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INTRODUCTION

Across the shadowy stage of the late Jacobean 
theater steps Philip Massinger, the last great figure in 
the play of a vanishing glory before the Puritans ring 
down the curtain on the epilogue of the greatest literary 
spectacle of the ages— the Elizabethan Drama. A century 
and a half will elapse before Massinger returns for his 
curtain call in that spotlight of popularity where his 
own age had held him; but, on his reappearance, he will 
find applause that increases in volume with the decades.

In recent years those who constantly stir the 
ashes of the past in search of live embers from which to 
rekindle the fires of literature have found the spark of 
immortality in the nineteen extant plays of the thirty- 
eight accredited either to Massinger's individual hand or 
to his collaboration with other dramatists.1 This is but 
a re-emphasis of the recognition that he commanded in his 
own day, a fact attested to by the frequency with which 
his plays were acted, and by some two dozen commendatory 
verses written about him by his contemporaries.

Massinger's dramas, however, knew long decades of 
obscurity. Like those of his great predecessor, Shakespeare,

1A chronology of the plays of Philip Massinger, as 
recorded by W. W. Greg, is given in Appendix A.



2

his plays slipped into oblivion after the Restoration, 
while the works of Beaumont and Fletcher, his contempo
raries and collaborators, swept along on growing waves 
of popular taste. Those early critics of the drama, John 
Dryden and Jeremy Collier, make no mention of Massinger. 
Johnson, literary dictator of the eighteenth century, 
fails to include the playwright in his dictionary. But 
sometime in the eighteenth century a reaction occurred, 
and Philip Massinger became once more a name to be noted. 
Not only has this revival of interest been directed to
wards Massinger, the artist; it has become intent on dis
covering more about Massinger, the man. The search has 
been rewarded with few facts beyond those gleaned from a 
study of his panegyrists, who discuss the character rather 
than the affairs of the dramatist.

In 1805, William Gifford, first editor of the com
plete Massinger plays, raised a question, one that has been 
commented upon by nearly every scholar of Massinger since 
that time; but one that has remained, as it probably shall 
continue to remain, in the realm of the purely conjectural.

Gifford proposed that a study of Massinger1s plays 
— in particular The Virgin-Martyr. The Renegado. and The 
Maid of Honour— gives almost certain indication that the 
dramatist was a Catholic.

To this proffered internal evidence he adds a
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further support by suggesting Massinger's conversion as 
the reason why the Earl of Pembroke offered no financial 
aid to the young playwright struggling towards dramatic 
recognition. The Massingers had long been allied to the 
Pembroke family. The dramatist's father, Arthur Massinger 
had served as their trusted retainer.2 In addition to the 
claim that gratitude might invoke for life-long devotion 
and loyalty, the Earl of Pembroke was known as a liberal 
friend and protector of literature, and must have recog
nized the honor which would accrue to the patron of one ob 
viously destined for greatness. Gifford finds the reason 
for the Earl's attitude in the existence of an estrange
ment between Massinger and the elder Pembroke. He bases 
his belief in the actuality of such an estrangement on the 
otherwise inexplainable fact that Philip Massinger, ever 
recognized as a man supremely endowed with the virtue of 
gratitude and as a constant acknowledger of his hereditary 
obligations to the Herbert family, does not mention the 
Earl of Pembroke in the dedication of any of his works.
In these omissions, Gifford sees convincing proof that 
Massinger could not apply to the Earl for assistance, and, 
likewise, that the Earl withheld his aid because the play
wright had renounced the religion of which the Pembrokes

2A brief sketch of Philip Massinger's life is 
given in Appendix B.
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were staunch adherents, for one which was the object of 
persecution, hatred, and terror at that time.

A third reason that Gifford advances for his be
lief that Massinger became a Catholic rests in the dedica
tion of two of the writer’s most notable plays. The Maid 
of Honour is inscribed to Sir Francis Foljambe, a Catho- 
lic; The Emperour of the East, to Lord Mohun, whose family, 
according to Lodge's Illustrations, appears to have suf
fered severely on account of their religion. Still an
other name cited by Gifford as being in the circle of 
Massinger's friends is that of Sir Aston Cockayne, the 
nephew of Lord Mohun, and one who underwent much suffering 
for the faith.

Though doubtless Cockayne loved a "fine little glass" 
and alienated every acre of his inheritance, whatever 
his extravagance he was staunch to his religion and 
to his king, and sustained heavy pecuniary losses in 
their cause . . . the fines inflicted on him as a 
"popish delinquent" were probably much larger.6

Until Gifford's edition of Massinger's plays ap
peared, the question of the playwright's religion had 
posed no problem for scholars. Following the critic's 
statement, upon which he did not elaborate and which he 
made no attempt to substantiate by extracting "proofs" 
from the plays, succeeding scholars have consistently

^Dictionary of National Biography, eds. Leslie 
Stephen and Sidney Lee (New York, 1968-1969), IV, 68l.
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commented upon his theory.
Arthur Symonds does not find sufficient justifi

cation in the evidence offered to accept Gifford's theory. 
He does not, however, deny the possibility of Massinger's 
conversion.

I cannot think the evidence of these plays conclu
sive; but, such as it is, it certainly goes a long 
way in favour of the supposition. Besides the ec
clesiastical legends, the curious conversions of 
The Virgin-Martyr, the implied belief in baptismal 
regeneration, and the wonder-working Jesuit of The 
Renegado, Massinger's view of life and tone of moralizing, not in these plays alone, are far re
moved from the Puritan standpoint, while distinctly 
and indeed assertively religious. The Roman Catho
lic religion would naturally have considerable attraction for a man of Massinger's temperament; and 
he would certainly have every opportunity of asso
ciation with it in a university of such Catholic 
and conservative principles as Oxford.^

Admitting the plausibility that Massinger became a 
Roman Catholic, Brander Matthews protests, however, that 
the tone of certain passages in two of the plays, The 
Renegado and The Virgin-Martyr, is insufficient to support 
Gifford's contention.^

Benjamin Townley Spencer dismisses the argument 
briefly by declaring it difficult to determine the

4 Arthur Symonds, "Philip Massinger," Studies in Elizabethan Drama (New York: E. P. Dutton and~üompany,
Ï9Ï9T, p .t s j :

Grander Matthews, "Critical Essay," Representa- 
tive English Comedies, ed. Charles Mills Gayley (New York: 
The Macmillan Co., 1937)? P* 304.
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playwright*s preference among the faiths of those trou
bled times, although he finds it obvious that Massinger 
believed religion necessary to salvation.^

While asserting that the question of Massinger's 
conversion must remain a matter for conjecture, Edward 
Hutton grants that one can discern some evidence of Ca
tholicism in the playwright’s works. He dismisses Gif
ford's other suppositions on the grounds that too little 
is known about the dramatist's life to credit their va
lidity.7

Alexander Cruickshank admits that Massinger ex
hibited courage in presenting a Jesuit in favorable light 
so soon after the Gunpowder Plot, and that the discussion 
in favor of lay-baptism shows a mind interested in eccle
siastical problems. He disagrees, however, that these 
are proofs of a conversion.

It has been surmised from the vivid colouring of The 
Virgin-Martyr and the plot of The Renegado, where a 
Jesuit plays a leading part and is portrayed in a 
pleasing light, that Massinger turned Roman Catholic. 
The evidence for this theory is quite inadequate. 
Indeed we might as well argue from Gazet's language 
that the author followed the Anglican via media.
Plots derived from French, Spanish, and Italian

^Benjamin Townley Spencer, "Philip Massinger," 
Seventeenth Century Studies, ed. Robert Shafer (Prince
ton, 193377 P* 75T

^Edward Hutton, Catholicism and English Litera
ture (London: Frederick Muller Ltd., 194-2), p. 79.
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sources would naturally contain Roman Catholic 
machinery. We might as well infer that Shakespere 
was a Roman Catholic because Silvia goes to Friar 
Patrick's cell, or because Friar Laurence is promi
nent in Romeo and Juliet.0

Robert Boyle joins with the chorus of voices pro
testing the adequacy of Gifford's evidence, and declares 
that the proofs offered in The Renegado and The Virgin- 
Martyr are by no means conclusive.

Each of these scholars has dismissed the question 
raised by Gifford in a brief paragraph wherein he acknowl
edges the possibility of Massinger's conversion, admits 
that certain elements of Catholicism exist in the plays 
cited by Gifford, but holds that the proof offered is un
tenable .

Hartley Coleridge takes up the question of Mas
singer's conversion and proceeds to a battle-to-the-death 
in denying that the Massinger plays exhibit any proof of 
their author's conversion. He regards the plots, particu
larly that of The Virgin-Martyr, as mere commonplace themes 
of the times, and discovers nothing in them that might not 
belong to the creed of the "strict Church-of-England man." 
His cudgel rises and falls with angry insistence that

the possible appearance of good and evil spirits, 
guardian angels, and devils in masquerade is no dis
tinguishing tenet of the Church of Rome. The

O°Alexander H. Cruickshank, Philip Massinger (New 
York: Frederick Stokes Company, n.d7T7 P* 3»
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extraodrinary worship of virginity, the amorous 
piety, the yearning, the passionate seeking after 
martyrdom, not as a duty, but as a merit and an 
especial mark of favour originated long before the 
"supremacy of crafty Rome," and survived in a con
siderable portion of the church, long after the separation. They are rather patristic than popish: those who objected to the compulsory celibacy of the 
clergy, and disapproved of the monastic constitution yet held celibacy "a more excellent way."9

Discussing The Maid of Honour, he holds that its
religion is the religion of knighthood and la belle 
science, not of the cloister or the Vatican. Ex
cept that the heroine turns nun. it furnishes no 
proof of Massinger1s recusancy.10

But even Coleridge, whose interest in the problem 
surpasses that of any other Massinger scholar and who loses 
his scholarly calm in his fervor to deny the possibility of 
a conversion, concedes the temerity of presenting the ex
plosive problem of lay-baptism upon the stage, the touch of 
"popery" in the use of the cruciform image in The Virgin- 
Martyr. and the slight evidence that Massinger walked 
perilously close to the narrow abyss separating the Church- 
of-England adherent from the "Papist." He terminates his 
investigation by acknowledging:

It is high time to conclude this long inquiry, from 
which, after all, nothing can be concluded, but that 
Massinger had no abhorrence of the ceremonies, in
stitutions or devotional affections, of the unreformed

^Hartley Coleridge in the introduction to Dramatic 
Works of Massinger and Ford (London: George Routledge and 
Sons), p. xxxi.

1QIbid.. p. xxx.
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church. He probably went as far near Rome as his 
reason would permit him; but there is no proof that 
he ever renounced the English communion; and I am 
confident that he was no Papist, no priest-ridden 
slave— never believed that any priest or bishop 
could reverse the immutable laws of right or wrong 
— dispense with the duties of children and parents, 
husbands or wives, subjects and rulers— insert or 
blot a name from the book of life. Superstitious 
he might be; most men of genius are so in some way 
or other; . . . fanatic or bigot Massinger was not.11

In more recent editions of Massinger's plays or 
in commentaries on his life, writers are content to ig
nore the seemingly unanswerable question of whether or 
not the playwright became a Catholic. They merely men
tion the fact that Gifford is convinced that Massinger 
was converted to Catholicism. The challenge that Gifford 
presented has never been fully met or adequately answered. 
It is true that one cannot wrest proof from any of the 
three reasons advanced for Massinger's conversion to Ca
tholicism. However, it would seem imperative after meet
ing Gifford's statement to discover just how much evidence 
can be mined from the faint lode of his declaration:

A close and repeated perusal of Massinger's works has 
convinced me that he was a Catholic. The Virgin-Mar
tyr , The Renegado. The Maid of Honour exhibit in
numerable proofs of it; to say nothing of those casual 
intimations that are scattered over his remaining 
dramas.-1-2 * 12

^Coleridge, loc. cit.
12Philip Massinger, Plays, ed. William Gifford 

(London: W. Blumer and Company, 1805), p. ix.
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No one, as far as I can discover, has extracted 
those "innumerable proofs." Gifford himself does not en
large upon the bare statement. Coleridge indicates cer
tain inclusions and quotes a few passages, but the chal
lenge to examine the plays, phrase by phrase, and to 
posit their meaning in the light of the religious atmos
phere of the days of James I and Charles I has found no 
one to grasp the hurled gauntlet.

It seems a pleasant and a profitable task, then, 
to take this last and strongest of Gifford’s contentions 
— that Catholic elements abound in Massinger's plays— and 
determine upon how much actual evidence the critic bases 
his theory. At best the result of the study will show 
that such elements are present; it will not present con
clusive proof of their significance.

Before launching upon such a study, several points 
should be clarified. It is an accepted maxim of litera
ture that the deeds and utterances of fictitious charac
ters, even those of the estimable characters, need not 
necessarily represent a playwright's own viewpoint. How
ever, when a character steps "out of character" to present 
what obviously is meant as credenda. one may take such 
deeds or utterances as coming from the author rather than 
from the impersonator. Massinger, in one of his plays,
The Roman Actor, outlined his own dramatic theory through
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the words of Paris, an intelligent and serious-minded 
character. Paris argues that the stage should be used 
for moral purposes, that plays should be written to il
lustrate the precepts of philosophers, and that the best 
drama is didactic. Because of Massinger’s own evident 
sympathy with Paris, the playwright's contemporaries ac
cepted the views expressed by Paris as the views of Mas
singer h i m s e l f F o l l o w i n g  their example, we may validly 
conclude that moral pronouncements by characters of un
doubted nobility in other plays are also the opinions of 
their author.

After a survey of all the extant Massinger plays 
to determine the Catholicity of their tone and the inclu
sion of specific Catholic elements, the intensive portion 
of this study shall be confined to the three plays which
Gifford names as those abounding in things Catholic— The

14-Virgin-Martyr, The Maid of Honour, and The Renegado.
The three Massinger plays in question were presented 

during the first half of the second decade of the seven
teenth century— The Virgin-Martyr, in 1622; The Maid of 
Honour, in 1623; and The Renegado. in 1624. To estimate 
the daring of the playwright in choosing as his subject

^Spencer, op. cit., p. 3.
•'-̂'All references to the text of the Philip Mas

singer plays are to the William Gifford edition of 1805.
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and approach, material and method of a seemingly Catholic 
nature, it is necessary to understand the religious at
mosphere of the period in which he created them.



PART I

The whole age in which Massinger lived and wrote 
was geared to Protestantism, after generations of reli
gious unrest in which the ancient faith of Rome had gone 
underground for existence to emerge at brief intervals, 
only to be hounded again with political, spiritual, and 
physical attack.

When James I ascended the throne of England, the 
Catholics of that land were filled with hopes here was 
the son of Mary Stuart, whose faith as well as her poli
cies had occasioned her downfall. Here was a Queen,
Anne of Denmark, who, it was rumored, had been recon
ciled to the Catholic faith. Here was a monarch who had 
made promises, albeit vague ones, of Catholic toleration 
while he was yet King of Scotland.^

The numbing and paralyzing effects of the long 
reign just ended were replaced in chilled veins by a 
warm surge of expectancy.

The hope was short-lived. The new Queen, what
ever her religious profession, gave no active support to 
the Catholic cause and enjoyed no political influence. 
Furthermore, the caliber of the new monarch’s character

■*-David Mathew, Catholicism in England: 1535-19.35 
(New York: Longmans Greene & Company ,' 193b), p. 59.
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was that of a temporizer. The annals of the realm bulge 
with documents that demonstrate his vacillation between 
leniency and severity toward his Catholic subjects. On 
his journey from Scotland to London for his coronation, 
James met the first trial of his attitude toward the 
Church, a test watched by Catholics and "reformers" with 
equal anxiety.

This Sunday there was a seminary priest apprehended 
who before (under the title of gentleman) had de
livered a petition to his Majesty in the name of the 
English Catholics. When he was taken his Majesty 
had some conference with him, but by reason of other 
great affairs, he referred him to be examined by the 
Bishop of Limerick, which priest was the next day 
committed. Dinner being ended, the King walked 
into the garden. . . . Next day, after dinner, fol
lowing the custom that he hath begun, he commanded 
all the prisoners to be set at liberty, except Papists and wilful murderers.2

This petition, allegedly from the English Catholics, was 
followed in a few days by a document from the Puritan ele
ment of the realm.

Of late a long petition was presented on behalf of 
the Puritans, which they call "The humble petition 
of the thousand ministers." . . .  In this petition 
they ask that of the offences in the Church some 
might be removed, some amended, some qualified.. . .  In the Church Service, they would have the 
cross in baptism . . .  as superfluous, to be taken 
away; that baptism be not ministered by women;
. . . that divers terms, viz. of priests and abso
lution altered . . .  no popish opinions to be any 
more taught or defended; no ministers charged to

2G. B. Harrison, A Jacobean Journal (London: 
George Routledge and Sons, n,.d.")",,"p. 14.



15

teach their children to bow at the name of Jesus 
. . . that the Statute for the lawfulness of min
isters* marriages be revived.3

The King was immediately, even before his arrival 
in London, caught between the opposing factions of Eng
land; all sects united, however, in a common fear and 
hatred of the great enemy: Catholicism.

Shortly after the coronation of James, proclama
tions for the apprehension of Jesuits and seminary priests 
were again posted. Panic had seized the country upon the 
circulation of rumors that French Catholics had attempted 
to assassinate their king, Henry IV. A committee was ap
pointed to consider what measures should be taken against 
the English recusants, and the following articles were 
presented to the House of Lords, which, in turn, presented 
them to the King:

i. First, that all Recusants in or nere London should 
presently depart thence to theyre howses, and there 
be confined according to the statute of 35 Eliz. And none to come hither or with x miles of the court upon 
the penaltie contayned in that lawe, non obstante, 
all lycences and dispensations to the contrary, ii. 
All forbidden to repayre to the howses of forrayne 
Embassadors to heare masse, iii. All Jesuits and 
Seminary priests remayning in prison and convicted, 
to be forthwith comitted to close prison, and none to 
have accesse unto theyme. iv. All Jesuits and semi
nary priests that are [ a|7 liberty upon bonds to be 
apprehended, and to be comitted to close prison, and 
none to have accesse unto theyme nor they to conferre 
one with another, v. All Recusants to be disarmed

•̂Ibid.. p. 20.
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and theyre armour to be disposed according to the statute.4
The King, shaken by the possibility of regicide, 

praised Parliament for the action it had taken, thanking 
them especially "for that they were carefull to upholde 
the religion which he always professed and which [hej was 
resolved ever to mayntayne," and declaring the "religion 
of the papists . . . being but, as in tymes paste a 
butchery of Sayntcts, so now of Princes."5

While the fantastic details of the abortive at
tempt upon the life of the French monarch were still fresh 
in the minds of the English people, petitions from Ireland 
arrived to enrage further the anti-Catholic populace. 
Emissaries from the western isle besought the King for re
dress of three grievances; namely, a change in the offi
cers of justice, the restoration of Irish money to its 
status before the war, and

that they may have liberty to worship as Catholics.
To the first and second the King showed some incli
nation, but to the third he replied that if he had 
to wade in blood and had but ten followers, he 
would lose all rather than grant this request. And 
with that he commanded them to the tower.®

4Samuel Rawson Gardiner (ed.), Parliamentary De
bates in 1610, edited from the notes of a Member of the 
House of Commons. Printed for the Camden Society (Lon
don: John Bowyer Nichol and Sons, 1862), p. 43.

5lbid.. p. 44.
^Harrison, op, cit.. p. 55*
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In spite of the King's professed attitude of 
severity and the stringency of Parliamentary laws, those 
who feared the supremacy of the "papists" were haunted by 
the growth that seemingly existed among the Catholic mi
nority. Recusancy had always been strong in the north of 
England where ancient and powerful families clung to the 
old Church. The reputed mild attitude of the King toward 
his northern "papists" was a sore point with Parliament 
and a mystery for the reader of his thundering denuncia
tion of "popery" in his addresses to Parliament. The 
Lords protest his leniency.

Of late there has been great increase of recusancy 
in the north, since the penalty of the law has not 
been inflicted so absolutely as before, and many 
graces and favours have been shown to the recusants 
. . . the Papists take it very kindly that the King 
has restored the Lords Arundel, Westmoreland and 
Paget, all known favourers if not practisers of the 
Romish religion. Moreover, he has knighted sundry famous recusants.7

Perhaps the greatest motive for opponents of Cathol
icism to fear that body was the impossibility of determining 
the number of those belonging to it. Persecution demanded 
secrecy. When the returns of the dioceses came in during 
the autumn of 1603, they approximated the number of re
cusants, revealing such a large body among all classes—  
noblemen, gentry, and servants— that disquiet seized the

7Ibid., p. 73.
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inquirers. This census was estimated at the beginning of
the reign of King James, when the terrors of the penal
law seemed on the verge of mitigation. The recusant
population was divided among the following counties:

In the diocese of Durham they amounted to 526, as 
against 67,000 communicants of the English church; 
of these only 50 persons were of any account. It 
was, however, an increase of 60 per cent on the 
small sum that remained at the end of Elizabeth’s 
reign, and that was serious enough. Other dio
ceses had larger figures: Chester with 2442 headed the list, and York followed with 720. . . . The sum 
total was still quite inconsiderable— only 8570, or 
less than one for every parish; while the communi
cants were millions— that is, over 250 for every 
parish. The claim, therefore, that in James' first 
year the Recusants increased by 10,000 was as ludi
crous as many another estimate of the same character.«

Through the years 1603 and 1604, the hopes of 
Catholics for toleration continued to rise and fall with 
each new evidence of leniency or of rigor. Conciliation 
was congenial to James. His toleration of his lay sub
jects was broad, although his disapproval of the Roman 
Church was inherent, and his treatment of clerics severe.

