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INTRGDUCTICN

«Cne cannot understand Elizabethan drama without 

grasping the sp irit  of the Renaissance.»1 such a state

ment gives at least some authority to the manner of' pre

sentation that has been adopted with this study of' the 

f i r s t  Elizabethan tragedy, Gorboduc♦ I t  is always with 

hesitation, apology, and strained explanation that one 

proceeds on a work of social and biographical criticism. 

«For what matters,« a a?tudent of objective criticism  

would say, «is what the poet says." But with drama this 

is a l l  too naive. The dramatist must do more than sat

isfy his poetic personality. To be heard he must please 

an audience of living people, submit the medium of his 

work to human actors and the conventions and tastes 01 
the stage of his day.

11 is then the present proposal to examine 

G or boduc with a view to tne tastes of its  times, pro

duced at the inner Temple law school in 1561-62, Gor.boduc 

stands as the f i r s t  regular tragedy in the English tongue. 

For this reason the tastes that influenced its  technique 

are of momentous importance in explaining the origins, 

the tap roots and soils, from which English tragedy was

1F. L. Lucas, Seneca and Elizabethan Tragedy 
(London: Cambridge University press," 1922) , ' p . 104
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to take its  growth. The inner Temple play itse lf  chal

lenges a complex study, i t  appeared at trie tumultuous 

peak of the Elizabethan age of England, turbulent and 

proud, receiving the impetus of the accelerated f i le  and 

learned splendor of Renaissance Europe, an age in which 

the Q,ueen herself was f l i r t in g  with international in

trigue. i t  appeared at a time when the native-grown me

dieval miracle and morality plays were s t i l l  lingering 

and the study of such a bombastic classic tragedian as 

Seneca was rapidly being increased, i t  was produced in 

an inner Temple environment of Christmas celebration, a 

traditional spectacle of medieval folk revelry, and be

fore a polished audience of courtiers, diplomats, and 

law students.

A complete study of the tragedy promising in its 

revelation of the elements that shaped English tragedy 

embodies a review of the sp irit  of the Renaissance with 

its  effects on the English life  of the authors of G_orto- 

du£, Thomas Norton and Thomas sackvilie; an understanding 

of the politica l message that the authors made ever domi

nant in their play; a survey of the medieval stage with 

it s  folk festivals and religious drama to reveal English 

tragic developments at the time of Qorboduc; and a pene

tration of the senecan characteristics in the tragedy to 

show the attraction that the Roman had for Elizabethan 

England and the basic tragic principles that he gave to 

the f i r s t  English tragedy to f i l l  the incapacities of



medieval drama for that art.

To find the total meaning of the fusion of these 

ingredients, Gorboduc w il l  be analysed in the tragic the

ories of A ristotle ’ s poetics, an original observation of 

the tragedy so perfectly developed in the antique age, 

whose accomplishment Renaissance man held as the stand

ard of l i fe  to be matched. The classic ideals of g orbo- 

due that w i l l  be found in the poetics, even i f  uncon

sciously and imperfectly achieved, w i l l  be sentinels of 

the embryonic foundations that were grafted onto the dra

matic traditions of medieval England and turned into the 

tragedy of Elizabethan England, whose greatest fru it  was 

the living genius of Shakespeare.



CHAPTER I

THE WORLD THEATER OF RENAISSANCE LIFE

THe zeal with which Renaissance man played his 

part in l i f e  marks the Renaissance period as one of the 

most dramatic stages of history, it  suggests, in the 

intense shifting of human lives and thoughts, that the 

people of the period managed somehow to secure a divorce 

from the preceding so-called lark Ages and a wedding with 

classic light, prom such a wedding came the rebirth,^- a 

rebirth so profusely manifested in economic, polit ica l,  

social, literary, and educational changes that it  becomes 

d iff icu lt  to identify the babe.

The Renaissance in general, and then in England, 

viill be traced to give a realization that the period*^ and 

i t s  foundations are too complex to define simply, yet the 

review cannot help but illuminate the Renaissance as an 

age of sufficient distinction to make its most magnificent

■̂ Much of the controversy over this period of his
tory is due to the ambition of the word which has ceen 
chosen to characterize i t .  The term itse lf  is a Renais
sance invention, reflecting the contempt of the Renais
sance humanists for the learning and art of the so-called 
Lark Ages that preceded them. Herbert weisinger, »Renais
sance Accounts of the Revival of Learning,» studies in 
Philology, XLY (April, 1948), 105 f .  .

^Reference to the Renaissance in this work w ill  
understand the general dates of 1500-1600.
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accomplishment in England, its  drama, a most noteworthy 

g i f t ,  and the beginning of its  tragedy in England,

Gorboduc, an embodiment of changing ideals in tragic 

technique.

The f i r s t  scene of the Renaissance stage may well 

be set with the economic changes and their accompanying 

social effects, always the most concrete and easiest to 

visualise. Trade had never been wholly extinct since the 

Christian longing for the Holy Lands h&d opened the East 

and made the Mediterranean a miniature panorama of busy 

sa ils .  Eor centuries the attractions of the Eastern

goods— spices, drugs, s ilk , precious stones, and metals--\
were fe l t  throughout Europe; but European local trade was 

never firmly established until greater public security 

was attained with the lessening of feudal wars.^ An in

creased throbbing of trade, fe lt  in the thirteenth cen

tury along the river arteries of commerce — the Rhine, 

the Rhone, the Meuse, the Schelde—was a sure sign of a 

coming boom. By the early i ourteenth century Venetian 

galleys were sailing regularly to the commercial capitals 

of northern Europe, Bruges and Antwerp. mter-European 

trade was a bustling rea lity .4

With the increase of trade, the growth of cities S

SJ . O’ Sullivan ana J. F. Burns, Medieval Europe 
(Hew York; F. S. Crofts and Co., 1946 ) ,  pY  '6‘09 .

4J. W. Thompson, Economic and so c ia l H istory of
Europe in the Later Middle Ages. "["loob-lb'30')" (new York
and London; The Century c o .7 i9 3 1 ) ,  pp. 195 f  f .
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naturally flourished. Expanding routes of travel and a 

broader distribution of trade that resulted m the fathom

ing of the mystery of the oceans by such men as Diaz, 

Columbus, and Magellan in the fifteenth and sixteenth cen

turies^ moved Renaissance man from the manors to the pros

perous towns. colonization brought gold and capitalism 

broke down feudal l i fe .  By the fifteenth century the 

guilds had cracked under the pressure of enterprising 

monopolists from their own ranks, a new class of bour

geoisie was changing the social order, concentrating 

wealth, strengthening industry, and increasing the in

evitable social malaise that cried for poor laws, as the 

guild corporations dominated the Middle Ages, capitalism 

became a distinct feature of the Renaissance.5 6 *

These changing economic and social conditions 

shifted the base of po lit ica l conceptions. Merchants 

growing fat with new-found gold hawked the creed of mer

cantilism.*^ i t  was the cry of a class, the bourgeois ie , 

and the princes eagerly listened to the call for cen

tralization of power and adopted the merchant policy as

5Henry s. Lucas, The Renaissance and the Reforma
tion (New York: Harper anT'Brothers, 195477"ppT"545'-T6"."" 
See also James Johnstone, a Study of the Oceans (London: 
Edward Arnold and Go., 19¿5).

%oiman Nelson, «Individualism as a criterion of 
the Renaissance, « journal of English ana Germanic ph ilo l
ogy, XXXII (1933), 330. ------------------

^Mercantilism is  a theory that is  based on the
b e lie f  that the wealth of a country consists in the quan
t ity  of go ld  and s i lv e r  w ith in  i t s  borders.
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a manual of war, statecraft, and colonization for the 

next few centuries.® The echo of mercantilism was ab

solutism; Machiavelli»s marching creed sharpened its  

hobs on the new capitalism.

. . . .  therefore a wise and prudente prince 
ought soe to provide, that his Citizens be 
alwaies vnder the cheeke of his owne govern
ment, and haue neede of his helpe, soe shall 
he keape them in subiection and himself in 
safety.* 9 10 *

Renaissance man refused to subject himself in 

other fie lds of endeavor, i t  was a great age of scien

t i f ic  developments,^ and none was so epoch-making as 

the appearance of the printing press in the early f i f 

teenth century when the so-called revival of learning 

was well in its meridian.^-1 The Renaissance scene of 

learning was the height and climax of living, i t  was 

the exit from medieval formalism, tradition, and pedan

try and the entrance to what was believed a rediscovery 

of free human thought and expression, j .  A. Symonds de

fines the new humanism as follows;

The essence of humanism consisted in a new 
and vital perception of the dignity of man

®R. H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of capitalism 
(New York; Harcourt, Brace and Co., T§267TTp. 29,69,86, 
262.

9The prince; an Elizabethan Translation, ed. Har
din craig ( ChapeT HilTf The university of NorîK Carolina 
press, 1944), p. 44.

10Eor an impressive l i s t  of such developments see 
Henry Lucas, op. c i t . , pp. 357-66.

l l l b i d . , pp. 365 f .
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as a rational being apart from theological 
determinations, and in the further percep
tion that classic literature alone displayed 
human nature in the plenitude of intellectual 
and moral freedom. 12

The discovery of human nature in the pages of 

antiquity can be greatly attributed to the new vistas m  

travel. The route to Greek and Roman lands became well 

trodden by such classic students and library collectors 

as Guarino da Verona, poggio Bracciolini, and Giovanni 

Auriepa. 13 petrarch, who f i r s t  accumulated coins and 

inscriptions, preached the duty of preserving ancient 

monuments, and understood the value of public libraries,

became the center and spirit of the Renaissance. Bath-
\

ing himself in Homer, Plato, and Cicero, cleansing him

self of the stagnation of the Middle Ages, he founded a 

new cult and adherents flocked to his services. 14 in 

the fifteenth century his shadow spread from Ita ly  to 

the North where Rudolf Agricola, famed rhetorician and 

Greek scholar, was teaching at the university of Heidel

berg. The greatest profusion of classic learning that 

the age of petrarch foreshadowed came in the sixteenth

century when Rabelais and Montaigne, Cervantes and yives,/
More and Erasmus, attacked the crumbling remnants of feu

dal social l i fe  and thought with satirica l sorties that

l2The Renaissance in I ta ly ; The Revival of Learn
ing (New york; Henry HoTE and Co., IBM ) 7 p. 71.

13Henry Lucas, op. c i t . , pp. 214-1?.

14Symonds, op. c it ., pp. 74-115.
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struck for reform .^

Men of court, war, and religion were touched by 

the appeal of the humanistic men of arts, poets, paint

ers, and teachers were assured of their fortunes by 

princes, condottieri, and popes. Medici became the suc

cessor of Maecenas; and a Michaelangelo, l«uomo univer

sa le , who knew a l l  and did a l l ,  became an accomplished 

leading man in the drama of the court. Castiglione 

fashioned the ideal of the perfect courtier and gentle

man, a man far superior to the rough knight of the Mid

dle Ages.

you then require me to write . . . .  the trade 
and manner of courtiers, which is most con
venient for a gentleman that liveth in the 
Court of princes, by the which he may have 
every reasonable matter, and obtame therby 
favour of them, and praise of other men. 6

Humanism looked for its  loudest sustaining ap

plause of approval in the universities of the day. some 

would say that they formed in the men of the day a cul

tured habit of mind, a. needed reaction against the "mea- 

gerness of medieval learning.

The great scholastic movement out of which grew 

the modern university system spread near the end of the 

eleventh century as student guilds gathered around the

!%enry Lucas, op. c it. , pp. 386-405.

l^Baldaesare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, 
tr. Thomas Hoby ("Everyman Library»; Hew yorTc; E. P. Dut
ton and Co., 1928), p. 15. 17

17XfSymonds, op* ex t ,, p. 67.
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cathedrals and monasteries.18 Already in the twelfth 

century irnerius was studying law at Bologna; in the fo l 

lowing century the famed theological school of p ans  was 

universally attended, in Spain, in prance, especially m 

Ita ly , the thirteenth was the «greatest« century in in

stitutional development in education.3-9 The Renaissance 

saw the university suffuse the Forth, especially Germany.39

Rot in the development of universities tut m a 

reaction to the scholasticism of the early universities 

does the Renaissance lay its chief' claim to a rebirth in 

education, plato, not Aristotle, would become the saint 

of liberal philosophy; the individual, not the church, 

would be the basis for authority, what the Renaissance 

man was seeking was polish and elegance of diction, ease 

and wit of expression, that he fe l t  he had f ouna anew in 

the pages of the ancients. The involved arguments, sub

tle distinctions, and obscure terminology of the system 

of Aristotle and Aquinas were to be shunned. Formal 

training was thought obsolete.33- yet was it ever fashion

able? in the twelfth century John of Salisbury roamed at

^^astings Rashdall, The universities of Rurope 
in the Middle Ages (Oxford; af the" "clarendon press, l9$6KIT 1^72:

19J. J. Walsh, The Thirteenth Greatest of Centuries 
(New York; catholic summer school press, 19l0y, pp. 18-52.

20Henry Lucas, op. c i t . , p. 137.

23-Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization _of the Ren
aissance in I t a ly , tr. s. G. C. Middlemore (Oxford and 
London; pEaidon press, Ltd., 1945), p. 105.
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leisure from school to school, going with thousands of 

others to hear the favored .Abelard at Paris. John could 

l6arn the literalism of plato at Chartres and at three

The problem of just »when" the Renaissance began 

could not be escaped in the factual presentation of the 

characteristics of the period. The problem is  secondary 

to the real d ifficu lty  of categorizing tne "what" of the 

Renaissance, such epitomizing concepts as the revival of 

learning, the effect of nationalism, the expansion of 

trade and science, the revolution of society, and the dis

covery of the individual grow dim in the vapory tra il  of 

continuity. A review of two attempts to place the "what" 

of the Renaissance with the resulting objections for each 

w ill show the fu t i l ity  of trying to classify so croad an 

age under a simple ideal or a single activity.

Burckhardt established individualism as the cen

tra l p i l la r  of the Renaissance.2  ̂ The term is wide 

enough to include recognition of the individual as a 

value, the sanction for singularity, moral autonomy, 

self-assertiveness, and subjectivity. These types of 

individualism can also be found in various aspects of 

medieval l i f e .  The northerners, the vikings, asserted

22C. jj. Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth
' Mnbridge; Harvard University press',' l9^S)',

schools in P a r is .22 23

p. 8123Burckhardt, op. c i t . ,
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a free personality throughout the Middle Agee in economic 

endeavor; the church always upheld the moral autonomy of 

the soul, the independence of the individual conscience;

£t . Francis of Assissi was more subjective in his appre

ciation of nature than Petrarch could possibly be m his 

imitation of classical modes of expression. M&chiavelli 

insisted on the self-assertiveness of the aggressive in

dividual but Petrarch never would, contradictions con

front Burckhardt’ s classification on every side.24 25

Symonds would adopt the humanistic flowering of 

the revival of learning as the motive and spirit of the 

Renaissance.2  ̂ But John R. williams points out that the 

poetry of Godfrey of Rheims of the eleventh century is  a 

demonstration of the mastering of the principal works of 

V irg i l ,  Ovid, Horace, and Statius and, above a l l ,  a demon

stration of the intensity of enthusiasm that classical 

literature was capable of inspiring in the Middle Ages.

The Renaissance rejection of authority, Boccaccio’ s f i r s t  

interest in carnal pleasure which shook the shackle of 

ascetism, and the opening of the world with it s  adventure 

and sin to the cosmopolitan Renaissance man are humanistic 

discoveries made in the eleventh century and exhibited in 

the works of Godfrey, Marbod of Rennes, and Baudri of

2% el son, loc. cit. , pp. 317-34.

25Symonds, op. c i t . , p. 6.



13

B ourgeuil.26

As d iff icu lt  as it  is to place or define the 

Renaissance, the realization that such a period of 

quickened activity existed cannot be escaped. Renais

sance man himself is the greatest contributor to the i l 

lusion with his own assertions of self-awareness. He 

considers Germanic tribes, monks, Arabs, and Turks as 

barbarians.2? petrarch accuses the monks of «disgrace

fu l barrenness» and of neglecting "the fru it  of other 

minds and the writings that their ancestors had produced 

by toil and application.»28 To Agricola the Middle Ages 

was a period of »stupid sleep .»29 Erasmus scolds

some le ft  who recalcitrate pertinaciously, 
clinging convulsively with hands and feet 
to their old ignorance. They fear that if' 
bonae l i  terae are reborn and the world grows 
wise, it” wTTT come to light that they have 
known nothing.30

26John R. williams, »Godfrey of Rheims, a Humanist 
of the Eleventh century,« speculum, XXII (January 1947), 
pp. 44 f .

^Herbert weisinger, »The Renaissance Theory of 
the Reaction against the Middle Ages as a Cause of the 
Renaissance,» speculum, XX (October, 1945), 462.

2% erum Memorandum, as cited by weisinger, »fhe 
Renaissance" Theory of" the ' Reaction Against the Middle 
Ages,» op. c it. , p. 462.

2%uaolphus Agncola, # 5, to Johann Reuchlm, 
November 9, 1483, m Johann Reuchlins Bnefwechsel, ed. 
Ludwig Geiger (Tubingen,' H-37‘5) , p. 7'.

