatic convention by having his shabby vices resort to phoney references (as well as
garments) in order to bolster their waning credibility, Bale’s openly wicked vices push it
past breaking point. In both King Johan and Three Laws the traditional allegory of the
Vice’s disguise has been dissolved. The point made by Bale is that they are not ‘disguised’
in these costumes at all, but rather that their external appearance is a (fluctuant)
manifestation of their wicked nature.

Bale shares with Tyndale the idea of the Antichrist not as one single personage, but
a spirit that has many incarnations and who can be viewed as a cavalcade of historical
figures. Tyndale instructs the reader of The Parable of the Wicked Mammon to understand
the term Antichrist not as ‘a man that shoulde sodenly appeare wyth wonders’, but as a
‘spiritual thing [...] that is one that preacheth false doctrine contrary to Christe’ [A3"]. He

continues:

Antichriste was in the olde Testament and foughte with the prophytes, he was also
in y° tyme of Christe and of the Apostles [...] Antichriste is now and shell (I dout
not) endure tyl the worldes end. (A3¥-A4")

3% John Skelton, Magnyfycence, in Four Morality Plays, ed. by Peter Happé (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1979), 11. 256-260.
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The significance of the vices dressing as historical personages in King Johan is an
illustration of this precept: in donning the clothes and names of Stephen Langton, Simon of
Swinsett, Cardinal Pandulphus, and the Pope they are not so much like wolves wearing the
lamb’s fell as they are simply becoming corporeal rather than abstract, particular rather
than general.

Bale’s vices are much more powerful and pernicious than their medieval ancestors
because their success does not depend upon remaining incognito and being mistaken for
virtues, but on their perceived authority as members of the Catholic clergy. This revering
of what is known to be evil is best demonstrated by the character of Nobility in King
Johan, who is essentially well-meaning but ignorant and weak, all too easily bullied by the
vices in their ecclesiastical finery when they bribe him with the promise of ‘clene

remyssyon’ (980).

NOBYLYTE
Yt is clene agenst the nature of Nobelyte
To subdew his kyng with owt Godes autoryte,
For his princely astate and powre ys of God.
[ wold gladly do yt but I fere his ryghtfull rode.

SEDICYON
Godes holy vycare gave me his whole autoryte.
Loo, yt is here, man, beleve yt, I beseche the,
Or elles thow wylte faulle in danger of damnacyon.

NOBYLYTE
Than I submyt me to the Chyrches reformacyon. (1176-83)

Thus, the allegory is not that English Christians are blind to the evil natures of their
tempters, but that they continue to treat them with reverence against the urgings of their
own consciences out of superstitious fear. The vices are shown to maintain the Church’s
strangle-hold on the country by propagating the belief that they alone can provide the
sacramental reconciliation which they assert is necessary for salvation. In one hand they
hold the carrot of absolution, in the other, the stick of excommunication. Bale presents it as
a ridiculous, ‘emperor’s new clothes’ situation: while the perversity of the doctrine is
evident even to those as unlearned as Nobility, the agents of the Church will continue to
tyrannize England until its citizens have the courage to oppose them.

In changing the role of the vices, the role of the protagonist has also been radically

altered. Gone is the vacillating everyman-figure, replaced by the noble, steadfast characters
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of King John and the three Laws. The medieval moralities stressed the weakness and
gullibility of their protagonists, so by displaying characters who are defiled by evil despite
remaining constant and vigilant, and Vices who have no need for the exigencies of
disguise, Bale subverts the morality play form in order to criticise the powerful and
pernicious influence of Catholicism upon the English nation. It is the modification of the
familiar dramatic formula in order to make the point which makes it startling. Blatt

summarises:

He wants to show that it is not by stealth, but openly and boldly that Antichrist
walks the earth. Disguises would imply weakness. Bale’s evil characters are so sure
of their power that they have no use for this kind of aid. To an audience used to the
disguise trick the disuse of it may have carried its own significance.?

b) The History Play

The history play is frequently a vehicle for allegory because it allows the playwright to
comment upen the present by indirect means. The desired effect is often satirical, a use
which is especially valuable to those who wish to criticise a powerful government,
personage, or institution, enabling the writer to work in relative safety through parallels
and innuendoes instead of direct criticism. The play becomes a sort of secret code between
the playwright and the audience. The allegory of history can also be laudatory, intended to
flatter a contemporary figure delicately by comparison with a glorious personage from the
nation’s past.

King Johan manages to serve both of these purposes simultaneously: on one hand,
the noble protagonist is presented as embodying the reformist aspirations which would
finally be given glorious realisation under the kingship of Henry VIII (and, as the revised
version adds in the exultations of Nobility in the final stanzas (2671-77), consolidated and
maintained by Elizabeth I). However, Bale’s intention is not solely adulation of Henry, for
as Greg Walker observes, King Johan also demonstrates Bale’s impatience with the
piecemeal nature and slow pace of the Reformation under that monarch.*® While he
remains on safe ground when attacking the Pope and refuting the power of holy relics,

Bale is straying dangerously close to heresy in ridiculing the sacrament of penance, which

39 Blatt, p. 108.

40 Walker, Plays of Persuasion, p. 210.
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was upheld by the Ten Articles of faith established by the convocation of 1536,%! as well as
the Six Articles of June 1539.42

The jingoistic Bale would never condemn Henry personally for the continuation of
these perceived abuses, and he carefully appoints all blame for the retardation of reform to
the insubordinate clergy, treacherous nobility and self-serving agents of the law. His
approach here is hortatory rather than critical. Bale wishes to excite the king’s sense of
righteous indignation by pointing to the seditious effect of this alleged sacrament, citing
the urban myth beloved of reformists that the confessional was a device designed to
transmit sensitive material to Rome via a spy network of duplicitous priests. Tyndale
(whose purpose, after all, in Obedience of a Christen Man is to establish the authority of
monarchs over the papacy) calls the confessor a ‘privey traytar and a secret Judas’ (O1Y),
and points to the popular acknowledgement of the confessor’s treachery using a homespun
anti-clerical proverb: ‘of hifm] y' is betrayed a[n]d woteth not how / we saye / he hath bene
at shrifte’ (R2V). Bale evokes this conspiracy theory using the character of Sedition, who

gleefully taunts Johan in response to the king’s threat of reform:

Nay that ye can not, thowgh ye had Argus eyes,

In abbeyes they have so meny suttyll spyes.

For ones in the yere they have secret vysytacyons,

And yf ony prynce reforme ther ungodly facyons,

Than two of the monkes must forthe to Rome by and by

With secrett letters to avenge ther injury. (244-49)
Thus, while ostensibly using the allegory of history to praise Henry’s Reformation as the
realisation of the goals of the martyr King John, Bale’s agenda is to push for more drastic
change by arousing the indignation of the jealous, absolutist monarch. This is attempted by
presenting the (still officially sanctioned) sacrament of penance (which involved the acts of
confession and absolution) as an unchecked challenge to Henry’s power, a conspiracy
which enabled the priests still secretly loyal to the Pope to work mischief against the
crown.

The dramatis personae of King Johan are an apparently incongruous mix of the

allegorical personifications typical of a morality play and historical personages, and

because of the latter class of character Bale is frequently accredited as the first writer of a

41 Dufty, Stripping of the Altars, pp. 390-5.

42 1bid, pp. 421-3.
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chronicle play in English.#3 That Bale should be the originator of this genre is perhaps
unsurprising given that he was a former hagiographer, a colleague of the king’s antiquary
John Leland, and a life-long collector of chronicles and other historical manuscripts.** His
interest in history is a feature which pervades his polemical writing, and his elucidation of
the Book of Revelation, The Image of Both Churches (parts I and 11 published in 1545, part
III in 1547), demonstrates that he understood his work as an antiquarian scholar to be

complimentary to his work as a Reformer:

It is a full clerenesse to all the cronicles & moste notable hystories which hath bene
writte[n] sens Christes ascension, openynge the true naturs of their ages, tymes &
seasons. He that hath store of them, and shall dillige[n]tly serch the[m] ouer
conferryng the one with the other, tyme with tyme, & age with age shal perceyue
most wonderful causes. For in the text are they onely proponed in effecte, &
promised to folowe in their seasons, & so ratified with the other scripturs, but in y*
cronicles they are euide[n]tly seene by all ages fulfilled. Yet is the text a light to the
cronicles, & not the cronicles to the texte. (I, A4Y)

While the scriptures are to be considered a superior truth (‘yet is the text a lyght to the
cronycles’), knowledge of history is a vital supplement to Christian edification, since the
events of past times (as recorded in the chronicles) prove the fulfilment of the Bible’s
prophecies and the persistence of its archetypes. Therefore, just as Tyndale proposes that
Christians ought to ‘prove’ their hypothesis of the meaning of a scriptural allegory against
sentiments expressed elsewhere within the text, Bale asserts that history can only be
interpreted by ‘conferring’ it with scripture.

The Book of Revelation is central to Bale’s understanding of history; in The Image
of Both Churches he praises it as ‘the very complete summe and whole knitting vp [...] of
the uniuersall veritees of the Bible’ (I, A3"), and as a comprehensive history ‘from Christes
asce[n]sion to the ende of the world undre pleasaunt figures and elegant tropes decyded’ (I,
A3Y). As Katharine Firth notes, Bale is not obsessed with numerology or involved in an

attempt to explain Revelation’s prophecies as pertaining to single occurrences which have

43 See Irving Ribner, The English History Play in the Age of Shakespeare (London: Methuen, 1965), p.34;
Katharine R. Firth, The Apocalyptic Tradition in Reformation Britain 1530-1645 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1979), p. 38; McCusker, p. 90; Kamps, p. 53.