To the move of the pope in sending two briefs in 
favour of a Roman Catholic successor, he had re
plied by giving assurance of his adherence to the 
reformed religion; but he had spoken kindly words 
to the lay recusants who presented their petitions 
to him at his first coming.9

®W. H. Frere, The English Church in the Reigns of 
Elizabeth and James I. 1558-1625 (London: Macmillan Com
pany, 1911), p. 289.

9lbid.. p. 287.
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However, the King had no desire to see the Catho
lics grow in number or in power; and, in his addresses to 
Parliament, he evinced a determination to restrict the in
crease in recusancy:

As to the persons of my subjects which are of that 
profession /"“Papists**] , I must divide them into two 
ranks? clerics and laics. For the part of the laics, 
certainly I ever thought them far more excusable than 
the other sort. . . . But for the part of the clerics,
I must directly say and affirm, that as long as they 
maintain one special point of their doctrine and an
other point of their practice, they are no way suf
ferable to remain in this kingdom. Their point of 
doctrine is that arrogant and ambitious supremacy of 
their head, the Pope, whereby he not only claims to 
be spiritual head of all Christians, but also to have 
an imperial civil power over all kings and emperors.
. . . The other point which they observe in continual 
practice is the assassinates and murders of kings, 
thinking it no sin but rather a matter of salvation 
to do all acts of rebellion and hostility against 
their natural sovereign lord. . . . But of one thing would I have the Papists of this land to be admon
ished, that they presume not so much upon my lenity (because I would be loth to be thought a persecutor) 
as thereupon to think it lawful for them daily to in
crease their number and strength in this kingdom.
. . . No; let them assure themselves that as I am a 
friend to their persons, if they be good subjects, 
so am I vowed enemy and do denounce mortal war to 
their errors.19

The year 1604 opened propitiously for the Catholics 
of England, whose hopes were enkindled when the King con
vened Parliament with an address in which he discovered the 
secrets of his heart in point of religion. 10

10G. W, Prothero, Select Statutes and Other Consti
tutional Documents Illustrative of the Reigns of Elizabeth 
and James i (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1913), p. 283.
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He spoke of the quarrelsomeness of the "Puritans 
and Novelists" . . . and then went on to speak at 
length and in favourable terms of the "falseley 
called Catholics." Disclaiming any wish to perse
cute, and expressing some disapproval of the harsh 
administration of the penal laws, he contemplated some mitigation at any rate in favour of the loyal laity. . . .11

Unfortunately for the hopeful Catholics, the King's 
benevolence proved unstable, and the volatile nature of his 
determination broke upon the rock of Parliamentary opposi
tion. The Protestantism of the country, alarmed at the 
proposed mitigation of penal laws, complained that the 
proclamation against the priests was not acted upon, at
tacked furiously the recusant petitions, and looked with 
open-eyed horror on the patent increase in numbers and 
daring of the proscribed "papists."

James cowered at this, changed his mind, and on 
May 17 complained to Parliament that measures were needed to curb this movement. He watched it furbish 
up the old penal statutes and add one new one, to 
which, in spite of much contrary pressure and expostulation from the secular priests, he gave assent. 
Then, with the shiftiness characteristic of a Stewart, 
he reverted to his former mind, said that the act 
should not be put into force, and remitted the fines for recusancy.i2

Thus matters stood, with Catholics never quite cer
tain of their position, until the end of the fatal year of 
1605 when the Gunpowder Plot struck terror throughout the * 12

ÜFrere, op. cit., p. 3 10.
12Ibid.
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realm and crushed the hopes of Catholics for toleration.
Parliament met to devise two penal laws more severe than
any heretofore enacted in English history.

By the first two they were driven by heavy penal
ties not only to church but to communion. . . .
Further fines were to be exacted, stricter present
ments made, and a new oath of allegiance demanded 
of all suspected persons under pain of praemunire.
By the second act, additional inducements were held 
out to informers, and many disabilities were laid 
upon recusants; they were banished from Court, kept 
from London and its environs unless they had their fixed occupation there, confined in one place of 
abode, excluded from the legal and medical profes
sions, from posts in the army and navy, and, in 
short, from all “public office or charge in the commonwealth. ,,13

When papal breves arrived condemning the new oath, 
the feeling against the recusants was only aggravated and 
the penalties intensified. "Their cup was indeed now full; 
beyond three small additions made to these penal laws in 
1612 and 1628 protestant ingenuity had no more it could de
vise against its unfortunate victims.

Petitions from the House of Commons, rapidly be
coming the stronghold of the Puritans, persisted in their 
clamor for a resumption of more stringent penal laws. The 
King continued to waver between rigor and lenity. This 
fluctuation made the position of Catholics a hazardous one.

13lbid., p. 329. 
14-Ibid.
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Their presence in the realm loomed as a constant threat to 
security in the minds of the citizenry of a growing mid
dle class who, for the most part, were strongly Protestant 
and, in many cases, Puritan or of Puritan leanings.1^

All classes of Londoners were inevitably entangled 
in the controversy of the times. Religion was the domi
nant interest of the day. Jacobean gentlemen of prudence 
spoke favorably of the Church established by the law of 
the land. They might discuss the Old Faith freely, pro
vided only that they did not, verbally or materially, sup
port its cause. Pulpit and press, preacher and printer, 
kept alive the hostility that existed by reason of reli
gious differences. Targets of the cheap ballads that ven
dors hawked on London streets were almost exclusively 
Catholics and Puritans. But a vital difference existed in 
the injustice of the treatment of the two. The Puritan 
merely had his reforming zeal checked, while the Catholic 
underwent persecution, saw his churches desecrated, his 
ceremonies derided, his priests imprisoned and executed, 
his worldly possessions confiscated, and himself an object 
of hatred and fear.

Though definitely outlawed, "popery" continued one 
of the bugaboos of Protestantism in Jacobean England, and *

15r , h . Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capital
ism (New York; Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1926), p. 18 7.
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its reprobation one of the fixed points of agreement 
among all its enemies. "Nothing is more revealing of cer
tain aspects of seventeenth century religious psychology 
than the influence, indirect and intermittent though it 
was, which this suppressed group exerted upon the con
sciousness of their time."l8

It is easier to understand this similarity and 
solidarity in the thinking of a whole group of people, 
and the ease with which ideas caught and held the imagi
nation of the populace, when one recalls the milieu of 
the times.

National taste was remarkably homogenous, all ranks 
spoke, roughly, the same language, and shared the 
same general sentiments; there was no insuperable 
bar between "educated" and "uneducated."^7

Living together in small communities— and London 
itself bore many of the characteristics of a small market 
town— English civilization was based on local pieties, 
local traditions and knowledge.

The fear, then, that burned in the minds of the 
proponents of nationalism in religion and politics, spread 
with the swiftness of fire unchecked. Its flames mounted * 8

l^Helen C. White, English Devotional Literature. 
1600-1640 (University of Wisconsin Press," 1931), P* 30.

1?L. C. Knights, Drama and Society in the Age of 
Jonson (London: Chatto and Windus, 1937), P» 141.

l8Ibid.
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anew in 1610 when an assassin’s dagger finally ended the 
reign of Henry IV of France. Once more laws were invoked 
with renewed severity and continued unrelaxed until 16 12, 
when a moderate Catholic policy began to be evident again. 
Although the clergy were still harried to Tyburn and the 
Tower, the laity knew several years when the penal laws 
were less frequently enforced. This moderation, espe
cially prevalent in London, was a source of bitter in
vective from the Puritan element that read danger in 
every indication of growth in the ranks of the hated re
ligion.

In 1612, a certain Isaac Wake, describing the execu
tion of a priest at Tyburn, remarked that Mso many 
Catholics were present that they spoke of attempting 
a rescue. The Council have had meetings to suppress 
recent assemblies of Catholics, who spoke too boldly.

The Count of Gondomar in England in 1614, perform
ing the duties of the embassy, suggested that the number 
of English recusants exceeded 300,000 while those attend
ing Protestant worship, many no doubt truly Catholic at

POheart, were 600,000.
Such figures can scarcely be accounted factual, 

but it is certain that in 1617 the hopes for Catholic 
toleration spiraled momentarily to new heights. In spite * *

l^Brian Magee, The English Recusants (London:
Burns Oates and Washbourne, 1936), p. 51«

2%athew, op. clt.. p. 76.
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of the opposition of Parliament, in spite of the antago
nism of the populace, James I opened official negotia
tion with Spain for the marriage alliance of his son, 
Prince Charles, with the Spanish Infanta, Isabella. In
stead of a boon to the Catholics, however, this move was 
to eventuate, in many ways, in a greater blow to the 
Catholic cause than had any since the Gunpowder Plot of 
1605. There ensued six years of unequaled tortuous poli
cies when Spanish maneuvering and English temporization 
wove such a pattern of circumvention that history is at 
a loss to discover the true thread between diplomacy and 
duplicity. Caught in the stranglehold of international 
strategy, the Catholics of England became the suffering 
pawns in the sorry game of diplomats. Sentiment against 
them rose rapidly both in and out of Parliament.

The feeling in London was described by Viscount 
Dunbar as '’with all violence agaynste Catholiques. 
. . . "  The Londoners urged "to have all penall lawes 
presently put in execution agaynst them and that the 
kinge will by his royalle worde assure them never to 
match the Prince with any whereby any case may be 
given to Catholiques."21

The parleys, however, between English and Spanish 
negotiations proceeded in spite of the strained temper of 
Englishmen. Throughout the interminable process of 21

21W. K. Jordan, The Development of Religious Tol
eration in England (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1936), p. 95.

<T* ii
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establishing a common agreement, the Spanish Ambassador,
the Count of Gondomar, upbraided James I for his failure
to fulfill his promises of toleration.

In answer . . . the Count said . . . that His 
Majesty took price in his clemency . . . but that 
yet there were many persons who were incredulous, 
his designs and actions having an appearance to 
the contrary, as he had kept up a persecution of 
his subjects so terrible that if the Pope and the 
Catholic princes had no hope of a remedy, both 
his person and his Crown would be in real danger.22

At the same time, he pressed James to make at least the
minimum concessions demanded for the marriage.

The principal point which is to be achieved, and 
without which this marriage cannot be concluded, 
is that of liberty of conscience, which the King 
of England has to grant generally in all his kingdoms, both to natives and to foreigners.23

The Protestant forces of England, violently op
posed to the contemplated alliance with a foreign and 
Catholic power, complained incessantly of the arrogance 
that Catholics were assuming throughout the realm. It 
was reported, although the figures quoted probably repre
sent the Puritan's usual penchant for exaggeration, that 
255 priests, including many Jesuits, were active in and 
about London at this time and that 4,000 imprisoned recu
sants had been set free. If true, this was only temporary

22Samuel Rawson Gardiner (ed. and trans.), Narra
tive of the Spanish Marriage Treaty, printed for the Cam- 
den Society (London: J. B. Nichols and Sons, 1869)» p. 146.

23lbid.. p. 150.
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alleviation, not backed by the legislative action of 
Parliament, and would inevitably react to the detriment 
of Catholic toleration.

The relaxation of the laws against Catholics had 
aroused the suspicions of England, and it redounded 
to the benefit of the Puritan and sectarian groups, 
which, having been consistently hostile to the 
Catholics, now became fanatically so. . . • The 
Puritan pulpits rang with violent denunciations of Rome.24

This opposition from his subjects as well as from Parlia
ment brought such pressure upon James that Gondomar could 
bitterly complain to his own sovereign, when a conference 
with the Marquis of Buckingham showed gradual reversals 
in the English King’s concessions.

Afterwards the Marquis went on to offer on the 
King’s part, that in the future the pursuivants 
should be ordered to execute no commission against 
the Catholics without a special warrant naming the 
person, the fault which he had committed, and the 
house in which he lived; from which it appeared 
that the king had not yet begun to put in execu
tion the promises which he had made in more ample 
terms to the Count of Gondomar in 1618 . . . what 
was worse the offer was now made in a very differ
ent manner, and with many limitations.* 25

Before the termination of the marriage negotia
tions in 1623, debates in the House of Commons, which had 
consistently fought for legislation against recusants, 
demonstrated the fear that obsessed the opponents of

24Jordan, op. cit., p. 100.
25Gardiner, Spanish Marriage Treaty, p. 154
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"popery." They presented a petition to their King.
. . . finding how ill your Majesty's goodness hath 
been requited by princes of different religion, who 
even in time of treaty have taken opportunity to 
advance their own ends, tending to the subversion 
of religion, and disadvantage of your affairs and 
the estate of your children; by reason whereof your 
ill-affected subjects at home, the popish recusants 
have taken too much encouragement, and are danger
ously increased in their number and in their in- 
solencies, we cannot but be sensible thereof, and 
therefore humbly represent what we conceive to be 
the causes of so great and growing mischiefs, and what be the remedies. 1. The vigilancy and ambi
tion of the Pope of Rome and his dearest son; the 
one aiming at as large a temporal monarch as the 
other at a spiritual supremacy. 2. The devilish 
positions and doctrines whereon popery is built 
and taught with authority to their followers for 
the advancement of their temporal ends. 3. The 
distressed and miserable state of the professors 
of our religion in foreign parts. 4. The dis
astrous accidents to your Majesty's children 
abroad. . . .  5» The strange confederacy of the
princes of the popish religion. 6. Their open 
and usual resort to the houses, and, which is 
worse, to the chapels of foreign ambassadors.
. . . 14. The swarms of priests and Jesuits,
the common incendiaries of all Christendom, dis
persed in all parts of your kingdom.2®

A list of remedies was proposed by the House.
5. That, for securing peace at home, your Majesty 
would be pleased . . .  to put into execution . . . 
the laws already and hereafter to be made for pre
venting of dangers by popish recusants. . . .  7»
That the children of the nobility and gentry of 
this kingdom and of others ill-affected and sus
pected in their religion, now beyond the seas, 
may forthwith be called home by your means. . . .8. That the children of the popish recusants or 
such whose wives are popish recusants be brought 
up . . .  by protestant schoolmasters and teachers,

26'Prothero, op. cit.. p. 307.
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who may sow in their tender years the seeds of true religion.2'
The King answered this petition on December 3, 

1621, with angry insistence “that none therein shall pre
sume henceforth to meddle with anything concerning our 
government or deep matters of state.“28 This rebuke was 
followed early in 1622 by the “Letter of Indulgence to 
the Papists“ which declared

That the King having . . . resolved to grant some 
grace to the imprisoned Papists, had commanded him 
rLord KeeperJ to pass some writs under the broad seal for that puFpose: wherefore it is his Majesty's 
pleasure, that they make no niceness or difficulty 
to extend his princely favour to all such as they 
shall find prisoners in the gaols of their circuits, 
for any church recusancy, or refusing the oath of 
supremacy, or dispersing of popish books, or any 
other point of recusancy that shall concern religion only and not matters of state.2“

This letter was probably the broadest piece of tolera
tion extended to Catholics since the days of Elizabeth, 
but it served as a boomerang by incensing their enemies 
to new heights of hatred. And when the Spanish-English 
marriage negotiations finally dragged to their painful 
terminus in 1623, the Catholics felt the impact of its 
steel. No longer faced with the exigency of pacifying

27Ibid.. p. 307. 
28Ibid.. p. 3 10.
29lbid.. p. 422
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a powerful foreign power, James, feeling the force of his 
Parliament, reverted to his policy of denouncing recusancy.

On April 3, 1624, Parliament petitioned the King 
for a full enforcement of the penal laws against recu
sants. James made an evasive reply, declaring that he 
had refrained from persecution, because MI have ever 
thought that no way more encreased any religion than per
secution. ”30 He shared, however, the alarm of Parliament 
at the increase of “popery," and he once more prepared to 
banish priests and punish recusants. Alarmed, many Catho
lics retired from London. Thus they stood— between the in
security of their position with the King and the undoubted 
determination of the strong Puritan faction to exterminate, 
when James I died and Charles I ascended the throne of 
England.

English Catholics looked for no particular change 
in the policies of the new king, even though in the June 
of the year in which he came to the throne, Charles had 
married the Catholic princess, Henrietta Maria of France. 
The Catholic cause was not helped by the arrival of Hen
rietta to whom was attached, as to a foreign "popish"
Queen, an enormous weight of unpopularity.

The early Caroline years, while bringing forbear
ance towards "Papists" in court circles, especially to

3°Jordan, op. cit.. p. 110.
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lapsed Catholics of that group, were marked by the usual 
intense feeling in Parliament, particularly among the 
majority Puritan element. The speaker of the House of 
Commons requested the King "really to execute the laws 
against the wicked generation of Jesuits, Seminary Priests, 
and incendiaries, ever lying in wait to blow the coals of 
contention."31 The members steadily pressed the Govern
ment for a promise to restore the execution of the penal 
laws and to banish the missionary priests who were once 
more widely dispersed in England.

That the King was forced, at least outwardly, to 
make some concessions to the constant petitions is evi
denced in the Salvetti Correspondence of 1626, which re
ports a growing severity towards Catholics; and a corre
sponding discouragement in that body as the King's incom
petency and duplicity became ever more manifest.

The Roman Catholics . . . daily lose ground. They 
have been disarmed this summer fl62j7 , and this day 
¿February 6, 1626] has been published an edict lim
iting their residence to certain districts. Some 
priest or other is imprisoned almost daily and the penal laws are enforced against them rigourously.32

The summer of 1627 saw a resurgence of the old 
methods of searching out and imprisoning recusants, * 3

31lbid.. p. 169.
32jordan, op. cit. (quoting from Salvetti Corre 

spondence). p. 17 3.



32

particularly in the London area. Only when the govern
mental agents pushed their zeal to such a pitch that 
sick persons were being carried from their beds to gaol 
did the King instruct the Council to check such barbari
ties.33

Catholics were possibly more disturbed at these 
rapid shifts in royal policy, which kept them in grim un
certainty, than they were at actual persecution. Their 
position became even more precarious when the elections 
to Charles's third Parliament (March 17, 1628-June 26,
1628) went heavily against the Court. The Puritan zeal
ots did not neglect the Catholics. Immediately after the 
elections, the Lords framed a petition which asked that 
the laws against recusancy be fully enforced and that 
English subjects should be prohibited from attending Catho
lic services at the Queen's chapel and at foreign embas
sies. With both Houses joining in the petition, it was ac
cepted. Shortly afterwards, the King issued a proclamation 
which announced the resumption of fines and called for the 
arrest of all priests. During the remainder of the year, 
the recusancy laws were enforced with considerable severity, 
but by the beginning of 1629 Charles had again decided upon 
leniency.

33Ibid., p. 177
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With the dissolution of Parliament, the period 
of personal rule began. But, although the King gave oc
casional protection and freedom to the Roman Catholics, 
there were sporadic outbursts of severity, usually in the 
London area; and there were isolated cases of execution 
of priests.

At the tragic close of the Caroline era, matters 
for Catholics stood in a light that is difficult to judge, 
and that has possibly been misjudged by historians; for 
the printed accounts of that period could not but be 
colored by the violence of the feeling that imbued the 
era. There were the letters and journals of the foreign 
ambassadors, who, as Catholics, could see only a suffering 
body of fellow religious; there were the accounts of Eng
lishmen, who could not disassociate religion and politics; 
there were the heated pamphlets of the Puritans, blinded 
by their misplaced zeal. Even the legal documents are 
colored by the emotions of the members of Parliament. But 
certain it is that, from the age of Elizabeth to the Civil 
War of 1642, the question of Catholics in England is prob
ably a greater one than any other social, economic, or 
political problem of those decades. No matter what conces
sions might momentarily seem to lighten the burden of the 
harried recusants, their position was always one of uncer
tainty. They remained for the vast number of Englishmen
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objects of hatred and fear. There was never a relaxing 
of vigilance among their enemies, lest the smallest foot
hold might be gained in the kingdom by the ancient reli
gion.

It was during years most difficult to judge in 
their relation to Catholic toleration that Philip Mas
singer produced his most controversial dramas, between 
1621 and 1625. The throes of marriage negotiations with 
Spain were wracking all England. Court and King were 
wavering between questionable tolerance and sudden harsh
ness. But there was no wavering among the two strongest 
elements in the London populace: the staunch Protestant 
and the rabid Puritan. Londoners, on the whole, were bit
terly opposed to all things connected with the Church of 
Rome, which they viewed always as a threat to their gov
ernment and to their established religion. Nor were they 
inarticulate in their opposition. For them, anything and 
anyone that favored "popery11 smacked of treason.

That was the London in which Philip Massinger lived 
and in which he wrote at least three plays that are aston
ishingly Catholic in their subject and treatment. That 
was the London in which he died in 1640, carrying with him 
the secret of why he wrote those particular dramas at that 
particularly controversial time.



PART II

When the Jacobean and Caroline amusement-seeker 
resorted to his favorite theater, he saw on the stage 
only that fare which had passed the licensing hand of 
the Master of Revels. Watchful officialdom of England 
knew the influence of the stage upon a people conditioned 
through many centuries of play-going to a responsive sen
sitiveness to the dramatic medium.