3^0ited in Johann Huizinga, Erasmus, tr. jr. Hop- 
man (London; Edward Arnold and Co., 1924)," p. 169.
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The men of the Renaissance condemned the period 

before them and fe l t  themselves to be gods on the dawn of 

a new Olympus. Thomas campion welcomes the dawn to Eng

land;

Learning f i r s t  flourished m Greece; from thence 
i t  was deriued vnto the Romaines, both diligent  
obseruers of the number and quantity of s il lab les ,  
not in their verses only but likewise in their 
prose. Learning, after the declining of the Ro- 
maine Empire and the pollution of their language, 
through the conquest of the Barbarians, lay most 
p it ifu lly  deformed t i l l  the time of Erasmus,
Rewcline, Sir Thomas More, and other learned men 
of that age, who crought the Latine toong again 
to light, redeeming it ,  with much labour out of 
the hands of the i l l i t e ra te  Monks and Eriers.^ l

fc
I t  is significant that Campion pays tribute to 

More and Erasmus rather than to Petrarch and Boccaccio 

in his estimation of the revival of learning, por Eng

land prospered from the later humanism of these men, who 

with scholars Linacre, Grocyn, and colet were bringing 

from Italy  in the late fifteenth century an enthusiasm 

fo r the new learning of the Renaissance. The English 

Renaissance had a later premiere than the one on the con

tinent.

It  was not until the f i r s t  Tudor reign that eco

nomic and politica l patterns began to change noticeably 

ana steadily, a strong national policy was encouraging 

trade and loosing the stranglehold of feudal and monastic 51

51»Obseruations in the Art of English poesy»
( 1602), Campion«s works, ed. percival Vivian (Cocford; at 
the Clarendon press", l'SOO) , p. 36.



15

control.5  ̂ The demand for wool brought on enclosures of 

arable lands for pasture, and a single shepherd ruled 

where many a farmer once t i l le d .  To relieve unemployment 

and absorb the f lux  of wool the home became the factory 

and the spinning jenny the embryo of England’ s coming in

dustrial empire.53

Henry V I I I  quickened the commercial and indus

tr ia l  plunge. English ships stretched their sails  as he 

pursued the mercantile theory and estaclished dynastic 

marriages in an attempt to achieve in each expedient case 

ties with foreign countries to maintain a balance of power 

and trade. Hawkins opened the negro slave trade m Africa; 

Raleigh colonized Virginia; and ^ueen Elizabeth appeared 

in fu l l  regalia to knight Drake whose Golden Hina had 

plundered half the harbors of Spam and South America.5̂

By 1589, on the morrow of the Armada victory, England’ s
*

modern empire had teen born to the ŝ ueen of the seas.

By Elizabeth’ s time social l i f e  was adjusting i t 

se lf  to the new economic and polit ica l bases. To E liza

bethans the word «greatness« signified high worldly posi

tion; and the court of the q,ueen became the patronage of

5% . Lipson, An Introduction to the Economic His- 
tory of England (London; a . and C. Black, Ltd. » 1925) , 
p . 49157

55G. M. Trevelyan, English social History (Lon
don: Longmans, Green and co., 1942), p. llST

3% . W. Bushnell, The Historical Background of 
English Literature (Hew York’; Henry Holt "and" co. , 'I9o0), 
pp. 77' f".y W ,' il"2.
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politics, fashion, literature, art and invention as well 

as pleasure and scandal. But the court was the mere ex

pression of English strength. The great man of the period 

was the yeoman, the man who wielded the crosstow at ¿gin- 

court and supplied the food and fleece of England. He 

had acquired a new relative importance with the disap

pearance of his former superiors, the feudal notles and 

the abbots and priors. some yeomen grew wealthy enough 

in the wild scramble of the market to send their sons to 

universi t ie s .

The gentry was better off as fa r  as s fac ility  was 

concerned. They fe l t  the ease and grace that Sir inomas 

Wyatt found in the privacy of the country estate.

This maketh me at home to hunt and hawk
¿nd in foul weather at my book to s i t . 35

Town l i f e  fostered the increasing strength of mer

chants, lawyers, manufacturers, tankers— the middle class 

which fed on the rich commerce. London was feeling the 

growing pains of modern society midst its  swarms of ships 

and people. Here could be found the poor class of Eng

land, day laborers, dispossessed yeomen, ta ilors, and car

penters. Poverty and lawlessness were running sores of 

the English social order.36

35«of the cou rt ie r ’ s L i f e ,  written to John po ins , »  
The poetica l  works of s i r  Thomas Wyatt ,  ed. Charles C. cow- 
"clen ‘(Edinburgh';' wllTiam p .' ilimmo,~ 3.806), p. 176.

3%ilton waldman, Elisabeth and Leicester (Boston; 
Houghton M ifflin  Co., 1945) , pp. 20-¿S'.
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Literary l i fe  vsas centered around the glittering  

court, a pamassus for young aspiring writers. Edmund 

Spenser«a sympathy with sir waiter Raleigh, in disgrace 

with the Queen, mirrors the ambition whose non-fulfillment 

brings such pang.

His song was a l l  a lamentable lay 
Of' great unkindness, and of usage hard 
Of Cynthia the Ladle of the sea,
Which from her presence fault lease him de bard.57

The Queen fostered the attractions of the court, picking

up and casting off such statesmen and men of letters as

Sir Philip Sidney, Robert Dudley, and Robert Devereux.

Court intrigue helps to explain the growing patriotism in

literature, the expression of a strong nationalism which

led Lyly to utter, »The lyuing God onely is the Englysh

G od. ”58

Nationalism had to be tempered with the invading 

foreign literature. Translations oi the classics were a 

dominant trait of Elizabethan literature, but usually the 

translators went to a secondary Ita lian  or French source. 

Thomas North based his Plutarch’ s Lives on Amyot’ s text, 

and Adlington translated A ristotle ’ s Ethics from the 

Ita lian . The intermediary translations stirred a deep in

terest in foreign models. To England painter (1567), 3

3?»oolin Clouts come Home Againe," The poetical 
Works of Edmund Spenser, eds. J. C. Smith ana E. de selin- 
c ourt ‘{London:"Oxford University press, 1937), p. 540.

3®”Euphues and His England” (1580), The complete 
W orks of J ohn Lyly, ed. R. W. Bond (Oxford; at thecTaren- 
fton press7 T902) ,1 1 ,  210.
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Whetstone (1582), and Turbervi lie  (1587) brought the in

triguing, often immoral, plots of the novelleri of Boc

caccio and Bandello. Hoby translated the Italian cour

tier ideals and tastes of castiglione (1561). The flux  

of foreign literature caused Roger Ascham in his schole- 

master (1570) to attack italianiam, the lush influence 

of the Italian Renaissance. The translations stirred a 

heated battle over the nature of the English tongue.39 

yet with a l l  the d iff icu lt ies , north’ s Plutarch and Chap

man’ s Homer attest to the pure vigor that the age of 

translations was able to achieve.

The richness of this the golden age of English 

literature owes much to the two great universities which 

shaped the minds of England’ s great. The origins of Ox

ford and Cambridge are vague. Oxford profited in some 

way by the recall of English students from pans  in 

1167.39 40 Cambridge grew from Oxford, the town and gown

39The purists urged re-use of old English roots 
and words. The inkhorns sought the dignity of Latin and 
Greek roots. A. C. Baugh, a History of the English Lan
guage (Hew York; D. APPleton century Co. , 1935), pp.~273 
n . in poetry such a dismal fa ilu re  as Stanyhurst’s 
Aeneid showed the English the worthlessness of putting 
classic meter into English verse. The English learned 
that their medium was accent, not quantity of syllables. 
G. D. Willeock, »passing P ite fu l l  Hexameters: a Study 
of Quantity and Accent in English Renaissance verse,» 
Modern Language Review, XXIX (January, 1934), 1-19.

40Angered at the French King, Henry n  issued an 
edict recalling English students from Paris under the 
threat of devouring their benilices. Rashdall, op. c it. , 
I I I ,  12 -1 6 .
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r io t  of 1209 dispersing many of Oxford’ s scholars. 41 

Both grew vigorously in any case along traditional scho

lastic lines. But Elizabethan scholarship began to dis

place scholastic philosophy and canon law. The humanists 

had a profound effect on university teaching as the clas

sics and the Bible began to be studied in the original 

tongue. The convents of monks and fr ia rs  disappeared 

from the universities and a more secular education flour

ished. The richer scholars could now look to a career in 

the world rather than in the church.42

L ife  was strict in the colleges; but the forbid

den pleasures of cards and dice in the parlours of inns,
\

fencing, cockfighting, and bearbaiting were uncovered by 

the worldly Elizabethan students. Yet they were not with

out religious conviction. Puritanism was making inroads 

on Henry V I I I ’ s established Church, and debates ana quar

rels were hot and numerous 'among the students. 43

poetry and drama further added to the motley pano

rama of l i f e  at the universities, plays and interludes, 

some in Latin, were often acted by the students, E liza

beth herself often coming to witness them.44 Besides the
t

41Townsmen attacked students of Oxford in reprisal 
for a supposed murder of a woman by a scholar. Hashdall, 
op. c i t . , i n ,  35 f .

4^lrevelyan, op. c i t . , pp. 115 f .

43Ib id . , pp. 181-86.

44Bushnell, op. c i t . ,  p. 94.
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universities, the inns of court which trained the lawyers 

sere important literary centers, i t  was at such an inn, 

the inner Temple, that Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville 

produced Gorboduc in 1561-62.



CHAPTER I I

THE PO LIT IC AL SCEHE 0F  THOiAS HCRTOT 

AHD THOMAS SACKVILLE

In Lyncolnes inne, and Temples twayne 
Grayes inne, and many moe 

Thou shalt them fynde, whose paynefull pen 
Thy verse shall flora.she so;

• • • • • • •  • • • •  • • • • • • •  • • •  •
There Sackvylde's sonnets sweetly sauste,

And featlye fyned bee:
There Horton's Ditties do delight1

Thus did jasper Heywood, translator of Seneca’ s 

tragedies, pay tribute to tne poetry of the authors of 

Gorboduc and to the fe r t i le  literary so il of the inns of 

court that nourished them. The inns were something more 

than law schools. They were training centers for the 

courtier, where men eager for a diplomatic career fash

ioned the proper tastes and manners. The distinguished 

inns n&d grown from the medieval hostels which law appren

tices had hired for their corporations with a close con

nection with the court and crown.2 They were self-gov-
t

erning bodies, outside the jurisdiction of the city, im

mune even to the King's writ. Membership was strictly

^As quoted in Thomas warton, The History of Eng
lish poetry (London; printed for Thomas Tegg, l640T, I I I ,  
*§277

^ a s h d a l l ,  op ♦ c i t . , i ,  255.
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limited to men of means. Only «persons of quality" 

answered the blast of the horn for dinner within the 

inns* precincts, attended worship together in the chapel, 

and learned to dance and turn a line of poetry as well 

as sway a jury. Through the inns of court alone was ad

mission to the Bar possible, and through them always was 

an entry to the court.

With the literary talents that were demanded of 

one who was to be favored at the court of Elizabeth, i t  

is natural that these future statesmen in the inns de

voted considerable energy to letters, i t  was their p r iv i

lege and duty to entertain the sovereign with revels, 

masks, and dramatic performances at various seasonal 

festivals . The members of the inns became constant and 

enthusiastic supporters of the theater, joining the 

learned men of the period in their love of lof ty rheto

ric , classical allusion, regular structure, and polished 

verse.3

Thomas Sackville more than likely entered the in

ner Temple law school about the same time that Thomas 

Horton was admitted in 1555.4 sackville brought with himt

3Thomas Marc Parrott, william Shakespeare, a Hand
book (Hew York; Charles Scribner's sons, 1954), pp. 30-' ”  
35.

^Marguerite Hearsey (ed .),  The complaint of Henry, 
puke of Buckingham (Hew Haven; Yale university press,
1936) , p” 24.
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a background common to moat Templars. Born in 1536 in 

the parish of withyam, Sussex, he came into the world with 

a touch of blue in hia blood. He shared a common great

grandfather with Elizabeth, the future queen. Young Sack- 

v i l le  busied himself with a classical training at the 

grammar school at sullington, Sussex, and at the colleges 

of Hart Hall, Oxford and St. John’s, Cambridge before he 

entered the inner Temple.5

Thomas Horton’ s lineage, but not his education, 

was less gilded than that of his collaborator. He was 

born in 1532, the eldest son of a wealthy bourgeois c i t i 

zen. Horton early proved himself a ripe scholar, enter

ing the service, while s t i l l  a toy, of protector Somerset, 

a religious reformer whose views Horton eagerly adopted.

He eventually entered Cambridge but did not receive his 

Masters degree until 1570, some time after his stay at 

the inner Temple.®

While at the inner Temple the noble Sackville and 

the bourgeois Horton pursued parallel careers witn d if fe r 

ent interests. The two Templars took readily to the l i t 

erary environment of the inn. ft  is highly possible that 

the authors of Gorboduo were earlier applauded by their 

Temple friends as authors of certain of the anonymous 5 *

5Sidney Lee, «Thomas sackville," LHB, ed. Sidney 
Lee, (Hew York: The Macmillan co., 1909), XVxi, 585 f .

®Lee, «Thomas Horton,« op. c i t . , XLV » 667 f .
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poems in Tottel’ s Miscellany (1557).

Sackville’ s contribution to the Mirror for Magis

trates , the "induction" ana "The complaint of the Duke of 

Buckingham," were important developments in English poetry. 

The Mirror, rich in dramatic tragical speeches, was itse lf  

the f i r s t  poetic use of the chronicles of pabyan, Halle, 

and Holinshed. And Sackville’ s pieces, in vigorous imag

inative conception, vivid imagery, and sincere emotion, 

far outshine the rest of the work.® sackville’ s youth

fu l poetic fame was further established with hi3 com

mendatory verses toHoby’ s translation of the courtier 

(1561), a work whose ideal of untiring service to the 

monarch was an inspiration for these lines of the young 

barrister;

Ho proude, ne golden court doth he set forth 
But what in court a courtier ought to be.*

The colors of Thomas Horton’ s literary work began 

to develop a religious tinge. He contributed twenty-eight 

English versifications of B ib lica l psalms to sternhold and 

Hopkins’ s publication in 1561.^ His bold and busy 7 8

7Hearsey, op. c i t . , pp. 28, 119.1"" ■ t
8Ib id . , pp. 1, 11 f .  Ho poem by sackvilla ap

peared in 'the f i r s t  edition of the Mirror (1559), though 
he was well acquainted with i t .  His contributions ap
peared in the 1563 edition.

® »Thomas sackevyll in commendation of the forke," 
The Book of the Courtier, op. c it. , p. 1.

7

I0Y/arton, op. c i t . ,  I l l ,  149.
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Calvinistic leaning prompted him to translate tne Swiss 

reformer* s institutes of the Christian Religion in 1561.

The translation is especially important to drama because 

Norton translated several portions of Vergil in the in

stitutes in blank verse, the verse that f i r s t  came to 

drama in Sor_boduc. ^
Both sack v illa  and Norton found the inner Temple 

a gate to parliament, and they were seated for the f i r s t  

time in q,ueen Mary’ s parliament in 1558. The next years 

found them together in ^ueen Elizabeth’ s parliaments, at 

the inner Temple, and a t the home of Edward Whitchurch, 

a Calvinistic printer who was the stepfather of Horton’ s 

wife and one of the initiators of the Mirror for jjagis-
1 ptrates, with which Sackville was connected. The po

l i t ic a l  ambition of the two lawyers was by now eager to 

be heard. They found a lush opportunity in the Christmas 

festival of the inner Temple in 1561-62, a festiva l in 

which the Lord of Misrule presided over a month-long 

pageantry of feasting, dancing, gaming, plays, mock 

courts of merriment, and processions to the joy of cour

tiers and law students.^ By now Sackville and Norton
/

1:LOnly surrey * s Aeneid, Books n  and iv (1557), 
and lines of Nicholas Grimald’ s verse in Tottel’ s Mis
cellany (1557) antedate Norton’ s blank verse. Howard 
Baker, "Some Blank Verse Written by Thomas Norton before 
’Gorbodue,’ " Modern Language Notes, XhVil (December, 1933), 
529.

^-^loward B&ker, induction to Tragedy (university, 
Louisiana; Louisiana State" UniversTty press, 1939), p. 14.

. K. Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage (Oxf ord; at 
the clarendon press, 1903)7 i l3 - l9 .

8 1 0 1 9
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had passed the Bar, but i t  was cuetomary for students to 

retain membership in the inns of court after their of

f i c ia l  studies had been completed.^ Thus did these two 

young men of letters and law join in the inner Temple in 

the year 1561-62 to present Gorboduc, a tragedy with a 

direct message to the queen, which she eventually heard 

personally at a special performance of the play at White

hall palace on January 18, 1561-62.14 15 *

At this period in Elizabeth's reign the unmarried 

state of the queen brought the subject of the succession 

to the crown into much contention. The dangerous dissua

sion from marriage by the queen's physician, Huic, the 

open and scandalous flirtations of the queen with such 

untrusted courtiers as Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, 

and Lord Burghley's persuasions to knot a French tie with 

the Duke of A11») ou were machinations that hovered cloudy 

suspicions over the queen's subjects.^6 The English were 

naturally desirous of a pure queen and a pure English 

heir, sack vi lie and ITor ton, fellow students in the inner 

Temple, colleagues in parliament, were men trained in the

art of po lit ica l counsel and wary of the corrupting stains/
of malignant advice. Gorboduc served as a tactful ap

proach to queen Elizabeth on the question of limitation

14parrott, op. c i t . , p. 31.

l5J. q. Adams, chief pre- Shakespeare an pramas 
(Boston; Houghton Miff lin companyV" i 9'2'4 ) , p. 5o3T

^Waldman, ojd. c i t . , pp. 61 f ., 158.
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of succession.17 to understand how the play proclaimed 

i t s  voice in the discussion a summary of the plot and its  

po lit ica l lesson is necessary.