4 McCusker, pp. 1-28; 55-57. For a list of British chroniclers known to John Bale himself see the index of
his /llustrium Maioris Britanniae scriptorum, hoc est, Angliae, Cambriae, ac Scotiae summariu[m] in
quasdam centurias diuisum, cum diuersitate doctrinaru[m] atq[ue] annoru[m] recta supputatione par omnes
aetates a lapheto sanctissimi Noah filio, ad annum domini. M.D.XLVIII ([Wesel]: [van der Straten], 1548) in
Early English Books Online http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home [accessed 16 June 2010], STC 1295.
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already come to pass.*> His interest in Revelation is instead primarily as an endorsement of
the dualistic doctrine of the ‘two churches’, a belief considered to be a basic tenet of Tudor
Protestant apocalyptic thought,*® and continually emphasised by Bale. This thesis opened

with the following quotation from his manifesto in 7he Image’s preface:

Herin is the true Christie[n] church (which is the meke spouse of the lambe without
spot) in her right fashyoned colours described. So is the proud church of hypocrites,
the rose coloured whore, the paramoure of Antichrist, and the sinfull sinagoge of
Satha[n], in her iust proporcio[n] depaynted, to the merciful fore warnynge of the

Lordes electes. And y' is the cause, why I haue here intytled this boke, the Image of

both churches. (A27)

These polarised groups signify the adherents of Christ and Satan, and by extension, the
members of the true (apostolic) church and the false (Roman) one. Bale regards the role of
the reformist historian as that of an observer of the ways in which the constant struggle
between these two groups manifests itself throughout history, and as an identifier of the
members of Christ’s elect (such as martyrs) and the personifications of Antichrist and his
followers (such as the pope and clergy).

This approach to history is conspicuous in King Johan, a play in which the vices
each have two identities: a character from English history, and an abstract quality. Like
Tyndale’s Antichrist, these vices can go out of the play and return with a new name and a
new raiment; Bale envisions himself as the knowing historian who can utilise the
chronicles to teach his audience that these named figures are vestiges of the false Satanic
church. King Johan is therefore not a clumsy attempt to mix morality plays and antiquarian
knowledge but a demonstration of how the two churches are manifested in one period of

history: a true Christian — the betrayed king — in conflict with the agents of the

Antichrist, who have taken the form of a pope, a cardinal, a legate and a monk.

¢) The Mystery Cycles

Bale’s aim in referencing the mystery plays is once again to subvert and reform a medieval
Catholic form of drama. He recognises the didactic potential of these short Bible plays and
their use in plainly presenting sacred material for the edification of a wide and diverse

audience. However, before the mystery plays could serve the reformist agenda they had to

4 Firth, p. 56.

46 Richard Bauckham, Tudor Apocalypse (Oxford: Sutton Courtenay, 1978), p. 54.
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be purged of all material not authorised by scripture. In many Northern and Western areas,
towns tolerated the playing of the mysteries even into the Elizabethan era, merely striking
out the material they considered too frivolous or too explicitly Catholic, what Duffy terms
‘piecemeal bowdlerization’.4’ Bale’s intention is not simply to delete the parts of such
plays which were deemed offensive to Protestant sensibilities, but to create an alternative
which would possess authority by virtue of being entirely scripture-based.

Bale’s Bible plays are an attempt to familiarise the audience with scripture through
the medium of drama while keeping the material free of the scurrilous humour and
spectacle which conventionally formed part of such entertainment. John Baptist s
Preaching (1538) and Temptation of our Lord (1538) most closely resemble the mystery
plays because they are dramatisations of short Biblical episodes, while God's Promises
(1538) has greater scope, offering an overview of Christian history and taking the
covenants made by God with various Biblical personages as its connecting theme.

That Bale views these three plays as acceptable alternatives to the excesses of
Catholic celebration can be seen in his determination to put on his trilogy of Biblical plays
God's Promises, John Baptist s Preaching, and The Temptation of Our Lord in the market
square of Kilkenny during the celebrations attending the accession of Mary 1. He writes in

Vocacyon:

On the .xx. daye of August / was the Ladye Marye with us at Kilkennye proclamed
Quene of Englande / Fraunce / and Ireland / with the greatest solempnyte that there
coulde be devysed / of processions / musters and disgysinges / all the noble
captaynes and gentilmen there about beinge present. What a do I had that daye with
the prebandaryes and prestes abought wearinge the cope / croser / and myter in
procession / it were to muche to write. (58)
In the midst of the lavish festivities is the image of the sober Bale alone with ‘Christes
testament’ (960) in his hand, determined to preach the gospel to the traditionalist masses
despite their mockery. This is followed by his report that during the afternoon a group of
young men of his acquaintance staged his three Bible plays, as he wryly adds, ‘to the small
contentacion of the prestes and other papistes there’ (977). The New Testament and his

own Bible plays are offered here as antidotes to the spectacle and frivolity of Catholic

celebration.

47 Dufty, Stripping of the Altars, p. 580.
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In attempting to rehabilitate the mystery form by dramatising sola scriptura Bale
meets with limited success. Firstly, there is the matter of the claim to scriptural authority:
Bale’s plays certainly lack the homely digressions of the mysteries (for example, the
fabliau-like tone of the annunciation plays during the episode of Joseph’s return,*® or the
women swearing at and beating the soldiers in the Chester ‘Slaughter of the Innocents’4%),
and at some points Bale is quoting scripture almost verbatim, as here when Pater Coelestis

speaks his promise to the wayward Adam, echoing the words of Genesis 3. 15:3

Thys ys my covenaunt to the and all thy ofsprynge:

For that thu hast bene deceyved by the serpe[n]t,

[ wyll put hatred betwixt hym for hys doynge

And the woman kynde: they shall herafter dyssent.

Hys sede with her sede shall never have agrement;

Her sede shall presse downe hys heade unto the grounde,
Slee hys suggestyons and hys whole power confounde.’!

Pater Coelestis goes on to tell Abraham, following Genesis 12. 252 and 15. 5:33

Of manye peoples the father I wyll make the;

All generacyons in thy sede shall be blessyd.

As the [starres] of heaven so shall thy kyndred be,

And by the same sede the worlde shall be redressed. (391-94)

While Bale manages to steer clear of sectarianism throughout the main play text of God's

Promises, Baleus Prolocutor returns at its end to explain the ultimate covenant between

4 Upon discovering Mary’s pregnancy Joseph conventionally laments that he has been cuckolded and warns
the men of the audience against marrying young wives: see ‘12: Joseph’s Doubt’ (pp. 123-130), 11. 49-52,
81-83 in The N-Town Play, ed. by Stephen Spector, 2 vols, Early English Text Society (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1991); Chester, ‘VI: The Annunciation and the Nativity’ (pp. 97-124), 11. 123-160;
Towneley, ‘X: Annunciacio’ (pp. 86-97), 1l. 155-226. The York mysteries dedicate an entire play to his
bewailing: see York, ‘XIIl: Joseph’s Trouble About Mary’ (pp. 102-111). In several plays Joseph also relates
the story of a miracle (with distinctly sexual imagery) pertaining to his first meeting with Mary, recalling
how he, as a barren old man with no thought of marriage, was forced to present the young Mary with a white
rod in the temple, only for it to spontaneously burst forth with blossom: see Towneley, ‘Annunciacio’, 11.
227-268; York, ‘Joseph’s Trouble about Mary’, 11. 21-34; and N-Town, ‘10: The Marriage of Mary and
Joseph’ (pp. 95-111), 1. 163-267.

49 Chester, ‘X: The Slaughter of the Innocents’ (pp. 185-204), 11. 353-390.

30“And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy
head, and thou shalt bruise his heel.” (KJV)

31 God's Promises, in Complete Plays, 11, 11. 114-20.

52 “And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a
blessing.’

33 And he brought him forth abroad, and said, Look now toward heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able to
number them: and he said unto him, So shall thy seed be.’
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man and God by the sacrifice of Christ as evidence for justification by faith. He cannot

resist a jibe at the conventional wisdom of the Catholic clergy:

Where is now fre wyll whom hypocrytes comment?
Wherby they report they maye at their owne pleasure

Do good of themselves though grace and fayth be absent,
And have good intentes their madnesse with to measure.>

Similarly, while John Baptist’s Preaching and Temptation of Our Lord faithfully recount
the events and frequently echo the phrasing of their scriptural sources, they are both
distinctly flavoured with Protestant doctrine. John the Baptist denounces the Pharisees and
Sadducees in terms which are eerily familiar to anyone who is acquainted with the
pejoratives of Bale’s conventional anti-clerical satire: ‘pestylent tradycyons’ (231), ‘false
expositions’ (232), ‘paynted Hypocrytes’ (239), ‘dysguysed hypocrytes’ (332). Bale is
clearly registering his grievance with Catholic worship when he has John denounce the
‘fastynges, longe prayers with other holy behavers’ (266) of the play’s Jewish elders. They
are also (like the Catholic-allied vices of King Johan) in a position of authority, and they
question John’s prophecy with an outrage stemming from their veneration of orthodox

religious law and traditional hierarchies:

Our worthy decrees the knave doth not regarde,

But practyseth newe lawes soch as were never hearde.

By whose autoryte doest thu teache thys newe lernynge?

Doubt not but shortly thu wylt be brought to a reckenynge. (251-54, italics mine)
Just as in Bale’s two morality-based dramas, the evildoers are the ones occupying positions
of power, and when they fail to out-argue the righteous John they fall back on plotting to
slander him and cause his downfall: “Wyth a lytle helpe of an heretyke he wyll
smell” (298). As with the above-quoted promise of ‘a reckenynge’, the language suggests
Bale is encouraging a connection between the persecution of the prophet John and the
Protestant martyrs.

A more striking example of a Biblical character being made to speak on behalf of
reformism is Christ in Temptation of our Lord. He enters the place to address the audience
directly, relating that he has fasted for forty days and nights (as in Matthew 4); he goes on

to explain in no uncertain terms that he does not do this so that men thereafter should copy

34 John Baptist’s Preaching, in Complete Plays, 11, 11. 976-79.
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his actions, but as an allegorical example of how mankind may resist the temptations of the

devil:

Thynke not me to fast bycause I wolde yow to fast,
For than ye thynke wronge and have vayne judgement.
But of my fastynge thynke rather thys my cast:

Sathan to provoke to worke hys cursed intent,

And to teache yow wayes hys myschefes to prevent
By the worde of God, whych must be your defence
Rather than fastynges, to withstande hys vyolence.>

As Duffy notes, ‘the issue of the Lenten fast readily became a shorthand token for one’s
attitude to reform in general’.>® While ardent reformers such as Bale challenged the
practice as a thoughtless observance, traditionalists staunchly adhered to the customary
proscriptions against consumption of meat and dairy produce, even in the face of a
proclamation issued by King Henry on the 11" of March 1538 excusing his subjects from
the practice.’’