Censorship of the stage had assumed an official 
nature in 1544 when Henry VIII appointed Sir Thomas Car
den (Cawarden) as Magister .locorum et revelorum et mas- 
corum whose office it was to examine all "comedies, trag
edies, interludes, and stage plays," before they could 
be presented to the public. This policy of watchfulness 
was exercised with a strictly limited discretion under 
the Privy Council which regulated, just as well, all 
other provinces of contemporary activity. Censorship 
of the stage was but a part, albeit an important one, of 
a system of centralized bureaucracy until the abolition 
of the Star Chamber in 1640. Control of specifically re
ligious drama in this early stage of censorship was not 
under statute law, but was an indirect restraint exer
cised through favor shown in high places, and was in
voked for political rather than doctrinal reasons.
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The Court in this turbulent era w as intensely 
aware of the stage as another pulpit from which alarming 
doctrines might be preached to arouse seditious movements* 
The apprehension was not unwarranted* Plays were at times 
occasions for instigating revolts. Holinshed chronicles 
such an occasion occurring during the reign of Edward VI, 
when at Wimondham, six miles from Norwich, “the wicked 
contrivers of this unhappie rebellion flcett»s rebellion in 
Norfolk, 154$>J tooke occasion by the assembling of such 
members of people as resorted thither to see that plaie, 
to enter further into their wicked enterprizes. Not 
only was the crowd fortuitously gathered, but that crowd 
was also keyed up by the stage offering to enter upon any 
proposed scheme.

Yet, in spite of the fear of revolts among Catho
lic adherents, much of the Henrican drama was anti-papal. 
The King willingly allied himself with the more fanatical 
elements of the schism if he saw in them a means of weak
ening regard for the Pope’s authority, and to this end he 
did not hesitate to give his personal favor to plays which 
bitterly condemned the head of the Roman Church. Chapuys, 
the Imperial ambassador in England at this time, describes 
how the King

■'■Raphael Holinshed, Chronicles of England from 
William the Conqueror (London: 1 ^67), p. 1025.
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had gone thirty miles, walking ten of the distance 
at two o'clock in the morning, in order to be pres
ent at a representation of a chapter of the Apoca
lypse. He had taken up his position in a house 
from which he could observe everything, "but was 
so pleased to see himself represented as cutting 
off the heads of the clergy, that in order to 
laugh at his ease, and encourage the people he 
discovered himself."2

Three years later, the King is still encouraging 
hatred for the Pope. The French ambassador, Marillac, 
writing to his master, describes an analagous scene pre
sented on the Thames with Henry and a large gathering of 
people in attendance.

Two large boats, filled with actors, engaged in a 
sham battle. The men in the one were dressed to 
represent the pope and his court of cardinals, 
those in the other the king and his nobles. The 
latter overcame the former, and the pope and his 
followers were thrown into the river.3

Though many plays of this reign were anti-papal, 
they remained, as did their royal patron, orthodox. Un
der Edward VI, however, Protestantism evolved into a defi
nite part of English life, and the stage became a vast 
mirror to reflect the movement of the doctrinal separa
tion from the Church of Rome. This mirror, strangely 
enough, rested on the walls of the Court, and the masses 
of England were only reflections caught within it. And,

2Francis A. Gasquet, Henry VIII and the English 
Monasteries (London: John Hodges, 1902), p. 314.

3lbid.
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though the attacks on the Old Faith descended to the very 
depths of ribaldry and scurrility, these representations 
were not checked by those in authority. When interven
tion did come, it was of such a nature as to discourage 
plays on the Catholic side, while leaving the Protestant 
drama unchecked in its campaign to propagate the Reformed 
Church.4

In the Elizabethan period, religious themes domi<- 
nated much of the drama. These themes centered almost 
exclusively on derogatory portrayal of Catholic doctrine 
and of the Catholic hierarchy. At length, license in the 
matter of deriding the Catholic religion on the stage ran 
to unbelievable extremes. This freedom was checked only 
with the advent of political aspects into the picture. 
Foreign ambassadors of Catholic faith protested the per
formances. It is evident, by reason of the importance of 
the aggrieved parties, that the politico-religious plays 
were not the product of the rowdy element of the theater, 
but that they originated in high places, and were not 
only accepted but encouraged by Elizabeth as a means of 
widening the breach between the Church of England and 
that of Rome. It was not on religious grounds, then, 
but on a political basis that the Act of 1559 originated,

^Harold C. Gardiner, S.J., Mysteries1 End (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 194-6), p. 59.
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forbidding the performances of interludes without license, 
which license was not to be granted if such plays touched 
upon religion or the governance of the estate of the com
monwealth.

The stringency of the act impressed foreign powers 
which could not know that the law merely professed to dis
own an activity which in reality it favored. Even the 
Mantuan envoy, II Schifanoya, originally impressed by the 
passage of the law, finally understood that, notwithstand
ing the Queen's promise of enforcement, no attempt was be
ing made to put it into effect. The envoy wrote to his 
master.

As I suppose your Lordship [^Castellan of Mantua^ 
will have heard of the farsa performed in the pres
ence of her majesty on the day of the Epiphany, and 
I not having sufficient intellect to interpret it, 
nor yet the mummery performed after supper on the 
same day, of crows in habits of Cardinals, of asses 
habited as Bishops, and of Wolves representing Ab
bots, I will consign it to silence.5

Secretly, then, Elizabeth condoned and pardoned 
and encouraged the dramaturgical attacks on the old faith, 
while publicly she denounced them. For even the scanty 
extant records prove that plays of strong and offensive 
Protestant partisanship were steadily licensed after 
promulgation of the restrictive acts. The Venetian

^Evelyn Albright, Dramatic Publication in England 
(New York: D. C. Heath and Company, 1927), p* 94.
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ambassador decries "performances in hostels and taverns 
. . . held in abuse and derision of the Catholic reli
gion, of the Mass, of the saints . . . "  and speaks of 
placards which, being placed in the streets to advertise 
plays, went unrebuked.^

While such citations of anti-Catholic performances 
are numerous, the Catholic stage of that era can produce 
no extant plays; nor are there any records of action on 
the part of the Privy Council against "seditious" repre
sentations. The centuries-old Miracle and Mystery plays, 
too, which had existed side by side with the new drama 
in its beginnings, gradually were doomed under repressive 
measures; and anything "tainted" with reverence for the 
Church of Rome disappeared from the Elizabethan stage.

From the laws that exist upon the Jacobean statute 
books and from the evident attitude of James I and Parlia
ment toward the drama, it is obvious that the stage con
tinued to be regarded in the role of potential dissemina
tor of ideas. This was an age when political and religious 
thinking were so intervolved that activity in one area in
evitably and vitally affected activity in the other. A 
spark of religious animosity might set off a political 
conflagration disastrous to the new Protestant government.

^Harold C. Gardiner, op. cit.. p. 65.
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Such incipient sparks were especially to be found in pul
pit, press, and playhouse. Of these three, the theater 
was the most incendiary; or, at least, the most far-reach
ing in its effects. The pulpit might preach to and reach 
the proportionately smaller groups that attended to its 
lengthy homilies. The press could appeal only to a mi
nority literate. But the theater was available to all 
classes of society, and attractive as pulpit and press 
could not claim to be. The national peace was dependent, 
in no small way, upon the stage.

Jacobeans had behind them a long history of play
going ancestry from whom they had inherited a natural 
bent for the theater. In Tudor times, the drama had been 
truly national, appealing to every class. Early Jacobean 
actors had played, too, for a mixed audience. But gradu
ally that audience in which all classes mingled became 
more and more rare. Private theaters, smaller and more 
exclusive, drew the more aristocratic play-goers. Cer
tain playwrights turned their talents to producing dramas 
with an appeal to courtly tastes. Public playhouses of 
less physical appeal kept their doors open to the grow
ing middle class, and to the laborers and artisans. The 
tastes of this latter group usually called for plays of 
a different tone from those patronized by the courtly 
circle. However, the same play was frequently performed
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in both private and public playhouses, as their title 
pages indicate.

Sir Edmund K. Chambers insists that there was es
sentially no difference between the private and public 
theater, the methods for paying admission probably being 
the only distinction. Yet, Chambers quotes at some length 
from A. Lang's Social England Illustrated an account of 
the playhouses which existed in the early Caroline era, 
and includes in the listing a remark that the Fortune and 
the Red Bull were mostly frequented by "citizens and the 
meaner sort of people," and that the King's Servants, who 
acted at Blackfriars, were men grave and sober in beha
viour.'7 It would not seem too subjective to insist that 
history proves that places of entertainment, even though 
theoretically open to the general public, finally assume 
a patronage either of the elite or of the common. History 
would indicate that such a situation existed in the times 
under consideration. Where the aristocrats, "the grave 
and sober," were wont to gather, acting companies would 
naturally affect an air of higher culture than in those 
places where the illiterate, the unsophisticated, the 
boisterous congregated. So, although the so-called

?L. B. Wright, Middle-Class Culture in Elizabethan 
England (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1935), p. 60o (quoting E. K. Chambers, The Elizabethan 
Theatre. IV, 370).
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private playhouses were supposedly open to the public, 
uncultured Londoners would not be attracted for recrea
tion to their grave and restrained atmosphere.

The type of play that might be presented in these 
two arenas of the drama would, for policy's sake, too, 
differ in subject matter and treatment in the reign of 
James I. Survey has shown that the attitude of the more 
tolerant court circle in religious matters was different 
from that of the London populace where fanatic Puritan 
and staunch Protestant moved. The court could not, how
ever, ignore the propensity of the commonalty to ignite 
with any fire that a few rabid sectarians might strike. 
Dramas that would prove negligible in their effects when 
produced before a court audience in a private showing 
could not always be permitted to the middle-class habitu
ate of the less desirable theaters. What might be staged 
quite harmlessly at Blackfriars must often have been pro
hibitive for spectators at the Swan.

Because the reaction of the masses must be con
sidered first in relation to the spread of ideas, the 
picture of censorship does not change radically in the 
early Jacobean theater. James I was a supporter of the 
drama, but he retained and embellished the office of the 
Master of the Revels. Retained also and variously invoked 
were the old Elizabethan statutes concerning the staging
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gious.
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Perhaps the best-known example of the prohibition 
of a political play with religious significance is the 
case of Thomas Middleton's The Game at Chesse. produced 
in 1624. Voicing popular satisfaction at the failure of 
the Spanish marriage, the play carries on its action by 
means of black and white pieces, representing Reformed 
and Romanist parties; the latter, the rogues of the play, 
are foiled and are "put in the bag." Immense crowds 
flocked to the Globe for nine days. A letter of that 
period boasts that the Globe "is drawing^l.100 nightly."
At that time a "good house" at the Globe or Blackfriars 
was one with¿£.20 in it.^

Middleton's play had been duly licensed by Sir 
Henry Herbert, but the Privy Council intervened upon the 
protest of the Spanish ambassador. Although the prohibi
tion was based upon political reasons, religious hostility 
was completely bound up with the proposed marriage, an al
liance which would eventuate in toleration for the Church 
of Rome. Protestant and Puritan forces applauded the 
staging of such dramas, of anything derogatory to any

ODoctor Doran, Annals of the English Stage, edited 
and revised by Robert W. Lowe (London: John C. Nimmo,
1888), p. 27.
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person, place, or thing consonant with Catholicism. Court 
circles looked mainly upon the political implications of 
the picture.

The element of Catholicism that aroused the great
est furor had always been the doctrine of papal supremacy. 
This was the Catholic belief most subject to the rancor 
of its enemies, and the one with the longest life of 
ridicule upon the English stage. Piero Contarini wrote 
as late as 16 18, when another wave of anti-Catholic feel
ing beat against the friable shores of toleration, that 
"there is mortal hatred against the pope. . . .  In their 
theatres and public comedies they constantly speak of the 
papacy with contempt and derision."9

Considering the constant stir over this dogma, and 
the flood of anti-papal literature, it is surprising that 
not more matter against the pope is found in stage plays 
of Jacobean times. Early in the era, two flagrant por
trayals delighted the enemies of Rome. The Devil's 
Charter; A Tragedie Conteining the Life and Death of Pope 
Alexander the sixt. by Barnabe Barnes was played in 1607. 
The Whore of Babylon played in the same year. Written by 
Thomas Dekker, this latter play deals with Catholic in
trigues against Elizabeth. When You See Me. You Know Me,

^Albright, op. cit., p. 97»
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Rowley's play of 1603, carried the current opposition to 
"popery" back into the reign of Henry VIII.

But after 1608, the pope was not presented upon 
the stage in any marked degree. However, his dispensing 
power, a sore point with the Protestant hero, is an im
portant and often disputed element in a play by Philip 
Massinger, The Maid of Honour.

Although anti-papal dramas gradually disappeared 
from the stage, comparatively little, if we can judge 
from what is extant, was written by Jacobean dramatists 
for the public stage in favor of "popery." It is not sur
prising, either, to find objection being made to a private 
performance at Christmas at the house of Sir John York in 
Yorkshire on July 1, 1614. The name of the play is not 
known, nor did it ever reach the public stage; but it 
shows the alertness of officials in discovering anything 
pro-Catholic. It was reported as "a scandalous play acted 
in favor of popery." In it the Devil declares that all 
Protestants are lost, and carries King James on his back 
to hell fire. The noblemen who arranged for this per
formance were arrested and fined. 10 Busino's summary of 
the play suggests, but only suggests, the Cardinal in 
Webster's Duchess of Malfi.

1 0Ibid.. p. 98
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Records of the Star Chamber give a description
of a performance in Yorkshire where a traveling company
of provincial actors staged a

play which set forth the life of St. Christopher 
in 1609. What might at first sight appear to be 
a harmless diversion of a country knight and his retainers takes place, when the story is told, 
in dark and dangerous annals of strife, suspicion 
and conspiracy. For players and audience alike 
were Catholics. Their play ridiculed the Church 
by law established in England, and spread disaf
fection among its hearers. In all its circumstances and setting it was too closely related to 
the recent Gunpowder Plot to be lightly treated. 1 1

These are two isolated cases of plays by unknown 
authors who presented their offerings in the provinces. 
There is scant record of anything favoring Catholicism 
on the London stage of the early Jacobean period.

Plays of an anti-Catholic nature came into vogue
again in 16 18, showing that stage censorship can be
strangely ineffective, despite law and punishment, if
public tastes clamor to be satisfied. The Court would
certainly frown upon any display of intolerance at a time
when it was attempting to woo the favor of a Catholic
power. But this proposed propitiation of Catholic Spain

*
galled the English spirit which reveled in demonstrating 
its spleen to such an extent upon the stage that Busino 
was driven to protest. *

^C. J. Sisson, Lost Plays of Shakespeare*s Age 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 193^), p. 4.
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On the other hand, in spite of the watchfulness 
of the Censor, several plays impugning Protestant ideals 
or practices eluded him, either because he did not under
stand the allusions contained in them or because the al
lusions did not seem important enough, politically, to 
warrant haling their authors before the Council. Most 
of such plays were Italianate, and they were possibly 
judged and passed on the grounds that they pertained 
only to Italy. Yet many of them contained matter wholly 
English in social implication; for example, one of them 
discussed and excoriated the practice of usury, a matter 
so currently and so typically English, one wonders why 
the deleting pen of the Censor did not strike through the 
manuscript or condemn the plays altogether. Satirical 
treatment of usury is found in several passages of Mar- 
ston’s Malcontent (1604). Yet this play escaped the im
placability of the Puritan tradesman who was then be
ginning to countenance a practice until this time ana
thematized by all religious groups.

There were other Protestant practices that were 
the butt of sharp inuendo. In The Devil's Law Case. 1613, 
Webster snipes at the plurality of benefices which the 
Anglican clergymen were beginning to enjoy; and the ex
istence of the many religious sects of Protestantism is 
the target for several scathing passages by Marston.
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Confiscation of church lands falls under the satiric pen 
of Webster. All this controversial matter reached the 
stage through censorship channels.

Perhaps because these dramas set an almost even 
pendulum a-swing between scoring the foibles and vices of 
now one, now another denomination, they confused the Cen
sor and saved the day for their authors. For these same 
playwrights who treat harshly with Protestant practices 
continue to refer to the Gunpowder Plot with its accom
panying motive of rescuing England for Rome; they con
tinue to expose the "corruption" of the Italian Roman 
Catholic prelates and to bare the "conspiracy” of 
Jesuits and friars to obtain money from English women 
by persuading them to bring huge dowries to monasteries 
on the continent after the dissolution of religious houses 
in England.

The Famous History of Sir Thomas Wyat. 1607 
(Dekker and Webster), is almost perfectly balanced between 
Catholic and Protestant tone. Based on the reign of 
"Bloody Mary," it treats in a singularly mild manner of 
that queen whose name had ever been a hateful sound in 
Protestant ears; at the same time, the admirable pro
tagonist of the piece is Sir Thomas Wyat, Protestant hero.

Even though a few plays mildly sympathetic in their 
treatment of Catholic ideas passed the unwary Censor, it is
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surprising that they received kindly acceptance from the 
audience of the public playhouses. Here were throngs of 
middle-class tradesmen who were profiting from the newly 
accepted principle of usury. In the crowd, too, were many 
whose fathers must have been involved in the confiscation 
of lands and in the terror of Queen Mary’s reign. One 
solution that seems probable is that the particular audi
ences which viewed these plays were comprised of a min
gling of Catholic and Protestant spectators, each group 
being alternately chagrined or gratified in such a way 
that the emotions of neither rose to critical heights.
A second answer might be that many in these audiences, 
outwardly conformed to the established religion, were 
still sympathetic in their hearts to the old faith of 
their forebears.

But no such simple solution solves the mystery of 
how a Chapman play reached the London stage. Totally in 
sympathy with Catholicism, The Revenge of Bussy D ’Ambois 
was offered to theater-goers sometime between 1608 and 
1612. In The Revenge of Bussy D'Ambois. Chapman justi
fies the massacre of the Huguenots on St. Bartholomew’s 
Day in 1589. In 1593, Christopher Marlowe had told the 
tragic story in a play entitled The Massacre at Paris, in 
which he had laid the blame for the slaughter at the door 
of the Catholics. His drama had been hailed with fervor
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by the English Protestants, who had been fired to even 
greater antipathy by his treatment of the occurrence. 
Chapman had taken the same stand in Bussy D'Ambois. 1604, 
and had handled with harshness the character of the Catho
lic Duke of Guise, who reportedly led the massacre of the 
Huguenots. Yet, less than six years later The Revenge of 
Bussy DlAmbois defends the Duke, and the audience evi
dently accepts the justification. The only recorded con
temporary judgment of the play is a dedicatory letter by 
Chapman to Sir Thomas Howard in which he declares, ”How- 
ever therefore in the scenical presentation it might meet 
with maligners, yet considering even therein it passed ap
probation of more worthy judgments. ”12

Between Bussy and The Revenge. Chapman wrote a two- 
part play for the Children at Blackfriars. Bespeaking his 
new tendency to treat the Catholic cause with respect, The 
Tragedy of Charles Duke of Biron eulogized Philip of Spain, 
traditional model for all things Catholic and hateful to 
English Protestants. The fate of this play, whose chief 
actors were imprisoned and whose author was forced into 
hiding, proved that the Censor was not knowingly winking 
at anything that might favor Catholicism, although the 
avowed reason for suspending the play was political rather

12E. K. Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage (Oxfords 
Clarendon Press, 1923), III, 2^8.
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than religious.
Though there is little evidence of strict censor

ship being directed toward drama of a Catholic nature in 
the Jacobean era, that lack is not conclusive proof that 
such drama was permitted upon the stage. It might more 
convincingly be argued that drama ostensibly favorable 
to the Catholic Church was seldom written because of a 
known certainty that it would not be happily received at 
a public theater whose patrons were largely of Protestant 
profession. As the religious temper of the times indicates, 
the Catholic element of London was never certain just what 
treatment would be accorded it because of religious beliefs. 
Possibly, writers who held the ancient Faith in respect, 
even though they might not follow its tenets, could see no 
particular good accrue either to themselves or to the cause 
of the adherents of that hounded Faith, by keeping into 
focus the contentious thinking of its maligners.

However the Censor and the public might react to a 
play, the seventeenth century was a far cry from the days 
when the dramatists were inherently Protestant in their 
treatment of the drama. Indeed, among the Jacobeans were 
a few popular playwrights who openly professed the Catho
lic religion, as well as several whose once staunch Prot
estantism had become suspect. For twelve years, Ben Jonson 
was a Catholic; then he lapsed again into Anglicanism.
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His plays reflect no leaning towards Catholicism; neither 
does he ridicule it. He merely refrains from any mention 
of the Church in his plays. James Shirley definitely 
joined the Church in 1622, and remained a loyal child of 
the Faith throughout his life. Because of his friendship 
with Shirley and because of his change in attitude towards 
certain Catholic topics in several of his later plays, 
Chapman has often been classified as a Catholic. Most 
mystifying of all the playwrights of the Jacobean period 
in this regard is Philip Massinger. A few scanty facts of 
his life are quoted by critics to produce a nebulous hy
pothesis about his religious affiliation and this meager 
proof is bolstered by citing three plays which show his 
Catholicism.

The greatest contention that The Virgin-Martyr.
The Maid of Honour, and The Renegado prove that Massinger 
was a Catholic lies not so much in the elements of Ca
tholicism contained in these plays as in the significance 
of using such elements against the background of the 
times— the politico-religious situation in which he wrote, 
the importance of the Jacobean stage, and the condition 
of that stage in the matter of freedom or restraint.