The plot revolves around the fact that Gorboduc, 

King of Britain, decides to divide his realm in his l i f e 

time between his two sons, Ferrex and Porrex. The two 

sons f a l l  to quarrelling and the younger, porrex, k ills  

the elder. The mother, who more dearly loved Ferrex, 

k i l ls  porrex in revenge. The people rise in rebellion 

and slay both King and queen. The nobility set forth to 

destroy the rebels; the succession of the crown becomes 

uncertain; and c iv il  war submits a once prosperous land 

to waste and desolation.

I t  is evident that the tragedy is centered on the 

fateful situation of a divided realm. But the underlying

motivation that effects the disastrous outcome of the
*

situation is found in the conflict of good and bad advice. 

Norton, the staunch puritan, naturally chose to stress 

the moral lesson of the responsibility of kings to their 

advisors. The key words throughout his half of the play 

are »good counsel,» «good advise,« and »graue advise.»

His complication of the plot in the f i r s t  three acts18

17Norton is believed to have been chairman of the 
committee appointed to present to Elizabeth the petition 
of parliament for limitation of succession. s. A. Small, 
«The po lit ica l Import of the Norton Half of Gorboduc,» 
publications of the Modern Language Association, XĴ YL 
(September, 1331)V 641.

18,yilliam G riffith , printer of a surreptitious 
edition of the play in 1565, assigns the f i r s t  three acts
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is  centered on the struggle between Dordan ahd philanderer, 

noble counsellors respectively to lerrex  and porrex, and 

Hermon and Tyndar, the artful parasites, to Bway the ac

tion of the princes. The good advice urges unity and re

straint; the bad advice gambles for selfish  gain and hos

t i le  action. Horton’ s dumb show preceding the second act 

depicts his main theme.

Ferrex and porrex, who, refusing the holesome 
aduise of grave counseHours, credited these 
young paracites and brought to them-selues 
death and destruction therby.-^

Sackville is  less concerned with moral persuasion 

than with the politica l argument of limitation of succes

sion. His dumb show to the f i fth  act masks the underlying 

meaning that his part of the play has emphasized.

Hereby was signified tumults, rebellions, armes, 
and c iu i l l  warres to follow; as f e l l  in the 
realme of Great Brittayne, which by the space 
of f i f t i e  yeares and more continued in c iu i l l  
warre betwene the nobilitie  after the death of 
King Gorboduc ana of his issues, for want of 
certayne limitacion in succession of the crowne.

The two authors collaborated to weld tightly 

their two points of emphasis. King G or bo due’ s f i r s t  

speech in the Norton f i r s t  act plants both the moral

to Norton and the last two to sackville. professor Baker 
suggests the verse style, diction, and politica l consid
erations would make an exception to G r if f ith ’ s division 
in that sackville wrote the f i r s t  scene and nor ton the 
last scene, induction to Tragedy, pp. 15, 44.

^quotations from the play are taken from Adams, 
op. e f t . Ahams bases his text on the authorized edition 
oi joKn Day of 1570.
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lesson and the po lit ica l argument.

My lords, whose graue aduise and fa ith fu l aide 
Haue long vpheld my honour and my realme,
And brought me to his age from tender yeres,
Guidying so great estate with great renowne,
¥ owe more importeth mee than erst to vse 
Your fayth and wisedome,—whereby yet 1 reigne,
That when by death my l i f e  and rule shall cease
The kingdome yet may with vnbroken course
Haue certayne p r in c e , ........................................... 20

The play’s concluding speech by Eubulua, the wise secre

tary, in the verse of Sackvilie knits tne harmony of the 

play’ s two tenets.

Hereto i t  commas when kinges w i l l  not consent 
To graue aduise, but f'ollowe w il fu l l  w i l l

And this doth growe when, loe, vnto the prince 
Whom death or sodeme happe of l i f e  bereauea 

x ¥o certaine heire r e m a in e s - - ......................... 21

I t  might seem curious that the drama was chosen 

as the medium for this po lit ica l warning to the i^ueen. 

Horton, in the puritan tradition, was a determined oppo

nent of the drama.22 He was evidently persuaded by his 

co-author, who displayed a life-time interest in the 

drama, of the ripeness of the Gorboduc plot that sack- 

v il le  ran across in his Mirror research in the old chron

icles of Halle and Eabyan.^3 And Horton could have 

learned from calvinistic brethren in Scotland the value * 2

20Act I ,  scene i i ,  lm es 1-10.

2^Act V, scene i i , linee 234-48.

2%;. K. Cdambers, The Blizabethan stage, f  (Ox
ford j at thè clarendon press, 1923), 265.

2SHearsey, op. c i t . ,  p. 26.
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of religious instruction through dramatic representation. 

John Knox employed i t  often.24 The choice of drama in 

any case was an important literary milestone in its  expo

sition of a significant politica l doctrine, xt started 

English drama upon its  d if f icu lt  journey as a leader and 

prophet of contemporary thoughts and events.

The lives of Norton and s&ckville took diversive 

courses after Gortoduc, illustrating the importance of the 

politica l problem that could unite two men of such d i f fe r 

ent temperaments in the composition of their tragedy.

Sackville became a devoted c ourtier to the queen.

Ambassadorial functions merited him high offices at hcane.\
Knighted and named Lord Buckhurst in 1567, appointed Lord 

High Treasurer in 1598, he achieved the height of courtly 

honor when he was created f i r s t  Earl of Dorset by James x 

in 1604. The Earl turned his eye to the cause of the 

dove and was influential in the treaty of peace negotiated 

between Spain and England in 1604. serving his country 

t i l l  death, he died at the council table at Whitehall on 

April 19, 1608.2  ̂ He le ft  an obedient record to queen 

and country, many endowments of grain to the poor, and at

contemporary estimation that sums up his every ambition; 

«He was a Courtier . . . . fo r he stood alwaies in her

24Sarah Ruth Watson, "»Gortoduc’ and the Theory 
of Tyrannicide,« Modern Language Review, XXXIV lJuly, 
1939), 356.

2^Hearsey, op. c i t . , pp. 32-37.
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eye, and in her favor. 6

Thomas Horton meanwhile had built up an impres

sive l is t  of middle class clients. The stationers Com

pany, the Lord Mayor of London, and the merchant Taylors 

Company were a l l  served by him. is or ton’ s legal a b i l i ty  

and connection with these powerful bourgeois interests 

soon smithed him his key to the kingdom of the court.

Kis religious ambition was realized when he was appointed 

o ffic ia l censor of the queen’ s Catholic subjects. His 

cruel boast that he s tretched a priest on the rack a 

foot longer than God had made him was long remembered and 

won him the t it le  of «Rackmaster General.« Reading more 

earnestly in Calvin than in c&stiglione , he offended the 

crown with his dissatisfaction with Anglicans and was 

placed in the Tower, a broken man, he was brought home 

to die at his house at sharpenhoe on March 10, 1583-84.27

26Sir Robert Naunton, «pragmenta Regalia” (1641), 
in The Harleian Miscellany, eds. William Oldys and Thomas 
park' (Lon«ioh";' printed' for John white and John Murray, 
Fleet Street, 1809), I I ,  134.

27
667 f

Sidney Lee, "Thomas Horton,” op. c i t ., XiV,



CHAPTER I I I

THE STAGE OP MEDIEVAL DRAMA

The politica l milieu of the inner Temple stimu

lated Thomas Norton and Thomas sackville to launch tragedy 

on its  course as an interpreting medium of contemporary 

opinion. The classical literary tastes of the inn di

rected the authors to imbue Gorboduc with a new and ex

perimental form that contained the principles that were 

to change the technique and theory of English tragedy. 

Modern drama arose from a three-fold source; the drama 

of the folk, the drama of the church, and the drama of 

antiquity. to appreciate the significance of Gorboduc 

in reviving the latter necessitates a view of the two 

former. With an understanding of the fundamental nature 

of the medieval stage, its tragic potentialities and in

capacities, the classic ideals and tragic elements of the 

inner Temple play can be excavated with a more basic pene

tration of tragedy’ s needs than the unveiling of such-ex

ternal senecan characteristics as the five -act division, 

the chorus and type characters, rhetoric, and horror.

Gorboduc, with its  remarkable regular ana euphonious

■^Karl young, The Drama of the Medieval Church (Ox
ford; at the clarendon press, 1933) , i~ 1-12'.'

32
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blank verse, the verse that was hardened by tne mighty 

line of Marlowe and polished by the fine pen of Shake

speare, presents a rig id  contrast to tne flamboyant masks 

that were a very part of the Christmas celebration of the 

inner Temple in 1561-62. perhaps to compete with the 

lavish attractions of the mask, the authors used a child 

of the mask, the dumb show, as a prologue to each act to 

symbolize pictorially the events to ensue. The wild an

tics of the dancers and the music of violins, cornets, 

flutes, and hautboys in the dumb, shows satisfied the at

mosphere of Christmas revelry. The dumb show is the one

significant native element that the authors of g or bo due
\

have mingled with classic technique.2 *

The English mask grew in native vigor from one of 

the most uasic dramatic instincts in man, the dance. The 

dance prospered as a central exercise of the village fes

tivals of the peasants in 'early medieval times, worship 

of forgotten pagan deities lingered in the seasonal fes

tivals where the folk gathered for the luck of a f r u it 

fu l year in f ie ld  and fold. After the break-up of the 

Reman Empire, roaming minstrels with their songs, turn-
t

bling, and buffoonery carried the rude humor of the Roman 

mime, a farc ica l skit that combined crude dancing and 

ethical and satirica l comment, ̂  ana the gay revelry of

2C. F . Tucker Brooke, The Tudor Drama (Boston;
Houghton M ifflin  company, 1911) , pp̂  193 i f .

Syoung, op. c i t . , i ,  9.
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the Roman pantomime, which undertook the whole develop

ment of a plot in a aeries of dramatic dances,4 * to the 

ruder humor and gayer revelry of the peasant festiva l.

The fusion of Roman and folk dancing shows ma

terialized through the centuries into the mummers’ p lay .6 

Such a play centered about a duel, a death, and a resur

rection, a symbolical shadow of the seasonal folk cele

bration of the resurrection of the year.6 in these plays, 

the dance, s t i l l  an integral part, matured into simple and 

ly r ica l, yet spoken drama.

Mummings, disguisings, or masks' soon found their 

way to the court in a guise modified by the customs of 

the new social classes, the churchman, the bourgeois, the 

courtier. The ribald  Feast of Fools, which f i r s t  danced 

into paris at the end of the twelfth century, was a hew 

year’ s celebration in which the clergy relieved them

selves of the strain of their duties by mocking their own 

office. The Feast of the Boy Bishop blossomed in the

4Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage, I , 6.

be fore  the shows of the minstrels or peasants 
could properly be called drama, dialogue which portrayed 
impersonation between at least two performers had to 
evolve. Chambers, The Mediaeval stage, I ,  81.

6Ib id . , I ,  206-27.

?The name «mask« itse lf  was an innovation of the 
early sixteenth century that came from Ita ly  with a fu lle r  
development of costume and dancing. Ben jonson popular
ized the spelling ‘»masque»' in its  Restoration heyday. 
Herbert Arthur Evans, English Masques (London; Blackie and 
Son, Ltd., 1897), pp. xi f f ., xxvii.
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next century, and the choir boys ruled the rostrum.8 The 

abuses of the wild merrymaking of these feasts naturally 

excited condemnations; and the attractions of the revelry 

were moved to a more suitable environment, the court. £y 

the time of the splendor-loving Tudors the village fe s t i 

val had become a sumptuous court pageant, one such pag

eant was the month-long celebration at c&ristmas where 

the Lord of Misrule reigned mockingly in the tradition of 

the prince of pools. The Lord of Misrule soon found his 

way to the educational centers, so closely associated with 

court behavior. At such a center, the inner Temple, sack- 

v ille  and Norton, frolicking in the Christmas revels, de-
\  4

lighted in the more primitive and spontaneous form of 

mumming where the mummers dashed into the room, played 

with the spectators in dice and dance, and went their 

merry way. They viewed with interest the dramatically 

developed version of the mask, similar to the mummers* 

play, with simple plot, lyrica l dialogue, impersonation, 

and symbolism. These masks of Tudor times were specta

cles of song, musical instrument, torch, costume, and the 

fundamental dance; their primary function was to create
t

an imposing show.9 The fanfare, the symbolism, and the 

dance Norton and sackville retained in their dumb show,

8Chambere, The Mediaeval stage, i ,  274-371.

9F. E. Schelling, Elizabethan Drama (Boston and 
New York; Houghton M ifflin  Co., 1906), 11, 93, 97 f .
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an offspring of the mask in which is clearly discerned 

the nucleus of folk custom.

But the evolution of folk drama was the smaller 

stream of medieval drama that the authors of Gorboduc 

swelled and turned with their gush of c lassical humanism. 

Ae the traditional heathen rituals of the folk flowed on, 

unconsciously, in the dramatic instincts of their fe s t i 

vals, the new religion of Chris tianity was independently 

launching a spring source of drama that was to expand to 

a flood in the course of medieval drama.

The services of the new religion, the festa l  

ceremonies and the morning Mass, contained elements prom

ising to drama. Mimetic action, symbolism, and the an- 

tiphonal singing so akin to dialogued speech were em

bodied in the Passion week exercises, commemorative of 

the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ. Repre

sentation was the principle of such practices as the 

bringing of a figure of Christ riding on an ass into the 

church on palm Sunday.10 Although the Mass it s e lf  could 

not be drama,11 the germ which evolved into the earliest 

recorded play comes from its services, in early medieval 

times zealous priests and monks often added tropes, ver

bal amplifications of the authorized liturgy, to parts of

lOyoung, op. c i t . , i ,  79 f f ., 94.

■^Ibid., i ,  84 f . The Mass does not represent, 
but repeats,' 'the death of Christ.
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the Maas to enforce their meaning and enlarge their emo

tional appeal, such a trope, the Q.uem Quaeritis trope, 

added to the introit at Easter time, is the seed of l i -
Ipturgical drama. I t  consists of a dialogue at Christ’ s 

tomb between the angels and three Marys about the resur

rection of Christ. The expansion of the trope led to the 

f i r s t  litu rg ica l plays. The sepulchrum, written by st. 

Ethelwold of winchester between 965 and 975, in which 

mimetic movement, staging, and costume actually attempt 

impersonation, is an early English example of the trope 

become drama.^

Dialogue from the trope of Easter echoed its
\

voice in the introit of the Christmas season. Records 

of short compositions exist that consist of utterance, 

similar to the Easter dialogue, between shepherds and 

persons about the manger. The twelve days of the Christ

mas season were embellished with further dramatic remem

brance of the wise Men, Herod, and the prophets. The 

Prophet play belonged to the genus of old. Testament plays 

that would serve as a prologue to a cosmic cycle of plays 

that would span religious doctrine from creation to Last 

judgment. The span was already forming in the Latin * 13

laThe earliest recorded Q,uem Quaeritis trope is 
from the st. Gall manuscript of the ninth century. Aoaas, 
op. c i t . , p. 3.

13Alfred W. pollard, English Miracle p lays, Moral- 
it ie s  and interludes (Oxford; at the clarendon press,
T 9 ,  p.  xv.



38

liturgical plays as the Ascension and. judgment scenes 

were introduced. The whole of the vast framework had 

been fitted  by the fourteenth century.14 And the l i 

turgical scope further stretched to miscellaneous Bib

l ic a l  stories such as the Raising of Lazarus and the con

version of St. Paul and to legendary themes of such saints 

as st. Nicholas.15 16 17

As the religious plays broadened their scope, the 

secularization of their production was inevitable. The 

growing length of the plays, the increasing elaboration 

of their setting, end their popularity and large audience 

gradually evoked a movement from the interior of the church 

yard to its  precincts, to the graveyard or market place. 

Either because of a lack of actors or a fear of abuses, 

the clergy at length abandoned completely the acting of 

the plays. They were replaced by the organized trade 

guilds who were able to aftord the pageantry that the 

folk loved. With laymen performing to a lay audience, 

the unavoidable realization of the replacement of the 

Latin with the vernacular- occurred.1^

The history of early litu rg ica l drama is  largely
I

14Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage, i l ,  41, 77 f .

15young, op. c i t . , I I ,  199-224.

16H. C. Gardiner, S.J., Mysteries* End (New 
Haven; Yale University press, 1946)',' pp.' 1—1 d'.

17Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage, u ,  88.
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dependent on continental records. English miracle^® 

plays written in l^tin  are scarce, and sparse dramatic 

representations in England before the K orman conquest 

might indicate that English litu rg ica l drama was greatly 

abetted by French models.^® But England in some way 

passed through an evolution that produced in the four

teenth century a galaxy of cycle play performances, xhe 

plays, ordinarily presented at the corpus christi fe s t i 

val, were designed to dramatize scripture from creation 

to judgment. The number and length of the plays varied 

from town to town. At Chester twenty-five plays were

apread over three days; at York, beginning at 4;30 in the
\

morning, forty-eight plays were condensed into one day .^  

The usual division of production was an allotment of one 

play to each of the c ity ’ s trade guilds under the super

intendence of the c ity ’ s government, in order to reach 

the maximum number of spectators each guild had its  pag

eant wagon which horses could carry to different stations 

or parts of the town for repeated performances.21 * 20 * *

^®The English term included plays of Gospel events 
and saints’ legends. The word «mystery« is sometimes used 
to distinguish the former, pollard, op. c it . , pp. xix f .