Scornful phrases such as ‘vayne judgement’ are obviously Bale’s words, not
Christ’s, and they demonstrate that the playwright has developed a conflict of interest: on
one hand he wishes for the purity of scripture to replace the unauthorised additions of
Catholic doctrine and unabashed fictional digression that were features of the mysteries,
yet he feels the need to provide his own commentary, stealthily submerging it within the
text and effectively putting sectarian words into Christ’s mouth.

A key reason that Bale cannot make his plays from a dramatisation of plain,
unadorned scripture is because he perceives the danger of allowing the audience to derive
their own lessons from it, inculcated as they are with a lifetime of Catholic teaching: it is a
reappearance of the reformist fear of the misinterpretation of scriptural allegory. The
reformers realise that in order to establish their new faith more firmly they need to snatch
such Biblical episodes as Christ’s forty days in the wilderness from the jaws of the
Catholic Church, so that they can imbue such allegories with the meanings which they

regard as more satisfactory.

33 Temptation of Our Lord, in Complete Plays, 11, 11. 43-49.
36 Dufty, Stripping of the Altars, p. 405.

37 Ibid.
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The second problem with Bale’s intended renovation of the mysteries is that after
stripping away the elements which made the mysteries entertaining — the spectacular
elements, the humorous dialogue — he is not left with very much that looks like drama at
all. His Bible plays are eminently serious and almost entirely static, consisting of a handful
of Biblical characters standing still and conversing. It remains questionable whether such
plays as these could ever really have replaced the mystery cycles, which were a great
source of local pride in communities, as well as showcases for the craftsmen’s guilds, and

consequently aimed to be spectacular, lavish and entertaining.

d) The Saint Play
As both Clifford Davidson and Lawrence Clopper observe, few English plays are extant
from the ‘saints’ lives’ tradition, yet references remain within letters and guild financial
records which make mention of these lost plays (many of which celebrated well-beloved
local saints).*® Of prominence among the national saints which became subjects of these
lost plays was Thomas a Becket, the object of countless medieval pilgrimages.> It is clear
that Bale attempted to use the dramatic form against Becket, singling him out as in special
need of discrediting. From Bale’s own lists of his works, Scriptorum (1548) and Catologus
(1557), we find evidence of a lost play directed against Becket, listed as ‘De Thomae
Becketi imposturis’ in Scriptorum and ‘De imposturis Thomae Becketi’ in Catologus.®°
More than any other individual saint revered by the English public, Becket was
Bale’s béte noir; not simply because of his popularity and the relics, miracles, and
pilgrimages associated with him, but because he represented the seditious influence of the
Roman Church in Britain. Becket was martyred because of his opposition to the crown; the
idea that this is seen as a holy virtue by the masses — alongside the suspicion that the
Church canonised him simply to encourage such behaviour in other Christians — incites the
nationalist Bale to achieve new heights of vituperation. Blatt notes that Becket’s

martyrdom was the subject of many church sermons, which traditionally portrayed him as

38 Clifford Davidson, ‘The Middle English Saint Play and Its Iconography’, in The Medieval Saint Play in
Europe, ed. by Clifford Davidson (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 1986), pp. 31-122.
Lawrence M. Clopper, ‘Why Are There So Few English Saint Plays?’, Early Theatre, 2 (1999), <http:/

jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/eth/article/viewFile/7451/4438> (accessed 24 June 2010), 107-112.
39 For evidence concerning St. Becket plays see Davidson, ‘Middle English Saint Play’, pp. 52-60.

60 Blatt, pp. 22-3.
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[...] a saint helped in God’s cause by the Pope and the pious French King, or, as
Bale would have expressed it, an Englishman opposing his liege lord, God’s
anointed in England, in league with the enemy of the country, aided by a
supranational tyrant eager to maintain and extend his power over national states.!
Although this example of an anti-saint play is no longer extant, it is possible to
make an educated guess at the sort of material it might have contained and its mode of
expression from Bale’s King Johan, where Becket is exalted by the Vice Sedition, who

wishes to be canonised alongside the saint after his hanging (upon the orders of Imperial

Majesty):

Some man tell the Pope I besyche ye with all my harte,

How I am ordered for takynge the Churches parte,

That [ maye be put in the Holye Letanye

With Thomas Beckett, for / thynke I am as wurthye.

Praye to me with candels for [ am a saynt alreadye.

O blessed Saynt Partryck, I see the, I, verylye. (2587-92, italics mine)

Sedition’s complacent assurance that his virtues are equal to those of Becket is of course
ironic: that the audience has seen Sedition to be base, wicked, and treacherous casts a
slanderous reflection onto Becket, and Bale thereby presents the latter as an entirely
meretricious saint. Griffin sees the character of King Johan as the anti-Becket (standing for
the values of sovereignty and nationalism), and the play itself as a ‘reformed saint play’,
another example of Bale’s attempt to alter inherited dramatic forms.%?

Bale’s work in reclaiming John from the slanders of the monastic historians is in
line with Tyndale’s comments on the matter in Obedience: ‘they have put the best and
fayrest for the[m] selves and the worst of Ki[n]g John / for I suppose they make the
cronycles them selves’(V5Y) — all this is presumably opposed to activities of reformist
historians, who are occupied in recording the ‘literal’ truth and not blinded by the bias
which afflicted the monastic chroniclers. The play is also part of the developing tradition
of Protestant martyrology which had been seen in Bale’s report of the trial of Anne
Askewe, and would be most famously developed by Foxe.

The message of King Johan is an inversion of that proposed by the Catholic saint

play: the traditional drama was presented in order to revivify the past, refreshing in the

minds of the onlookers the hagiographic details and attempting to inspire faith in their

61 Ibid, p. 49.

2 Griffin, p. 39.
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post-mortem potency by stressing their singular holiness and recounting their miracles: in
such works the past still affects the present. John’s sacrifice, on the other hand, is only
invested with meaning through the reformist actions of Henry VIII. Despite John’s best
intentions to remedy the devastation wrought upon England by the Roman clergy he is
coerced into surrendering his crown to the agents of the Pope and, beguiled by them, he is
then poisoned. Only by seeing him as the ideological forbear of Henry, the successful
banisher of the clergy, can his sacrifice be vindicated: in Bale’s play, the present works

upon the past.

Visualisation
In fitting his didactic material for the stage, Bale is brought back to the problem of physical
representation, the question of how to approach an audience who had a sophisticated
understanding of visual imagery, without resorting to the ‘quick pictures’, as Walker terms
them, of the types of drama which represented the hated idolatry of Catholicism.®3

Bale finds the whole issue of dramatic spectacle to be troubling: in his defence
against accusations of heresy before Bishop Stokesley in 1536 he explained that he had not
denied the veracity of Christ’s harrowing of hell, but that he had simply urged his
parishioners ‘not to beleue yt as yei se yt sett forth in peynted clothes, or in glasse
wyndowes, or lyke as my self had befor tyme sett ytt forth in ye cuntre yer in a serten
playe’.%* Iconoclasm, as I have argued, is a symptom of uneasiness about the place of
mimesis in faith and religious instruction. In wishing to make use of drama as a didactic

tool Bale is therefore searching for a way to make images ‘safe’.

a) Costumes and Properties

a.1) God

A particularly difficult aspect of staging for Bale is the presentation of God as a character
in his plays. In some cases the problem can be neatly side-stepped by keeping the deity
offstage: God in John Baptist'’s Preaching (as in the scriptural accounts of John’s baptism
of Christ, Matthew 3 and Luke 3) is only a disembodied voice. However, Bale chooses to

give God a walk-on part in both Three Laws and God s Promises, and his physical

63 Walker, Plays of Persuasion, p. 193.

64 John Bale, The answer of John Bale pryst unto serten artycles uniustlye gadred upon his prechynge, British
Museum, Ms. Cotton Cleopatra E.IV, fol. 167, transcribed in full in McCusker, pp. 6-13 (p. 7).
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representation in both instances reveals a great deal about the playwright’s struggle with
the visual medium.

As Gail McMurray Gibson points out, the artistic representation of God was
problematic in a way that of Jesus was not, for while ‘the Mosaic Law had forbidden
idolatrous images of the invisible Jaweh, [...] the coming of Christ in visible form gave
sacred authority to image making’.%5 Christ was Logos, the incarnate manifestation of the
holy Trinity, and could be visually portrayed without causing epistemological problems,
but to include God in the dramatis personae was to attempt to give the invisible and
ineffable a physical form.

In Three Laws Bale uses the very peculiar device of a statement which contradicts
what is perceptibly evident: an actor enters the place and begins by introducing himself as
God; he then goes on to refute what the audience can plainly see by denying his own

physicality:

[ am Deus Pater, a substaunce invysyble,

All one with the Sonne and Holy Ghost in essence.

To Angell and Man [ am incomprehensyble,

A strength infynyte, a ryghteousnesse, a prudence,

A mercy, a goodnesse, a truth, a lyfe, a sapyence.

In heaven and in earth we made all to our glory

Man ever havynge in a specyall memory. (36-42)
Deus Pater declaring himself ‘invysyble’ is different from the declaration of the arch-devil
Titivillus in Mankind ‘euer I go invysybull yt ys my jett’ (529). In the latter case the
audience is given a privileged view of the proceedings, since they can see what the duped
protagonist Mankind cannot, and indeed they have paid for the pleasure of seeing the star
turn make his grand entrance: ‘Gyf ws rede reyallys yf [y]e wyll se hys abhomynabull
presens’ (465). Titivillus conceals his appearance with magical invisibility, but he has a
true form (which is as horrible as the ingenuity of the players themselves can make it),
whereas Deus Pater appeals to the audience in his opening speech to understand the actor
as only an outward and visible sign; an emblem of something which has no corporeal
substance.