Only one conclusion can be drawn from the collec
tion of data demonstrating the careful scrutiny by the 
Jacobean Parliament of any move by King or commoner that
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might grant the smallest vestige of favor or prestige to 
the Church of Rome, the insistence that all laws against 
the practice of the Catholic religion be invoked with 
stringency, and the increasing influence of the Puritan, 
Catholicism's greatest enemy in England, upon all activi
ties. The conclusion is: the cause of Catholicism was 
not generally tolerated in the realm, and anything pro
moting that cause would be frowned upon to a disastrous 
point for the promoter. The prestige and power of the 
stage in the days of James I would naturally mark it as a 
prominent target for those who watched the dying embers 
of Catholicism, lest on this hearth they might be fanned 
to living flames again.

With this indisputable fact established, the his
torian of the drama might well be at a loss to understand 
why Philip Massinger wrote for that controversial London 
stage his three "Catholic" plays— The Virgin-Martyr. The 
Renegado. and The Maid of Honour.

It could not have been that Massinger was trying 
to fall politically into the spirit of the times. It has 
been shown that the brief periods of toleration or, more 
exactly, of release from extreme persecution, were too 
transient for comfort. Furthermore, Massinger is basi
cally an artist, not a political propagandist. True, he 
used topical events in his plots; but as a dramatist and
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a moralist would use them, not as a politician. It can 
not even be advanced that Massinger enjoyed court patron
age to such a degree that he realized a freedom of expres
sion not granted to other dramatists. Historical records 
show that he came under censure more than once, and once 
from the royal hand of Charles I himself.

In the year 1619, a play sometimes ascribed to 
Massinger, Barnavelt, incurred disfavor from the censor 
because of the unspoken criticism of conditions recog
nizable as English. A letter of August 14, preserved 
among the State Papers relates that after the piece was 
ready, the players "at th* instant were prohibited by my 
Lo. of London." The play was either expurgated or the cen
sor was persuaded to change his attitude, for on August 27 
the same correspondent wrote that "our players have found 
the meanes to goe through with the play of Barnevelt, and 
it hath had many spectators and receauved applause."13 
The actors also had trouble over his play, The Spanish 
Viceroy, which they had acted in 1624. In 1631, Mas
singer again attempted the hazardous subject of Spanish 
affairs. According to his office book, Herbert refused 
to grant license "because it did contain dangerous matter, 
as the deposing of Sebastian, king of Portugal, Philip II,

^Gerald Eades Bentley, The Jacobean and Caroline 
Stage (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 194177 I> 7»
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and there being a peace sworn 'twixt the Kings of England 
and Spain.” Massinger met Sir Henry's refusal by alter
ing all the names and scenes and, in that form, the play 
was ultimately passed, and appeared as Believe As You 
List, the revised draft in Massinger's handwriting, with 
the Master of Revels' license, being still in existence.^ 

Some years later, Massinger wrote a play on Don 
Pedro the Cruel, named The King and the Subject. This 
play is non-extant, but that it was topical is revealed 
in a note made by Herbert in June, I638.

'Monys? Wee'le rayse supplies what ways we please,
And force you to subscribe to blanks, in which
We'le mulct you as wee shall thinke fitt. The Caesars
In Rome were wise, acknowledginge no lawes
But what their swords did ratifye, the wives
And daughters of the senators bowinge to
Their wills, as deities. . . .'
This is a piece taken out of Philip Massinger's 
play, called the King and the Subject, and entered 
here for ever to bee remembered by my son and those 
that cast their eyes on it, in honour of King Charles, 
my master, who, reading over the play at Newmarket, 
set his market upon the place with his owne hande, 
and in thes words: 'This is too insolent, and to 
bee changed.' Note that the poett makes it the 
speech of a king, Don Pedro, King of Spayne, and 
spoken'to his subjects.

Massinger, then, was as liable to fall under the 
condemning pen of the licenser as was any other playwright 
of the day. It was not patronage, then, that encouraged 14

14Frank Fowell and Frank Palmer, Censorship in 
England (London: Frank Fowell, 1913), p. 18.'""

^Bentley, op. cit.. p. 6l.



him to write the three controversial plays. The only an
swer, subjective though it may appear, seems to be that 
Massinger had found subjects which were in the blood of 
him until he had immortalized them in drama.
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PART III

When Elizabeth handed over her soul to her Maker, 
and her throne to her successor, James I, all that re
mained as material witness to once Catholic England were 
the great cathedrals, stripped now and bare, lifting their 
ruined arms of stone across the English countryside as 
mute testimonials to that one Rock from which all had been 
hewn. But the blood of Elizabethan martyrs ran still in 
many veins during the Jacobean age, and the annals of many 
a household carried records of staunch Catholicism, and 
the precious documents that rested in the archives of the 
new state, from Alfred down to More, were written with 
pens so steeped in the Faith that the very parchment seemed 
alive with its vigor. And surely a language that had 
passed from generation to generation must have borne the 
mark of a religious vocabulary only obsolescent, not obso
lete, for the majority of Jacobeans.

A scholar of the middle twentieth century would have 
little difficulty in classifying contemporary religious ter
minology as "Catholic" or "Protestant." Nearly five hundred 
years have pushed the thinking and the vocabulary of the two 
groups farther and farther apart, interspersing among them 
the jargon of a third and large group, wholly pagan and ma
terialistic and a-religious in life and thought.
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Not so in Jacobean days. Protestant and Catholic 
lived side by side, but not as they live today, with re
ligion a strictly private concern and generally taboo as 
a subject for polite conversation. Life and religion were 
twin heartbeats to the Jacobean. And, while there might 
be controversy and animosity, there was little reticence. 
Although the two groups might differ in belief about the 
Pope, both knew and used the phrases peculiar to the Church; 
both understood what confession and lay-baptism and indul
gences and extreme unction and suffrages for the dead meant. 
Both held that man was a moral being with an immortal soul 
and a free will, responsible to a Supreme Being who would 
some day judge his actions and grant him eternal Heaven 
or eternal Hell.

No scholar of the first quarter of the seventeenth 
century would feel critical assurance in selecting a word 
with religious connotation and dogmatically tagging it as 
"Protestant" or "Catholic." He would necessarily have to 
probe beyond the denotation and place the word in its Ja
cobean milieu. Therein lies the difficulty. The forego
ing survey of the religious situation in England from 
1603 to 1640 has not revealed a clear-cut picture with 
fine, distinguishable lines etched upon it. Rather it un
veils a blurred and uncertain canvas whereon light and 
shadow merge and are lost in one another. Only that
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matter can be definitive which is documentary. All other 
must remain conjectural.

The greatest documents which indicate clearly the 
Protestant stand on things religious are the Thirty-Nine 
Articles and the Book of Common Prayer. These draw a 
clean line between the doctrines of the old Faith and 
those of the Reformed Church. Likewise, they posit a vo
cabulary consonant with the Protestant religion.

In the Convocation held at London in 1562, thirty- 
nine articles of faith were agreed upon by the archbishops 
and bishops and the whole Church of England clergy for the 
"avoiding of the Diversities of Opinions, and for the es
tablishing of Consent touching true Religion. Put forth 
by the Queen’s authorities." 1

The stormy career of the Book of Common Prayer has 
no place in a study such as this, in which the book is used 
only as a background on which to place the liturgy and lan
guage of the era in question. Suffice it to say that the 
first edition, which appeared in 154-9, was radically re
vised in 1552 under the supervision of Cranmer. In the 
reign of Elizabeth, several small but important changes 
were made. Further revisions took place in 1604 and 1662;

1Gilbert, Bishop of Sarum, An Exposition of the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England, ed. James R. 
Page (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1854;, p. 1.
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but essentially, the book remained as it was in 1552.
The Book of Common Prayer, containing the adminis

tration of the sacraments and other rites and ceremonies 
after the use of the Church of England, reduced to prac
tice what was merely stated in the Thirty-Nine Articles.

In the contents of these two great Anglican docu
ments and in certain other religious writings of the sev
enteenth century, reflecting the thought and practice of 
the Church of England, will be found the comparative ma
terial on which to judge just how Catholic were the plays 
of Philip Massinger in their tone and in their inclusion 
of religious doctrine and practice.

In a letter written during the seventeenth century
by an Anglican Bishop, John Cozin, attempting to reclaim
to the Anglican faith the Countess of Peterborough, who
had deserted the Church of England for that of Borne, can
be found a summary of the dogmatic differences between the
two religions. Cozin writes:

We that profess the Catholic Faith and Religion in 
the Church of England do not agree with the Roman 
Catholics in any thing whereunto they now endeavour 
to convert us. But we totally differ from them (as 
they do from the ancient Catholic Church) in these 
points: 1. That the Church of Rome is the Mother 
and Mistress of all other Churches in the world.
2. That the Pope of Rome is the vicar-general of 
Christ, or that he hath an universal jurisdiction 
over all Christians that shall be saved. . . .
4. That Christ hath instituted seven true and proper 
Sacraments in the New Testament, neither more nor 
less, all conferring grace and all necessary to



62

salvation. 5* That the priests offer up our Saviour 
in the Mass, as a real, proper, and propitiatory sac
rifice for the quick and the dead, and that whosoever 
believes it not is eternally damned. 6. That, in the 
Sacrament of the Eucharist, the whole substance of 
bread is converted into the substance of Christ*s 
Body, and the whole substance of wine into His Blood, 
so truly and properly, as that after Consecration 
there is neither any bread nor wine remaining there; 
which they call Transubstantiation. . . .  7. That
the communion under one kind is sufficient and law
ful (notwithstanding the institution of Christ under 
both). . . .  8. That there is a purgatory after this
life, wherein the souls of the dead are punished, and 
from whence they are fetched out by the prayers and 
offerings of the living. . . .  That all the old 
saints departed, and all those dead men and women 
whom the Pope hath of late canonized for saints or 
shall hereafter do so, whosoever they be, are and 
ought to be invocated by the religious prayers and 
devotions of all persons. . . . 10. That the relics
of all these true or reputed saints ought to be reli
giously worshipped. . . . 11. That the images of
Christ and the Blessed Virgin and of the other saints 
ought not only to be had and retained, but likewise 
to be honored and worshipped, according to the use 
and practices of the Roman Church. . . .  12. That
the power and use of indulgences, as they are now 
practised in the Church of Rome, both for the living 
and the dead, is to be received. . . .  13. That all 
the ceremonies used by the Roman Church in the admin
istration of the Sacraments (such as spittle and salt 
at Baptism, the five crosses upon the Altar and the 
Sacrament of the Eucharist, the holding of that Sacra
ment over the Priest’s head to be adored, the exposing 
of it in their churches to be worshipped by the people, 
the circumgestation and carrying of it abroad in pro
cession upon their Corpus Christ! Day, and to their 
sick for the same, the oil and chrism in confirmation, 
the anointing of the ears, the eyes, the noses, the 
hands, the reins, of those that are ready to die).
. . . 14. That all the ecclesiastical observations
and constitutions of the same Church (such as are 
their laws of forbidding all Priests to marry, the ap
pointing several orders of monks, friars, and nuns, 
in the Church, the service of God in an unknown tongue, 
the saying of a number of Ave-Marias by tale upon their 
chaplets, the sprinkling of themselves and dead bodies with holy water as operative and effectual to the
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remission of venial sins, the distinctions of meats 
to be held for true fasting, the religious conse
cration and incensing of images, the baptizing of 
bells, the dedicating of divers holidays for the 
Immaculate Conception and the Bodily Assumption of the blessed Virgin, and for Corpus Christi or 
Transubstantiation of the Sacrament, the making of 
Apocryphal books to be canonical as any of the rest 
of the holy and undoubted Scriptures, the keeping 
of these Scriptures from the free use and reading 
of the people, the approving of their own Latin 
translation only, and divers other matters of the like nature) . 2

Any drama that includes reverential treatment of 
doctrinal nature opposed to these fourteen points would 
ipso facto be Catholic in sympathy; any play that includes 
descriptions of these points would at least point to a 
knowledge of and an interest in Catholic doctrine and prac
tice on the part of its author, save for those cases in 
which such inclusions are necessary for the advancement 
of the dramatic action.

After attempting to discount philosophical theo
ries advanced by certain Massinger scholars to interpret 
certain passages, this study will then proceed to examine 
in detail the nineteen extant dramas of Philip Massinger 
to ascertain just how prolific was his use of Catholic 
elements and how significant his treatment of them in 
view of the other matters, historical and sociological,

2Paul E. More and Frank L. Cross (eds.), Anglican
ism. The Thought and Practice of the Church of England, 
Illustrated from the Religious Literature of the Seven
teenth Century TMilwaukee: Morehouse Publishing Company,19 3!?) > p. !>3.
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presented in the foregoing pages.
When scholars assert that Massinger ascribed to 

a Stoic philosophy in his plays, they have an historical 
as well as a literary basis for their contention. After 
the Reformation, when the validity of those moral sanc
tions that the Church had preserved for hundreds of years 
became questionable under the new order of things, search
ing minds felt the need for a new basis of morality.
Seneca, Stoic teacher supreme, had burst upon the intel
lectual search of the Renaissance with the beauty of lit
erary excellence coupled with the appeal to ethical right
ness. His tragedies had been translated between 1560 and 
1566. His Moral Works, translated in 1614, naturally af
fected the righteous Jacobean, beset by the varied teach
ings of several sects, who found the great appeal of 
Seneca in his concern for virtue, a concern, in many points, 
indistinguishable from that of the Christian tradition.

In Massinger1s time there was, then, a large body 
of Stoic moral doctrine incorporated into the drama. But 
Massinger himself, while conversant with that doctrine 
and while using it as a dramatic expedient, clearly does 
not ascribe to it as his own belief. Those characters 
that discuss or follow Stoic principles are not his no
blest characters, those into whose mouths he ordinarily 
puts his own ideals. Furthermore, many of the tenets
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which the critics cite as examples of his Stoicism are 
likewise Christian beliefs. It is not peculiarly Stoic, 
for instance, to be indifferent to wealth; otherwise, the 
great mandicant orders would not have risen as citadels 
of holy poverty, nor would throngs of men and women have 
immolated material goods on the altar of the vow. Sene
ca’s "A wise man will not love wealth, but he will prefer 
to have it. He will receive it into his house, but not 
into his heart,•' is paralleled by "Blessed are the poor 
in spirit," depicting the Christian emphasis on detach
ment rather than on dispossession. Nor is the acceptance 
of the natural weakness and limitation of human nature a 
Stoic belief only; Christianity has always held to the 
doctrine of original sin and its consequent evil effect 
upon the will and intellect of man. The mutability of 
external Fortune is attested to just as truly in the Bib
lical "Watch ye therefore, because you know not what hour 
your Lord will come," as in the Senecan, "Nothing so fa
vours temperance as thought of how short and uncertain 
life is."

We grant that Massinger’s concept of wrong conduct 
is more according to the Stoics than according to the Cal- 
vinistic sense that formed a great portion of the Protes
tant Christianity of the seventeenth century. But we pro
test that it is no more Stoic than Catholic to understand
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that human nature is not wholly bad and depraved, but only 
weak and erring through the taint of original sin. There
fore, we affirm that the characters of Malefort (The Un
natural Combat). Sforza (The Duke of Milan). Mathias (The 
Picture), and Iolante (The Guardian) are sinful, but ca
pable of regeneration through repentance.

We further grant that the Stoics taught that a man 
may not regard external circumstances as excuses for his 
shortcomings, because the power to good and to happiness 
lies within man. Existence of a free moral agency and the 
consequent punishment and reward are facts in Massinger1s 
moral world. A striking example of this is found in The 
Unnatural Combat. At the conclusion of this play, Male- 
fort, conscious of his wicked past and seeking to ration
alize his actions, accuses fate and tries to deny his 
moral responsibility. The flash of lightning that imme
diately kills him is the instrument of justice to show 
that Malefort is accountable to Heaven for his sins of 
lust. Other plays that the critics cite as examples of 
Stoic leanings in this regard are The Picture and The 
Rene g ado wherein the characters conclude that they are not 
mere puppets of fate but have the choice of conforming or 
not conforming to an existing moral order. This conclu
sion is completely Catholic.

That the Stoics ascribed to the principle that
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virtue is its own reward is an example of a tenet contain
ing some verity but not reaching the ultimate truth. Be
cause the Jesuit in The Renegado declares that "Good ac
tions are in themselves rewarded" (IV,i), critics seize 
upon the phrase as indicative of the Stoicism of the 
author. Any Catholic believes that a peaceful conscience 
is a reward for virtuous actions; but he does not believe 
it is the only reward. Neither does one suspect that 
Francisco implied such a meaning. Apt phrases, such as 
the one just quoted, are plentiful in everyone's vocabu
lary, and do not necessarily complete the thought of the 
speaker.

In several Massinger plays— The Guardian and The 
Maid of Honour, for instance— the possibility of suicide 
is discussed. Scholars see Massinger accepting the Stoic 
belief in suicide as the answer for the honourable man who 
realizes that he is unable any longer to live nobly. Even 
a cursory reading of the lines denies this supposition.
In The Guardian. Severino is merely undergoing a tempta
tion which he finally resolves, not in favor of self-de
struction. Ferdinand, too, in The Maid of Honour. is 
tempted to adopt the Stoic remedy. But he ends his self- 
discussion, his temptation, with the words, "How will
ingly like Cato. . . . But that religion, and the horrid 
dream to be suffer'd in the other world, denies it!"(II,
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iv). Massinger here exhibits the moral teaching of the 
Church on the subject of temptation.

In any major use of what might appear as Stoicism, 
Massinger, it would seem, then, takes those elements be
yond their Senecan limitations and carries them to Chris
tian, even Catholic, conclusions.

One Massinger scholar sums up the discussion of 
his use of Stoic principles by agreeing that the play
wright had direct knowledge of the classical sources, but

it is practically certain that they did not become 
an integral part of his moral outlook. . . . Mas
singer’s characters are virtuous or vicious not 
thoughtlessly and impulsively but act rather with 
a consistent philosophy of good and evil in their 
minds. They explicitly acknowledge or disclaim moral obligation.3

Any use of Stoicism as reflecting his own beliefs 
can be disclaimed after studying Massinger’s application 
of those principles. The tone that certain critics would 
regard as Stoic can readily be classed as Christian, even 
as Catholic. When once that dicta has been posited, the 
student can pass on to examine how consistent is the 
Catholic tone of Massinger’s plays.

To ascribe a specific Catholic tone to the Mas
singer plays— exclusive of the three dramas which form the

^Benjamin Townley Spencer, ’’Philip Massinger,” 
Seventeenth Century Studies, ed. Robert Shafer (Princeton:
19337, p. 34.
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real nucleus of the present study— is to include a quality 
obtained by omission'as well as by inclusion, by compari
son as well as by individuality.

The first phase that would need consideration be
fore one could assign the word "Catholic" to a piece of 
literature would be an investigation of the treatment 
that the author under question accords to Catholic doc
trine. A mere presentation of Catholic paraphernalia 
upon the stage would not necessarily indicate a Catholic 
viewpoint on the part of the author. But the respect or 
ridicule, the acceptance or rejection, the indifference 
or the interest granted that belief would be indicative 
of the personal attitude which the dramatist holds and 
which he wishes to transmit to an audience.

Nowhere in Massinger's plays do we find an abuse 
of the moral law as promulgated by the Church. He fol
lows the tenets the Church has always proposed for the use 
of any of the media of communication: vice is never glori
fied or condoned in his dramas. This is a certain depar
ture from the practice of many of his contemporaries. Ford 
and Tourneur serve as examples of poisoned morals fed to an 
avid Jacobean audience via the stage. Massinger, realizing 
the didactic value of the drama, uses it always as the ve
hicle of the moralist to transport the principle of Virtue 
triumphant and of Vice crushed.
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While Fletcher and Middleton and Thomas Heywood 
were making virtue a flimsy declamation and seem
ingly cared little for real moral distinctions, 
Massinger bore plainly in mind the great gap be
tween right and wrong as between light and dark
ness, and continually recalled it to the public.4

This continual observance of the moral law does not per se
label a drama ’'Catholic," but it is an adjunct that must
be present before a dramatist could possibly merit the
title of "Catholic."

When Massinger characters who have lived consist
ently good lives are suddenly tempted, they rise quickly, 
recognizing their faults almost immediately. Such con
duct follows the teaching of the Church which holds, not 
as doctrinal but as morally certain, that those who have 
the habit of virtue do not commit mortal sin readily. 
Mathias and Sophia in The Picture are sorely tempted, but 
do not actually fall. In fact, Sophia, in a didactic so
liloquy of the fourth act, appears to voice Massinger's 
personal belief, Catholic to the core: man has complete 
responsibility for his own soul, the acceptance of penance 
is expiation for wrongdoing, and a distinction exists be
tween sin of thought and sin of act.

Nor custom, nor example, nor vast numbers 
Of such as do offend, make less the sin.
For each particular crime a strict account

Aldridge Colby, "Three Seventeenth-Century Drama
tists: Shirley, Massinger, and Davenant," English Catholic 
Poets (Milwaukee: Bruce Publishing Company, 1936), p. 159.
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Will be exacted; and that comfort which 
The damn'd pretend, fellows in misery,
Takes nothing from their torments: every one Must suffer in himself the measure of 
His wickedness. If so, as I must grant,
It being unrefutable in reason,
Howe'er my lord offend, it is no warrant 
For me to walk in his forbidden paths:
What penance then can expiate my guilt,
For my guilt (transported then with passion) 
To wantonness? the wounds I give my fame 
Cannot recover his;
I am yet in fact untainted, and I trust 
My sorrow for it, with my purity,
And love to goodness for itself, made powerful.