•̂ I b id . , pp. xv iii-xx .

20T. M. Parrott and R. H. Ball, a Short View of
Elizabethan Drama (New York; Charles Scribner’ s Sons, 
■m ^T 'pTTo':-------

^Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage, n ,  107-23.
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The style of the corpus Ghristi plays, with thexr 

central religious subject matter that persisted to their 

extinction, reflects the simple religious fervor, in con

trast to the hectic sport of the folk festiva l, of which 

the medieval Englishman was capable. For some five hun

dred years22 the only serious dramatic art of the western 

World was religious, even religiously conservative in 

lyric end feature; yet rhetorical and colloquial subject 

matter and style were making encroachments from within.

In the York Passion play speeches are written in a rheto

rica l style with long lines of redundant verse, a l l i te ra 

tion, and Latinized vocabulary. The scriptural text m 

this and other plays becomes nearly invisible beneath the 

profusion of fifteenth century ornament, fancy, and decla

mation.23 The colloquial style most strikingly diffuses 

i t s  racy humor in the works of the Wakefield cycle.24 The 

rustic diction and situation m the second shepherds play 

where Mak and his wife hide a stolen sheep in a cradle is  

typical of the irreverent laughter that the natural, more 

secular, and popular tastes of the dramatic urge began to

display. Realistic characterization was straining to break/

22]jiturgical drama, beginning m the tenth century, 
was s t i l l  popularly acted in the late sixteenth century. 
Gardiner, op. c i t . , pp. 93, 113.

2% . W. wells, »Style in the English Mystery 
plays,» The Journal of English and Germanic philology, 
XXXVIII TJuly, 1939), 3617

24parrott and Ball, op, c i t . , p. 11.
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from the confinements of the elevated saintly and Godly 

stories.

The limitations of the scriptural and legendary 

themes, the potentiality of didactie themes, and the popu

larization of allegory pushed medieval drama through one 

more course of evolution before i t  reached the fu l l  waters 

of modern drama- The morality play, »a dramatized a l le 

gory with didactic intent,»25 arose as a new dramatic 

form near the end of the fourteenth century, a time when 

the allegorical works Roman de la Rose and Piers plowman 

were being widely read. 26 ¿a the light of the cycle plays 

f i r s t  flickered in the services oi the Mass and burned to 

dramatize its  doctrinal intent, the morality found its  

inspiration in the church sermon and dramatized it s  in

sistence on good l i f e  end preparation for death. ^  The 

characters are now abstractions rather than scriptural 

and legendary;, the conviction of ethics rather than the 

feeling of faith dominates the religious intention of 

drama. The moralities concentrated on three themes; the 

caning of death,28 the debate of the heavenly v irtues,29 25

25Ib id . , p. 15.

26ibid. , p. 16.
2^willard parnham, The Medieval Heritage of E liza

bethan Tragedy (Berkley; university 'o'f California press, 
19o6y;- p T T TT

2%>he theme was much sermonized m medieval times 
and popularized in painting and poetry. Parrott and Ball,  
op. c i t . , p. 16.

2%ercy and peace debate against Justice and Truth
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and the conflict of vices and virtues.*^ xhe power of 

the morality to fashion logical development and unity of 

purpose is fe l t  in the most famous morality, Everyman, 

produced in the fifteenth century. By concentrating on 

the coming of death and the central figure, Everyman, the 

play progresses with suspense and intensity from the 

hero’ s alarm at Death's summoning through his vain ap

peals to worldly friends and goods to his fina l journey 

to the grave in the company of his Good Deeds and with 

the strength of confession.

The morality continued the development of English

comedy as its  vices and devils frolicked in the tradition
\ .

of the farce of the cycles’ Mak, ranting Herod, and gos

siping Eoah’ s wife. The comic element took on broader 

portrayals in the interlude,^1 the next dramatic develop

ment that carried the morality from the market place to 

the banquetting hall. The -players were professional, 

seeking the gratification of the fun-loving court. Re

ligious themes passed unnoticed through the exit curtains. 

The aim of the interlude was entertainment rather than

for the fate of man’ s soul. The theme comes from the, 
Eighty-fifth psalm, chambers, The Mediaeval Stage, n ,  152.

SO^races of the theme can be found in the epistles 
of St. Paul. ib id . , i l ,  153. 51

51Various suggestions try to explain the origin 
of the word, chambers abandons the idea that i t  meant a 
ludUB, a play, in the interval of something, as between 
the' acts of a long miracle or midst the courses of a ban
quet. He believes that it  denoted a general conception 
of a play between performers, that is , a play in dialogue. 
The Mediaeval Stage, IX, 182 f.
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edification, and its characters from rea l l i fe  played 

free from the inhibitions of holy or abstracted personage. 

John neywood could now write such a farce as the pour p ' b , 

which centers around a lying match f i l le d  with sparkling 

conversation between four figures of contemporary l i f e ,  

a palmer, a pardoner, a pothecary, and a pedlar. Heywood 

has carried comedy from its  pre-natal squirming m medie

val drama to the threshold of Elizabethan comedy, comedy 

needed only the technique of complicated plot and fu lle r  

and more varied characterization that Ralph Roister pois- 

ter (c. 1535) f i r s t  instigated in its  imitation of plau-

tinian form.32
\

Gorboduc turned to the classic tragedy of seneca 

with a native background that was less developed than the 

heritage of English comedy. The miracle play contained 

tragic potentiality, but its  own shackles would never per

mit a growth. The prolonged pathos of the Brome Abraham 

and I s a a c , 35 dealing with the B ib lica l tale of Abraham 

nearly k illing  his son in obedience to God, approaches 

the greatness of tragedy that the Christian sacrific ia l  

death inherently contained. But the mercy of God s t i l l s  

the sword of Abraham and the play ends joyously:

A! Lord of heuyn, I thanke the 
For now may I led hem with me

32grooke, op. c i t ♦, pp. 158-61.

33TBe play is  preserved in a manuscript of 1470-
1480 at Brome Manor, Suffo lk ,  i t  cannot be traced to a
defin ite  cycle. Adams, op. c i t . ,  p. 117.
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Yssaac, my yownge sonn soo fre5^

This fa ilu re  to consummate the tragedy is basic in miracle 

themes. The j oy of Christ’ s death as revealed in the vic

tory of his resurrection makes his suffering not tragically  

p it i fu l  but joyously saving, a true tragic character could 

not be shaped from Christ, who lacked a needed imperfection 

of character for realistic portrayal, spiritual heroes re

mained aloof in characterization, and miracle writers 

trained their talents on comic pictures of lesser charac

ters and on a simple vivication of the stories of sacred 

writ or tradition.* 55

Moralities likewise were not completely false to
\

tragic possib ilit ies  with their pains of sin ’ s imperfec

tion. But retribution for an Everyman’ s fo lly  was de

signed for the next world. Too often mercy overpowered 

justice and Everyman took his journey of death confidently 

hopeful

That i  may appere with that blessyd hoost 
That shall be saued at the day of doom.56

Tragedy yet needed concrete, individual charac

terization, mundane suffering and retribution, and the 

concentration on the consciousness of a lawful order that 

would give the tragic hero the reality of pathos to excite 

human pity and fear. The morality failed to escape its

34Lines 424-26. ib id . , p. 124.
55Farnham, op. c i t . , pp. 173-79.

26Lines 884 f .  Adams, op. c i t . , p. 302.
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inherent limitations of other-worldiiness, didacticism, 

and abstraction, as the miracle could not escape its  lim

itations of spiritual character, scriptural style, and 

edifying intent, i t  remained for the impact of classic 

tragedy to supply the need.



CHAPTER IV

THE TRAGIC IDEALS OF SENECA IN  GCRBQDUC

Classic drama lay in a catatonic stupor through 

the Middle Ages, never completely dead, never completely 

alive. The last days of the Roman Empire had twisted the 

fine nerves of the Attic stage and le ft  a labyrinthine 

love for the sensuously bizarre and spectacularly gro

tesque. By the time the last of the minstrels danced 

crazily from the crumbling walls of Rome in the seventh 

century onto the roads of medieval Europe, their buffoon 

memories could carry only the songs of a stage that flowed 

with real blood, a stage stained with amazingly rea list ic  

portrayals of indecent themes and bowed by the parade of 

live elephants.1 as with other propounded characteristics 

of the Renaissance, traces of dormant classic drama can 

be seen shimmering through medieval skies, using lines 

from Aeschylus and Euripides, St. Gregory of Nazianzene 

cast a drama on the subject of the passion of Christ into 

Grecian form. The nun Hroswitha of Gandersheim in Saxony 

enfolded rather clumsily six plays on edifying religious  

subjects in the cape of Terence.^ But until the sixteenth

■^Chambers, The Mediaeval stage, I ,  1-25.

^pollard, op. c i t . , pp. xi f .

46
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century drama remained generally true to the church- 

grown miracle and morality.

I t  took the electric shock of the Renaissance to 

revive classic drama, i t  is a peculiar phenomenon that 

in shying from the growing informality of the medieval 

stage, the rant and sport of the Herods and devils, trag

edy turned strangely to the most imperfect of the perfect 

classicists, seneca, with a l l  his rhetorical pomp, lush 

rant, and sensational horror, seneca, the brooding stoic, 

the exiled patriot, the accomplished rhetorician, poured 

forth his tragic spleen in the f i r s t  century a .D. at a 

time when the Roman closeness to the Greek stage exhib- 

ited in such tragedians as Ennius (239-169 B.C.)> pacu- 

viUE (220-130 B .C .), and Accius (170-86 B .C .)5 was gut

tering into the carnival blood and splendor of the Colos

seum. what the minstrel carried to medieval Europe was 

the turbulent lusty voices o’f gladiators, pigmies, and 

lions that cast a shadow on the dramatic stage and on 

Seneca. Horace’ s plea, to «Let not Medea k i l l  her chil

dren on the stage,« inspired by the restrained tradition 

of Greek messengers, was a Victorian prudery to the Roman
t

audience of seneca. Medea does not blush to k i l l  her 

children on the stage, nor does the father of Hippolytus 

pull the curtain to f i t  together the dismembered pieces 

of his son. Gorboduc pulls the curtain on this senecan

L. Lucas, seneca and Elizabethan Tragedy (Lon
don; Cambridge Uhiversity press, 1922) , pp." 20-24.
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spectacle and the numerous murders in the English play 

are chronicled by messengers. Even seneca could not hope 

to have Thyestes eat his own children on the stage.

There were messengers in seneca and some attribute Gorbo- 

duc' s carriers to his example.^ i t  is more likely that 

this dramatic figure comes to Gorboduc from its  ancestors 

in medieval drama.5

The singular galaxy of Seneca is not due singly 

to the infusion of horror within the action, i t  is the 

lack of action that made such an miusion so easy to 

stage. For in a l l  probability the plays of Seneca were

recited and not acted.6 His bombast, his flamboyance,
\

his epigram are sentinels to this fact. The epigram and 

the maxim, words pithily pointed to tickle the student’ s 

search for thought, kept Seneca alive during the Middle 

Ages. Esteemed chiefly for this sententiae, gathered 

into anthologies, he was studied m the Latin original 

in monastic schools. By the fourteenth century there was 

a considerable appetite for the reading of seneca.^ When 

the age of translations grew upon England, Seneca became 

a favorite dish, in 1581 Thomas newton published ten
1

schmidt, »Seneca's influence upon Gorboduc,»  
Modern Language Notes, n  (January, 1887), 65.

%oward Baker, induction to Tragedy, pp. 144 f .

6F. L. Lucas, op. c i t . , p. 56.

?Ella Isabel Harris ( t r . ) ,  two Tragedies of seneca; 
Medea and the Laughters of Troy (Bost'onT Houghton miff Im  
Co. , 1§§§) , p. x.
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tragedies of Seneca, a work that was a compilation of 

separate contemporary translations by jasper Heywood, 

Alexander lievyle, Thomas Ruse, John studley, and Henry 

Denham.®

The learned dramatists of the inns at court prob

ably went directly to the Latin text for their study of 

Seneca; but whether Sackville and Morton used the trans

lations or not, the effect of the translations m spread

ing the popularity of seneca’ s style helps to explain why 

their corboduc should have any recognition at a l l .  The 

young dramatists, in looking to Seneca, were gazing with 

the most noted critics  of tne day. Jasper Heywood, apolo

gizing for his innovations in the translation of Seneca's 

Troas, asks pardon for his arrogance in attempting «to 

set forth in English this present piece of' the f lowre of 

a l l  writers seneca."9 To Sir Philip Sidney,10 to George 

puttenham,^ even to the Greek-loving Roger Ascham,1̂  8

8john w. Cunliffe, The influence of Seneca on 
Elizabethan Tragedy (Hew York; G. E. StecEert and! Go., 
T3r2‘5y7~pT~3. A l l  of the plays cannot be proven to be truLy 
by seneca. At least seven of them were; the questionable 
authenticity of the remaining is unimportant because of 
their Sene can nature and the Renaissance ignorance of the 
doubtful authorship, p. L. Lucas, op. c i t . , p. 61.

^Thomas Hewton (ed .),  seneca His Ten Tragedies 
("Tudor Translations, second senes"; London; constable 
and c o . , 192?), I I ,  1.

l^APologie for poetrie (c. 1583), ed. J. Churton 
Collins (Oxford; at "the clarendon press, 1932), p. 51.

l lThe Arte of English poeaie (1589), ed. Edward 
Arber (Birmingham; 1 Montague Road, 1869), p. 41.

l %he soholemaster (1571) , English works of Roger 
Ascham, ecL. William AIdis Wright (Cambridge; at the uni
versity press, 1904), p. 276.
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Seneca took his seat beside Euripides and Sophocles as a 

model of tragedy.

Somehow seneca had found a home in the Renaissance 

mind and with a Renaissance audience, to understand the 

kinship of Roman and Elizabethan England tempers is f i r s t  

to understand Seneca as he was exploited by English trage

dians. And to search out in Gorboduc the essence of sene- 

can style and thought is to approach in the play the clas

sic ideals whose roots must be pursued in an uncertain 

trip from the pulpit of Seneca to the amphitheater of 

Greece.

The most easily discernible stamp of seneca on 

modern drama is found in external form. Gorboduc f o l 

lowed the example of Seneca in the five act division, the 

acts carefully separated by a chorus in the senecan fashion. 

Horton and sackville found in the intermediary chorus of' 

four ancient and sage men of Brittain an effective unify

ing force whereby they might verbally repeat and bring to

gether their separate points of contemporary po lit ica l em

phasis, respectively the necessity of following good advice 

and the pressing need f or limitation of succession. The
t

chorus, besides completing the framework of the dumb show’ s

depiction and the scenes’ action, impresses the authors*

collective yet single message in a waxing movement between

each act. Horton after Act i  writes;

And this great King, that doth deuide his land,
And chaunge the course of his discending crowne,
And yeIdea the reign into his childrens hande
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prom b lias fu ll atate of ioye and great renowne
A myrrour shall become to princes a l l
To learne to shunne the cause of suche a fa l l .  ^

Sackville, in the chorus af ter Act IV, now brings home

the ruin of a divided realm and of men who shunned good

counsel and listened rather to murderous minds.

Behold how mischiefs wide her-aelfe displayes 
And with the brothers hand the brother slayes.

0 happy wight that suffres not the snare 
Of murderous mmde to tangle him in blood! ^

The chorus of porboduc is the mechanical thing 

that it  was in seneca, a lyrica l interlude irrelevant to 

the immediate action, yet bringing the summary, the phi

losophy, the moral of the action. Norton and sackville
\

fa iled , however, to use seneca’ s ghost, the figure that 

led the Elizabethan stage to such a great concern with 

the supernatural. Another stock character of seneca, the 

confidential nurse, found a small part in g orboduc. E le 

ments of the tyrant are concentrated in a l l  the main char

acters*. in King Gorboduc with his Stoic resignation to the 

high and general c&use;^5 in the two sons with their cruel 

loudness; especially in queen Videna with her blind revenge 

so akin to the madness of Medea. Besides adopting some of
f

Seneca’ s stock characters, the authors of Gorboduc utilized

lr3Lines 19-24.

^Lines 5-24.

^Michael H. Higgins, »'Chapman’ s seneca! Man: a 
Study in Jacobean Psychology,” Review of English studies, 
XXI (July, 1945), 189.
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1Athe senecan design of corresponding characters. The 

King has his counsellors; the rival sons have theirs, 

good and bad. i t  is a design we 11-fashioned to inspire 

counsel, argument, and persuasion, to make the characters 

what seneca made of his, sententious men of words who 

talk to the high heavens but never walk on black earth.

I t  was a happy pattern for Norton who could teach his 

moral of good advice midst a staging of the battle of 

good and bad words.

What the authors of Gorboduc fa iled  to learn from 

Seneca was the refreshing play of stichomythy which in

the plays of the Latin playwright at times shone a sharp
\

brilliance. Lines of cut and thrust epigrams and moral

maxims were jewels of attraction to Seneca’ s rhetoric-
1 7loving audience. in the iroaa , Pyrrhus, the son of

Achilles, seeks the death of polyxena, virgin daughter

of Troy’ s King priam, in revenge for his father’ s death.