The strangeness of this device is difficult to fathom when simply reading the lines

of dialogue, and it prompts us to consider how the God actor would have been presented in

one of the performances staged by Bale himself. In neither Three Laws nor God's Promises

65 Gibson, p. 13.
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does he particularly specify what kind of clothing the God-figure should wear: a
description of the clothes suitable for Deus Pater — or indeed, for his wrathful aspect
Vindicta Dei (who may or may not require a differentiated costume) — is conspicuously
missing from the colophon to 7hree Laws. The costumes of the vices are listed, but the list
tails off with a dismissive ‘the rest of the partes are easy eynough to conjecture’ (p. 21).

It is possible that Bale is thinking of an established convention for God’s portrayal,
but in the native dramatic tradition the appearance of God varied: Meredith and Tailby’s
records of the mystery plays show the God of the York mercers’ pageant wearing ‘a
“wounded” [sic] shirt and a halo and mask’.%®¢ However, in other mystery cycles God wears
a costume of leather or animal skins: the Coventry Drapers Guild record payments c. 1557
for ‘seven skins for God’s tunic’, the Smiths (1452) for ‘six skins of tawed (i.e. whitened)
leather for God’s costume’, and New Romney, Kent, (1560) lists payments for ‘half a
dozen sheepskins for the Godhead’s coat’.%’

Blatt proposes that Bale would have styled his costumes along the lines of the
illustrations accompanying the Cologne Bible (1478-80) — which were used in other Bibles
thereafter, including the Great Bible of 1539 — where ‘God is represented as wearing a
flowing robe and sometimes a cloak, his head surrounded by a halo’.%®

Craik observes that the players of the smaller-scale moralities would need
distinctive costumes to avoid confusion when doubling, and adds ‘moreover, travelling
actors must have adapted their limited wardrobe to their whole repertory’.%® So, while
Blatt’s suggestion of robes for the God characters would have merit in the eyes of a
reformist playwright on the grounds of the plainness of the garments (an antidote to the
colour and spectacle of Catholic pageantry), it remains uncertain whether the notion is
realistic in terms of common dramatic practice: while Bale was abroad with the collective
known as ‘my lord Cromwell’s players’ between 1537 and 1540 he was operating with a
company of actors who were at least semi-professional.’® Such a troupe would have had a

store of costumes for their communal use, and may have been more inclined to use old

% The Staging of Religious Drama in Europe in the Later Middle Ages: Texts and Documents in English
Translation, ed. by Peter Meredith and John E. Tailby, transl. Rafaella Ferrari and others (Kalamazoo, MI:
Medieval Institute Publications, 1983), p. 142.

7 Ibid.
68 Blatt, pp. 135-6.
9 Craik, p. 49.

70 Bevington, p. 52.
40



‘The Image of Both Churches’: The Uses of Convention in Tudor Polemical Literature

garments already in store, making a generic regal costume for the God character a more
probable option.

Furthermore, the regal nature of the God character is something Bale stresses: it is
interesting to note, for instance, that Deus Pater refers to himself as ‘we’ (41). While the
plural pronoun may be calculated to evoke the three-in-one of the Holy Trinity, it may also
be a regal affectation. Sovereignty is a reflexive metaphor for Bale’s purposes: addressing
God as a monarch is a way of conferring glory and authority onto the divinely ordained
earthly king, whom Bale identifies as the only true mediator of authority between God and
man.

Pater Coelestis of God's Promises is less awe-inspiring than Deus Pater: he has no
speech explaining his true ineffable nature, and he behaves cantankerously throughout the
play, bemoaning the iniquity of the ungrateful human race and having to be mollified by
such Biblical figures as Abraham, Moses, and David in order that they can secure his
promises of humankind’s eventual redemption. In showing God’s ‘special relationship’
with the leaders of nations Bale is engaged in some subtle royalist propaganda, lending his
support to Henry’s declaration that the king is head of the Church of England (and thus
next to God in the ranks of human beings), yet he seems unable to strike the right balance
in tone when writing the dialogue between these Old Testament figures and the Almighty:
familiarity inevitably just seems like impudence. A notable example is God’s interchange
with Abraham when they haggle over the number of virtuous citizens which need to be
found in Sodom and Gomorrah before the towns will be spared: here the idiolect of God is
surprisingly demotic, even casual, and although the pattern of flattery and request is
endemic to the scriptural source (Genesis 18. 22-32), the couching of the episode within a
monotonous rhyme scheme makes Abraham and God seem more like a pair of dull-witted

rustics than a patriarch and a deity:”!

ABRAHAM FIDELIS
Paraventure there maye be thirty founde amonge them.

PATER COELESTIS

71 C.f., for example, the rhyming dialogue exchanges between the rustics Hodge, Diccon and Tib in Gammer
Gurton's Needle (c. 1555), and Huff, Ruff and Snuff in Thomas Preston’s Cambises King of Percia (c. 1569).
See Gammer Gurton's Needle, in Three Sixteenth-Century Comedies, ed. by Charles Walters Whitworth
(London: Benn, 1984), esp. I. 2 and I. 3; Thomas Preston, Cambises, in Minor Elizabethan Tragedies, ed. by
T.W. Craik (London: Dent, 1974), esp. 1l. 160-265.
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Maye I fynde thirty I wyll nothynge do unto them.

ABRAHAM FIDELIS
[ take upon me to moche, lorde, in thy syght?

PATER COELESTIS
No, no, good Abraham, for [ knowe thy faythe is ryght.

ABRAHAM FIDELIS
No lesse I suppose than twenty can it have?

PATER COELESTIS
Coulde I fynde twenty that cytie wolde I save.

ABRAHAM FIDELIS
Ones yet wyll I speake my mynde, and than nomore.

PATER COELESTIS
Spare not to utter so moche as thu hast in store.

ABRAHAM FIDELIS
And what if there myght be ten good creatures founde?

PATER COELESTIS
The rest for their sakes myght so be safe and sounde,
And not destroyed for their abhomynacyon. (369-79)
Pater Coelestis’ speech becomes even more familiar and prosaic during a certain

interchange with Moses. The prophet attempts to interrupt him during a lengthy complaint

against the idolatry of the Israelites:

MOSES SANCTUS
Lete me saye sumwhat, swete father, in their behalfe.

PATER COELESTIS
I wyll first conclude, and then saye on thy mynde.

(497-98)
This easy fraternization with human beings is far removed from the sentiments of Deus
Pater delivered in the opening of Three Laws. Bale’s considerable ingenuity seems to have
been defeated by the impossible task of finding a physical representation of God which is
awe-inspiring and yet not idolatrous, which is perhaps why Pater Coelestis spends the bulk
of his time simply reminding the audience of mankind’s shortcomings: stumped when it

comes to the portrayal of God, Bale can only stress his superiority to humans.
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Bale has returned to the problem of allegory: all human understanding falls short of
comprehending the true nature of spiritual things. Christians are all bound upon Earth to
see ‘through a glass, darkly’ in Paul’s words.”? God is not a father (Pater Coelestis, Deus
Pater), nor is he a king (Imperial Majesty): these are merely common metaphors which
mankind uses to prop up its imperfect understanding of the divine. Like the images of
heaven and hell in stained glass windows and painted upon rood lofts, visual
representations of the figure of God could only mislead people by fixing a false image in

the mind of a spectator. John Phillips writes:

Their [i.e. the English reformists] attitudes towards religious images, like Calvin’s,
were based on a conception of God as incorporeal and invisible — thus
unpredictable. [...] Corporeal representations of God were always unworthy, they
argued, for they tended to reduce the fear of Him while increasing error about His
attributes.”?
For the early modern Protestants there was no satisfactory way to portray God on stage,
since to make a visual image of the creator was deliberately to misunderstand his nature
and to run the risk of causing audience members to form erroneous ideas concerning him.
That Bale’s are the last extant plays of the early modern period to feature God as a

character is illustrative of the prevailing conviction among post-Reformation playwrights

that it was safest to leave the Almighty off the list of dramatis personae.

a.2) Vices

Where Bale succeeds in turning the slippery medium of dramatic spectacle to his own ends
is in the specification of clerical garb for the various vices. As Happé suggests, the
costumes may have been genuine vestments, sold off by churches during the Edwardian
and Elizabethan periods to avoid them being simply confiscated.” It is a tempting
suggestion, for Bale’s main agenda in presenting his evil characters as members of the
Catholic clergy is to desanctify the garments, tearing away traditional notions both of those
wearing the cloth being of holy character, and of the garments themselves conferring this
power by their own virtue. When Margery Kempe is questioned by the Abbot of Leicester

on the subject of transubstantiation, she is able to answer with the orthodox formula she

721 Corinthians 13. 12.

73 Phillips, p. 83: citing John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board
of Christian Education, 1930), I, 98.

"4Happé, Complete Plays of John Bale, intro., p. 23.
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was coached in: that while the priest may be a man ‘nevyr so vicyows in hys levyng’, he is
empowered by his ordination to perform the holy ritual of the mass, becoming in the
process a conduit of God’s sacred mystery.’> Bale’s mordant portrayal of clerical
viciousness is not enough to disenchant the masses from their reverence: he must also
demystify the rituals and the garments themselves.

In this respect the use of real clerical garb is an interesting prospect, shocking and
iconoclastic in a way which we might well imagine would have delighted Bale. Taking the
garments from their usual sacred setting and parading them around as mere cloth and
thread has a deconsecrative effect. It is reminiscent of Elizabeth’s proclamation, during the
attempt to rid the churches of objects of reverence after their replacement under the Marian
regime, that all the items should be ‘put to profane use’.”® Duffy writes that Elizabeth
foresaw that prohibition of these items would not be enough: under Edward the vestments,
altar stones, pyxes, chrismatories were removed from sight, but many were simply hidden
or sold into safekeeping and returned under Mary 1. According to Elizabeth’s instructions,
pyxes became weighing scales, sacred bells were used to adorn the harnesses of
workhorses, holy water stoups found new employment as troughs, and vestments and altar
clothes were cut up and made into domestic cushion coverings. To Duffy these actions
demonstrate the Protestants’ ‘profound recognition of the desacralizing effect of such
actions’.”” A holy item may be hidden and later restored, but once it has been defiled by
use in a non-sacred setting it becomes difficult to imagine how it could ever be re-invested
with the wonder and reverence which it possessed in its virgin state.