IV, i
As a reflective, serious, and didactic dramatist, 

Massinger is often engrossed in the business of man's sal
vation: the greatest concern of the Church at all times, 
for all men. He was especially preoccupied with this 
grave problem in the plays written between 1623 and 1627» 
crucial years in English religion and politics. In the 
plays of this period, man's soul, man's conscience often 
stand in judgment before the worldly doctrine of the sov
ereignty of created beings. Massinger, balancing the value 
of the two, lets the scale fall in favor of the inviola
bility of the soul and its accountability to God alone.
In The Roman Actor. Rusticus declares to Domitianus, the 
ruler, as the senators are being tortured:

For beyond our bodies,
Thou hast no power.

III,ii
And Charamonte, in The Great Duke of Florence, exclaims:
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They being men, and not gods, Contarino,
They can give wealth and titles, but no virtues;
That is without their power.

Both are thrusts at the doctrine of the divine 
rights of kings and a denial of their power over the 
spiritual activities of their subjects— an uncomfortable 
tone to assume in that particular time.

In these two plays, right triumphs and the good 
who suffer death to uphold good are assured of reward in 
the next life.

As a true moralist, Massinger deplored suicide and 
duelling. Both had fallen under the judicial voice of the 
Church, and the Council of Trent had enacted severest pen
alties against the latter practice. Those who partici
pated in a duel were ipso facto excommunicated; those 
killed in a duel, denied Christian burial. In spite of 
these severe ecclesiastical penalties, duelling became 
alarmingly common. A common practice such as this, and 
one wearing, somehow, the aura of personal courage, was 
bound to make its way into the drama. It was a device 
spectacular for the audience to behold and convenient 
for the playwright to employ as a dramatic expedient.
Most Jacobean playwrights introduced it as a matter of 
course into their plays, making no distinction between 
right or wrong.
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With the influx of Stoicism into the literature 
of the period, the Jacobean dramatist also seized upon 
the Stoic ideal of self-destruction as a dramatic device. 
Suicide, condemned by the natural law and by the Church, 
which denies Christian burial to one knowingly taking his 
own life, became a common sight upon the stage of London.
The writers of the day abound in recommendation of suicide. 
Whether other playwrights accepted or rejected the princi
ple as their philosophy, Massinger makes certain of his ac
ceptance of the Church’s stand on the question, and is uni
form in his reprehension of it, except for a single instance. 
In The Duke of Milan, when Marcelia is faced with the possi
bility of being forced into shame by the conqueror marching 
upon Milan, she declares that she will take her own life 
rather than submit. Gifford defends Massinger on this ap
parent defection from his customary stand.

The frequent violation of female chastity, which took 
place on the irruption of the barbarians into Italy, gave rise to many curious disquisitions among the 
fathers of the church, respecting the degree of guilt 
occurred in preventing it by self-murder. Massinger had these, probably, in his thought,5

Revenge, too, glorified by the ancients, deplored 
by Christianity, and anathematized by the Church, often 
found an honored place in Elizabethan drama. Like

^Philip Massinger, Plays, ed. William Gifford 
(London: W. Blumer and Company, 1805), P* xlix.
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duelling, this vice carried with it a false air of cour
age and loyalty that made it an ideal theme for the drama. 
It was frequently used by the Jacobean playwrights as a 
convenient vehicle to carry a plot to its conclusion.
The moral implications were usually weak or non-existent.

Revenge is a theme treated at length by Massinger, 
who declares, through the instrumentality of his charac
ters, that the punishment of evil is not a prerogative 
of the private individual, but only of those designated 
through the proper channels as distributors of human jus
tice. That he believed the Divine declaration: "Revenge 
is mine, and I will repay them in due time" (Deut. 32:35)j 
is illustrated in the closing scene of The Fatal Dowry, 
when Charmi, the advocate warns the courtroom crowd:

We are taught
By this sad precedent, how just soever 
Our reasons are to remedy our wrongs,We are yet to leave them to their will and power 
That, to that purpose, have authority.
For you, Romont, although, in your excuse,
You may plead what you did was in revenge 
Of the dishonour done unto the court,
Yet, since from us you had not warrant for it,
We banish you the state. . . .

V ?ii
The dying words of Charalois speak a like sentence upon
personal judgment and revenge:

. . . what's fall'n upon me,
Is by heaven's will, because I made myself 
A judge in my own cause, without their warrant;
But He that lets me know thus much in death,
With all good men— forgive me I

V,ii
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In The City Madam« too, a passage placed in the 
mouth of Luke Frugal, the hypocrite, is pertinent. Al
though Frugal is a detestable character, his diatribe 
against revenge occurs while the audience is still con
vinced of his nobility of character, and his denuncia
tion of the vice is used to represent the sentiments that 
would possess a noble character.

. . . Suppose this, it will not
Repair your loss, and there was never yet
But shame and scandal in a victory,
When the rebels unto reason, passions, fought it.
Then for revenge, by great souls it was ever 
Contemn'd, though offered; entertain'd by none 
But cowards, base and abject spirits, strangers 
To moral honesty, and never yet 
Acquainted with religion.

I,iii
Here is a strong indictment of revenge, meant for the audi
ence as a serious exposition of a serious wrong.

While most scholars agree that Massinger did not 
deviate from the teachings of Christianity, the playwright 
has been accused of coarseness. This reputation has grown 
up almost entirely on passages found in The Virgin-Martyr. 
The scenes that have won for him this dishonor are at
tributed almost unanimously to Dekker, in collaboration 
with whom he wrote the play.^ But granted, even, that 6

6°Dugdale Sykes, in Sidelights on Elizabethan Drama 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1942), p. 225» credits 
Massinger with the following parts of The Virgin-Martyr: 
I,i; III,i,ii; IV,iii; V,ii. The remainder of the play, 
which includes the objectionable passages, is accorded 
Dekker.
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Massinger’s conception of love is apt to be at times 
earthy and sensuous, the passages must still be read in 
the light of the century in which he wrote them. Living 
conditions of those times kept people close to the reali
ties of life, and the polish of education was not theirs 
to instil a twentieth-century euphemistic vocabulary with 
which to gloss over the rawness of certain concepts. To 
call a sinful woman a ’’whore" instead of a "fallen woman" 
would perhaps offend the sensitivity of a modern audience, 
but it makes the sin no greater. Although Massinger, as 
did all Elizabethan dramatists, wrote in the terminology 
of his age, which was undeniably coarse according to the 
modern concept, he did not compromise moral values as did 
so many of his contemporaries. Indeed, most critics have 
singled out as one of his special claims to praise his 
sturdy morality, the goodness that emerges from his plays. 
There may be considerable outspokenness; there is no per
verted morality. His works are also singularly free from 
blasphemy and profanity.

There is very little of Catholic practice, in par
ticular of those practices scored by the Puritan zealots 
or the Established Church, to be found in the sixteen 
plays under consideration. Aside from the general moral 
tenor of these dramas, one finds only minor reference to 
things Catholic, such as the mention of angels in A Very
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Woman.
However, the truest touchstone that one might use 

for labeling Massinger's plays "Catholic" is the attitude 
that they consistently display towards the clergy. Gif
ford sums up the opinion of other critics on this matter:

But the great, the glorious distinction of Massinger, 
is the uniform respect with which he treats religion 
and its ministers, in an age when it was found neces
sary to add regulation to regulation, to stop the 
growth of impiety on the stage. No priests are in
troduced by him "to set on some quantity of barren 
spectators" to laugh at their licentious follies, 
the sacred name is not lightly invoked, nor daringly 
sported with; nor is Scripture profaned by buffoon 
allusions lavishly put into the mouths of fools and women.7

Not only is reverent treatment accorded to those 
characters who actually portray the clergy, but even to 
those who assume the disguise of a priest in several 
scenes. In The Emperour of the East, the emperor dis
guises himself as a friar (V,iii) to hear his wife's con
fession and thus learn whether she is innocent or guilty. 
Theodosius, as a confessor, conducts himself during this 
scene with all the dignity of the priesthood. Octavio, 
disguised as a priest, elicits Alonzo's repentance in The 
Bashful Lover (IV,ii). He is a true representative of 
that holy brotherhood as long as the disguise is in ef
fect .

^Gifford, op. cit., p. xlix
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In his portrayal of actual priests, Massinger has 
created two characters that have won the admiration even 
of his most critical detractors, because of his daring 
in putting them upon the stage in important and dignified 
roles during an era of such hostility toward the priest
hood. Friar Paulo and the Jesuit, Francisco, will be 
discussed more at length in the following section when 
The Maid of Honour and The Renegado are analyzed.

When this policy and the other items covered in 
this brief survey are summarized in the light of the 
times in which Massinger wrote, one notes that, in an era 
when many of the cherished traditions of Catholicism were 
either made the butt of low ridicule or were ignored in 
their true meaning, this playwright took neither course.
He dauntlessly proclaimed himself a champion of those 
traditions and refrained from using them as a source for 
the ribald amusement of an audience. Aside from this gen
eral attitude of reverence toward dogmas held by the 
Church and the omission of all matters odious to a Catho
lic, little of actual Catholicism, however, is found in 
these sixteen Massinger plays. There are no peculiarly 
Catholic doctrines emphasized, no Catholic practices por
trayed. But one who is a Catholic can detect in the phi
losophy of these dramas not one thing that would be out 
of accord with strict, orthodox Roman Catholicism.
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It is in the triad of so-called ''Catholic" plays 
of Massinger— The Virgin-Martyr, The Renegado and The Maid 
of Honour— that one finds the culmination of all that 
could be termed "Catholic" in the playwright's dramas.

The Virgin-Martyr, indeed, might have come down 
from the noonday of the miracle plays that flourished dur
ing the Middle Ages over merry and "Mary" England, staunch
est daughter of Mother Church. At a time when revenge 
tragedy stormed darkly across the public stage and bois
terous comedy fed a contemporary penchant for impossible 
romantic adventure, why did Massinger turn for his theme 
to the yellowed pages of a past that England, for nearly 
a century divorced from the Church, had determined to ob
literate from her memory? The Virgin-Martyr is the only 
extant dramatic piece of the period which has reverted to 
this particular subject, the martyrdom of the early Chris
tians, a uniqueness that would naturally make the play 
conspicuous upon the stage and might render its purpose 
suspect in the critical minds of any possible objectors. 
Massinger shows, too, more than brief "poetic sympathy" 
for his subject; and, whatever the reason for his choice 
of theme, he displays no intent at lightness. The beau
ties of the ancient legend of the virgin, Dorothea, mar
tyred during the tenth and last persecution of Diocle
tian's reign, live on the pages as they must have lived
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on the stage with all the vigor of early Christendom, 
which was actually early Roman Catholicism.

The presence of much of the mechanics of this 
tragedy could have been due in part to the source; but 
the way in which Massinger employed such contrivances 
goes counter to the typical method of the Elizabethan and 
Jacobean dramatist in handling like materials. Massinger 
could have followed the popular trend in manipulating the 
mechanics of the play— the sudden conversions, the re
course to relics, the presence of miracles— in such a man
ner as to entertain the audience at the Red Bull and still 
follow the Elizabethan tradition. Instead, the sudden 
conversions are shown as actual graces bestowed through 
intercessory prayer; the relic is treated as a holy sacra
mental, not as a laughable or an offensive superstition; 
and the miracle is a Divine intervention in the laws of na
ture. Truly Catholic is the handling of the role of the 
demon, who is permitted to use outward violence but can 
never go beyond the permissive Will of the Almighty; his 
usual powers are abridged when some signal triumph of faith 
is at hand.

Even more Catholic in tone and language is The Rene- 
gado. The influence of truth upon the characters; the force 
of conscience in reclaiming sinful souls; the doctrine of 
repentance; the recognition of the power of the grace that
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flows from the Sacrament of Penance to assure the penitent 
of continuance in his newly gained virtue; and the knowl
edge that it is a "frail vessel" in which he carries that 
"pearl of great price," sanctifying grace— all are evi
dent and Catholic.

There is throughout the play, moreover, a use of 
religious terms and ecclesiastical questions which, with 
the language and events of the Roman martyrologies, seems 
to be familiar to Massinger. Unless he was at pains to 
present truth, in the smallest detail, upon the stage, the 
playwright could have written an entirely acceptable play 
on the same subject with much less emphasis upon things 
and atmosphere Catholic.

In The Maid of Honour, one senses that the author 
believes in works of superogation as means to strengthen 
one in governing himself with an ascendancy of will, a 
doctrine rejected by all sects of the time outside the 
Catholic Church. When the lawful objects of life cannot 
be possessed with clearness of conscience, the characters 
in the play recognize that the only answer to the dilemma 
is to rise above worldly attractions, and to discover new 
happiness by controlling even innocent pleasures through 
the practice of mortification. This stand is totally 
against the religious philosophy of the Reformed Church, 
disclaiming as it did the place of penance in the scheme
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of man's salvation.
An example from each of the plays in question will 

serve to illustrate the general Catholic tone that is 
found throughout the three, both in the language used and 
in the ideal presented. In The Virgin-Martyr, for example, 
one learns how the saints look upon Heaven and upon this 
life. The ideal and the phrasing are as Catholic as though 
coming from the pen of a Teresa of Avila or a John of the 
Cross. While Dorothea is being tortured, she speaks to 
Theophilus, her torturer, who is to become her convert af
ter her martyrdom:

Thou foolI '
That gloriest in having power to ravish 
A trifle from me I am weary of:
What is this life to me? Not worth a thought;
Or, if it be esteem'd, 'tis that I lose it 
To win a better; even thy malice serves 
To me but as a ladder to mount up 
To such a height of happiness, where I shall 
Look down with scorn on thee, and on the world;
Where, circled with true pleasures, placed above 
The reach of death or time, 'twill be my glory 
To think at what an easy price I bought it.
There's a perpetual spring, perpetual youth:
No joint-benumbing cold, or scorching heat,
Famine, nor age, have any being there.

IV,iii
Far removed from the Calvinistic and Jansenistic 

spirit that had infected a large part of the non-Catholic 
religious thinking of the day were the words heard by the 
Blackfriars audience as they listened to the Jesuit of 
The Renegado admonishing Vitelli.
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I exact not from you 
A fortitude insensible of calamity,
To which the saints themselves have bow’d, and shown 
They are made of flesh and blood; all that I challenge 
Is manly patience. Will you that were train’d up 
In a religious school, where divine maxims 
Scorning comparison with moral precepts,
Were daily taught you. . . .

There is nothing of the harsh Calvin Institutes, 
affirming the least transgression to be a mortal sin, in 
this exhortation to the virtue of Christian patience in 
the face of a natural temptation to yield to the pangs 
of human pain and despair. It is an entreaty based on 
the divine teaching of the Author of the Seven Gifts as 
taught in Jesuit schools on the continent where many of 
England's youth were illegally educated in the days of 
Elizabeth and James.

The Catholic doctrine on original sin and its con
sequences differs radically from that of Calvin's follow
ers. Massinger is definitely taking the side of the for
mer when he describes the weakening effects of the primal 
curse upon the human will and the resultant strength of 
life's temptations. The sorely tried Vitelli of The Rene- 
gado exclaims:

That human frailty I took from my mother,
That, as my youth increased, grew stronger on me,
That still pursues me, and, though once recovered, 
Again seeks to betray me.
And holy thoughts and resolutions arm me
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against this fierce temptationl
III,v

So, throughout the play, the importunity to prayer 
and penance as a means of overcoming the frailties that 
man, weakened but notdestroyed by Adam's fall, is heir 
to, directly contradicts the Calvinistic tenet of "total 
depravity," a doctrine whose followers were legion in 
Jacobean England. Francisco continues to urge Vitelli 
to exert his will and conquer lustful temptations, a prin
ciple that turns from the new Jansenistic teaching into 
the very arms of Catholic dogma.

While the discussion of virtue in The Maid of 
Honour might seemingly reflect an Horatian ideal, it is 
particularly true in Catholic ascetical morality that one 
either goes forward or backward in virtue; there is no 
standing still. For, one either possesses sanctifying 
grace and thus continually increases it by every act, or 
one does not possess sanctifying grace and therefore must 
regress with every act. Bertoldo in The Maid of Honour 
tells the kings

I must tell you, sir,
Virtue, if not in action, is a vice;
And, when we move not forward, we go backward.I,i

Such a declaration can hardly be in the spirit of 
the Thirty-Nine Articles which carry in them a denial of
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activity. Article XI declares in part:

We are accounted Righteous before God only for the 
Merit of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ by Faith, and not for our own Works or Deservings.8

The ideals found in these passages could be 
strengthened by quoting lines throughout the three dramas, 
while in none of Massinger's plays are such ideals contra
dicted or ridiculed. One realizes, however, that discus
sion on the tone of a play can be a subjective, an in
tangible, a nebulous thing. Particularly is this true 
when one is far removed in time from the exact thinking 
and terminology of the era in which a certain play was 
written. One must judge, in the main, whether any phra
seology or ideology of the play grates upon his religious 
sensibilities as being foreign to the language and doc
trine of the Faith to which he is trying to find a pos
sible relationship.

Of The Virgin-Martyr. The Renegado. and The Maid 
of Honour it can be affirmed that nothing exists in their 
language, nothing in their ideals, nothing in their gen
eral tone that is opposed to the language and principles 
of the Catholic Church as she lives yesterday, today, and 
forever.

^Gilbert, op. cit.. p. 160.
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There is no particular point at which one must be
gin culling those specific references to Catholic belief 
and practices that are found in The Virgin-Martyr, The 
Rene g ado. and The Maid of Honour: for there is no "growth" 
in the Catholicism of Massinger's works. Because one of 
the plays is a dramatization of the death of a martyr, 
one might begin with a selection of references to saints 
and relics. In the England of Massinger's day, the dead 
who had been declared beati by the Holy Roman Church had 
long been outcasts from the society of the "faithful."
A saint who had won Heaven by martyrdom must have been 
doubly distasteful to Protestants of early seventeenth- 
century England, whose soil was still warm with the blood 
of those loyal to the old Faith, martyrs whose heroism had 
been entombed in the deepest vaults of Protestant forget
fulness.

What a process of exhumation did the play-goer at 
the Red Bull witness as The Virgin-Martyr delved into the 
heaped-up mounds of the past and brought to light the in
terred remains of English Catholicism: the racks, the 
scourges, the axes, the flames. The rabble in the pit of 
the public theater may have applauded— as history declares 
it applauded— the sight of those instruments of torture 
merely as titillating to their sense of the macabre 5 on 
the other hand, they may have cheered the courage of the
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playwright who dared bring the dark arras of Protestant 
persecution, the bright tapestry of Catholic martyrdom to 
the stage of London in their true colors. When Dorothea 
cries,

. . . you lose ten times more By torturing me, than I that dare your tortures: 
Through all the army of my sins, I have even 
Labour'd to break, and cope with death to th' face. 
The visage of a hangman frights not me;
The sight of whips, racks, gibbets, axes, fires,
Are scaffoldings by which my soul climbs up 
To an eternal habitation.

II,iii
she is living witness to the long, scarlet line of those 
who have shed their blood in defense of their Catholic 
faith.

It is before a different audience, that of Black- 
friars, that Massinger presents the Catholic ideal of mar
tyrdom. Vitelli in The Renegado recognizes that life is 
a possession to be loved and desired, but that death by 
martyrdom is a quick and joyous step across the threshold 
of mortality into the everlasting mansions of eternal life. 
He thus speaks of the manner in which the two should be re
garded:

. . .  I can put off
The fond desire of life (that, like a garment, 
Covers and clothes our frailty) hastening to 
My martyrdom, as to a heavenly banquet,
To which I was a choice invited guest;

IV,iii
Had Massinger heard the voice of the Church reminding
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her children in the Preface of the Mass for the Dead that 
•'unto Thy faithful, 0 Lord, life is changed not taken 
away"? At least, the words of Vitelli leave no doubt 
that those who died for the Faith were heroes.

Those persons, too, whom the Church had honored 
on her altars since the early days of Christendom were 
looked upon with disfavor by the enemies of the Faith; 
and the honoring and invocation of these saints and the 
veneration of their relics outlawed from the ritual of the 
new religion. Since the "reformers" had likewise dismissed 
the doctrine of Purgatory, the whole structure of the Com
munion of Saints had collapsed in the Established Church. 
Article XV of the Thirty-Nine Articles declares that Christ 
alone is without sin and rejects the "Invocation of Saints," 
in which is seen a "fond thing, vainly invented, and 
grounded upon no warranty of Scripture, but rather repug
nant to the Word of God."9 The Council of Trent, on the con
trary, had declared in 154-5*

. . .  we have recourse to the assistance of the saints 
who are in heaven; and that, to them also prayers are 
to be addressed is so certain in the Church of God. 
that to the pious no doubt can arise on the subject 
. . .  we do not implore God and the saints after the 
same manner; for we pray to God to grant us blessings, 
or to deliver us from evils; but the saints because 
favourites with God, we ask to undertake our advocacy 
to obtain from God for us those things of which we

^Gilbert, op. cit.. p. 185.
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stand in need.10 *
The characters in Massinger invoke the saints in 

all fraternal reverence, observing the Tridentine injunc
tion as to their proper place in the scheme of salvation. 
In The Renegado. Francisco implores the saints to watch 
over Vitelli, who is facing strong temptation:

Go, and prosper.
Holy saints guide and strengthen theel

III,ii
As natural as breathing is it for Francisco thus 

to pray. And his prayer is a brief but unmistakable de
nunciation of the Church of England tenet that "we are 
never once directed for any help from saints, or to think 
that we can do for another man’s soul in this way."11 
Prayer for others has always been uniquely Catholic.