He quarrels with Agamemnon over the matter, f i r s t  with

long eloquent speeches, then:

Pyr. A poinct of mercy sometime is ,  what lives  
in care to k i l l .

Aga. But now your mercy mooveth you a virgins 
death to w il l .

Pyr. Account yee cruell now her death whose 
sacrifice i  crave.

your own deere daughter once yee knowe, 
yourselfe to th’ aulters gave.

Aga. Naught els could save the Greekes from 
seas, but th* only bloud of her*.

L. Lucas, op. c i t . , p. 96. 

■^ Ib id . , p. 57.
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A King bei ore his children ought, his 
country to prefer.

pyr. The law doth spare no captives bloud 
nor wil»th their death to stay.

Aga. That which the law doth not forbid, yet 
shame doth oft say nay.

pyr. The conquer our what thing he l i s t ,  may 
lawfully f u l f i l l .

Aga. So " ’ ’ “ "  " - - ’ t to l is t ,  that

Every line an exaggeration of a commonplace, the duel yet 

remains v ir i le  in its  swift sortie, in Gorboduc the com

monplace thoughts fa i led  to break loose from the senecan 

monologue, in the same situation of debate between mercy 

and revenge, the long stilted  speech keeps Gorboduc in an 

unnatural placidity over tne decision whether to put his 

son porrex to death for his murder of per rex.

Our present hand could stay no longer time,
But straight should bathe this blade in bloud 

of thee
AS iust reuenge of thy detested crime.
Ho, we should not offend the lawe of kmde 
I f  now this sworde of ours did slay thee here;
For thou hast murdered.him whose heinous death 
Euen natures force doth moue vs to reuenge 
By blood againe, and iustice forceth vs 
To measure death for death, thy due desert.19

porrex, pleading his case, answers with long speeches 

burdened with epigrams on deceit and cunning and practi

cal maxims on brotherly love and the prudence of swift

18Act I I ,  scene i i i .  see newton (ed .),  op. c i t . , 
I I ,  24. Except where otherwise indicated, quotations from 
Seneca w i l l  be taken from this Elizabethan work of Gorbo
duc f s age. Where the meaning of a passage is obscured by 
The "creative instinct of the Elizabethan translator, more 
exact modern translations w i l l  be used.

action.

19Act. IV, scene i i ,  l ines  19-27.
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But, as the water troubled, with the mudde 
Shewes not the face which els the eye should see,

.................. but that i  know the mmde
Stoupee to no dread, although the fie she be fra i le .

Hoping my earnest sute should soone haue wonne 
A louing hart within a brothers brest.

And wisedome willed me without protract 
In spedie wise to put the same in vre.20

In Gorfcoduc the rhetoric and declamation of

sententiae and long speeches are everywhere the senecan

commonplace and rant that make a l l  the characters sound

alike. With Seneca’ s voice Gorboduo» s characters could

not f a i l  to sound some of his thoughts. Within the play

lies  evidence of a close fam iliarity with the model: paral-
\

le ls  to ideas, to passages, to the moral of seneca are not 

necessarily proofs of direct plagiary or adulating imita

tion, but they are striking intimations of a convincing 

influence.

The plot of GorbodUc might -well be based on the 

divided realm theme of seneca’ s Thebai3. in Thyestes too, 

the thesis is summarized in a short phrase; «The kingdome 

takes not twayne.«2  ̂ This same play is f i l l e d  with the

horrors of strife  between brothers that so besets Gorboduc.
/

When the brothers are young, as they are in the English 

tragedy, seneca would moralize on the impetuosity oi youth, 

the dangers of swelling pride and flattery  in the business

20Ib id . , lines 48-71, 97-131.

21Act I I I ,  scene i .  jtfewton ( e d . ) ,  op ♦ c i t . , i ,  70.
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of' princely power.

"The onely fault of youth it  is  not to refraine  
his rage .»22

»Kay, rather frolicke youthful fcloud appeares 
To have more neede of counsell wyse and grave.»25

»The yonger sorte the worse precepts do easely 
harken to. **24

The same passions and rashness of youth are centered in 

the characters of perrex end porrex to move the action of 

violence. Eubulus, King Gorboduc*s wise counsellor, por

tends the coming treachery ana warns with senecan fear of 

the pride and vanity of youth.

Arme not vnskilfulnesse with princely power.

x But, lest the fraude that ye do seeme to feare 
Of flattering tongues corrupt their tender youth 
And wrythe them to the wayes of youthfull lust,
To climying pride, or to reuenging hate.25

Eubulus fears the defiance of law and nature that

gnaws at Gorfcoduc *s less noble characters. Hermon, per-

fex* parasite, urges perrex to violence.

Know ye that lust of kingdomes hath no law;

Thiftke you such princes do suppose themselues 
Subject to lawes of kmde and fear of gods?26

Such defiance is the obsession of a l l  seneca*s maddened

22Troas, Act i i ,  scene i i i .  newton fed .),  op. 
c i t . , I I ,  3T

230ctavia, Act n ,  scene 1 1 . newton (ed .),  op. 
c i t . , i i ,  t s f :—  —

24Thyestes, Act n ,  scene i .  newton (ed .),  op. 
c i t . , 1, 631

25Act I, scene i i ,  lines 525-54.

26Act I I ,  scene i ,  l ines 14G-51.
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v illa in s . Thus does the maniacal Aureus bellow;

Such holiness, such piety and fayth,
Are private goods; le t  kinges runne 

one in that likes their w i l l . 27

These lawless thoughts remain in seneca, as in

Gorboduc, to the wicked. Everywhere in seneca characters

of virtue admonish the lawless, as does Oetavia her mother,

for being «unmindful of the laws.«28 The chorus of medea

epitomizes the good moral tone of seneca.

pew are the evils of the well-known way;
Seek the old paths your fathers safely trod,
The sacred federations of the world 

Keep s t i l l  invio late.29

With this unchangeable order of sacred law philander in 

Gorboduc agrees;

nature hath her ordre and her course 
Which being broken doth corrupt the state 
Of myndes and thinges, euen in the best of a l l . 30

I t  is  seme times d if f icu lt  in the concourse of character 

development and plot movement to find in seneca, as in 

any dramatist, the moral, the philosophy, the mind behind 

the tragedies. Yet with seneca, his tragedies half hung 

in the closet, at least the moral of the affected and 

striving rhetorician stands generally clear in re l ie f .

Hie characters are either black or white; Jason’ s meek

27Thyeates, Act I I ,  scene 1 . newton (ed .),  op. 
o it . , 1, 6T .

280ctavia, Act n ,  scene i .  newton (ed .),  op. 
c i t . , i i , V ST.

29ACt i n ,  scene iv. Harris ( t r . ) ,  0£. c i t . ,
p . 28.

30Act I I ,  scene i i ,  l in es  220-22.
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kindliness makes Medea’ s unrelenting ruthlessness the 

more outstanding.51 i t  is the same in gorboduc* s pattern 

of good and evil counsellors. The good characters remain 

reverent to the laws of nature and man.

I f  Seneca’ s moral position is clear, i t  follows 

that he would have designed a didactic punishment for 

those «unmindful of the laws.« His design is a hybrid 

ethics wrung from classic theological confusion and his 

own Stoical philosophy of fatalism. Mischief is punished 

by mischief; crime always recoils upon its  author. «The 

safest path to mischiefe is by mischieie open s t i l l . « 32

Seneca’ s plays opened on a closing portion of a myth.
\

The l i t t le  action that is staged is concentrated on the 

horrible retribution of a past crime, in the Thyestes, 

Thyestes suffers the revolting dish of feeding on his 

own children for having seduced the wife of Atreus and 

having tried to usurp his tkrone. The introspective suf

fering, groping and resignation of the miserable Thyestes 

build up to his physical punishment of devouring his own 

children. I t  is his mundane retribution. And Atreus’

punishment for his villainy is portended in the closing
*

lines of the play* "The avenging gods w il l  come and

31Moses Hadas, «The Roman stamp of Seneca’ s Trag
edies,« American journal of philology, LX (AP^il, 1939), 
2 2 2 .

32Agamemnon, Act n ,  scene i .  newton ( e d . ) ,
op. c i t . ,  i l , lQ6.
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punish thee.«33 It is this mundane retribution that Eng

lish tragedy needed to f i l l  the incapacity of religious 

drama to in s t i l l  p it i fu l circumstance in the bosom of a 

tragic hero, i t  is  this retribution that Seneca helped 

to bestov» and that Gorboduc helped to transfuse, perrex, 

porrex, and Videna are a l l  revenged for their wickedness, 

porrex can hear the ca ll  of senecan ethics: «Mischiefs 

for mischiefs is a due reward.«34 * King Gorboduc, though 

less violently guilty than the common senecan hero, suf

fers more truly in the introspective manner. The mental 

anguish of a corrupted family and a ruined realm fa llB

upon him.
\

What freward fate hath sorted vs this chaunce,
That euen in those where we should comfort find, 
Where our delight now in our aged dayes 
Should rest and be, euen there our onely griefe  
And depest sorrowes to abridge our l i f e ,
Most pyning cares and deadly thoughts do grow?33

I t  is  the questioning of Thyestes.

What tumult yet or countenaunce to see
Makste thou mad man? at length a trustful breast
To brother gene, what ever now it  be,
Causeles, or els to late thou art a dred.
I  wretch would not so feare, but yet me drawee 
A trembling terrour; down myne eyes do shed 
Their sodayne teares and yet i know no cause, 
is  i t  a greefe, or fearer or els hath teares 

great joy i t  se lfe .33

33Act V, scene v. E lla  Isabel Harris ( t r . ) ,  in 
The English Drama: an Anthology, 900-1642, eds. E. W. Parks 
ana R. C. fieatty (New Work: wT W. Norton and co., 1935), 
p. 1495.

34Act I I ,  scene i i ,  line 56.

33Act IV, scene i i ,  lines 142-48.
56Thyestes, Act V, scene i i .  Newton ( e d . ) ,  op.

c i t . ,  i ,  qTT.
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The questioning, se lf-re liant and self-pitying, the fear 

and realization of the problème of l i f e ,  the centering of 

characterization on inner thoughts, is  the introspection 

that Seneca gave to English tragedy to complement the 

epic profusion of pageantry and external action that went 

with medieval drama. The questioning is part of the im

perfect character of man that the religious miracles did 

not portray and the abstract moralities made too general. 

Although Seneca’ s rhetoric marred a realistic  imitation 

of character, his introspection gave tragic characteriza

tion the basic boost i t  needed.37

Seneca’ s introspection is closely connected with
\

his brooding fatalism. The stoic answer to the question

ing of l i fe  was a resignation to death.

». . . . alas why do x waste the day in teares 
and playnte?

0 wrethed lyfe why dost thou last?*3**

'•Depart 0 wretched soulé, and from this careful 
carcas f l i e

And ease me of such ruthfull fates, to see my 
daughter d ie .«39

Oedipus is '»glad to d ie .«49 «Death now best contenteth«

37L. E. Kastner and H. B. Charlton (eds .),  The 
poetical Works of sir william Alexander ( "Scottish Text 
Society"; Edinburgh and London; willram Blackwood and 
Sons, 1921), I ,  clxix.

^ Hercules Qetaeus, Act v, scene i i .  newton (ed .),  
Ojj)̂  c it. , XX, 25l.

39Troas, Act IV, scene i .  newton (ed .),  op. c i t . ,
I I »  45.

4QThebaiB, Act i ,  scene i .  newton (ed . ) ,  op.
cit. , 1 , 101.
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jocasta . 4 1  Ih.eseue in Hippolytus , 42 Cassandra in Aga

memnon, 43 and Deianira in Hercules Qetaeus, 44 a l l  wait 

for »sweet and welcome death.»

In g orboduc are heard the echoes.

Why should I  lyue, and linger forth my time
in longer l i f e  to double my distresse?45

0 hateful1 light!
C lothesome l i f e !  0 sweete and welcome death! 46 47

The surrender to death follows the complaints 

against the f ix ity  of fate and the fickleness of fortune 

that predominate Seneca’ s tragedies.

» I f  ought the dates may wretches helps 
thou hast thy safe retreat.

I f  not; already then pore foole thou 
-> hast thy sepulchere.»47

«Rashe, fickle, pevish, undiscreete, 
and wavering Fortunes wheele,

Hath cast me out, the crusshmg cares 
of banishment to f e e le . " 48

'»Let none dispayre of best in worst 
e s ta. te

43-Qedipus, Act V, scene i i .  newton (ed . ) ,  op. 
c i t . , 1 , 229.

42ÀCt V, scene i .  newton (ed . ) ,  op. oit. , I ,  181. 

43Act IV, scene i .  newton (ed .) ,  op. c i t . , i i , 130.

44Act H I ,  scene i i .  newton (ed.) ,  op. c i t . , <ii,
224.

45Act IV, scene i ,  lines 1 f .
46Act IV, scene i i ,  lines 192 f .

47Troas, Act I I I ,  scene i .  newton (ed .) ,  op. o i t . ,
I I ,  31.

4%edea, Act I I ,  scene i i .  newton ( e d . ) ,  op. c i t ,
I I ,  65.
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For clotho myngles a l l ,  and suffreth not
Fortune to stand; but Fates about doth 

drive.

The same complaints abound in Gorboduc.

What froward fate hath sorted vs this 
chaunce^O

While yet the Fa-tes do lende him l i f e  
to rule^l

Of a l l  missehappes that fortune now 
can send5^

The wheel of fortune, which had frolicked in so 

early an English poem 8 b Beowulf, was not a new-found 

toy in senecan study. The last act of g or boduc, in which 

»Loe here the end of Brutus royal l ine,"  heralds the com

plete destruction of a royal house in the fu l les t  tradi

tion of Boccaccic^s De gasibue theme that Chaucer and 

Lydgate popularized in England. * 49 * 51 52 53 I t  is the heralding 

of a story often told, that no man, no matter how great 

or powerful, can control his fate and a void the spin of 

misfortune, when the fear of too much worldliness in the 

progressive twelfth century of travel, trade, and uni

versities aff l icted  the church, Gothic literature, art, 

and sermons told a similar story with the ominous Dance

t
49Thyestes, Act I I I ,  scene H i .  newton (ed.) ,  

op. c l t . , Tü ?6”.

5̂ Act IV, scene i i ,  l ine 143.

51Act I I ,  scene i,  line 25.

52Act IV, scene i i ,  l ine  59.

3%arnham, op. cit.  , p. 129.
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of Death, a dance that was to inspire contempt for the 

world and tend the material view of l i fe  back to Christ’ s 

teaching that i t  w il l  be done on earth as i t  is in heaven, 

a teaching that blended matter and spirit  in l i f e ’ s ac

tivity. The themes of fortune’ s wheel, pe Casibus, and 

contempt for the world voiced a common unfortunate reac

tion against a world oblivious or estranged from Christ’s 

good l i f e  leading to happiness in heaven, pagan lust and 

bloodshed bothered seneca; worldly growth tempted medie- 

val man and coni used Boccaccio.  ̂ The common moral of 

the reaction was; to trust not at a l l  in this world, but

in the next world; the one mortal event certain for a l l
\

man is death. For Christianity an application of the 

doctrine was ascetic piety; for Roman stoicism it  was a 

practical philosophy; for drama it  was an erroneous ap

proximation of the Greek tragic law of fate. Seneca’ s 

fatalism served not to motivate action in character but 

to inspire introspection. For two Renaissance men such 

as Horton and Sackville, living m an age that was chang

ing the philosophic system of Aristotle for the l ibera l  

groping of p lato , 55 the fateful wheel of fortune, itse l f
t

an ultimate groping for the relation of matter and spirit,  

was a tempting toy to dangle in their Be Casibus plot.

Although there was an abundant supply of fortune’ s 54

54Ib id . , pp. 30-56.

55Supra, p. 9.
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wheels in medieval and Renaissance literature, indica

tions strongly suggest that Morton and sackville found

theirs in seneca in a studious search for classic ideals. 

Certain signposts on the Gorboduc fortune road indicate a 

particular senecan learning. King Gorboduc’ s bitter la 

ment in Act I I I  comes as i f  from the mouth of the Latin 

writer.

O cruel Rates! 0 mindful wrath of goddesi 
Whose vengeance neither siniois stayned streames 
Flowing with bloud of Troian princes slaine,
Kor Phrygian fieldes made ranck with corpses dead 
Of Asian kynges and lordes, can yer appease! 57

«0 cruel pates« is the common English translation for

Seneca»s often-used dira fata and dura f a t a . T h e  rare
\

allusion to «Simois stayned streames« echoes a line in 

Agamemnon.*“*9 The whole speech shows a familiarity with 

the Troas. Gorboduc obviously thinks of himself as a 

descendent, by way of' Brutus, of the Trojans. He sees 

again in the ruin of Britain the crumbling walls of Troy 

and cries with Hecuba;

The father of so many kings pryam of auncient 
name,

56

5%ow close seneca’ s fatalism came to the function 
of fate in Greek tragedy w i l l  be examined later.

57Seene i ,  lines 1-5.

5®Marvin T. Herrick, «senecan influence in Gorbo- 
duc,« Studies in speech and Drama in Honor of Alexander-  
mT"~Drummond (ItKaca, Hew York; cornel! University press, 
T94"4j V p .' S8.

59«Hor symois, that purple wawmes with slaughter 
died doth steare.« Act n , scene i .  Mewton (ed.) ,  op. 
c it . ,  I I ,  110.
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Un tombed lieth and wants in blase of Troy his 
funerall flame.