Bale’s use of real decommissioned vestments to clothe his vices remains a
possibility, although we possess neither the evidence to uphold it nor to dismiss it.”® The
use of a costume made simply to resemble vestments is also intriguing because it allows
allegory to function in a slightly different way. It is more protean, allowing the interplay of

the polemical statements with what is visually evident. The character of Sodomy in Three

75 The Book of Margery Kempe, ed. by Barry Windeatt (Cambridge: Brewer, 2004), p. 234.
76 Duffy, Stripping of the Altars, p. 586.
77 Ibid, pp. 585-86.

78 I have found no evidence to suggest that real clerical vestments were ever borrowed for use in
performances of medieval drama. See ‘Chapter 4: The Textile and Clothing Industries’, in Clifford Davidson,
Technology, Guilds and Early English Drama (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 1996), esp.
pp. 57-79. Davidson states that the guilds organising and performing the individual mystery plays (and
especially those, like the weavers, with vested interests in cloth) would have gone to trouble and expense to
create costumes reasonably ‘resembling’ those of contemporary prelates when called upon to represent
ecclesiastical characters (p. 65).
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Laws is dressed (according to the prescriptions of Bale’s colophon) as ‘a monke of all
sectes’ which indicates not a general, undifferentiated monk’s costume, but that his robe
should be composed of a patchwork of the various orders’ colours. Infidelity comments on

beholding him:

This fellawe is wele decked,

Dysgysed and wele necked,

Both knavebalde and pyepecked,

He lacketh nothinge but bels. (623-26)
‘Bels’ is a reference to the jangling adornment of the traditional motley costume of the
fool, whom the every-monk evidently resembles. The Catholic vices are frequently
dehumanised by their costumes, the clerical uniforms making Bale characterise them as a
disorderly flock of some kind of rapacious animal, frequently opportunistic birds of ravin
such as magpies, crows, and vultures. Here the widow Englande criticises the orders for

their parasitic style of living, also making use of the metaphor of clerical dress as a rather

ropey disguise, the monks peering owlishly from beneath their cowls:

Suche lubbers as hath dysgysed heades in ther hoodes,

Whych in ydelnes do lyve by other menns goodes:

Monkes, chanons, and nones in dyvers coloure and shappe,

Bothe whyght, blacke and pyed. God send ther increase yll happe! (36-39)
Elsewhere they are also characterised as swine with the extended metaphor of ‘aper de
sylva’ (86) in King Johan, and as a pack of dogs when a long list of the monastic orders is
rounded off with the requirement of ‘a world to hear them barke’ (458). Dehumanisation
allows Bale to use more colourful pejoratives, and raises his iconoclasm to new levels: the
monks, nuns and priests are not merely morally frail, culpable human beings (as Margery
Kempe acknowledges), they are sub-human parasites controlled by base desires, whose
collective aim is the confounding of good Christians.

Bale uses the costume of his vices both to desanctify clerical garb and to bestialise
the clergy. Thus, although Bale struggles to create a doctrinally acceptable God-character,
he can make the visual medium serve his purpose to great effect when dealing with evil

characters: iconoclasm succeeds where reverence fails.
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a.3) The Three Laws

Although Bale’s distrust of visual effects usually leads him to associate them with his evil
characters (leaving the virtuous to stand soberly and quote scripture), in Three Laws he
notably employs change of costume to show the afflictions of the protagonists. The play
follows a strict repetitive scheme: each Law disputes with Infidelity before leaving his
presence in disgust; then Infidelity summons two other vices to serve as his lieutenants;
and they eventually exit to corrupt the Law offstage. The Law briefly reappears for a
soliloquy in order to display his woeful transformation and to rail against the behaviour of
mankind in reducing him to such a state.

These physical transformations are intended to elicit multiple associations in the
mind of a spectator. Bale’s first evocation is of the stock visual image of the morality play,
that of the once magnificent protagonist stripped of his power and rich raiment, now
beggarly and crippled; an image which proved so potent that it persisted into the ‘prodigal
son’ plays popular during the last decades of the sixteenth century.”® From the earliest
moralities this device is used to signal not only the financial ruination which follows
association with vice — expenditure upon extravagant fashions, dicing, tavern-frequenting,
and wenching being the conventional paths to debt and ruination — but as a mirror to the
soul: a visual contrast offered between the immaculate state of innocence and the debased
state of moral depravity.

Ordinarily it is the guilty protagonist who suffers the transformation (by way of
penance), but sometimes it is an innocent abstraction. In Wisdom, Who is Christ (1460-70)
it is the protagonists Mind, Will, and Understanding who fall into error, but the physical
alterations resulting from their disobedience are wrought upon Anima. The stage direction
indicating her re-entrance reads ‘Here ANIMA apperythe in pe most horrybull wyse,
fowlere pan a fende’,®® while a few lines on another direction indicates ‘here rennyt owt
from undyr pe horrybyll mantyll of pe SOULL seven small boys in pe lyknes of devylls
and so retorne ageyn’ (912). This macabre spectacle is intended to shock the wayward

protagonists from their state of moral complacency.

79 Examples of the English prodigal son drama include The Glass of Government (1575) by George
Gascoigne, The Disobedient Child (1559-70) by Thomas Ingelend, Lusty Juventus (1547-53) by R. Wever,
The Marriage of Wit and Science (c. 1569) by John Redford and the anonymous plays Misogonus (1564-77)
and Nice Wanton (1547-53). A full study of the genre is made by Alan R. Young in The English Prodigal Son
Plays: A Theatrical Fashion of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Salzburg: Institut Fiir Anglistik Und
Amerikanistic, 1979).

80 Wisdom, in The Macro Plays, 1. 902.
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Similarly, in Three Laws it is the blameless Laws of Nature, Moses and Christ who
suffer from the disobedience of mankind when the last is beguiled by the vices. In Bale’s
play the moments where the transformations are revealed are therefore metadramatic,
serving as a speculum not to any onstage character, but to members of the audience. First
to be disfigured is Nature’s Law, who enters and responds to what he perceives as the
audience’s reaction to his new appearance, using direct address to force the spectators to

accept responsibility as members of the fallen human race:

1 thynke ye marvele to se soch alteracyon

At thys tyme in me, whom God left here so pure.

Of me it cometh not, but of mannys operacyon,

Whome dayly the devyll to great synne doth allure,

And hys nature is full bryttle and unsure.

By hym have [ gote thys fowle dysease of bodye,

And as ye se here, am now throwne in a leprye. (752-58, italics mine)
Bale has also complicated the nature of the ‘woeful transformation’ as a metaphor. This is
not simply the physical frailty which is a direct result of poverty, but leprosy: a sign
associated in the Bible, as Blatt notes, specifically with divine punishment for spiritual
sins.®! Leprosy is seen as a moral canker made externally visible, which partially explains
the stigma attached to the disease. Just as Wyclif associated leprosy with the practice of
simony,® Bale here associates it with idolatry, the blight of superstitious practice on the
face of true religion. Stewart comments that it is also a euphemism for ‘morbus gallicus,
the epidemic syphilis which swept Europe for nearly a century from 1494°.33 The
symptoms of the latter stages of both diseases are similar, both involving the crippling of
the limbs and the appearance of sores, making the body of the sufferer a horrific image of
pre-mortem putridity, a living memento mori. The pox is a leprosy for Bale’s time: a
venereal disease, it is a direct punishment for sexual transgression and thus a fitting
disfigurement for the Law who is perverted by Sodomy.

The veil which transforms Moses’ Law has two almost contradictory meanings. As
a conventional visual image it suggests blindness inflicted as part of the nefarious plans of

the vices, as in the case of the character of Commynalte in King Johan, who is temporarily

blinded by means of a veil. It is also bound by Bale to a scriptural allusion: in Exodus 34,

81 Blatt, p. 137.
%2 bid, p. 138.

83 Alan Stewart, “Ydollatricall Sodometrye”: John Bale’s Allegory’, METh, 15 (1993), 3-20, p. 15.
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when Moses returns from his encounter with God upon Mount Sinai his face is too bright
for the Israelites to behold, and so he must cover it with a veil. The intention of the vices is
not merely to rob Mosaic law of its potency by blinding it to their abuses, but to cover over

its brilliance and virtue so that mankind may not perceive it:

AVARITIA
A vayle wyll I sprede upon the face of Moses,
That non shal perceyve the clerenes of hys contenaunce,
Whych is of the lawe the meanyng and true ordynaunce. (1104-6)
With Christ’s Law the pattern established in the play changes subtly: he is the only
Law who disputes with his vice assailants on stage (rather than exiting and later re-entering
to show his fallen state) and his fate is only foretold as he is hauled from the stage. Like

the morality protagonists his degradation involves the stripping off of his dignified clothes

and their substitution with rags:

PSEUDODOCTRINA
Here I attache the for a busye scysmatyke,
And wyll the accuse for an haynouse heretyke.
Laye handes upon hym, and depryve hym of thys aparell.
Hic veste spoliatum sordidioribus induunt.
[here they strip his garments and give him shabby ones]%*
Loo, thus wyll I handle all them that shall take thy quarell.
Holde, awaye with thys gere, and laye it fourth asyde! (1724-28)

False Doctrine’s language brings to mind multiple associations. Perhaps foremost in a
spectator’s mind is the similarity between the fate of Christus Lex with that of Christ
himself, scorned and tormented by his captors, the soldiers who strip him and draw lots for

his clothes as recorded in Matthew’s gospel.®> This would have been familiar material to an

audience not only from the sermons of Easter week, but from the Crucifixion plays of the

84 Translation mine.

85 “And they crucified him, and parted his garments, casting lots: that it might be fulfilled which was spoken
by the prophet, They parted my garments among them, and upon my vesture did they cast lots.” (Matthew 27.
35).
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mystery cycles, which all feature episodes where Christ is mocked, flagellated and
stripped, his garments then divided among the tormentors.%

Just as in John Baptist'’s Preaching, the denunciation also echoes the language of
the Catholic persecutors of reformist martyrs. In Acts and Monuments, first published in
1563, John Foxe describes in several places the process of ‘degradation” which was the last
act of the ecclesiastical powers before handing over a confirmed heretic to the secular
authorities for execution.?” The ceremony was performed on those apostates who had taken
holy orders and involved the ritualised stripping of ecclesiastical garments, symbolising a
return to what those pronouncing the anathema termed ‘the seruitude and ignominy of the
seculare estate’ (1563, p. 430). Foxe also sees the comparison with Christ and his
tormentors, depicting the reformist martyrs as patient sufferers who transcend all the
indignities thrust upon them, allowing the enactors of the ‘degradation’ to show up the
inherent cruelty and absurdity of the ritual itself. An account of the martyrdom of Rowland
Taylor shows the doctor of divinity being forcibly dressed in the ecclesiastical garments he
has forsaken in order to have them stripped off again. In imitation of Christ on the cross,

Taylor benevolently prays to God for forgiveness on behalf of his tormentors:

Whe[n] he was throughly furnished therwith, he set his handes by his side, walking
vp and down, and sayd: how say you my Lord, am I not a goodly foole? how say
you my maysters? If [ were in cheape, should I not haue boyes enough to laugh at
these apish toyes, & toying trumpery?