The only other direct reference to saints is a 
strong passage in The Maid of Honour, where Camiola gives 
a picture of the Communion of Saints almost as striking as 
that painted by Christ in the Gospel, when He reveals the 
joy in Heaven over the repentance of sinners. Camiola 
speaks thus:

When good men pursue
The path mark’d out by virtue, the blest saints

10J. Donovan, D.D., translator, Catechism of the 
Council of Trent (Dublin: James Duffy and Company, 1829),
p. 424.

i:1Gilbert, op. cit.. p. l8l.



With joy look on it, and seraphic angels
Clap their celestial wings in heavenly plaudits,
To see a scene of grace so well presented 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •Whereas now, on the contrary, as far 
As their divinity can partake of passion,
With me they weep, beholding a fair temple,
Built in Bertoldo's loyalty, turned to ashes 
By the flames of his inconstancy.

V,i
Here is a thoroughly Catholic idea of the interest 

of the angels and saints in the warfare that their compan
ions-to-be are waging on earth. Although little direct 
mention is made of prayer to the saints, there is constant 
indirect allusion to it in The Virgin-Martyr, when Doro
thea is pictured as cognizant of what transpires on earth 
and is permitted to act as dispenser of God's goods to 
Theophilus.

Closely allied to the invocation of the saints is 
prayer to the angels. Article VI decries this practice as 
a twin horror to the invocation of the saints, both of 
which, it claims, subtract from the glory due to Christ as 
sole mediator between God and man. Massinger's characters 
seemingly recognize the efficacy of imploring "favourites" 
to intercede at the Court of Justice, and his three plays 
exuberate in references and invocations to the angels. In 
The Virgin-Martyr examples of the intimacy of the fervent 
Catholic with his companions of the celestial world are 
striking and frequent, forming a continuous thread through 
the play. Fine and sincere passages brought the world of

90
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the spirit upon the London stage, in a manner completely
reverent. A beautiful and delightful, and at times very
human, angel, Angelo, is the visible and tender companion
of Dorothea. Although the latter does not know that her
young "page*' is an angel in disguise, she realizes his
angelic qualities; and Massinger approaches nearest poetic
loveliness in the passages between the young virgin and
her heavenly visitant. Dorothea reveals the proper place
of Angelo, her angel:

He must not leave me; with him I fall:
In this life he’s my servant, in the other 
A wish'd companion.

III,i
The power and the beauty of the guardian angel is 

described in discussions between Dorothea, the virgin-mar
tyr, and Angelo, the angel in disguise. Dorothea, sensing 
that her "page" is not quite mortal, speaks to him:

Thy voice sends forth such musick that 
I never

Was ravish'd with a more celestial sound.
Were every servant in the world like thee,
So full of goodness, angels would come down 
To dwell with us: thy name is Angelo,
And like that name thou art. . . .

II,i
When Angelo comes to her in her martyrdom as an em

bodied angel rather than as a page, she cries to him,
Thou glorious minister of the Power I serve 
(For thou art more than mortal), is't for me,
Poor sinner, thou art pleased awhile to leave Thy heavenly habitation, and vouchsafest,
Though glorified, to take my servant's habit?—
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For, put off thy divinity, so look’d 
My lovely Angelo. . . .

IV,iii
Angelo has previously given his mistress some in

dication of his identity, an enigma at the time, hut a 
true revelation of his origin:

I did never
Know who my mother was; but, by yon palace,
Fill'd with bright heavenly courtiers, I dare assure

you,
And pawn these eyes upon it, and this hand,
My father is in heaven: and, pretty mistress,
If your illustrious hourglass spend his sand 
No worse than yet it does, upon my life,
You and I both shall meet my father there,
And he shall bid you welcome. . . .

II,i
Even the devils acknowledge the superiority of the 

angels and their position as guardians of those to whom they 
have been appointed. When Theophilus invites Harpax, the 
devil's minion, to approach Dorothea, the latter shrieks,

Not for kingdoms
Piled upon kingdoms: there's a villain page 
Waits on her, whom I would not for the world 
Hold traffick with; I do so hate his sight 
That should I look on him, I must sink down.

II,ii
The influence of the angel in obtaining the grace 

of fortitude for Dorothea as she faces martyrdom is at
tested to when Harpax and his companion devils are ques
tioned whether or not they will be present at Dorothea's 
torture. Harpax cries in terror,

No, not for hills of diamonds; the grand master 
Who schools her in the Christian discipline,



93

Abhors my company: should I be there,
You'd think all hell broke loose, we should so

quarrel.
Illjiii

The Evil One's recognition of the superiority of 
the unfallen spirits reaches its climax when the good an
gel faces Harpax at Dorothea's martyrdom. Overcome by 
the power and brightness and goodness of Angelo, Harpax 
howls,

OhI mountains fall upon me,
Or hide me in the bottom of the deep 
Where light may never find me.

IV,iii
As Dorothea goes to her martyrdom, Angelo reveals 

himself and tells her,
I never left you.

Nor will I now; for I am sent to carry 
Your pure and innocent soul to joys eternal.

IV,iii
an exposition of the beautiful Catholic teaching regarding 
the role of the guardian angel in the life of each soul.

Each of the three plays contains an actual suppli
cation to the angels, testifying to their power to obtain 
the favors implored. In The Renegado. Vitelli, confronted 
by Grimaldi, the Renegado, and his barbarous companions, 
invokes the aid of his guardian angel so naturally that the 
reader may suppose a habit of such prayer,

Defend me, my good angeli
I,iii

the frightened man cries out. In The Maid of Honour.
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Camiola acknowledges the part her guardian angel plays in 
securing for her the strength to face life's afflictions. 
When she is advised of Bertoldo's faithlessness, her first 
reaction is a quick,

My good angel help me
In these my extremities.

V,i
And Dorothea, in The Virgin-Martyr, turns her first thought 
to her heavenly aides when her virtue is at stake.

0, guard me, angels 1
IV, i

is her invocation. The tone of the three passages indicates 
on the part of the speakers an habitual attitude of intimacy 
with their heavenly companions, an attitude common to Catho
lics from earliest childhood.

Almost inseparable from this impetratory honoring 
of the angels and saints is the veneration which Catholics 
have ever held toward the relics of those who have been de
clared beati. In the days of persecution, English Catho
lics sought to rescue some portion of their martyrs' persons 
for veneration. Bloodstained straw from the scaffold, 
cherished bones from the ashes at the stake, pieces of 
clothing worn to the scene of their glorification were 
reverently gathered and treasured. And across the land 
hurried the good news of miracles wrought through the me
dium of these relics. Just as fervently as the Catholic
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attempted to preserve these precious testimonials, so did 
the persecutors determine to wrest them from the hands 
and hearts of believers. Likewise, they determined to 
erase their veneration from the religion of the realm.
The use of relics was repudiated in the Thirty-Nine Ar
ticles. An exposition of Article XXII reads:

The enshrining of relics occasioned the most excel
lent sort of images; and they were thought the best 
preservatives possible both for soul and body; no 
presents grew to be more valued than relics; and it 
was an easy thing for the pope to furnish the world 
plentifully that way, but chiefly since the dis
covery of the catacombs, which has furnished them 
with stores not to be exhausted. The council of Trent did in this, as in the point of images; it ap
pointed relics to be venerated, but did not deter
mine the degree; so it left the world in possession 
of a most excessive dotage upon them. They are used 
everywhere by them as sacred charms, kissed, and ,p worshipped, they are served with lights and incense.

Massinger's treatment of the use of the relic in 
his play, The Renegado. shows that he knows thoroughly the 
teaching of the Catholic Church with regard to the venera
tion of such relics as summed up in a decree of the Coun
cil of Trent:

The holy bodies of holy martyrs and of others now liv
ing with Christ— which bodies were the living members 
of Christ . . . and which are by Him to be raised to 
eternal life and to be glorified are to be venerated 
by the faithful, for through these bodies many bene
fits are bestowed by God on me . . .in the invoca
tion of saints and the veneration of relics and the 
sacred use of images, every superstition shall be

12Gilbert, op. cit.. p. 316
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removed . . .  no new miracles are to be acknowledged 
or new relics recognized unless the bishop of the diocese has taken cognizance and approved thereof.13

In The Renegado. Pauline wears a relic, given to 
her by Francisco as a protection for her virginity. 
Massinger makes it clear that no superstitious design is 
attached to the use of this sacramental; for the priest 
Francisco explains that it is the prayer conjoined with 
God's will that constitutes the efficacy of the medal.

I have oft told youOf a relic that I gave her, which has power,
To keep the owner free from violence:
This on her breast she wears, and does preserve 
The virtue of it, by her daily prayers.

I.i
Regarding miracles, the Church has always taken a 

conservative position; has always, knowing the emotions of 
the children of men, been hesitant to recognize the pres
ence of supernatural intervention in the physical laws of 
nature. The Council of Trent re-emphasized this position 
when it declared that "no new miracles are to be acknowl
edged . . . unless the bishop of the diocese has taken 
cognizance and approved thereof."

To the witch-hunting section of the English popu
lace, which did not exclude the King himself, miracles 
were at all times suspect and either treated as fantasy or 
credited to witchcraft. On the stage such interventions

■^Donovan, op. cit., p. 323.
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were employed, as a rule, merely to further a lagging 
plot. In The Virgin-Martyr, miracles are plentiful and 
regarded with the proper awe and credence. The instructed 
Catholic of any era recognizes miracles as coming from the 
omnipotence of God, alone, with any intervening creature a 
mere instrument. It is in this light that the miraculous 
events of The Virgin-Martyr are treated. When Dorothea 
recalls the wretched Sapritius to life, she declares:

I can no miracles work, yet, from my soul,
Pray to those Powers I serve, he may recover.

IV,i,
and she is the instrument of a like miracle for a sick- 
unto-death Antoninus, whose cure she asks through the in
tercession of her guardian angel.

To the Catholic mind, the wonder of the effects 
of grace on the soul far surpasses the prodigy of the sus
pension of physical laws. The great ’’miracle" of The Vir
gin-Martyr is the conversion of Theophilus, the Saul of 
the Diocletian persecutions; an inner miracle worked 
through the instrument of a visible phenomenon. In de
rision, Theophilus had asked the dying virgin to send him 
fruit and flowers from the ’’garden" to which her soul was 
hastening, a request certain to be impossible of fulfillment 
as his victim was being martyred in the middle of winter. 
Dorothea promises, and an angel in disguise later delivers 
the miraculous gift to the persecutor. Theophilus speaks
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to Dorothea;
And, when you come to that imagined place
If there be any truth in your religion,
In thankfulness to me, that with care hasten 
Your journey thither, pray you send me some 
Small pittance of that curious fruit you boast of.

IV,iii
He is answered with utter certainty by the dying virgin:

Though thou art most unworthy to taste of it,
I can, and will.

IV,iii
Loud music is heard as the martyr's soul takes its flight
to Heaven, and the frightened Theophilus assumes an air
of bravado to discount the miracle.

Illusions of the devil
Wrought by some witch of her religion,
That fain would make her death a miracle5 It frights me not.

IV, iii
The course of this phenomenon reaches its climax with a 
double miracle of physical-spiritual import when Angelo 
presents Theophilus with the promised fruit and flowers.
The stunned Theophilus recognizes the truth of the gesture. 

•Tis a tempting fruit,
And the most bright-cheek'd child I ever view'd; 
Sweet-smelling, goodly fruit. What flowers are these? 
Diocletian's gardens, the most beauteous,
Compared with these, are weeds; is it not February,
The second day she died? frost, ice, and snow,
Hang on the beard of winter: where's the sun 
That gilds this summer? pretty, sweet boy, say,
In what country shall a man find this garden?

V, i
Scenes such as this are kept on a high level, and
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the miraculous is always a matter for admiration and awe.
At no time during their use does the author drop into lan
guage that hints of disbelief, superstition, ridicule, or 
mere unconcern. Yet there must have been those in his 
audience who looked upon miracles as "popish* 1* superstition, 
to be treated only with levity and ribaldry.

There is no doubt that the Sacraments and the sac
ramentáis were also delicate subjects for a playwright to 
handle in Jacobean times, but Massinger employs them with 
frequency and with completely orthodox treatment. The doc
trine of Transubstantiation had been declared unscriptural 
and superstitious by the Thirty-Nine Articles, which had 
reduced the seven Sacraments to two: Baptism and the Sup
per of the Lord. The Church of England ascribed only to a 
mystical presence in the Lord's Communion. The exposition 
of the Thirty-Nine Articles declares:

Nor it is less immoral to propose the great and true 
God to be worshipped under appearances that are de
rogatory to his nature, that tend to give us low 
thoughts of him, and that make us think him like, if 
not below ourselves.

and enlarges upon its denunciation:
This we believe is plain idolatry, when an insensible 
piece of matter, such as bread and wine, has divine 
honors paid it: when it is believed to be God, when 
it is called God, and in all respects worshipped with 
the same adoration that is offered up to Almighty God.1?

■^Gilbert, op. cit., p. 131.
1 ^Ibid.
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Such Is the unequivocal rejection of the Catholic
dogma of Transubstantiation. This is not the position
that Massinger assumes. Here, the true nature of the
Holy Eucharist is treated as an unquestioned belief. The
rapid and complete spiritual disintegration of Grimaldi,
the Renegado, stems from his sacrilegious abuse of the
Sacred Host, a deed recorded with the proper horror.

Out of a wanton, irreligious madness,
(I know not which,) ran to the holy man,
As he was doing the work of grace,
And snatching from his hands the sanctified means, 
Dash'd it upon the pavement.

IV,i
The words which speak of the priest, Francisco, 

as "doing the work of grace," are a strong and reverential 
manner of describing the Elevation of the Sacred Host, and 
could only have been written by a man on whom that awful 
fact of pious daring had made a deep and lasting impression. 
Since the days of Queen Elizabeth, who had vented her anger 
at the practice of elevating the Host, the "reformers" had 
condemned the "holding of that Sacrament over the priest's 
head to be adored, the exposing of it in their churches to 
be worshipped by the people . . . and carrying of it abroad 
in procession."^ With the Elevation of the Host must 
necessarily be associated the Sacrifice of the Mass, which 
had long been banished from the altars of England, and 1

1%. H. Frere, The English Church in the Reigns of 
Elizabeth and James I. 1^8-1025 (London: Macmillan Com
pany, 1911), p. 9.
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whose destruction had been the focus of the attention of
the enemies of Catholicism. The Mass had been condemned
through the Thirty-Nine Articles:

The offering of Christ once made, is that perfect 
Redemption, Propitiation, and Satisfaction for all the Sins of the whole World. . . . And there is 
none other Satisfaction for Sin, but that alone: 
Wherefore in the Sacrifices of Masses, in which 
it was commonly said that the Priest did offer 
Christ for the quick and the dead, to have Remis
sion of Pain and Guilt, were blasphemous Fables 
and dangerous Deceits.17

That the Holy Sacrifice is being offered at the
time of Grimaldi's crime is evident in the description of
that offense given by the Master from Grimaldi's vessel:

Upon a solemn day, when the whole city 
Join'd in devotion, and with barefoot stypes 
Pass'd to St. Mark's . . .
Whether in scorn of those so pious rites.

IV, i
The "rites" could mean only the ritual of the Mass. The 
complete discussion of the impious act of Grimaldi carries 
an atmosphere of horror at the deed. The Renegado, himself, 
declares the heinousness of his act,

I look on
A deed of mine so fiend-like, that repentance 
Though with my tears I taught the sea new tides,
Can never wash off. . . .

IV,i
Another dogma on which Catholic and Protestant dif

fered was that of the Sacrament of Penance. While the

17Gilbert, op. cit., p. 459
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Thirty-Nine Articles professed to believe in penance, they 
did not regard auricular confession as necessary; and they 
rejected the priestly power of pronouncing absolution, 
placing the forgiveness directly in the hands of God, dis
missing an intermediary, and deploring the use of the es
sential words, "I absolve thee.1' In The Renegado, a com
plete exposition of the teaching of the Catholic Church 
on the Sacrament of Penance is offered. First, the invi
olability of the seal of confession, a doctrine that had 
undergone severest trial during the Elizabethan persecu
tions, is attested to when Vitelli reminds Francisco,

Sir, as you are my confessor, you stand bound 
Not to reveal whatever I discover 
In that religious way:

III, ii
Then, the five things necessary for a good confession are 
found in the repentance of Grimaldi: examination of con
science, sorrow for sin, confession to an authorized 
priest, purpose of amendment, and acceptance of penance. 
Grimaldi, at his conversion, first looks into his soul 
without minimizing the extent of his guilt,

all my thefts, my rapes,
Are venial trespasses, compared to what 
I offer'd to that shape.

IV, i
In his examination, Grimaldi comprehends the difference 
between mortal and venial sin, between sin and sacrilege, 
a distinction discountenanced by Protestant divines. In
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a treatise of 1611 Joseph Hall, Bishop of Exeter, had 
published an explication of the position of the Anglican 
Church:

Pardons do both imply and presuppose that known 
distinction of Mortal and Venial Sin, Which 
neither God ever allowed, neither while He gain
says it will ever the Protestants. 0

After his examination of conscience, the Renegado 
evinces a true sorrow for his sin and tells his sin to the 
priest, who, in absolving him, reveals the function of the 
priest in administering the Sacrament:

1 Tis forgiven:
I with his tongue, whom, in these sacred vestments 
With impure hands thou didst offend, pronounce it.
I bring peace to thee; see that thou deserve it 
In thy fair life hereafter.

IV, i
These words are almost a translation of the formula, using 
the very words denounced by the Anglicans: I do absolve 
you from all your sins in the name of the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit.

Grimaldi's sorrow bears all the marks of a perfect 
contrition, as he entertains little thought of Hell, but 
bemoans ceaselessly the enormity of his offense. He is re
solved to amend his sinful life and to perform the penance 
enjoined, by his deeds of restitution:

For theft, he that restores treble the value 
Makes satisfaction; and, for want of means

l%ore, op. cit., p. 648.
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To do so, as a slave must serve it out,
Till he hath made full payment . . .
OhI with what willingness would I give up 
My liberty to those that I have pillaged;

IV,i
The discussion of the value of good works in gain

ing remission of the temporal punishment that must be sat
isfied either in this world or in Purgatory continues as 
Francisco encourages the remorseful Grimaldi to penance, 
and the latter cries,

What penance is there I'll not undergo,
Though ne'er so sharp and rugged, with more pleasure
Than flesh and blood e'er tastedl show me true Sorrow,
Arm'd with an iron whip, and I will meet
The stripes she brings along with her, as ifThey were gentle touches of a hand
That comes to cure me. Can good deeds redeem me?
I will rise up a wonder to the world.

IV,i
Dorothea, in The Virgin-Martyr, had likewise de

scribed the value of penance to procure an increase of 
glory in Heaven, when she told her two convert-companions, 

Be confirm'd then;
And rest assured, the more you suffer here,
The more your glory, you to heaven more dear.

III,i
Not only is auricular confession, with all the at

tendant Catholic ritual, here displayed upon the stage; 
but once more the doctrine of good works is discussed as 
supplying an increase of grace and a remission of sins. 
These passages stand in direct opposition to the teachings 
of the Anglican Church, which declared in Article XI of the
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Thirty-Nine Articles;
We are accounted Righteous before God only for the 
Merit of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, by 
Faith, and not for our own Works or Deservings. 
Wherefore that we are justified by Faith only, is 
a most wholesome Doctrine, and very full of Com
fort, as more largely is expressed in the Homily 
of Justification.

In The Virgin-Martyr. Theophilus, too, perceives 
the value of restitution and of good works in lessening 
the temporal punishment due to sin. He tells his tor
turers ,

I stand
Accountable for thousand Christians’ deaths;
And, were it possible that I could die 
A day for every one, then live again 
To be again tormented, 1twere to me 
An easy penance, and I should pass through 
A gentle cleansing fire. . . .

V,ii
With the doctrine of good works here presented, an 

even more disputed dogma is tendered, that of Purgatory. 
Catholic theology defines the existence of a state of purga
tion where those souls stained with venial faults or still 
owing expiation for forgiven mortal sins are purified be
fore their entrance into beatitude. The King James ver
sion of the Holy Bible had eliminated those Books of Scrip
ture which proved the existence of Purgatory. The Second 
Book of the Machabees (12:46) reads; "It is therefore a 
holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead, that they

■^Gilbert, op. cit., p. 160
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may be loosed from their sins."
The Church in all ages taught that the dead who 

are immediately admitted to the Beatific Vision need not 
the prayers of the living, that those who are eternally 
condemned cannot profit from such supplications. Inter
preting with Divine authority the words of the Old Testa
ment and the words of Christ as found in the Sermon on 
the Mount and in other portions of the New Testament, the 
Church finds incontestable proof of the doctrine. 20 * 22 The 
Books of the Machabees, which demonstrate the existence of 
Purgatory, are omitted from Protestant versions of the 
Bible as apocryphal. Therefore, this entire doctrine is 
denied in Article XXII, which condemned the practice of 
praying for the departed:

The greatest corruption of this whole matter comes in 
the last place to be considered; which is, the methods 
proposed for redeeming souls out of purgatory. . . . 
The chief of which was the saying of masses for departed souls. 21

. . . And in order to the shortening this (Purgatory), 
the prayers and superogations of men here on earth, or 
the intercession of saints in heaven, but above all 
things, the sacrifice of the mass, are of great effi
cacy.2*

Catholic belief has always proposed that Purgatory

20See Matt. 5:25-26, 12:32; Luke 12:58-59; I Cor. 
3:13-15; I Pet. 3:18-20.