Ie  yet the gods are wrekt, but loe hxs sonnes 
and daughters a l l ,

Such Lordes they serve as doth by chance of 
lot to them befa ll .  ^

Norton and sackville joined so many of the Englishmen of 

the sixteenth century who linked fate and fortune with 

Seneca, in the Mirror for Magistrates, with which sack- 

v i l le  was closely associated, is found the typical trib

ute of works centered on themes of fortune’ s sport.

0 morall senec true find I thy saying 
That neyther kinsfolke, ryches, strength, or 

fauour
Are free from Fortune, but are ay decaying. 61

With a l l  his horrors and fatalism, seneca re-
\

mained to the Elizabethans «morall Senec." to know Sene

ca’ s moral, meaningless, yet blindly searching the good, 

is to understand how Norton and sackville could mingle 

his fates and gods with their Christian God.

. . . .  Yet must God in fine restore 
This noble crowqe vnto the lawfull heire;
For right w i l l  allftayes liue and rise at length.
But wrong can neuer take deepe roote, to last. 2

pessimistic as he is ,  seneca could offer in

Stoic fatalism a patient, courageous outlook similar to

Christian fortitude, in the order of fate and fortune a

SOTroas, Act i ,  scene i .  Newton ( e a . ) ,  op. c i t .  , 
I I ,  10 f .

61Ed. L i ly  B. Campbell (Cambridge: at the uni
versity  p ress ,  1938), p. 132. 6

62Qorboduc, Act v> scene i i ,  l ines  276-79.
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justice, perhaps something of a divine government of the 

world,6** close to the law of God, very close to the 

ascetism and fatalism of Horton’ s Calvinistic Puritanism. 

Seneca’ s philosophical writings pre-eminently showed a 

concern with practical common virtue, prayer, and a single 

deity. He was beyond pagan Rome and close to the new 

Christianity in his approach to themes of sm, suffering, 

and righteousness. 64 But it  is the tragedies themselves 

that concern Gorboduc. I t  is here that he utters the 

moral maxim, that his virtuous characters remain mindful 

of the laws, that the cruel and lustful suffer the woes

of revenge. Jason’ s farewell to a possessed Medea is  the
\

clearest voice of seneca’ s tragic lesson.

Go through the skies sublime, and going prove 
That the gods dwell not in the heavens you seek.6^

Seneca is sceptical of the gods, questioning of death.

The chorus of the Tr oas fears that the gods are but ru

mors:

They Fancies are that follow folke by sleepe 
Such rumors vayne, tut fayned l ies  they are,
And fables like the dreames in heavy care.

They fear that "nothing taryeth after dying day. " 66

6SC. 3?. Beckingham, "Seneca’ s Fatalism and E liza 
bethan Tragedy," Modern Language Review, XXXii (July,
1937), 436.

64Richard Mott Gummere, seneca the philosopher 
and His Modern Message (Boston; Marshall Jones Company, 
T92277”p'. 80 .“

6%edea, Act V, scene l i i .  Harris ( t r . ) ,  two 
Tragedies of seneca, p. 43.

66Act 1 1 , scene iv. newton (ed . ) ,  op. c l t . ,
I I ,  26.
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seneca knows only that heaven and right are not with the 

wicked Medea.

I t  may be that Gorboduc’ s gods were classic syno

nyms for the God of the authors’ belief. With the Campion 

self-awareness for classic study, ̂  the Renaissance authors 

would naturally make repeated use of classical mythology. 

What is important is that seneca believed in the gods no 

more than Norton and sackville, that his simple practi

cal morality is very close to Gorboduc* s. With that it  

ie not d if f icu lt  to understand Sidney’ s appraisal of the 

play.

I t  is fu l l  of stately speeches and we 11-soundmg 
' 'Phrases, clyming to the height of seneca his 

sti le ,  and as fu l l  of notable moralitie. °°

To be able to deny that »the real morality of
69Gorboduc is the reverse of senecan morality» is primary 

in establishing a congenial senecan milieu for the Eliza

bethan mind. The modern critical tendency is to diminish 

the importance of seneca in a study of the Elizabethan 

stage, professor Howard Baker, Louisiana State univer

sity authority in early English tragedy, charges; »The 

theory that seneca was the eminent influence on sixteenth 

century writers is, I think, a blighting cr it ica l  fancy.» * 70

6?supra, p. 1 2 .

66APologie for poetrie, op. c i t ., p. 52.

6%aker, induction to Tragedy, p. 34.

70I b i d . , p. 5.
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What professor Baker has to say about non-senecan in flu 

ences in Gorboduc is true enough. The play*s two para

sites are descendants of the miracle play devils and moral 

vices. Yet their sinister machinations in the lust of 

empire have transformed them into Senecan villains, de

f ie rs  of the laws of nature and man, not frolicksome 

agents of the devil. The battle of words between the 

good and evil counsellors in Gorboduc is much like the 

debates of vices and virtues in the morality. The 

speeches, with their epigram and maxim, are much, too, 

like the rant of Seneca. The five-act division was used

before Gorboduc in such a plautine comedy as Ralph
\

Roister poister. But Gorboduc* s chorus between acts is 

Senecan, not plautine. Gorboduc*s profusion of charac

ters on the stage is a trait of the medieval drama;

Seneca managed with three actors. Yet the profusion of 

murder and revenge was senecan. There would be diction 

and thought in the English tragedy similar to lines from 

medieval drama.

»While yet the pates do lende him l i fe  to ru le»^1-

«What! wenest thou thy lyue is gyuen the 
And thy worldely gooddes also?

Nay, nay; it  was but lende the;*1̂

There would be expected traces of Chaucer, Lydgate, and

?lGorboduc, Act II»  scene i ,  line 25.

7%;veryman, l ines 161-64. Adams (ed.) op. c i t . ,
p. 291.
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the Mirror for Magistrates in a De_ paaibua play of two 

Englishmen. There would be expected traces of Vergil,

Ovid, and Statius in the literary work of two Renais

sance students.

S t i l l  there was seneca. And the importance of 

Seneca in Gorboduc l ies  in elements beyond isolated paral

le ls  in diction73 and extraneous structure. English medi

eval drama had pointed its development along lines of 

vigorous native humour, i t s  promise was comedy. Eng

lish tragedy was not so indigenous. Beyond Everyman and 

Abraham and Isaac, there had been no grow to of the tragic

story, its  basic technique had to come from without.
\

The Elizabethans turned to seneca and found much to their 

taste. He had the st i f f  morality of piers ? 1 owman and the 

gilded polish of the italianate Tottel’ s Miscellany. 

Seneca’ s audience, steeped in rhetoric and the Augustan 

poets, demanded a language *violently rhetorical, spotted 

with purple patches of d escription and allusion. Here 

was a man for an England steeped in a rooting for a mag

nificent national tongue in its  battle of purists and

inkehorns, bloated with translations of the best of for-
/

eign and classic literature, swelling with the realization 

of the oratorical and literary promise of its language. 7

7 3por the use of Seneca’ s barren and tr iv ia l  meta
phor, mythological expression, and reiteration of phrase 
in Gorboduc, see Schmidt, loc. c i t . , pp. 63-67. por a 
treatment of such externals with the emphasis on non- 
Senecan sources see Baker, induction to Tragedy, pp. 30- 
41.
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Seneca»s audience, stuffed with the lust and cruelty of the 

pagan amphitheater, demanded horror. Here was a man for 

England, feeling the cruel competiton of the marketplace 

where man became bourgeois or beggar, where students 

stole to cheer cockfighting and bearbaiting. Rome was 

learned and cruel in cold decadence. London vías learned 

and cruel in heated youth, seneca could be iced richly in 

English tragedy because he was so cousined to the English 

mind. His plays were as melodramatic as l i fe  of E liza 

bethan England.

Beyond the icing of morality, rhetoric, and horror 

that suited their age, Morton and Sackville found in sén

eca more particular congruities. His five-act division 

with the intermediary moralizing chorus was a convenient 

vehicle to unify their polit ical message. Seneca’ s epi

grammatic argument was a style well adapted to the lawyers’ 

emphasis on the battle of good and bad advice. Seneca’ s 

concern with the danger of the pride, the lust, and the 

vanity of youth supplied material for the motivations of 

Gorboduc* s characters. Seneca’ s treatment of a divided 

realm, of enmity between brothers, was a source for Gor- 

boduc’ s plot. Seneca himself had lived a courtier l i fe  

in the corrupt empires of Claudius and Mero, involved in 

the midst of court sin and murders, forced to suicide in 

the face of revolution, he well knew the price of ambition.^

^For a l i fe  of seneca see Francis Holland, seneca 
(Mew York; Longmans, Green and Co., 1920).



70

Seneca the dramatist could lend to a warning to the court 

of Elizabeth the political sermon of sinners like Thyestes 

and innocent victims like the Daughters of Troy suffering 

the i l l s  of corrupted and fallen empire.

Beyond these general and particular attractions, 

there had to be more basic tragic theories in seneca if 

the value of Gorboduc, or Seneca, is to be considered im

portant in the development of English tragedy. Gorboduc 

grasped the order of seneca’ s tragedy of revenge, char

acters are locked in vicious struggle, in the pattern of 

give and take, where mundane retribution is the mode of 

justice. This order, along with the play of fatalism 

and the working of introspection, has lowered characters 

and action from the world of saints and abstractions 

that was the object of medieval drama. The value of 

these elements as classic ideals and as essential func

tions of tragedy is yet to be tested in the judgment of 

Aristotle, the analytic critic of the only tragedy that 

can be truly classified as classic, por now the ideals 

are merely Roman ana non-medieval.

That they gave some permanent and intrinsic force
t

to English tragedy can be appreciated in their continued 

l i f e  after G££b_oduc. senecan elements persist in subse

quent tragedies of the inns of Court, in 1566 appeared 

J ocasta> Gasgoigne’ s version of Dolce*s version of Eu- 

rip ide ’ s phoenissae; in 1567-68 there was Gismond of

Salerne; in 1588 Hughes* Misfortunes of Arthur was
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presented. Especially in the last two does the style 

and thought of Seneca drip abundantly. There is every

where horror and revenge, epigram and stichomythy, Dathos 

and bombast.

Kyd’ s Spanish Tragedy in 1587 brought Seneca and 

his tragedy of revenge to the popular stage. The play 

has some of the element of Seneca’ s chorus, less of his 

rhetoric, more of his blood and thunder, a wild progeny 

followed. Marston and chapman are even more Senecan in 

mannerism with prolix and purple rhetoric, red horror, 

vapory supernatural, and black foreboding, quotations 

from seneca, in Latin and in translation, are everywhere 

in their plays. The two tragedians, along with such mi

nor dramatists as Daniel, Greville, and Alexander, de

veloped characters, more senecan than Seneca's own, 

around the stoic creed of resignation . ^6
By now stoicism, revenge, horror, ghosts, rhet

oric, and bombast are as much Elizabethan as they are 

Senecan. By the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries a direct Senecan flavor is lost in compounding 

elements of native modification, elaboration, and inven

tion. Tourneur, Webster, Marlowe, G-reene, peele, and 

Shakespeare himself received the waning heritage. Mac

beth, Hamlet, and Richard m  belong to the genre of 75 *

75Cunliffe, op. c i t . , pp. 50-55.

L. Lucas, op. cit ♦, pp. 110-33.
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revenge tragedy that can be traced tack to those English 

who would make their native tragedy classic in spirit,  

who went to seneca for inspiration, who found there room 

for their own mad spleen.^

That the elements of Seneca’ s tragedies were at 

least in touch with the classic ideals of the Attic stage 

can be appreciated in the relation between Seneca and the 

last, and least classic of the Greek tragedians, Euripides. 

I t  is not d if f icu lt  to seek out the kinship between the 

two. The chorus that was an actor in the plays of Aes

chylus and Sophocles is already in Euripides the musical 

interlude, the commentator, that it w i l l  be in seneca. 

Seneca’ s ghosts belong to the family of sad and restless 

sprites, lost and s t i l l  suffering, that Euripides pre

sented. The ghost of ¡seneca and the Elizabethan stage 

is not the calm, counselling wraith that it is in Aes

chylus. The Senecan tyrant is an obvious descendant of 

Euripides’ Menelaus in Andromache and Lycus in Heracles♦ 

The Roman prototype is clumsier, louder, more violent; 

but one can s t i l l  recognize the pedigree. Euripides is 

the master of Greek rhetoric. He cut from his tongue 

choice words on the sins of women, and sins against them, 

on the iniquity of established deities and despotisms, 

on the wisdom and fo l l ie s  of love. He gave to the Greek 77

77T. S. Eliot,  "Shakespeare and the stoicism of 
Seneca," selected Essays, 1917-1932 (Hew York: Harcourt, 
Brace and go., , pp. 112-19.
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love for the simple and profound maxim a more particular, 

satir ica l twist, i t  is this storehouse that seneca ex

aggerates, and lowers to his practical commonplace.

Euripides was the most emotional tragedian of Greece,
78as Aristotle says, «the most tragic.» His pathos is 

somewhat heavy; with seneca i t  is  burdensome.

prom Euripides seneca inherited with the Roman 

modification of exaggeration and stiffness the i r re le 

vant chorus, ghosts and stock characters, melodrama, 

rhetoric and maxim, in turn seneca gave them to the 

Renaissance. 79 * 7

78poetics x i i i .  6 . The chapter and section refer
ences are based "on s. H. Butcher’ s translation, see s. H. 
Butcher, Aristotle » s Theory of poetry and Fine Art (4 th 
ed. ; London: Macmillan and co .,' l 9 l l ) .

7 9F . L . Luc as, op. c i t . , pp* 10—15.



CHAPTER V

THE STAGE OF ARISTOTLE'S POETICS

How close seneca brought corboduc to true classic 

ideals rests on an application of the play to the tragic 

theory of a truly classic cr it ic .  Aristotle 's  poetics 

was written in the year 330 B.C.» seventy years after the 

last great tragedian, Euripides, had stepped from the 

stage, more than two hundred years after the f i r s t  tragedy 

Of Thespis was produced at Athens. 1 Aristotle might well 

have read a thousand tragedies;^ ana because his treatise 

is based on observed perfections, it  brings us close to 

the actual principles of the creek stage. Although the 

critic lived some two hundred years after the growth of 

the drama from the rituals of Dionysus, his review of 

tragedy’ s religious origin in chapters i i i ,  iv, and v in

dicates his complete understanding of the art. purther- 

more, Aristotle was not alone in tragic criticism. He 

himself mentions in the poetics other authors of poetic 

criticism, protagoras, Hippias, Eucleides, Glaucon, and

f i l b e r t  Murray in the preface to mgram Bywater 
( t r . ) ,  Aristotle on the Art of poetry (oxford; at the 
Clarendon press, T929), p. ITT

Spane cooper, The poetics of Aristotle , i t s  Mean
ing and influence (Hew York; Longmans, Green and Co., 
T927jTpTT2:------
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Ariphades.

With this literary cackground it  is natural to 

expect a thorough systematic treatment of tragedy from 

Aristotle. Although the poetics appears m a fragmentary 

form, fa i ling in its promise of an analysis of comedy, 

with the appearance of the manuscript of a lecturer, 

lacking the polish of Aristotle ’ s other numerous trea

tises on almost every department of knowledge of the day, 

this discussion of tragic and epic poetry is remarkable 

in its vividness and system.

Elizabethan England itself was heir to an exten

sive and distorted interpretation of Aristotle. Early 

sixteenth-century Italian commentators like Grifolfus,  

Madius, and Robertellus laid  a foundation of Aristotelian- 

Horation criticism that developed into the later sixteenth 

century stress on rules in the works of such critics as 

Qastelvetro, Minturno, and Tasso. These men insisted on 

udie unities of time and place, though Aristotle passed 

over the unity of time^ and never mentioned tne unity of 

place . * 4 i t  was this misuse of Aristotle ’ s authority that

^’’Tragedy endeavours, as f a r  as possib le ,  to con
f in e  i t s e l f  to a single  revolution of the sun, or but 
s l igh t ly  to exceed this l im i t . "  poe t ics  v. 4. A l l  re fe r 
ences to the poetics  w i l l  be to Butcher »"s translation, op. 
c i t . , unless otherwise indicated.

4J. E. spingarn, A History of Literary criticism 
in the Renaissance (New yorîcl coïumcia university press, 1^25)7 pp. 89-10IV Marvin T. Herrick, The pu si on of Ho- 
ration and Aristotelian Literary criticism, 1551-1555 
fÜFEâna; the University of I l l in o is  press, 1946), pp." 67- 
105.
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immigrated to England. Although sir  philip Sidney found

much in Gorboauc to recommend ”after Seneca’ s style as a

model for tragedy,” he could not be satisfied with its

Aristotelian fulfillment.

For i t  is faulty both in place and time, the 
two necessary companions of a l l  corporall ac
tions. For where the stage should alwaies 
represent but one place, and the vttermost 
time presupposed in i t  should be, both by 
Aristotles precept and common reason, but one 
day, there is both many dayes, and in many 
places, in a r t i f i c ia l l y  imagined. 5

Though the Elizabethan did not fu l ly  understand 

Aristotle, he was learning to esteem him as a literary 

crit ic .  Greek had long teen neglected in England. There 

were, in Elizabethan times, few, besides Sir John Cheke 

and Roger Ascham, who could read Greek and voice an appre

ciation of the superiority of its  literature over the 

Latin attractions that the age enjoyed. Yet indirect 

sources of Greek literature, its  tragedies, and the po

etics were known and the originals were at least begin

ning to be studied. By the time of Ben jonson a f u l l  and 

understanding tribute could be given to Aristotle as a 

dramatic critic .