So the byshop scraped his fingers, thu[m]bes, & the crowne of his head, and
did the rest of such like deuilish obseruaunces. [...]

Then D.Taylor sayd: though you do curse me, yet God doth blesse me. I
haue the witnes of my conscience, that ye haue done me wrong and violence: And
yet I pray God (if it be hys will) forgeue you. (1583, p. 1524)

86 See Chester, ‘X VI: The Trial and Flagellation’ (pp. 284-302), 11. 305-342 and ‘X VI A: The Passion’ (pp.
303-324), 11.105-148; N-Town, ‘The Second Trial Before Pilate’ (pp. 314-323), 11. 210-212 and ‘The
Procession to Calvary: The Crucifixion’(pp. 324-335), L. 92; Towneley, ‘XXII: Fflagellacio’ (pp. 243-257), 1.
125-151 and ‘XXIII: Processus crucis [et crucifixio]’ (pp. 258-278), 11. 504-515 and York, ‘XXXIII: The
Second Trial Before Pilate”’ (pp. 320-336), 11. 337-426 and ‘XXXIV: Christ Led up to Calvary’ (pp. 327-358),
11. 321-331.

87 The full Latin formula of the degradation ceremony is included in Foxe’s account of the martyrdom of
Thomas Cranmer: see John Foxe, Acts and Monuments [...] The Variorum Edition, ed. by David Loades and
others (Sheffield: hriOnline, 2004), in <http.//www.hrionline.ac.uk/johnfoxe/> [accessed 6 September 2009],
1563 edition, pp. 1493-1496. Notable examples of the degradation described in English may be found in the
accounts of the martyrdoms of John Castellane (1563 edition, p. 430); John Hooper (1563, p. 1058); Nicholas
Ridley (1563, pp. 1374-5); Thomas Whyttel (1563, p. 1456); John Huss (1570, p. 736); William Sawtrey
(1570, p. 617); Thomas Bilney (1570, p. 1151); and Rowland Taylor (1583, p. 1524). All future references to
Acts and Monuments pertain to the hriOnline edition, unless otherwise indicated.
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In Three Laws Bale goes on to strengthen the imaginative association between Christ’s

Law and the reformist martyrs by having Infidelity go on to decree:

Yea, burne hym wele, fryre, and lete hym no longer raygne.

Laye on grene fagotes to put hym to the more payne. (1745-46)
In the staging of the earthly powers despoiling the protagonist figure, Bale unites Christ,
the New Testament printed in English, and the reformist martyrs in one iconic image,

encouraging associations among all three in the minds of the spectators.

b) Ceremony
The early twentieth-century critics of Tudor drama expressed shock and disgust at Bale’s
anti-Catholic displays. W. Roy Mackenzie’s appraisal of Three Laws begins with an
apology to his gentle readers, anticipating that they will be offended by the mere inclusion
of Bale’s works in his study and hurriedly promising that the most egregious instances will
be passed over: ‘for the present we may turn, with thankful hearts, from the bitter and
revolting invective against Catholicism’ %8

The plays’ vituperative language and deliberate aping of Catholic ceremony are
perhaps why Bale’s plays are not seen in contemporary performance, despite the increased
interest in the staging of pre-Shakespearian drama that has been evident since the latter
half of the twentieth century.?’ Part of their power to offend lies in the assumption that
Bale’s polemic issues from a position of power (and that his plays were intended for an
audience of his co-religionist cronies). His anti-Catholic matter is therefore perceived to
come from a position of complacent authority: readers imagine that as a “post-
Reformation’ playwright, Bale revels in the cruel deriding of the suppressed religious
minority’s sacred beliefs.

Eamon Duffy’s The Stripping of the Altars (1992) has changed the face of
historiography by presenting the English Reformation as an unpopular revolution imposed

by the government and supported by a small group of zealots, but deeply resented by the

8 W. Roy Mackenzie, The English Moralities from the Point of View of Allegory (Boston: Ginn, 1914), p. 44.

8 Notes on ‘report on modern production’ and ‘recorded production’ are given for individual early Tudor
plays in Darryll Grantley, English Dramatic Interludes 1300-1580.: A Reference Guide (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004). Plays listed as having the greatest number of modern performances are
The Castle of Perseverance (5 reports, 3 recordings), pp. 45-46; Everyman (11 reports, 3 recordings), pp.
96-97; and Mankind (14 reports), pp. 225-6. There are no records of modern performances cited by Grantley
for any of Bale’s five extant plays, with the exception of King Johan which has one audio recording listed
(LP record: BBC, The First Stage, dir. J. Barton), p. 191.
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clergy and laity, who resisted change and (at least in many of the more outlying locations)
continued to practise traditional forms of worship. This view is corroborated by Bale’s
autobiographical writing, his account of his tenure as Bishop of Ossory as a period of
prolonged persecution, where he met with hostility from his priests, treachery from local
government, and open mockery for his beliefs from within the traditionalist community in
general, the experience culminating in the threats of violence against his person which
necessitated his flight from Ireland.

His staging of some of his plays as a counter to the festivities of Mary’s accession
demonstrate that Bale perceives his position as that of the lone voice in the wilderness, a
prophet in the mould of John the Baptist whose purpose is to persuade the unbeliever. A
major part of his agenda is to demystify Catholic ceremonies, particularly those pertaining
to sacramental ritual. Belief in the Church’s teachings on the sacraments was seen by
reformers such as Tyndale to be a persistent and pernicious item of popular belief, as it
served to maintain the authority of the clergy and caused parishioners to value ceremony
over the scriptures as means to attaining grace. In Obedience Tyndale defines ‘sacrament’

as follows:

This worde sacrame[n]te is as moch to saye as an holye signe / a[n]d representeth
allwaye some promise of God. As in the olde testame[n]te God ordeyned y' the
raynebowe shulde represent a[n]d signifie vnto all me[n] an othe that God sware to
Noe a[n]d to all me[n] after him / that he wolde no more drownd the worlde thorow
water. (M17)

While the Catholic Church upholds seven sacraments (baptism, confirmation, eucharist,
penance, anointing of the sick, holy orders and matrimony), in Tyndale’s scheme there are
only two: ‘the sacramente of the body and bloud of Christe’ (M17) and ‘bapti[s]m’ (M1Y).
The remaining five are stated by Tyndale to reflect no promise between God and man, and
therefore are ‘no sacraments’ (O8). Of these penance and anointing are stated to be
outright inventions of the Catholic clergy, and without scriptural justification.”® Tyndale
alleges that the clergy have concocted such pseudo-sacraments simply to enable

themselves to tyrannise and profit from the people: ‘to endote them with lyvelode / to be

9 ‘Penaunce is a worde of their awne forginge, to deceive vs with all [...]" (M6Y); ‘Last of all cometh the
anoylynge with out promyse / and therfore without the spirite and with out profitt / but all together
vnfrutefull and supersticious.’ (O3F).
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prayd for for ever: and to geve them exemptions and prevelege and licens to doo what the

luste vnpunished’ (M6Y).

For Tyndale the defining characteristics of a true sacrament is that it is spoken and

actively believed by participants, rather than enacted and experienced only passively:

Sacramente is than as moch to saye as an holy sygne. And the sacrame[n]ts which
Christ ordened [sic] preach Gods word vnto vs and therefore justifie a[n]d minister
the sprite to them that beleve / as Paul thorow preachi[n]g the Gospell was a
minister of righteousnes and of the sprite vnto all that beleved his preachinge. [...]
And hereby maist thou know the difference between Christes signes or sacramentes
a[n]d Antichristes signes or ceremonies / that Christes signes speake &
a[n]tichristes be dome (O8¥-P1', italics mine)
To Tyndale these ‘dome [i.e. dumb] ceremonies’ (O8) are action without meaning,
repetitive bodily motions which signify ‘superstitiousnes’ (ibid.) rather than an intellectual
and spiritual engagement with worship. This is also how Bale conceives of Catholic
ceremony, and thus his response is to burlesque the familiar visual configurations of
traditional religious ritual. His drama is irreverent, ludicrous and frequently obscene, yet
the great strength of this sacramental parody is not that it diverges from Catholic practice,
but that it accurately mimics it before an audience who would have found it familiar.

Darryll Grantley terms the act of undermining authority by faithfully re-enacting its rituals

‘camp’:

An engagement with the orthodox, but in a way that is theatricalized and which
recognizes its own theatricality, a méchant interplay between an awareness of the
profound orthodoxy of the ceremony on the one hand, and a recognition of its
grotesqueness on the other [...].%!
This formula (here referencing Christopher Marlowe) applies well to Bale in King Johan.
His practice of recreating sacred ceremonies within the play is not intended to estrange the
viewer, but rather to generate an uncomfortable sense of familiarity, exposing the
theatricality of the original ceremony itself. Upon witnessing the anathema publicly
pronounced one Thomas Benet is said by Foxe to have replied in defence of his laughter

upon the occasion: ‘My frendes (said he) who ca[n] forbeare, seing such merye conceites

and enterludes playde of p¢ Priestes?’ (1570, p. 1181).