^Gilbert, op. cit.. p. 296.
22Ibid.. p. 285.
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is a place where fire is the purifying agent. Theophilus 
is aware of this belief when he says,

*twere to me
An easy penance, and I should pass through 
A gentle cleansing fire.

V,ii
This constant reference to penance, so contrary to 

the Protestant abrogation of good works as a means whereby 
man might atone for sins and increase merit; this recogni
tion of the true doctrine of the Holy Eucharist; this in
dication of the celebration of Holy Mass was a discordant 
note to inject into the drama of the days of James I. As 
has been pointed out, even Massinger1s critics who are most 
reluctant to see anything Catholic in the three plays under 
analysis admit the indiscretion of the author in his use of 
these traditional Catholic adjuncts in his plays.

But they are completely at loss to explain three 
other inclusions that Massinger uses, and uses in a most 
traditionally Catholic manner; the discussion and accept
ance of lay-baptism upon the stage, the "glorifying" of a 
Jesuit, and the acceptance of the dispensing power of the 
Pope. This was indeed a trio of explosive devices to pre
sent before ardent Protestants who sought to move ever 
farther and farther from any practice or dogma that 
smacked of Rome, who considered "Jesuit" and "Jezebel" as 
synonymous, and who would for decades to come tack the
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odious label of "Whore of Babylon" upon the Catholic 
Church and its head, the Vicar of Christ.

While the Church of England admitted Baptism as 
one of the true Sacraments instituted by Christ, it ob
jected to the rites with which the Catholic Church sur
rounded that Sacrament. An exposition of Article XIX 
summarizes the Protestant stand on the manner of bap
tizing a persons

Additions to the sacraments do not annul them, 
though they corrupt them with that adulterate mixture. Therefore where the sponsions are made, 
and a washing with water is used with words of Christ, there we own that there is true baptism: 
though there may be a large addition of other rites, which we reject as superstitious, though 
we do not pretend that they null the baptism.

There had been, from early Reformation times, a 
continual debate on the question of whether or not a lay 
person could validly baptize. The right of any person 
whatsoever to baptize in case of necessity had been the 
constant tradition and practice of the Catholic Church. 
Whether or not that right should extend to women was a 
question which underwent a more searching inquiry, with 
several of the Fathers of the Church opposing the admin
istration of the Sacrament by women, although none of the 
opponents of such a practice regarded it as rendering the 
Sacrament void. The authoritative position of the Church

23Gilbert, op. cit., p. 244.
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was given by Pope Urban II who wrote, "It is true bap
tism if a woman in case of necessity baptizes a child in 
the name of the Trinity." And the Fourth Council of the 
Lateran finally unequivocally decreed: "The Sacrament of 
Baptism . . .  no matter by whom conferred is available to 
salvation."

The Thirty-Nine Articles rejected lay-baptism, by 
either men or women. The exposition of Article XIX en
larges upon the rejection:

We think none ought to baptize but men dedicated to 
the service of God, and ordained according to that 
constitution that was settled in the church by the 
apostles; and yet baptism by laics, or by women, 
such as is most commonly practiced in the Roman 
church, is not esteemed null by us, nor is it re
peated; because we make a difference between what is essential to a sacrament, and what is requisite 
in the regular way of using it. 24

A tender scar was just beginning to form over the 
great wound that had slashed the body of Protestantism in 
its duel with the Catholic Church over matters of religious 
practice. Here, in the question-answer defense of lay-bap
tism, Massinger rasped the cicatrix to new rawness. In the 
catechetical form that the device assumes, the reader finds 
the playwright's own defense of the subject. Vitelli asks 
the Jesuit,

Now, in a case
Of this necessity, I would gladly learn

24Ibid.
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Whether in me, a layman, without orders,
It may not be religious and lawful,
As we go to our deaths, to do that office?

V,i
and is assured,

A question in itself with much ease answer'd:
Midwives, upon necessity, perform it;
And knights that, in the Holy Land, fought for 
The freedom of Jerusalem, when full 
Of sweat and enemies' blood, have made their helmets 
The fount, out of which with their holy hands 
They drew that heavenly liquor: 'twas approved then By the holy church, nor must I think it now,
In you a work less pious.

V,i
This renewal of the touchy question of lay-baptism, 

after it had been declared reject by the Established Church, 
with a conclusion to the question in favor of a proscribed 
practice, was tantamount to an acceptance of the Catholic 
viewpoint on the method of administering the Sacrament.
When the catechetical discussion is coupled with a beautiful 
baptismal scene, it is not to be wondered at that critics 
have been helpless in determining Massinger's religious af
filiation.

Baptism as a complete regeneration of the individual, 
as bestowing the gift of faith, and as leaving an indelible 
mark on the soul is orthodox Catholicism; and as such the 
Sacrament is regarded in The Renegado. As Vitelli, a laic, 
baptizes Donusa on the London stage, he outlines the doc
trine and rubrics of the Church.

The clearness of this is a perfect sign 
Of innocence; and as this washes off
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Stains and pollutions from the things we wear, 
Thrown thus upon the forehead, it hath power 
To purge those spots that cleave upon the mind, 
If thankfully received. . . .

V,iii
and Donusa adds,

I am another woman! Till this minute 
I never lived, nor durst think how to die,
How long have I been blind; yet on the sudden 
By this blest means, I feel the film of error 
Ta'en from my soul's eyes.

V,iii
When Vitelli tells her,

. . . entertainThis holy motion, and wear on your forehead 
The sacred badge he arms his servants withV,iii

he is describing the doctrine that Baptism leaves an in
delible mark on the soul of the recipient. Together, they 
have run through the doctrine: it is a Sacrament of the 
dead, it uses water as the outward sign of the Sacrament 
and in its symbolic sense, it discusses the dispositions 
of the catechumen, and proclaims the immediacy of the ef
fect produced. This is not only dramatic; it is didactic.

The content of the lines shows that Massinger knew 
the doctrines and practices of the Church; the symbolic 
language of these passages indicate that he may have 
studied the beautiful rubrics of the blessing of the bap
tismal water as found in the liturgy for Holy Saturday:

Do Thou with Thy mouth bless these pure waters: that besides their natural virtue of cleansing the body, 
they may also be effectual for the purifying the soul.
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Here may the stains of all sins be washed out; 
here may human nature, created to the glory of 
its maker, be cleansed from all filth of the old 
man; that all who receive this sacrament of re
generation, may be born again new children of true innocence.

The entire presentation of the doctrine and ad
ministration of the Sacrament of Baptism is, as has been 
said, perfectly orthodox Catholicism, but very unorthodox 
Protestantism. There can scarcely be any doubt that these 
passages were intended to catechize the audience in Catho
lic practice, to question once again the stand of the Church 
of England. There is no other particular reason for the 
passage, no especial beauty in the lines, no furtherance of 
the action of the play: the baptism could have taken place 
and been just as understandable and as effective without 
any of the preliminary polemics. Unable to explain its in
clusion in a Massinger play, Coleridge waxes indignant and 
declares that he cannot bring himself to believe that "this 
can be orthodox Catholicism either at Rome or anywhere 
else," forgetting in his astonishment that the Catholic 
faith in London deviates in no way from the Catholic faith 
in Rome, or in any other part of the world. In his dilemma, 
he finally argues that the theaters must have been "chiefly 
patronized by Romanists and semi-Romanists" to permit such 
a performance, and flings a parting and meaningless gibe at 
Massinger: "The Renegado is a monkish story, dramatized with
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the faith of the imagination; whether with the faith of 
the heart I leave for the reader's decision."* 25

Not only had Massinger offered London this expo
sition and approval of Catholic practice in The Renegado, 
but he also grated the sensibilities of the zealous Prot
estant portion of the theater-going public by presenting 
a Jesuit as chief protagonist in the play. When we con
sider the role of Francisco, one of Massinger's most ad
mirable creations in the world of stage characters, we 
recognize another burst of daring that has bewildered 
critics for many generations. Literary historians have 
recognized the significance of creating Francisco, the 
Jesuit.

He had the audacity to present to a public fed on 
declamations against popery the figure of an ad
mirable Catholic priest, actually a Jesuit and yet 
endowed with all the virtues. In view of the danger 
to which he exposed his plays when he thus went coun
ter to popular prejudice, we can hardly doubt that 
in such instances he was expressing cherished per
sonal opinions.2e>

Of all the members of the Catholic clergy, the sons of the 
Spaniard Loyola had been the object of hatred, scorn, and 
ridicule in the writings and dramas of England. As has

2^Edward Hutton, Catholicism and English Literature 
(London: Frederick Muller Ltd., 194-2), p. 83.

2^Emile Legouis and Louis Cazamian, A History of 
English Literature (New York: Macmillan Company, 1927)»
I, 321.
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been shown, proclamations and statutes against Jesuits 
continued at all times, even in those brief and strained 
periods when other members of the Catholic Church were com
paratively free from physical violence. Several things 
might account for this pinpointed persecution. First, the 
Jesuits were of Spanish origin, a nationality in definite 
disrepute with the people during most of the Elizabethan- 
Jacobean period. Further, the Jesuits were singularly the 
"Pope's men." Ignatius, their founder, had offered his 
Society to the service of the Holy Father, to go and to do 
at his command. Finally, their work was particularly de
signed to reach the upper classes of society; and the con
version of the nobility was much more to be feared by the 
government than that of the uneducated and to-a-degree 
powerless masses.

The dramas of the Elizabethan and Jacobean era re
flected the hysterical hatred that had surrounded the fig
ure of the Jesuit since the days of Campion, Garnet, and 
Gerard. Not only does Massinger forbear to follow the tra
dition born of this hatred, that of presenting the Jesuit 
as the sly, lecherous, scheming, even Machiavellian figure 
of much of the Renaissance drama; he portrays his Jesuit of 
The Renegado as thoroughly admirable, endowing him with dig
nity, sagacity, humanity, and unselfishness— an altogether 
believable and human character. Francisco does not theorize
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in platitudes; he lives the Gospel. So truly is he a 
prototype of the Good Shepherd of the Scriptures that the 
Master of the ship, a stranger and a dissolute character, 
is forced to exclaim,

This stranger is a most religious man sure;
And I am doubtful, whether his charity 
In the relieving of our wants, or care 
To cure the wounded conscience of Grimaldi,
Deserves more admiration.

IV,i
This is, indeed, a new picture of a Jesuit for 

Jacobeans to feast their eyes upon. Here is a clergyman 
astonishingly unconcerned about browbeating souls to Rome, 
engrossed as truly about the material needs of the poor 
as about their spiritual wants.

Through the sincere outburst of Vitelli, the 
Jesuit is characterized in a manner flattering to his own 
Society and to monastic institutions in general.

0 best of menl he that gives up himself 
To a true religious friend, leans not upon 
A false deceiving reed, but boldly builds 
Upon a rock; which now with joy I find
In reverend Francisco, whose good vows,
Labors and watchings, in my hoped-for freedom,
Appears a pious miracle. I come,
1 come with confidence; though the descent 
Were steep as hell, I know I cannot slide,
Being call'd down by such a faithful guide.

V,i
This passage, following upon a preceding encomium,

when Vitelli first meets his confessor,
0 welcome, siri stay of my steps in this life,
And guide to all my blessed hopes hereafter

I.i
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constitute a beautiful picture of the spiritual union be
tween a religious director and his charge. Francisco*s 
own words sum up his ideal of the duties of the true 
priest:

Let this standAn example to you. I'll provide
A lodging for him, and apply such cures
To his wounded conscience, as heaven hath lent me.
He's now my second care; and my profession 
Binds me to teach the desperate to repent 
As far as to confirm the innocent.

III,ii
These excerpts serve to add a new and singularly 

different portrait to the gallery of Elizabethan and Ja
cobean stage clergymen. Francisco walks through the pages 
of the entire play with dignity, compassion, and Christ- 
likeness. Massinger's admiration of his own creation is 
as certain as is that of the reader.

Side by side with the antagonism of the "reformers" 
against the Jesuits existed another point against Catholi
cism that never diminished in intensity of feeling— the 
position of the Pope in the Catholic Church. Though Henry 
VIII could never bring himself to heresy, the basis on 
which the Reformation built its schismatic church was the 
denial of the supremacy of the Bishop of Rome. Regarded as 
a foreign power, hated as a symbol of tyranny, the Pope was 
the one target on which all English sects converged in mu
tual animadversion. As long as the power of other Catholic
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countries remained equal or superior to that of England, 
the supreme head of those Catholic realms was made the 
butt of all that was vile in English drama. When England 
experienced a feeling of security in her political posi
tion, following the Spanish Armada, less hysterical an
tipathy was rife on the London stage; but the doctrine of 
Papal Infallibility was always a galling thorn in the side 
of dissenting religious sects, and recognition of the va
lidity of the Papal claim to infallibility was proscribed 
matter to the Protestant of any denomination.

The Protestant position on the subject was promul
gated in Article XIX and explained thus:

I proceed to show you what a sandy foundation the Pope's infallibility is grounded upon. . . .  I say 
it is a most dangerous and fanatical pretension, 
which is so far from having any ground in Scripture, that it makes it a most imperfect and useless Rule 
of Faith, destroys the certainty of the Christian 
belief, which was fixed above 1600 years ago, and 
instead of being a means of ending controversies, 
as Papists pretend, it introduces everlasting 
scepticism into all the parts of Divinity. . .

In The Maid of Honour. Massinger acknowledges the 
dispensing power of the Pope, a principle that consistently 
aroused the voluble protestation of the Church's enemies. 
The characters, and seemingly the author, accept the actu
ality of that papal power as a matter of course when they 
discuss the question of Bertoldo's release from the vows

2?Gilbert, o p» cit., p. 68.
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of a Knight of Malta. Bertoldo pleads for the hand of 
Camiola in marriage. When reminded of his vow, he re
plied,

A dispensation, lady,
Will easily absolve me.

II,ii
Reference to dispensation from vows had been made 

by other Jacobean dramatists, but not with the same force. 
While the process of obtaining a dispensation was known and 
discussed by such playwrights, there is no clear indication 
of an acceptance of the doctrine. Brachiano and Francisco, 
in The White Divel by Webster, are abusing Isabella, who 
has vowed never to return to Brachiano as his wife. Fran
cisco remarks,

To see her come
To my Lord Cardinal for a dispensation
Of her rash vow will beget excellent laughter.

There is no dignity, no acceptation of truth in such lines;
and compared with the serious words of Camiola, they have no
worth as supposing belief in the Catholic dogma. Imbued with
completely Protestant flavor are the lines from The Spanish
Curate by Beaumont and Fletcher when Don Jamie says,

Suppose this done:
If undiscover'd, we may get for money 
(As that, you know, buys anything in Rome)
A dispensation.

V,i
Camiola follows the teaching of the Catholic Church 

that, while the dispensation is valid once given, the one
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who obtains such a dispensation will lose many graces 
necessary to salvation if his motive in obtaining a re
lease is an unacceptable one. She warns Bertoldo,

0 take heed, Sir!
When what is vow’d to heaven is dispensed with 
To serve our ends on earth, a curse must follow 
And not a blessing.

I,ii
The open discussion of vows on the stage recalled 

an institution peculiarly Catholic and, in England, long 
expatriate: the religious and monastic life. A long his
tory of despoliation of the monasteries of England lay 
back of the opposition of the government toward monastic 
life. At the time of James I, it was impossible for a 
young woman to seek the religious life in England, for no 
convents had existed there since the days of Henry VIII, 
save for Queen Mary's short-lived attempt to restore con
ventual life. Any young woman who wished to dedicate her
self in the religious state found it necessary to quit, al
beit illegally, English shores for the continent. As such 
a procedure meant that the young woman took a considerable 
sum of English money with her as a dowry, the religious 
life was looked upon with double disfavor: as smacking of 
ancient Roman Catholicism, and as dispersing good English 
pounds elsewhere than in England.

The Church of England had confirmed its denial of 
the excellence of the religious life by various commentaries
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of its divines on the subject. Discussion of Article
XXXII summarized the Anglican position by stating,

It seems very unreasonable and tyrannical to put 
vows on any, in matters in which it may not be in 
their power to keep them without sin. No vows 
ought to be made, but in things that are abso
lutely in our power, or in things in which we may 
procure to ourselves those assistances that may 
enable us to perform those conditions that he has 
laid on us.2ü

Massinger ignored this injunction, and far from 
portraying the profession of vows as “unreasonable and 
tyrannical“ presented it as excellent and admirable.
While he was not the only playwright to use religious 
women upon the stage, he was the only one to send the 
star of his play to end her days behind the “prison 
walls" of the convent. And while others had created re
ligious women of admirable quality, none had given to that 
state of life the encomium which Massinger gives it in 
The Maid of Honour; none had given such a true insight 
into the religious life itself. Father Paulo receives the 
vows of Camiola in these words;

Look on this MAID OF HONOUR, now
Truly honour'd in her vow
She pays to heaven: vain delight
By day, or pleasure of the night
She no more thinks of. This fair hair
(Favours for great kings to wear)
Must now be shorn; her rich array 
Changed into a homely gray:
The dainties with which she was fed,

28Gilbert, o p. cit.. p. 467
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And her proud flesh pampered,
Must not be tasted; from the spring,
For wine, cold water we will bring;
And with fasting mortify 
The feasts of sensuality.
Her jewels, beads; and she must look 
Not in a glass, but holy book,
To teach her the ne'er erring-way 
To immortality. 0 may 
She, as she purposes to be 
A child new-born to piety,
Persever in it, and good men,
With saints and angels, say, AmenI

V,ii
No critic could see in such lines other than sin

cere admiration and deep understanding of the religious 
life. This same beauty and sincerity when speaking of vir
ginity, the condicio sine qua non of the religious state, 
characterizes other Massinger passages. In The Virgin- 
Martyr , Dorothea says just before her martyrdom,

Hereafter when my story shall be read,
As they were present now, the hearers shall 
Say this of Dorothea, with wet eyes,
She lived a virgin, and a virgin dies.

IV,iii
In an earlier scene, when Antoninus offers worldly 

riches and honors to the virgin, she answers him in a way 
reminiscent of the martyr, St. Agnes, whose words have be
come a part of the incomparably beautiful profession cere
mony. Dorothea refuses Antoninus, saying,

Sir, for your fortunes, were they mines of gold,
He that I love is richer; and for worth,
You are to him lower than any slave 
Is to a monarch.

II, ii
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The newly professed virgin, after receiving the ring of 
her espousals, chants: "I am espoused to him whom the 
angels serve, and at whose beauty the sun and moon stand 
in wonder."

The respect which Massinger had for the vows of 
religion is articulated in the horror that Gonzaga of 
The Maid of Honour exhibits when learning of the default 
of Bertoldo:

The brave Bertoldo!
A brother of our order! By Saint John 
Our holy patron, I am more amazed,
Nay, thunderstruck with thy apostacy,
And precipice from the most solemn vows 
Made unto heaven, when this, the glorious badge 
Of our Redeemer, was conferred upon thee 
By the great master, than if I had seen 
A reprobate Jew, an atheist, Turk, or Tartar, 
Baptized in our religion!

II,v
Camiola summarizes the true meaning of the re

ligious profession as a mystical marriage and a mystical 
death when Paulo receives her vows:

This is the marriage! this the port to which 
My vows must steer me! Fill my spreading sails 
With pure wind of your devotions for me,
That I may touch the secure haven, where 
Eternal happiness keeps her residence 
Temptations to frailty never entering!
I am dead to the world, and thus dispose 
Of what I leave behind me; and, dividing 
My state into three parts, I thus bequeath it:
The first to the fair nunnery to which 
I dedicate the last and better part 
Of my frail life; a second portion 
To pious uses; and the third to thee,
Adorni, for thy true and faithful services.

V,ii
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Only a person in sympathy with the institutions
of the Catholic Church could appreciate the value of a
life vowed to the observance of the evangelical counsels
and spent in cloistral seclusion. Beaumont and Fletcher
and Shirley had shown admiration for the religious life,2^
but none to the extent to which Massinger devotes his pen.
He had first eulogized it in The Emperour of the East.
when speaking of the intellectual and moral excellence of
Pulcheria, he had written:

Her lodgings a chaste nunnery,
In which her sisters, as probationers, hear 
From her, their sovereign abbess, all the precepts 
Read in the school of virtue.

I.i
This is beautiful and Catholic, but it is only a compari
son. Massinger actualizes the idea in The Maid of Honour 
with the reception of Camiola as a religious. Through 
Father Paulo's minute description of conventual life, 
Massinger seems intent on dispelling the current, ugly, 
and false notions that were generally held concerning re
ligious houses.

Along with the presentation of these Catholic ele
ments on the London stage, Massinger insinuates several 
matters that are directly critical of Protestantism. In 
The Renegado, when Donusa attempts to obtain reprieve from

2^see Beaumont and Fletcher, Knight of Malta; and 
Shirley, The Grateful Servant.
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the death penalty against herself and her lover by winning 
him to Islamism, she uses an argument that can be construed 
only as a tract against Protestantism, when she says to 
Vitelli,

Be wise and weigh
The prosperous success of Things; if blessings 
Are donatives of Heaven (which you must grant 
Were blasphemy to question) and that 
They are called down and poured on such as be 
Most gracious with the great disposer of them,
Look on our flourishing empire, if the splendour 
The majesty and glory of it dim not 
Your feeble sight, and then turn back and see 
The narrow bounds of yours, yet that poor remnant 
Rent in as many factions and opinions 
As you have petty kingdoms. . . .