Hee [the poe"t] must read many; but ever the 
best, and choisest; those, that can teach him 
any thing, hee must ever account his masters, 
and reverence: among whom Horace, and (hee that 
taught him) Aristotle, deserve to bee the f i rs t  
in estimation. Aristotle was the f i r s t  accurate 
Criticke, and truest judge . 6

5Apologie for poetrie, op. c i t . , p. 52.

6”Discoveries” (1641), G. H. Herford, and Percy 
and Evelyn Simpson (eas.) , Ben Jonson, VIII (Oxford; at 
the clarendon press, 1947)," 639.
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The poetics is then a solid table on which to d is 

sect Gorboduc for several reasons. The poetics1 own ana

lytic nature cuts to the heart, the soul of its subject; 

what makes Gorboduc tick can be found in its  machinery.

The poetics was formulated on an observation of the trage

dies of masters s t i l l  revered for their accomplishment, 

on whom the word "classic" in a l l  its connotation of beauty, 

balance, restraint, and order is most righteously bestowed; 

any true classic ideals in Gorboduc can be found in its 

art. in the Renaissance Aristotle was beginning to be 

held, though at f i r s t  with an erring hand, as the truest 

judge of literary perfection; how close Gorboduc came to 

a fulfillment of the Renaissance search for the best in 

literature can be found in his criticism.

Aristot le ’ s tragic theory might be reduced to his

formal definition in which he carefully sets the genus,

species, and function of tragedy.

Tragedy, tnen, is an imitation of an action 
that is serious, complete, and of a certain 
magnitude; in language embellished with each 
kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds 
being found in separate parts of the play; m  
the form of action, not of narrative; through 
pity and fear effecting the proper purgation 
of these emotions."

»Imitation of action" has been established as the 

genus of tragedy, i t  is Aristotle ’ s common denominator 

for a l l  fine arts. Elsewhere he has included specifically

7P oetics v i . 2.
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dancing and music.® imitation to Aristotle is the inborn 

trait in man's nature by which a child learns, in which 

the philosopher delights, and through which the artist  

creates . * 9 I t  is not the false copying that it  was to 

Plato. Action (prattein) means »'doing'' and »'faring,'» men 

in their emotional and thoughtful experiences ox l i f e . 1̂

The definition next sets the species of tragedy 

in its medium, object, and manner, Aristotle ’ s expressly 

designed principles of differentiation . 1 1  * * 14 Tragedy’ s me

dium is; »'language embellished with each kind of artistic  

ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts 

of the play." "Language" at once dismisses music, dancing, 

painting, sculpturing, and the like. By "language embel

lished" Aristotle means "language into which rhythm, har

mony, and song enter, »i1̂  This excludes such artistic  

prose as the prose dramas of sophron and xenarchus and the 

imaginary dialogues of Socrates.1^

By the several kinds in separate parts, i  mean that 
some parts are rendered through the medium of verse 
alone, others again with the aid of song. 4

®Ibid. v. 1 ., v. 8 .

9Ib id . iv. 1-5.

^Murray, op. c i t . , p. 10. Butcher, op. cit, , p.123.

Upoetics i i i .  2 .

I 2jbid. vi. 3.

13ibid. i .  7.
14Ibid. vi. 3
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Tragedy is thus differentiated from dithyrambic poetry 

in which "these means are a l l  employed in combination, " 15
"Serious" distinguishes tragedy from comedy in 

the object of its imitation. The word ( spoudaias) sug

gests "that which matters" or "that which is worth troub

ling about. " 16 Tragedy represents men in their more 

weighty and serious emotions and thought; comedy, in their 

more ludicrous nature.^

"in the form of action, nor narrative» differen

tiates tragedy from epic poetry m the manner of its  pre

sentation. Here the Greek word for action is dr an. The 

word has a narrower scope than prattein and refers to 

stage acting.1®

"Complete and of a certain magnitude" plants 

Aristot le ’ s belief in the importance of plot in bestow

ing upon the manner of tragedy the order and wholeness 

that he believes a l l  art must have. 19
The remainder of the definition, "through pity 

and fear effecting the proper purgation ( katharsis) of

1 5Ib id . i .  1 0 .

16p . L. Lucas, Tragedy: in Relation to Aristotle ’ s 
»poetics» (Hew York; Hare ourt, Brace and c0.7X9¿6’) , 
p . 16.

17poetics v. 1 .

1%ywater translates the phrase: "in a dramatic, 
not in a narrative form." Bywater ( t r . ) ,  op. cit. , 
p . 35.

l9poetics v i i .  4.
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these emotions,« describes the specific effect, the func

tion of tragedy. Two early points of the poetics are 

brought into play.

I propose to treat of poetry in itse lf  
. . . . noting the essential quality of 
each.

Whether tragedy has as yet perfected its  
types or not; and whether i t  is to be 
judged in it se l f ,  or in relation also to 
the audience,--this raises another ques
tion . 20

With the catharsis theory Aristotle has established 

tragedy’ s essential quality and its  standard of' judgment. 

Two emotions which might become d iff icu lt  to control in 

everyday l i fe  are afforded a pleasurable re l ie f .  They 

are purged and expendeu for characters in a tragedy. The 

audience cries for the hero, "He is in a p it i fu l  circum

stance«; i t  cries with the hero, »How i would be afraid; 

how I have so been afraid." a tragedy is good cr cad as 

the audience is convinced of its  representative capacity 

to portray the actions that are their everyday experience, 

experiences that arouse in them the thoughts and feelings 

that are their own. Throughout ms treatment of tragedy 

Aristotle probes for the ideal, the best in tragedy, re-
t

memcering this judgment of the audience, applying the d i f 

ferent elements to their effect on these emotions.

Aristotle ’ s definition has set the pattern for  

his inquiry. Dealing now with the integral parts of the

20Ib id .  i .  1, iv .  2.
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whole, he proceeds to examine plot, character, thought, 

diction, song, and spectacle. The f i r s t  three consti

tute the object of imitation; the next two, the medium; 

the last, the manner.

The genus of art explains why Aristotle con

siders plot the soul of tragedy. Tragedy as an art is 

an imitation of action, not primarily of men (these are 

but the agents) . plot is the instrument of the orderly 

arrangement of the incidents, the experiences, this ac

tion of l i f 'e .2-*-

The plot i t se l f  has intrinsic parts. "a well 

constructed plot must neither begin nor end at haphazard.1,22 

I t  must have a beginning, a middle, and an end. The begin

ning is «that which does not i t se l f  follow anything by 

causal necessity.«23 in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King the 

f i r s t  cause is the supplication of the elders of Thebes 

to Oedipus to allay the plague of the town. The middle 

is  that »which follows something as some other follows 

i t . » 24 Each action in the middle is both a cause and e f 

fect. The supplication causes Oedipus to send creon to 

the oracle of Apollo. The oracle te lls  of the murder of

21I_bid. vi. 5-11.

22Ibid. v i i .  3.

22Ibid.

24Ibid.
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Laius, former King of Thebes, which must be avenged. The 

effect is an inquiry into the crime, at creon’ s suggestion, 

from the prophet Teiresias. This causes a quarrel between 

Oedipus and creon as Teiresias* report hesitantly and con

fusedly accuses Oedipus of the crime. To calm the quar

rel queen jocasta supplies more information about the mur

dered King, which in turn w i l l  cause more inquiry. 'The 

end of the play w i l l  be the final effect, »that which i t 

self naturally follows some other thing, either by neces

sity, or as a rule, but has nothing following i t . » 25 Step 

by step Oedipus learns that he is the son and unknowing

murderer of his father and the husband of his mother.
\

Hie banishment satisfies the gods. Nothing else must f o l 

low.

Aristotle further expands the analysis of the con

struction of plot by dividing the flow of action into com

plication, climax, and unravelling.

By the complication i mean a l l  that which ex
tends from the beginning of the action to the 
part which makes the turning point to good or 
bad fortune.26

The turning point is the climax. «The unravelling is  

that which extends from the beginning of the change to 

the end.»27 in Oedipus the King the change of fortune

25Ib id .

26Ibid. xviii. 2.

2?ibid.
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for Oedipus from King to exile, from prosecutor to con

demned, comes with the last thread of evidence that 

definitely places the identity and crime of Oedipus.

Oht oh! A ll  brought to pass--a l l  true!
Thou light, may I now look my last on 
thee--i who have ceen accursed in birth, 
accursed in wedlock, accursed in the 
shed of blood1^8

What follows in the causal design is the logical outcome 

of the change, oedipus in his misery and remorse tlinds 

himself; «jrocasta in despair k i l ls  herself; to satisfy the 

gods and s ecure the welfare of Thebes creon and Oedipus 

settle on Oedipus» banishment. Aristotle cautions the 

playwright not to employ the deus ex machina, as Euripides 

does with the god-sent chariot in Medea, to unravel the 

plot. This machine of the Greek stage should be used 

only, the critic points out, to bring a god on the scene 

to report or foretell  events beyond the intrinsic struc-
* oq

ture or action proper of the play.

The causal sequence and climactic arrangement in 

Aristotle ’ s structural view of plot must te joined by his 

formal view, which looks to the test technique in plot 

incident, it  is concerned with his discussion of the re

versal of intention ( peripeteia) , discovery ( anagnorisis),  

scene of suffering (pathos) , and tragic deed of horror.

28Lines 1182-1187. Tr. R. C. jetb. Whitney J. 
Oates and Eugene O’Ne i l l ,  j r .  (eds.) , The complete Greek 
Drama (New York; Random House, 1938), I ,  408.

2%oetics  xv. 7.
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A perfect tragedy, says Aristotle, should be ar

ranged on the complex plan, that is, on a plan containing 

either reversal of intention or discovery or both. v s e 

ver sal of' intention is "any event in which any agent’ s 

intention is overruled to produce an effect which is the 

direct opposite of that intended.»31- By discovery Aris

totle means a change from ignorance to knowledge, a real

ization of the truth. There could be discoveries of 

facts and inanimate things, cut the critic states that 

recognition between persons is the best type. 32 The dis

covery is even better when it  f a l l s  coincident with the 

reversal of intention. 33 Thus in pedipus the King the 

messenger comes with the intention of freeing Oedipus 

from alarms but actually, by revealing the true identity 

of the King, arouses greater fears. Oedipus had feared 

an oracle that warned him that he would k i l l  his father 

and marry his mother. For this reason he had banished 

himself from the King and Queen of Corinth, whom he thought 

to be his true parents. The messenger’ s proof that Oedipus 

i s  only their adopted son leads unwittingly to the discov

ery of his identity as already the murderer of his real
*

3Qlb id . x. 3, x i i i .  2.

3%alter Lock, "The Use of penpe teia in Aris
to t le ’ s poe_ti^, » T ^  ,Classi£al ^_vTew7iXTMay > 1895)» 2SL.

3%. A. Browne, »Types of self'-Recognition and 
Self-Reform in Ancient Drama,” American j  ournal of phi
l ology, LXIX (April, 1943), 163-71“.

33poetics xiv. 9.
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father and husband of his mother. The messenger’ s in

tention recoils as i t  causes this discovery.

The scene of suffering is an incident turning on 

destructive or painful action on the stage . 34 Oedipus 

with his gouged eyes and Euripides’ Electra appear with 

reddened masks. 35 Heracles squirms and dies in a poi

soned robe in Sophocles’ The Trachiniae.

The G^eek characters suffered and died on the 

stage but they did not k i l l .  Murders were the business 

of the messengers. I t  is this practice that probably in

spired Aristotle to arrive at the particular tragic deed 

of horror that he considers best. This deed should be 

perpetrated in ignorance, between those who are dear to 

one another, and the discovery made in time to avoid the 

horror . 33 in Euripides’ iphigenia in Tauris Electra has 

the sword raised over Orestes when she discovers he is., 

her brother, such a tragic deed with a happy issue pro

vides an intense climactic scene of pity and fear without 

a kill ing on the stage.

In another section Aristotle seems to make a con

tradiction by preferring the unhappy ending.

34ib i a . xi. 6 .

35j>amee Lorene Shis la, "The use of Stage Business 
to portray Emotion in Greek Tragedy," American Journal of 
philology, LXVI (October, 1943), 377.

36poetics xiv. 9.
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Hence they are in error who censure Euripides 
just because he follows this principle in his 
plays, many of which end unhappily, f t  is, 
as we have said, the right e n d in g .37

There is actually no contradiction. Here Aristotle is  

del ending Euripides for the use of the plot that is single 

in its issue, having only one change of fortune, from good 

to bad, for the tragic hero. The double thread of plot 

where there is an opposite catastrophe for the good and 

bad is not suitable for tragedy. Aristotle is examining 

a l l  excellencies, finding m the several elements of plot 

technique the characteristics that make a tragedy great, 

in the specific tragic deed of horror the best technique 

produces a happy ending; in the thread of plot as a whole 

the single unhappy change of fortune is best. They may 

not seem compatible, tut there is nowhere in the poetics 

an attempt to bring a l l  the great examples of tragic per

fection into one ideal plot. There would then be no scope 

for the invention of the poet that Aristotle greatly re

spected.'^®

The plot, then is the f i r s t  principle, 
and as it were, the soul of tragedy; 
character holds the second place.

Character must be good, true to type, true to l i fe ,

37ib id . x i i i .  6 . 

38Ibid. xiv. 5.

39Ib id .  v i .  15
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and consistent.* 4 *® fhat the Greek meant by «good” is some

what different from what we mean. Aristotle makes good

ness relative to each class.

Even a woman may be good, and also a slave; 
though the woman may be said to be an in 
ferior being, and the slave quite worthless . 41

There is then no universal equality in capacity for v i r 

tue. Paganism sees in virtue greatness rather than good

ness, a formidable mind and body rather than pure ones. 

Character must manifest an essentially good moral pur

pose. 42 to Aristotle the moral purpose was a call to ac

tion. His peculiar view is apparent in his condemnation 

of a character who is ”not good.”

As an example of motiveless degradation of 
character, we have Henelaus in the Orestes.43

This is not the cruel heartless Menelaus of Euripides» 

Andromache, intent on vengeful murder, but the vacillat

ing Menelaus of' Euripides» pres tea, intent on nothing but
*

compromise. He cannot decide whether or not to save his 

nephew from the Argive populace; he fa i ls  to answer the 

call of his wife Helen, helpless at the murdering hands 

of Orestes; his only move in defense of his daughter in

0

4QIbid . xv. 1. Lane cooper ( t r . ) ,  Aristotle on 
the Art of poetry (revised ed.; ithaca, Uew York; Cornell 
Umversiliy press, 1947), p. 48.

4 poetics  xv. 1 .

42Ibid. xv. 1 .

45Ib id .  xv. 5.
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the same hands is a whimper; «Ah me! what can i  do?«44 
The man that Aristotle holds up as a bad tragic character 

is a man who cannot make up his mind, a man with no strong 

bent for action, one wonders what Aristotle would have 

said about Hamlet. More important one infers that a C ly -  

taemestra, though an adulteress and a murderess, is a 

good character because she can find in revenge and fate 

a motive for killing her husband.

. . . .  For what remains
Zeal unsubdued by sleep shall nerve my hand
To work as right and as the gods command.4 5

I t  is a distorted law that works in Greek mythol

ogy, tut i t  is this law on which Greek drama worked. Al

though Aristotle never mentions fate, his theory of cause 

and effect and his conception of goodness and moral pur

pose supposes its  place in Greek tragedy. Cause and e f 

fect emphasizes action and duty, not choice, character 

is as good as the hand is forceful, though bloody. Ham

l e t ’ s character is on tr ia l .  W il l  he, or w i l l  he not, 

k i l l  the King? crestes’ act is on tr ia l .  He w i l l  in 

evitably k i l l  his mother, what w i l l  be the consequence 

of his act? 46

44Line 1612. i r .  g . p. Coleridge. Oates and
O’Heill  (eds. ) ,  op. c i t . , I I ,  163.

46Aeschylus, Agamemnon, lines 915-917. i r .
E. D. A. Morshead. Oates ~ancL O’Keill  (eds.) ,  op. cit, ,
I, 196.

46P. H. Frye, Ike Theory of Greek Tragedy (Lin
coln; University of He Fr ask a press, 1'9'13") , p. 13.
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»•True to type" follows closely on Aristotle ’s 

class distinction in virtue, women must not be given a 

manly valor. "True to l i fe "  echoes the genus of art and 

function of tragedy, character must be drawn to properly 

represent the people of reality , to strike relationship 

with the audience that they may pity and fear as for them

selves. To be "consistent" the characters must be true 

to themselves, even though they be only consistently in

consistent.^

To the qualities of character must be added the 

flaw that brings about their downfall. The ideal tragic 

hero is one "who is not eminently good and just, yet whose 

misfortune is brought about by some error or f r a i l t y . »48 

It  is not necessary to quarrel with Butcher’s translation 

on the grounds that the word »»frailty« implies an ethical 

fau lt  or infirmity of character that "impugns Aristotle ’ s 

good and just characters.»49 Aristotle never established 

an ethical hero in the Christian sense. With a race that 

was imbued with an intellectual philosophy that led, as 

with plato, to an association of virtue and knowledge, a

race whose superstitious religion was centered on gods
/

with mortal appetites, the concepts of error and sin were

4''poetics xv. 4.