1 Darryll Grantley, “What meanes this shew?””: Theatricalism, Camp and Subversion in Doctor Faustus and
The Jew of Malta’, in Christopher Marlowe and English Renaissance Culture, ed. by Darryll Grantley and
Peter Roberts (Aldershot: Ashgate-Scholar Press, 1996), pp. 224-238 (p. 224).
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Behind this endeavour to make Catholic rituals ridiculous lies the concern which is
the root of Protestant iconophobia: that visual emblems and ceremonies lead to a confusion
in the mind of a member of the church’s congregation between signifier and signified —
1.e., between the figure, action or gesture and the meaning or idea it is intended to
represent. In Obedience Tyndale complains about the credulous parishioners he has known
who believe that baptismal water alone confers sanctity, concerned that a baby too sickly to
be entirely submerged in the font may not be securely baptised (O3Y); those who would
value the negligent wagging of a bishop’s hand above the sincere blessing of a fellow
layman (M4Y-M5"); and those who believe that ordination is conferred by the dumb-show
of the laying on of hands rather than by prayer (M5-M67).

The sacraments, Tyndale is at pains to instruct his readers, are only reminders of
God’s promises to man of redemption; understanding of the symbolism is vital, for without
it the accompanying actions are meaningless. It does not benefit a Christian to have one
thousand masses a day without Christ’s promises held in the heart, Tyndale tells those who
would take communion, ‘no moare then it shulde helpe the in a deed thurst / to beholde a
bussh at a taverne dore / if thou knewest not therby y* there were wine with in to be
solde’ (M1Y).?? This homely example of Tyndale’s has embedded within it an unstated
criticism of the communion ritual itself, encouraging the reader to make a mental link
between the vin ordinaire which quenches physical thirst and the eucharistic wine drunk in
remembrance of Christ’s redeeming sacrifice (Matthew 26. 27-28).3 This is a parable
which explains the dichotomy between signifier and signified, the implied extension of the

metaphor being that without true understanding of what it symbolises, the wine of the

92 A bunch of ivy, as Daniells writes (Obedience, n. 306, p. 224), was the conventional emblem which
adorned the signs of taverns and the premises of vintners.

93 Although Tyndale here describes communion in both kinds (i.e. bread and wine), this was not common
practice in Europe at the time of writing. As Lee Palmer Wandel notes, at the beginning of the 1520s
communion wine was offered only to the religious and not to the laity, even in reformist Augsburg (until its
introduction by Johannes Schilling in 1524). See Lee Palmer Wandel, The Eucharist in the Reformation:
Incarnation and Liturgy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 55, 64. In England,
communion in both kinds was not specified until the publication of the Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion in
1563. See Church of England, Articles [...] accordyng to the computation of the Churche of England, for
thauoydyng of the diuersities of opinions, and for the stablyshyng of consent touchyng true religion (London:
Jugge and Cawood, 1563), in Early English Books Online <http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home> [accessed 21
September 2010], STC 10038.3, sig. B6™: ‘Of both kindes: The cuppe of the Lorde is not to be denyed to the
laye people. For both the partes of the Lordes Sacramente, by Christes ordynaunce and commaundement,
ought to be ministred to all Chrysten men alyke.’
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eucharist is worthless — no more holy than what might be bought at a common tavern: the
object itself is nothing without the knowledge of what it stands for.**

It is not the ritual itself that the reformists despise, but the estrangement of
symbolism from its meaning. The Roman Church’s insistence upon liturgical Latin and
awe-inspiring formal rituals is regarded by the reformists as a deliberate attempt to obscure
the true signification of the sacraments — a stagey trick perpetrated by a parasitic clergy in
order to secure the nation’s dependence on them by maintaining that they are the sole
distributors of salvation. In order to break the clergy’s hegemony the reformists attempt to
dispel the laity’s belief in the efficacy of rituals alone: not by contradicting the existence of
sacraments qua sacraments, but by accusing the priests of concealing the true message
behind screens of unnecessary ceremony. This reformist campaign is part of the tactic of
attaining authority and avoiding neophobia by identifying themselves as the ‘true church’
of the apostles, which antedates the church of Rome: they would have us believe that their
traditions are the original and true forms, of which the Catholic ceremonies are merely
shadowy corruptions, meaningless dumb-shows.

When Bale presents Catholic ritual as mummery he does so not out of complacent
malice, but because he considers it an important item on his agenda as a reformist
proselytiser. The vehemence of his language stems from a genuine sense of outrage at what
he perceives of as the English people being held in thrall to ceremonies which have
become divorced from meaning. His object is the demystification of these rituals through
parody of their forms, the language they are conducted in, and the objects and
accoutrements they depend upon to maintain their sense of sacredness.

Miller determines that King Johan contains 13 individual parodies, constituting

6-7% of the play’s total material:

They are of the litany of the saints (636-656), the vespers for the dead, including
psalms (763-68), confession and absolution (854-861, 1027-30, 1147-88, 1212-36,

%4 This was a major point of disagreement between Tyndale and his polemical adversary Thomas More, who
argues that as divinity surpasses human understanding, it is God’s prerogative to deliver grace through visual
signs which the recipient cannot interpret: ‘it hath pleased the spyryte to let his people haue and enioye the
proftyte wythout declaracyon of the specyall betokenynge, other then the secrete grace gyuyn them therin
[...]". The Confutation of Tyndale's Answer, in The Complete Works of St. Thomas More, ed. by Louis A.
Schuster and others, 15 vols (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1973), VIII, part I, p. 78.
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1371-76, 1599, *19-*35, 1980-2014), the anathema and interdict (1033-50,

1356-70), and the Kyrie (25-29).%5
As the above demonstrates, Bale’s dramatic recreations focus upon confession and
anathema: these, in particular, suit his purpose not only because they are the rituals which
he feels most strongly demonstrate the clergy’s abuse of power (via the denial of
absolution and threat of excommunication) but because they are among the most visually
striking and instantly recognisable of the ceremonies he could have chosen. The ritual of
confession is suggested by the scene between Sedition and Nobility, where the latter
requires his confessor to improvise in order to recreate the atmosphere of the confessional

booth before he will confess:

NOBYLYTE
Put on yowre stolle, then, and I pray yow in Godes name sytt.
Here sett down and Nobelyte shall say Benedycyte. (1148)
An audience would instantly recognise this configuration, but is kept aware by Bale of the
fact that Sedition is a scoundrel who has donned a stole for the purpose of blackmail,
Nobility his gullible dupe. The childlike credulity of Nobility crouching on stage next to

his malevolent confessor is underlined by the following verbal formula:

SEDICYON
[ trust ye beleve as Holy Chyrch doth teache ye?
And from the new lernyng ye are wyllyng for to fle?

NOBYLYTE
From the new lernyng? Mary, God of hevyn save me!

[ never lovyd yt of a chyld, so mote I the.

SEDICYON
Ye can saye yowre crede? And yowre Laten Ave Mary?

NOBYLYTE
Yea, and dyrge also, with sevyn psalmes and letteny.

SEDICYON

95 Edwin Shepard Miller, ‘The Roman Rite in Bale’s King John’ PMLA, 64 (1949), 802-822, in Jstor archive
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/459633> [accessed 18 November 2006], p. 804. Miller uses the line numbering
of King Johan in Specimens of Pre-Shakespearian Drama, ed. by J.M. Manly (Boston: Ginn, 1897), I,
525-618, who reprints J.P. Collier (Camden Society, 1838). The exceptions marked * pertain to the
confession and absolution of John absent from the Collier edition and printed for the first time in King Johan,
ed. by John Henry Pyle Pafford, Malone Society Reprints (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1931). The line
numbering used by Miller almost corresponds to Happé’s edition, but is behind by one line in each case.
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Do ye not beleve in purgatory and holy bred?

NOBYLYTE
Yes, and that good prayers shall stand my soule in stede.

SEDICYON
Well, than, good inowgh; I warant my soulle for yowre. (1156-64)

That this is a ritual based upon ignorance is made apparent by the catechism: to fulfil the
criteria for the longed-for granting of absolution Nobility is anxious to satisfy his priest
that he blindly follows the church’s traditions, that he knows nothing of reformist ‘new
learning’, and is inordinately proud of his ability to parrot back Latin refrains. His
complaisance and willingness to buy into the ritual earns him only scorn in the eyes of the
blackmailing Vice.

When the vices first gather togcther on stage, a request for blessing results in what
is a scatological (playing on ‘soil”) or possibly a sexual pun: ‘I assoyle the here, behynde
and also beforne’ (861). While there are no specific stage directions, as Happé notes, this
moment seems to require obscene gestures from the actor playing Usurped Power.”® The
vices clamour for a papal blessing, and are instead ritually befouled: a neat summary of
Bale’s view on the matter, and a more extreme image than Tyndale’s lightly scornful
reference to the ‘wagging’ of the pope or bishop’s hand. Like taking vestments out of their
sacred context, this parodic image is intended to desacralise the Catholic ritual
permanently.

Bale’s distrust of dramatic spectacle leads him to rely heavily on verbal dispute
rather than action: indeed, in the three Biblical plays action is almost entirely dispensed
with. However, his ability to spotlight key allegorical points in his plays with iconic visual
images 1s one of the great strengths of his drama: the speech and action combination is, as
Blatt writes, Bale ‘at his best’.?” The most frequently noted example of this phenomenon in

Bale’s plays comes from Three Laws:

AMBITIO
Why, what dost thu thynke my mytar to sygnyfy?

INFIDELITAS

% Happé, ‘Notes to King Johan’, in Complete Plays, 1 (n. K861, p. 117).

97 Blatt, p. 218.
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The mouth of a wolfe, and that shall I prove by and by —

[f thu stoupe downewarde, loo, se how the wolfe doth gape.

Redye to devoure the lambes, least any escape.