IV,iii
For already, with less than a hundred years marking its 
birth, the body of Protestantism had indeed been torn, 
ligament from ligament, into a dozen different sects.

Furthermore, to antagonize adherents of the Estab
lished Church, Massinger throngs the pages of his three 
plays with sudden conversions. In The Virgin-Martyr four 
striking conversions are witnessed, all undoubtedly to 
the ancient Faith; The Renegado records one great conver
sion and the reclamation of an apostate; while The Maid 
of Honour caps the return of one untrue to religious vows 
with another's complete renunciation of the world, a world 
materially greatly to be desired. These conversions paral
lel the court conversions of the reign of Charles I. The 
frequency of such conversions frightened Protestant England
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into a rage and "had as much to do as shipmoney with the 
final uprising against Charles," whose court had sent nu
merous gentlemen of high estate fleeing from its internal 
rot to the haven of the only religion that could save them 
from living death.3° What daring, then, for a playwright 
to put into the words of Roberto's commendation of the 
Maid of Honour, a condemnation of the royal court.

She well deserves
Her name THE MAID OF HONOUR! May she stand
To all posterity a fair example
For noble minds to imitate! Since to live
In wealth and pleasure's common, but to part with
Such poisoned baits is rare; there being nothing
Upon this stage of life to be commended
Though well begun, till it be fully ended.

V,ii
The year before The Maid of Honour had been li

censed, Massinger had scored court life in a passage from 
The Great Duke of Florence. Calandrino, the merry servant 
of the Duke's nephew, prattles:

Why, how to behave myself in court, and tightly.
I have been told the very place transforms men,
And that not one of a thousand, that before 
Lived honestly in the country on plain salads,
But bring him thither, mark me that, and feed him 
But a month or two with custards and court cake-bread 
And he turns knave immediately.

But these are the words of a jester and need not 
be taken for the sentiments of the one who penned them.

30samuel R. Gardiner, "The Political Element in 
Massinger," Contemporary Review. XXVIII (I876), 506.
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The words of Roberto are spoken in a serious hour by a 
serious character and carry the weight of conviction.

The final outward display of tangibles that are 
Catholic, and as such were abominated in Massinger’s time 
by Protestants, are several small but significant inclu
sions o The use of symbols that had become associated 
with Catholicism was decried by those among the "reform
ing" group most anxious to do away with all symbolic 
liturgy. Among the Acts which had been enacted for the 
Church of England was a clause which stated that if, "in 
the searches of Catholic houses, any crucifix should be 
found, it was to be publicly defaced at the Quarter Ses
sions and, with the Figure thus mutilated, to be restored 
to its owner."31 The cross did not come under the same 
legal condemnation as the crucifix, but, being closely 
allied to the latter, it remained suspect. Especially 
was this true when it was considered as possessed of cer
tain supernatural powers. As such does Massinger employ 
it in The Virgin-Martyr when Theophilus holds up a cross 
of flowers as a protection against his adversary, Harpax, 
the devil. Its effect in routing evil spirits is por
trayed in the passages that follow when Harpax cries out 
on seeing the sacred symbol,

^Hugh Ross Williamson, The Gunpowder Plot (Lon
don: Faber & Faber Limited, n.d.), p. 24-6.
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I am tortured!
V,i

Theophilus continues holding aloft the cross as he de
clares ,

I serve a strength above thine; this small weapon,
Methinks, is armour hard enough.

V,i
And Harpax reveals his eternal fear as he cries,

Keep from me!
V,i

Along with their crusade of outlawing the cruci
fix, the ’’reformers" had been more and more successful 
in banning the wearing of vestments, so typically Roman 
Catholic, in the services of the Church of England. How
ever, it was not unusual for many playwrights of the time 
to make use of this tradition as it added color and dig
nity to religious scenes. Francisco of The Renegado 
wears a cope in a scene meant to be extremely serious.
No matter how often, however, theater-goers saw the vested 
clergyman upon the stage, they still recognized in this 
presentation a defiance of Church of England practices; 
for, as early as 1 5 6 1, the use of "popish garments" was 
considered intolerable; and by 1566, vestments and copes 
along with other "monuments of superstition" met the same 
fate as had images and altars. Copes were often converted 
into coverings for the communion-table.32

32prere, op, cit.. pp. 137-68.
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The act of kneeling in worship had also undergone 
a long period of controversy and had come to be synonymous 
with Catholicism. The Protestant believed that an upright 
posture was more befitting the act of worship; the Catho
lic continued in his belief that formal prayer should be 
made in the humble attitude of kneeling. Angelo of The 
Virgin-Martyr speaks of Dorothea as assuming that position,

When at your prayers, you kneel before the altar, 
Methinks I*m singing with some quire in heaven.

11.1
and soon afterwards speaks of the priest,

When the religious man was on his knees,
Speaking the heavenly language. 11.1

Later, Dorothea speaks of praying upon one’s knees in the
ancient Catholic manner of '‘wearing out my knees." She
says when seeking Antoninus* conversion,

Can I, with wearing out my knees before him,
Get you but be his servant, you shall boast 
You’re equal to a king.

II,ii
Further material, definitely in accord with the 

terminology and the mind of Catholicism is included in the 
three dramas; but, unless one were completely familiar— a 
familiarity almost necessarily born of practice— with the 
entire body of Protestant thought, it would seem invalid 
to assume such material as foreign to Protestant belief. 
However, it might prove profitable to outline briefly
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are at least Catholic.

Scattered throughout The Renegado are passages 
that, when assembled, represent the progress of the soul 
through temptation and the fall into sin. Vitelli know
ingly puts himself in the way of temptation by his con
trived visit to Donusa. The reality of temptation as a 
result of original sin is understood by Vitellis

That human frailty I took from my mother,
That, as my youth increased, grew stronger on me,
That still pursues me, and, though once recover'd 
In scorn of reason, and, what's more, religion,
Again seeks to betray me.

III,v
Here is seen, too, the greater violence of a 

temptation that has not been resisted, a delineation 
of Christ's warning that the devil returns and brings 
seven more devils to the assault. Theologians are 
unanimous in insisting that temptations against purity 
are the only temptations where victory must be won by 
flight, and so Francisco conjures Vitelli, who is on 
the point of placing himself in the direct occasion 
of sin,

I enjoin you not 
To go, but send.

III,ii
Vitelli finally overcomes temptation through recourse to 
prayer and by displacing impure imaginings with holy
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thoughts:
Up, my virtue 1And holy thoughts and resolutions arm me 

Against this fierce temptation.
111.11

While belief in the role of conscience in the moral
life of each person is accepted by all Christians, it has
become, through the medium of the Sacrament of Penance, a
faculty of rare importance. Its inviolability is recognized
in The Virgin-Martyr when Antoninus owns his knowledge of
its supreme importance to the Christian:

I ne'er will screw your conscience from that Power,
On which you Christians lean. 11.11

And the knowledge that a person's conscience becomes hard
ened through repeated violations is evinced by Theo.pb.ilus 
when he speaks to his evil angel,

Thou engine of my wishes, thou that steel‘st
My bloody resolutions; thou that arm'st
My eyes 'gainst womanish tears and soft compassion;
Instructing me, without a sigh, to look on
Babes torn by violence from their mothers* breasts
To feed the fire, and with them make one flame;
Old men, as beasts, in beasts' skins torn by dogs; 
Virgins and matrons tire the executioners;
Yet I, unsatisfied, think their torment easy.

I.i
The Catholic Church has always regarded Satan as 

a power to be feared, as still endowed with angelic facul
ties, though fallen. Her concept of the devil is such that 
she bids her tempted children pray after every low Mass to 
be defended against the "malice and snares of the devil."
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Harpax of The Virgin-Martyr is a true prototype of Luci
fer, and is revealed as the diabolical intriguer whose 
only concern is to destroy souls„ He expresses Satan’s 
unrelenting pursuit of souls when, to the question,
"What are thou?" he replies, "A fisherman." And when 
further interrogated, "What doest thou catch?" he shrieks, 
"Souls, souls; a fish called souls." Harpax acknowledges, 
too, along with Catholic theologians, that the only unfor
givable sin is final despair, when he speaks of the con
verted, dying Theophilus,

Unless that he blaspheme, he’s lost for ever.
If torments ever could bring forth despair,Let these compel him to it.

V,i
Indirectly, the doctrine of actual grace is in part 

demonstrated. Grace is represented as a free gift of God, 
which the human being cannot, of himself, merit. In The 
Virgin-Martyr, Theophilus, one of the most cruel, most sin
ful characters, receives the double grace of conversion and 
of martyrdom; while Sapritius and other pagan characters, 
less vile, continue in their errors. There is no attempted 
explanation of why the grace is bestowed on some, withheld 
from others. Massinger does not attempt to explain; the 
theologians do not attempt to explain.

Today's encyclicals on social justice are but a re
iteration of the preaching of the Church from the day when
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Christ revealed the sins that cry to Heaven for justice.
Dorothea of The Virgin-Martyr is following the teaching
of the Church when she paraphrases the words of Christ:

Who cheat the poor, and from them pluck their alms, 
Pilfer from heaven; and there are thunderbolts 
From thence to beat them ever.

11.1
She recognizes, too, the Divine attribute that Christ ex
emplified most often in His earthly career. This attri
bute the Church has upheld against all heretical teach
ings that would make of God a God of vengeance, and of 
man a helpless victim of His unrelenting justice:

-- the attribute
That speaks his Godhead most, is merciful.111.1

The view of death that is found in both The Rene
gado and The Virgin-Martyr is divested of that gloom which 
certain religions have attached to it. The Catholic Church 
outlines the true concept of death which she wishes her 
children to entertain as she sings in the Preface of the 
Requiem Mass:

In whom the hope of a blessed resurrection hath shone 
upon us, that those whom the certainty of dying af- 
flicteth, may be consoled by the promise of future 
immortality. For unto Thy faithful, 0 Lord, life is 
changed, but not taken away: and the abode of this 
earthly sojourn being dissolved, an eternal dwelling 
is prepared in heaven.

Knowing then, that death is but the beginning of true life, 
Vitelli apparels himself in his most splendid garment as he
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goes to face it, and tells Francisco,
Should I spare cost, or not wear cheerful looks 
Upon my wedding day, it were ominous,
And shew’d I did repent it5 which I dare not,
It being a marriage, howsoever sad 
In the first ceremonies that confirm it,
That will for ever arm me against fear,
Repentance, doubts, or jealousies, and bring 
Perpetual comforts, peace of mind, and quiet To the glad couple.

V,i
Perhaps the audience at Blackfriars heard the echo of 
Thomas More's voice in gay repartee before his head fell 
upon the block, and visioned the countless martyrs that 
had arrayed themselves for martyrdom as for a wedding 
feast* Dorothea in The Virgin-Martyr concurs in Vitelli's 
viewpoint and with that of her Faith when she says,

That fear is base,
Of death, when that death doth but life displace
Out of her home of earth; you only dread
The stroke, and not what follows when you’re dead;

II,ii
This is utterly Catholic: it recognizes the natural fear 
of the act of dying, it sees death as a punishment for sin, 
but it is clearly aware of the real joys of death.

A final concept that Massinger treats as a Catho
lic would treat it, more especially in the days of James I, 
is the touchy subject of the rights of kings. Catholics 
had always known that no human authority could invade the 
realm of the spiritual and divine. Protestants under 
James I had seen divine authority usurped by a creature.
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This subject had been manipulated by the playwright in 
enough plays that it could be understood as one on which 
he held strong convictions. Nor does the author fail to 
outline what a king should be; just as the Catholic Church 
has always outlined the duties of those in authority.

The attitude that The Maid of Honour takes is that 
civil authority rests in the people— a tenet preached by 
the Church from early centuries— and that religious author
ity rests in the Pope. Camiola utters the most famous 
passage in Massinger, her fearless indictment of the court 
doctrine of the divinity of kings. She says to the King 
of Sicily,

With your leave, I must not kneel, sir,
While I reply to this: but thus rise up 
In my defence, and tell you, as a man,
(Since, when you are unjust, the Deity,
Which you may challenge as a King, parts from you)
1 Twas never read in holy writ, or moral,
That subjects on their loyalty were obliged 
To love their sovereign's vices.

IV,v
One cannot capture in line-by-line recording, the 

underlying atmosphere, the nuances, the tonal quality of 
a whole play. One can report only the tangibles. But 
even in such a culling, one must admit that in these three 
plays— The Virgin-Martyr. The Renegado, and The Maid of 
Honour— abound ideals that for over nine centuries have 
richly fed the meditations of Catholic souls. Without 
doubt, many Protestant minds share some of these same
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ideals; therefore, the reader will not readily assume that 
Massinger recognized each of them solely in the light of 
Catholicism. The reader must conclude, however, that in 
no speech of a noble character in any of the three plays 
can be found instances which violate traditional Catholic 
belief, language, or ritual.

If scholars agree upon the validity of using in
ternal evidence for much of their criticism of the drama, 
they must concede that the internal evidence of these 
three Massinger plays proves at least strong admiration 
and sympathy for the ancient Faith. Catholic scholars 
realize, however, that they cannot blatantly proclaim 
Massinger a member of the fold; they know too well the 
teaching of their faith: a man may be intellectually con
vinced of the truth of religion and yet not be a recipient 
of the "one thing necessary" for conversion— the grace, 
the gift.

Some Catholic critics may advance an argument 
against the theory that Massinger became a Catholic in 
that he foregoes any mention of the Mother of God in his 
plays. So much a part of today1s Catholicism is Marian 
devotion that one cannot conceive of the Faith without 
it. Again, the critic must project himself into Jacobean 
England for the answer to such a seemingly grave omission, 
if Massinger was a Catholic.
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Devotion to the Blessed Virgin had, from the dawn 
of Christianity on the island, been a lovely part of the 
life of the realm. In the birds and the flowers, nomen
clature lent an outlet for that devotion. Wayside shrines 
and turreted Cathedrals in Mary’s honor dotted the country
side from shore to mountain-top. Well did the Englishman 
know the power of the Mother of God with her Son, and well 
did he make his orisons to her. Well, likewise, did dis
senting zealot know her power over the hearts of her chil
dren, and well did he lay his plot to destroy the ’’woman 
above all women blest.” The Church of England divines saw 
in devotion to the Mother of God, thievery from the glory 
of the Son of God. Prayer to Mary was robbing Christ of 
His title as sole mediator between God and man. So Mary 
had to go, along with the Mass and the Sacraments; and the 
Aves of the rosary no longer rose in swelling tides from 
hill and hamlet. The "reformers” did a more complete piece 
of work in this area than they effected in any other; for, 
to this day, many a converted Protestant finds the Marian 
dogmas difficult to accept. Even in Jacobean days, the 
ashes of mariology had grown so cold that one found it dif
ficult to discover a spark to blow to flames.

The dramatists of this era, it is true, failed to 
eulogize the holy Mother of God in their dramas; but they 
also omitted to ridicule her. Every other dogma and
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practice of the Catholic Church had fallen under scorn 
and ribaldry on the stage. But Mary was exempt from the 
poison of their pens.

If Massinger had embraced Catholicism and failed 
to make use of some of those most beautiful tenets of 
the Catholic Church that center around the Virgin Mary, 
a number of reasons could be assigned. Perhaps, he had 
not yet broken down that long-cherished Protestant preju
dice against assigning a mere creature to the exalted po
sition of the Mother of God. Perhaps, he feared to bring 
mention of her under the censoring pen of the Master of 
Revels. Perhaps, he found the relationship between Mary 
and her children so sacred that he could not expose it to 
the possible slurs from an unappreciative audience.

Certainly, it is much easier to find a reason for 
omitting mariology from the religious plays of the Jaco
bean era, considering the atmosphere of the times, than 
it would be today when Marian devotion has revived to its 
happiest peaks.

The question remains: Was Philip Massinger ever a 
baptized Catholic? Did he at any time practice that reli
gion? V/ithout concrete evidence— such as baptismal records 
or personal writings— the question will probably remain 
among the thousands of unanswered problems that mystify 
scholars of the great literary men of the Elizabethan age.
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The unprejudiced critic will note the evidence of Catho
lic elements abounding in The Virgin-Martyr, The Renegado. 
and The Maid of Honour. Scholars may question, further, 
why such evidences are profuse in these particular plays 
and not in the later, greater ones. The only answer is 
that if, as has been assumed by William Gifford, Massinger 
became a Catholic, it is not too far-fetched to assume 
further that his first offering to the public and his 
first individual dramas should perform the role of an 
apologia, a salute to the greatest event of his life, his 
conversion.

If he did not become a Catholic, then— consider
ing the courage and the faith necessary at that particu
larly inauspicious time to undertake such a dangerous, in 
the light of his career, task— the only answer seems to be 
that during those years, for some reason unknown to any 
save himself, Massinger was intensely avyare of the Catholic 
Church and deeply, sincerely, reverently interested in her 
history and doctrine.
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The 016 L a w ..........................1618
The Fatal Dowry......................1619
The Maid of H o n o u r ................. 1621
The Virgin-Martyr....................1620
The Duke of Milan............  1620-1622
The Bondman..........................1623
The Renegado ........................ 1624
The Parliament of L o v e ............. 1624
A New Way to Pay Old D e b t s ........ 1625
The Roman Actor......................1626
The Unnatural Combat ..............  1626

The Great Duke of F l o r e n c e......... 1627
The Picture..........................1629
The Emperour of the E a s t ........... 1631

Believe As You List . .............. I63I
The City M a d a m ......................1632
The Guardian........................1633
A Very Y/oman........................1634
The Bashful Lover .................... 1636
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Philip Massinger (1583-1640) was the son of Arthur 
Massinger, descendant of an ancient Salisbury family and 
honorable in his own right by reason of his position as 
steward in the household of Henry Herbert, second earl of 
Pembroke. His post of confidential servant the elder Mas
singer retained also under his first master's son, William, 
the third earl, whose greatest claim to immortality would 
lie in his patronage of William Shakespeare. That Arthur 
Massinger was held in honor by the Pembrokes is attested 
to by his being recommended by them for the office of ex
aminer in the court of the marches toward South Wales. A 
few years later he was further honored by being entrusted 
with marriage negotiations between Lord Pembroke's son and 
a daughter of Lord Burghley.

The facts about the life of the dramatist are meager. 
He was baptized at St. Thomas's, Salisbury, on November 23, 
1583, receiving the name of Philip, perhaps in deference to 
Sir Philip Sidney, brother of Mary Herbert, wife of the 
second earl of Pembroke. Massinger's biographers assume 
that he was a page at Wilton in his youth. Wood conjec
tures that he was supported at the university by Henry 
Herbert, second earl of Pembroke, until he offended his 
patron by his conversion to the Roman Catholic religion.
This conjecture is supported by some later scholars, but 
if the conversion took place nothing is known of the
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details, and the event remains in the realm of supposi
tion.

Following in the footsteps of his father and an 
uncle, Philip Massinger was entered at Alban Hall, Oxford, 
on May 14, 1602. The entry identifies the future play
wright as "a Salisbury man and the son of a gentleman.0 
During the four years spent at the university, Massinger, 
according to Wood, ’'applied his mind more to poetry and 
romance . . . than to logic and philosophy." Because he 
left Oxford in 1606 without taking a degree, various sur
mises have arisen as to the reason for this action. Some 
scholars merely take for granted that the death of the 
elder Massinger made it financially impossible for the 
dramatist to continue his studies; others link the sudden 
departure to a break between the Pembrokes and young 
Massinger.

Whatever the cause for the cessation of formal 
studies, Massinger came to London where he seems to have 
joined a circle of writers for the stage and quickly es
tablished something of a reputation as a playwright. The 
extent and worth of his early work is difficult to define 
as many of the Massinger dramas are no longer extant. In 
addition, collaboration was the custom of the time and 
little claim was made to individual contribution. It has 
been fairly well established by external evidence that
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Nathaniel Field and Robert Daborne were among the play
wright's early collaborators; and among others who occa
sionally joined pens with him were Beaumont, Tourneur, 
and Dekker. It is certain, too, that he formed an early 
and close literary partnership with Fletcher. This col
laboration, which began in 1613, lasted until Fletcher's 
death in 1625.

Besides their association in the writing of plays, 
Massinger and Fletcher were connected for some years with 
the same company of actors, joining the King's Men in 
1616. Shortly before the death of Fletcher, Massinger 
transferred to the Queen's Men (Lady Elizabeth's), and 
for this company he wrote presumably for the first time 
unaided, producing three plays: The Parliament of Love,
The Bondman, and The Renegado. He returned to the King's 
Men in 1625 after the death of Fletcher, and it is com
monly agreed that he gave his pen to the service of this 
company until his own death.

Massinger died suddenly in his house on the Bank- 
side, Southwark, near the Globe Theatre in March, 1639- 
1640. Wood reports that "he went to bed well, and was 
dead before morning: whereupon his body, being accompanied 
by comedians, was buried about the middle of that ch. yard 
belonging to St. Saviour's Church there, commonly called 
the Bullhead ch. yard." The parish registry has the entry



of burial which describes him as a "stranger,11 that is a 
non-parishioner. Tradition holds that he is buried in the 
same grave as Fletcher.

About Massinger’s private life little is known be
yond the fact that he was married and left a widow who re
ceived the pension bestowed on her husband. There seem 
to have been children. A Miss Henrietta Massinger, claim
ing to be a direct descendant, died on August 4, 1762.
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