But thy wolvyshnesse by thre crownes wyll I hyde,

Makynge the a Pope, and a captayne of all pryde,

That whan thu doest slee soch as thy lawes contempne

Thu mayst saye, ‘Not I, but the powers ded them condempne.’ [11. 1183-90]
The internal stage direction is for Infidelity to demonstrate his point by pushing forward
Ambition to bend at the waist, revealing the ‘mouth’ formed by the opening in top of the
ecclesiastical headdress, and gesturing to it with the invitation to the audience ‘loo, see
how the wolfe doth gape’. This one image binds a skein of ideas: it takes up the theme of
clerical costume as disguise (so often descanted upon by Bale), with a slight modification,
since the bishop’s costume does not need to be taken off to reveal the sinister nature of the
wearer, only examined from another angle. The image also develops into comment on the
tyrannical power invested in the mitre of office and the abdication of moral responsibility it
encourages: ‘not I, but the powers’.

The characterisation of those in power as wolfish calls to mind Christ’s warning to
his apostles: ‘Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves’ (Matt 10. 16). This
would have special significance for the reformists who saw themselves as perpetuators of
the apostolic church, and who believed persecution to be a mark of God’s favour.
Furthermore, the sinister bishop-wolf double image plays off the traditional significance
given to the regalia: the bishop’s crosier is a reminder of the pastoral duties of its carrier,
and the unspoken suggestion made here by Bale is that the bishop is not the proverbial
wolf in sheep’s clothing, but — what is more dangerous — a wolf in shepherd s clothing.
The power of his use of the metaphor of disguise is, once again, that it inverts the
traditional Catholic significance given to the image.

Another famous moment of action from Bale’s plays is the ‘bringing in” scene of
King Johan. Here the vices indulge in a lengthy allegorical dispute concerning which of
them should have precedence, before being eventually cowed by Sedition and agreeing to

bear him aloft.

USURPID POWRE
Why, fellaue Sedycyon, what wyll thow have me do?

SEDICYON
To bare me on thi backe and bryng me in also
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That yt maye be sayde that fyrst Dyssymulacyon
Browght in Privat Welth to every Cristen nacyon,
And that Privat Welth browght in Usurpid Powre,
And he Sedycyon in cytye, towne and tower

That sum man may know the feche of all owre sorte.

USURPID POWRE
Cum on thy wayes, than, that thow mayst make the fort.

DISSYMULACYON
Nay, Usurped Powre, we shall bare hym all thre,
Thy selfe, he, and I, yf ye wyll be rewlyd by me.
For ther is non of us but in hym hath a stroke.

PRIVAT WELTH
The horson knave wayeth and yt were a croked oke!
Here they shall bare hym in, and Sedycyon saythe

SEDICYON

Yea, thus it shuld be. Mary, now [l am] alofte

[ wyll beshyte yow all yf ye sett me not downe softe. (791-804)
Again, Bale is uniting the argument with a visual parody of a traditional ceremony. At an
allegorical level, their argument and subsequent bearing of their leader aloft reveals the
symbiotic nature of evil: the vices of dissimulation, the lust for private wealth and unlawful
(usurped) power all having a hand in ‘bringing in’ the crime of sedition to England.
Furthermore, as White points out, the image is intended to bring to mind the enthronement
ceremony which attended the ordination of bishops, where they were ‘carried to the church
altar in formal procession’.?® Sedition is not yet in his Stephen Langton incarnation, but
with this visual image Bale intends for the audience to make this connection, thereby
anticipating his later appearance as a bishop.

Imagining the iconic visual moments of Bale’s drama is often made difficult by the
compressed, terse Latin of the stage directions. While the state of the manuscript of the A-
text of King Johan, with its authorial revisions and strike-throughs, makes editing an
onerous task, it is in this one respect fortuitous: what we have received in this manuscript
is a copy intended for an actor, and without the neatening that Bale deemed desirable when
he prepared his other plays for the printing press. Blatt comments on Bale’s stage

directions:

98 White, p. 40.
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The printed versions are obviously intended for reading as well as for acting, and
stage directions are therefore as neutral as possible. In Kynge Johan they are more
frequent and specific; in the A-text they are in English, and they are addressed in
the imperative to the actors. [...] If Kynge Johan had ever been printed, the stage
directions would probably all have been changed to conform with those of the other
plays.”
The Latin directions of Three Laws pose an obstacle to readers who are attempting to
imagine a performance of the play in their own minds. The culmination of the action is the
sequence where the Vice finally meets a power capable of defeating him, Deus Pater’s
wrathful obverse, Vindicta Dei: Infidelity is attacked with water, a sword, and finally fire
in turn. Vindicta Dei’s actions are sunk in the context of a speech which expounds their
symbolic significance: the water is in memory of Noah’s flood, when he ‘drowned the
worlde’ (1818); the sword relates to the Pauline extended metaphor of the armour of God
and is ‘Christes Gospel” (1829);!% the ‘consumynge fyre’ (1846) stands for the
apocalypse. A reader of Bale’s work is therefore left in no doubt of the meaning of the

actions, but the directions which indicate them give no hint as to how these symbolic

punishments are to be realised by an actor:

Hic Infidelitatem lympha percuitit (1818)
[Here he strikes Infidelity with water]

Glaudio Infidelitatem denuo cedit (1829)
[A second time he strikes Infidelity with a sword]

Ignis flamma Infidelitatem locum exire coget (1851)

[The flame of the fire forces Infidelity to leave the place]
The first two punishments are easier to imagine: a stylised sword blow is delivered by a
feint, and presumably a bucket or a stoup of water is laid to hand with which to deluge the
Vice in the first instance. The management of fire is less obvious: some continental
mystery plays demonstrate a highly sophisticated handling of this most dangerous of
special effects, calling for such devices as the vomiting of fire by devils and the throwing

of lightning by an angelic host,'%" but these were large-scale events which (as surviving

% Blatt, p. 153.

100 <17 the sword of the spirit, which is the word of God’ (Ephesians 6. 17). Bale may also be making a
reference to Christ’s assertion, ‘I came not to send peace, but a sword’ (Matt 10. 34).

101 See Meredith and Tailby, pp. 90-91, 101.
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legal agreements show) contracted professionals to handle the required pyrotechnics.!0?
Bale’s plays are written with a small group of performers in mind, possibly an itinerant
troupe such as the ‘Bale and his fellows’ of Cromwell’s records,!?* and from the
impromptu nature of the performance of Three Laws which Bale put on at the marketplace
in Kilkenny on the day of Mary I’s accession it is clear that no special or complicated
technical arrangements were thought to be required.

A notable instance of pyrotechnic effect used in small-scale drama occurs in John
Heywood’s interlude The Play of Love (c.1520-1530), where the Vice, No-Lover-Nor-

Loved, enters wearing a hat full of exploding squibs:

Here the vyse cometh in ronnynge sodenly aboute the place among the audiens

with a hye copyn tank [loaf-shaped hat] on his hed full of squybs fyred cryeng

watere, water, fyre fyre, fyre, water, water, fyre, tyll the fyre in the squybs be

spent. 1%
Squibs are described in the OED as ‘a common species of firework, in which the burning
of the composition is usually terminated by a slight explosion’, and Heywood apparently
viewed these items as safe enough to use indoors without significant risk to actor or
audience.!% Here the Vice’s intent is simply to create chaos by running among the
onlookers, and the effect is comical and highly disruptive. The use of fireworks would
clearly not be apt for Bale’s play, where the intention is serious and the effect’s duration
brief.

Philip Butterworth records the usage of ‘clubbes of fyre workes’ !9 as well as “fire
speris, fire ballis, fire arrowis’!%7 in early Scottish and English drama. The fire club (or

spear) is a staff to which are affixed bundles of squibs or short sections of cane filled with

192 [bid, pp. 103-8.

103 Bale’s possible involvement with a theatrical troupe under the patronage of Thomas Cromwell is
discussed in detail in Pafford’s introduction to the Malone Society’s edition of King Johan, pp. xvii-xviii.

104 John Heywood, The Play of Love (London: [Copland?], [c. 1550]), in Early English Books Online http:/
eebo.chadwyck.com/home [accessed 16 June 2010], STC 13304, sig. F3".

105 Play of Love is thought to have been performed as a Christmas play at the Inns of Court, and was
therefore probably performed in a dining hall. See Grantley, English Dramatic Interludes, p. 204; Richard
Southern, The Staging of Plays Before Shakespeare (London: Faber, 1973), pp. 231-5; Greg Walker, The
Politics of Performance, pp. 85-89.

196 Philip Butterworth, Theatre of Fire: Special Effects in Early English and Scottish Theatre (London:
Society for Theatre Research, 1998), p. 2.

107 Ibid., p. 17.
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a ‘slow composition’, i.e. a slow-burning mixture of gunpowder and charcoal.!%® Another
possibility described by Butterworth is the rushlight: a stripped eighteen-inch reed with the
husk dipped in flammable tallow, able to be borne in hand as a light source.!?’

The involvement of fire in Bale’s play must therefore be effected through such a
device, which might reasonably be entrusted to an amateur actor, and would not
significantly interrupt the progress of the play. As there is no command to strike Infidelity
physically, as in the two preceding directions, a reasonable solution is for the actor playing
Vindicta Dei merely to brandish a fire club, rushlight or torch at him, thereby driving him
backwards from the place. The stage directions are not by any means unworkable in this
case, merely inexplicit, and this makes it difficult to imagine their visual impact upon an
audience.

Another example of this frustrating nebulousness is the golden tongue bestowed
upon John the Baptist in God's Promises. The stage direction in the middle of Pater

Coelestis’ speech reads:

Hic extendens dominus manum, labia Joannis digito tanget ac ori imponet auream

linguam. (879)

[Here the Lord extends his hand, touches John’s lips with his finger and gives him a

golden tongue]
Refuting J.S. Farmer’s figurative interpretation (‘tongue, of course, for speech’) Blatt
proposes that this is a literal reference to a prop.''? This is a direction which becomes more
puzzling the harder it is looked at: on one hand, is it plausible to suggest that the audience
1s supposed to understand the touch of God upon John’s lips as conferring a (purely
metaphorical) ‘golden tongue’? The phrase is a strangely specific one to