48Ib id . x i i i .  3.

49Seymour m . pitcher, "Aristotle ’ s Good and just  
Heroes," philological quarterly, XXIY (January, 1945), 1.
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l ikely to be confused. A ristot le ’ s law of tragedy was 

cause and effect, not right and wrong. His hamartia is  

then merely a mistake, a false step that effects the down

f a l l  of the hero, in our ethical code i t  may or may not 

be a moral flaw, i t  may be the adultery of clytaemestra50 
or the miscalculation of Deianeira . 51 The hamartia, peri

peteia, and anagnorisis together il lustrate Aristotle ’ s 

attraction to the tragedy of error. The hamartia is  the 

tragic error; the peripeteia is its fatal working to re 

sult the opposite effect of that intended; the anagn orisis 

is  the realisation of the truth, i t  is a neat order, ar

tistic and logical, poignant in its  irony, cased on a law, 

the law of fate, cause and effect, and the human blind

ness of character. 52
To lend impact to the effects of the tragic error 

Aristotle adds that the tragic hero must be «one who is  

highly renowned and prosperous, - -a  personage like cedipus, 

Thyestes, or other illustrious men of such families .»*53 
I t  is an affirmation of his belief in the dramatic power 

of the existing legends that the Greek tragedians treated.

50in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon clytaemestra makes this 
f i r s t  mistake that leads eventuaTly to her own death at 
the avenging hands of her children in fhe choephori, sec
ond play in the trilogy oresteia.

51in Sophocles’ The Trachiniae Deianeira gives her 
husband Heracles a robe charmed with what she relieves is  
a love potion that is actually a poison.

52F. L. Lucas, Tragedy, pp. 99-107. 
53poetics x i i i .  3.



The third important integral part of tragedy is  

thought, "the faculty of saying what is possible and per

tinent in given circumstances. *'54 i t  is concerned, as 

plot and character, witn the object of imitation, men in 

action, i t  must then enrich the effects of pity, fear, 

probability, and importance, i t  must, in other words, 

quite naturally be relevant to the action.55 Aristotle 

takes particular notice of the Greek taste for proverbial 

wisdom.

Thought is found where something is proved to 
be, or not to be, or a general maxim is enun
ciated. 56

Clytaemestra in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon gives the audience 

simple profound maxims while enforcing the ¡notices and 

credulity of the loneliness and fears that have given her 

to unfaithfulness.

First, that a wife sundered from her lord, 
in widowed solitude, was utter woe

’Tis a world’ s way to set a harder heel 
On fallen power.

Dim are the eyes that ever watched t i l l  dawn 
* • • • • • • » » • * • •  • • • • • • • • •
So sweet it  is to ’ scape the press of pain.5?

Sophocles’ chorus in Oedipus the King gives a farewell
t

to the unfortunate King that is fearful in its lasting

54I b i d . v i . 16.

55I 'b id . X IX .. 3.

56I b i d . vi. 17.
R7 .
° ' L i n e s 860 f f .  T r .  E. D. A. H orsh ead .  Oates

and O’K e i l l  ( e d s . ) ,  op. c i t . , I ,  195 f .
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accentuation of l i f e ’ s tragedy of error.

Therefore while our eyes wait to see the 
destined f in a l  day, we must ca ll no one 
happy who is of mortal race, until he £ath 
crossed l i f e ’ s border, free from pain.08

With Euripides is  noticed the more particu lar  epigram as

the chorus laments Medea’ s woes.

When in excess and past a l l  limits Love 
doth come, he brings not glory or repute 
to man . . . . On me may moderation, heaven’ s 
fa irest g i ft ,  look with a favouring eye.
. . . .  There is no misery that doth sur
pass the loss of fatherland.88 89

Aristotle ’ s important point in diction, dealing 

with the medium of imitation, encourages the Greek yearn

ing for the phrase of distinction, the universal element. 

To raise the meanness of ordinary language to a dignity 

f it t in g  the art of tragedy he urges the poet to infuse 

in his style unusual words, that is , foreign, metaphori

cal, ornamental, newly-coined, lengthened and contracted 

words, preserving the idiom for clarity, the poet 

achieves a perfection of style with this infusion.60

The f i fth  integral part of tragedy, song, again 

concerns the medium of imitation. A ristotle 's  directions

88Lines 1528-30. Tr. R. c. Jebb. Oates and 
O’U e i l l  ( e d s . ) ,  op. c i t .  , i ,  417.

89Medea, l ines 630 f  f . Tr. E.  P. Coleridge.  
Oates and O’ITeill ( e d s . ) ,  op. c i t . , i ,  737.

60p oe tic s xxi , x x i i .
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are pointed to the use of the chorus.

The chorus too should be regarded as one of the 
actors; i t  should be an integral part of the 
whole, and share in the action, in the manner 
not of Euripides, tut of Sophocles. 1

Spectacle, which constitutes tragedy’ s manner of 

imitation, is the least important part of' tragedy to the 

poe:t.. Aristotle advises the poet to indicate appropriate 

gestures but to avoid the arousing of pity and fear by 

spectacular means. The tragic effect should come rather 

from the incidents t h e m s e l v e s T h e  Greeks did employ 

various stage devices. There was the machine which 

.brought by means of a crank or derrick the god onto the
¿2 rz

scene. °  There was the mask for bloody show. Running in 

haste, pulling at the beard, vigorous pantomime, embracing, 

f ainting, spitting, and sinking to the ground were common

stage business on the Greek s t a g e . The eumenides of
*

Aeschylus were so fearfu l with their dreadful masks and 

snaky locks that children fainted and women miscarried.* 63 64 65 66 

But this was an exception, ana spectacle and the stage i t 

self remained simple with the open air structure blending

6-‘■Ibid. x v iii. 7.

6 3 l b i d . xiv. 1.

630ates and O’N e ill  (ed s .), op. c i t . , p. xvii.

64Shisla, loc. c i t . , pp. 377-97.

65Cooper, The poetics of' A ristotle, its  Meaning
and influence, pp.~3X T~.
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the action with natural landscape.66

Aristotle ’ s analysis of tragedy impresses an or

dered picture of the essence of the drama we ca ll most 

perfectly classic, working from a formal definition, he 

has expanded the whole of tragedy that its most delicate 

mechanisms might be seen, to c lassify  the ideals that he 

found there with one or two words can lead to a l l  the p it -  

f a l l s  of simplification, yet two evident points of empha

sis stand out. i f  the words chosen are understood in the 

derivation from his whole work, they may be of value.

The words are order and conciseness of effect.

The genus of art as an imitation of action, the 

subordination of character to plot, the characters’ re 

quirement for formidable action, a l l  place the importance 

of' unity of action, necessity and probability are guid

ing principles for the relevancy of incidents within a 

causal sequence of' action.67 The law of duty to fate dic

tates the action of character in an inevitable pattern. 

Thought must add to the importance and probability of ac

tion; diction must be best adapted to give hearing to the
/

function of thought; the chorus must be an integral part 

of the action; spectacle must be limited so that it  does 

not detract from the effects of the p lo t ’s incidents.

66Hadas, loc . c i t . , p. 222.

67Poetics ix .  2, x. 2.
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Every part of tragedy lends to the total order of action, 

l i f e 's  retributions and fa te 's  inevitable pattern. Tragedy 

must have order.

in setting up his fulcrum of judgment in the 

catharsis theory of his definition, Aristotle directed 

himself to the best technique to secure the tragic purga

tion. For the most unified effect he pointed the way to 

the intrinsic conjunction of these techniques, not only 

with the plot as a whole, tut with each other, m chap

ter xi he brings together the reversal of intention and 

the discovery, in chapter xiv he joins the discovery and 

the tragic deed of horror, in chapter x i i i  he places the 

tragic error with the change of fortune. And the reversal 

and discovery are implicitly connected with the climax, 

the climax that resolves in a single, not a double i s 

sue. When as many of these elements as possible are 

united in an economical 'force in one gripping climax, 

there is the test catharsis, the most concise effect.

There is then such a tragedy of error as pedlpus the King 

of which Aristotle makes such exemplary use.



CHAPTER VI

THE I  HEALS OF TEE POETICS <2T THE STAGE 

CF GORBQDUC

An examination of sorboduc within the structure 

of A risto tle ’ s poetics w ill  determine its  embodiment of 

the classic ideale of order and conciseness of effect.

I t  would be fru it le ss  to apply the play to the bare defi

nition of tragedy. The final judgment w il l  rest in the 

catharsis theory after the tragedy has been tested within 

A ristotle ’ s treatment of the six integral parte of tragedy.

The causal sequence of plot begins with t̂ ueen

Videna’ s opening words to her elder son, Ferrex.

But thee of thy birthright and heritage,
Causeless, vnkindly, and in wrongful wise 
Against a l l  lawe and right, he w il l  bereaue.
Halfe of his kingdome he w il l  geue away.3-

King Gorboduc has decided to divide his realm in his l i f e 

time between his two sons, thus robbing the elder of his 

rightfu l inheritance of the whole land. This is  the f ir s t  

cause, which is extended tediously in the second scene as 

good and bad counsellors weigh the plan.

The middle of the play conforms to A risto tle 's

■^Act I ,  scene i ,  l ines  26-29.
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plan of a succession of causes and effects. Gorboduc’ s 

decision causes i l l - fe e lin g  in Ferrex. Enforced with 

suspicion, pride, and ambition, the work of his parasite 

Hermon, Ferrex prepares to move his army on his brother. 

Such a move in turn causes anxiety in porrex. Likewise 

prodded by the ambitious and flattering advice of his 

parasite Tyndar, he acts by k illin g  Ferrex. This deed in 

turn provokes vengeance in the mother which stirs  her to 

k i l l  porrex. such an unnatural act brings the wrath of 

the people on the royal family, and the fifth  act opens 

with the report of the King’ s and queen’ s death at the 

hands of the populace.

The f i fth  act as a whole is the end, the final

effect of the action instigated by King Gorboduc’ s fata l

decision. The Kingdom of Britain is  reduced to c iv il war

and desolation, within the f i fth  act the causal sequence

is lost in the gigantic- proportions that the action has

taken. A new conflict arises.

Fergus, the mightie Duke of Albanye,
Is  now in armes, and lodgeth in the fie ld e
With twentie thousand men. Hether he bendes
His spedy marche, and mindes to inuade the crowne.

To prevent this usurpation, the Dukes of cornewall,

Loegris, and Cumberland prepare for the c iv il combat.

I t  is  probable that a kingless country should take this

course. But these characters, appearing for the f ir s t

time, have not been presented as the necessary agents.

^Act V, scene i i , l in es  76-79.
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The faulty causal sequence is  joined by a faulty  

climactic arrangement. The complication of the action is  

evident in the antipathy that develops among the family 

after the King’ s decision, but the climax is  d ifficu lt  to 

place. Act I I I  finds King Gorboduc changed from a man 

confident in the prosperity of his realm to one of utmost 

misery. By now perrex has moved his army on p or rex and 

the King laments;

And happie I, t i l l  nowe, alas, i  see 
And feele my most vnhappye wretchednessei^

This is  early in the play and the worst is yet to come.

I f  this is  the climax, the unravelling then contains most 

\ of the play’ s incident, such is not a pattern for sus

pense and concise effect. After this change of disposi

tion the King at times s t i l l  retains some hope of saving 

his kingdom.

But le t  us go, that yet perhappes i  may
Die with reuenge and peaze the hatefu ll gods.4

Th6 climax might then be placed somewhere m the change 

of scenery between Acts IV and V where the King and (¿ueen 

are k illed . It  is something of a deus ex machina to dis

miss the lives of the royal heads with a four-line report.
t

The lack of a forceful climax can be explained in 

the fa ilu re  of Gorboduc to achieve the perfections of plot 

incident that Aristotle recommended, in the play there is

sAct I I I ,  scene i ,  lines 17 f .

4Act i l l ,  scene i ,  l in es  166 f .
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no discovery ( anagnorisis) ; nothing or no one ie uniden

t ifie d  or unknown to give the play the dramatic irony of 

an Oedipus. There are several reversals of intention 

( peripeteia) , but they are loosely drawn. The King’ s in

tended good w ill in dividing his realm during hie lifetime 

fo r his own ease, the equal love of his sons, and the 

prosperity of the realm is  turned to the ultimate wreck 

of a l l  three purposes.

I mesne forthwith to place them in the same,
That in my l i fe  they may both learne to rule,
And I  may ioy to see their ruling w e l l .5

By Act I I I  the sons are quarrelling, the realm is  torn 

with the war of their opposing armies, and the King is 

fa r  from joy. The reversal has taken time to develop and 

has not produced the more compact effect of A risto tle ’ s 

example of the messenger in ce dipue. With the same ex

tended pattern perrex» intention in taking up arms as a 

safeguard against his brother’ s rashness is  the act that 

turns porrex to k i l l  perrex. porrex’ intention of winning 

a realm by this act is  turned to his own destruction in 

the vengeance of his mother.

The scene of suffering ( pathos) is lacking in
/

Gorboduc. A ll the violence is  reported, and there is  no 

physical agony or death on the stage. The tragic deed of 

horror, committed behind the scenes, is not in gorboduc 

the beet in A risto tle ’ s example. The murders are within

99
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a family and premeditated, tut they are not premeditated 

in ignorance with a discovery coincident with the deed, 

porrex knows that he k ills  his brother; queen Videna w ills  

to k i l l  her son porrex.

G-orboduc would satisfy Aristotle in it s  plot 

change from good to bad fortune. But it  is  not precisely 

a single issue of change in the Aristotelian sense. The 

single misfortune of the hero is lost in the fin a l act as 

the whole nation plunges into misery, a new conflict 

arises, and the play closes on a portending catastrophe 

that has a double outcome, award for the good and punish

ment for the wicked.

For right w ill alwayes liue and rise at length.
But wrong can neuer take deepe roote, to la s t .6

A summary of Gorboduc♦ s plot construction and 

technique reveals: an embodiment of A risto tle ’ s principle 

of the causal sequence, except within the f i fth  act; the 

use of reversal of intention, though loosely drawn; the 

employment of a tragic deed of horror Aristotelian in its  

family impact and premeditation but non-Aristotelian in 

its  lack of discovery. The plot fa i ls  to embody a 

clearly distinguished climactic arrangement, discovery, 

scene of suffering, and a single issue of action. Ele

ments have not been brought together for a compressed 

climax of sharp and concise effect. The last act of the 

play has more the color of medieval miracle and morality

6Act V. scene i i ,  l ines  278 f .
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pageantry, in this act the authors have listened more to 

their purpose of impressing the immense proportions of 

misfortune that i l l  counsel and lack of limitation of suc

cession can bring than to the muse of classic order.

In characterization the authors have the genecan 

brush that w il l  handicap an approximation of the Aristo

telian picture of character. But the tragic hero, King 

Gorboduc, is significantly close to a satisfaction of the 

requirements of the poetics. Gorboduc*s morally good pur

pose is indicated by these lines;

That in my l i f e  they may both learn to rule

And thinke i t  good for me, for them, fo r you 
And for our country, mother of us a l l . 7

I t  is an intention befitting a King. Gorboduc*s capacity

for action is  amazingly formidable for an aged man. He

exhibits a manly valor true to the type of King in setting

out after his murderous son.»
But let us go, that yet perhaps i  may g
Die with reuenge, and pease the hateful gods.

His indictment of his son is  forceful.

. . . . Thou in the meane
Shalt from our royal presence banisht be
U ntill our princely pleasure furder shall
To thee be shewed, Depart therefore our sight,
Accursed childe.^

King Gorboduc*s trueness to l i fe  most distinctly pours

7Act I, scene i i ,  lines 66-71.

®Act i l l ,  scene i ,  lines 166 f .

9Act IV, scene i i , l ines  158-42.
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from his character in his introspective groping.1  ̂ Here 

the senecan influence is a boon, searching the inner 

thoughts of man, feeling the imperfections of the nature 

of man. The introspection in seneca and in King Gorboduc 

is concentrated on the misfortunes of l i fe  as they are, 

with se lf-p ity  i t  is  true, but also with self-re liance and 

without amendment, as Aristotle concentrated on the move

ment of l i fe  as i t  is , without vindication. Gorboduc’ s 

outbursts of passions, expressions of grie f, and confu

sions about the course of his duty are normal reactions 

to the trying circumstances that pervade his l i f e .  Gor

boduc ’ s consistency maintains his primary interest in the 

welfare of his country.

Yet, o ye gods, if' ever woeful King
Might move ye, King of Kings, wreak it  on me
And on my sons, not on this gu iltless realm.11

Gorboduc cannot be completely true to the Aristo

telian tragic hero of antiquity. Though the King is  gen

erally strong in action, he must balk in his Christian 

mercy when his senecan sense of vengeance directs him to 

bring death on his own son and wife, in spite of his con

viction that he should render »death for death« for his
/

son’ s crime, he decides that «sithens thou art our childe« 

porrex shall only be banished.12 The instinctive love

10supra, pp. 50 f .

li-Act I I I ,  scene i ,  lines 22-24.

l2Âct IV, scene i i ,  l in es  24-34.
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f or a child was natural to a Greek Medea, but late d i

rected her to k i l l  her children nevertheless. King Gor- 

boduc*s sense of duty and law breaks down even more as he 

hears that his wife has k illed  his son. He rushes to 

care fo r his son and leaves his wife to heaven.

0 le t us then repayre vnto the place
And see i f  p or rex liue, or thus be alaine. 0

Failing somewhat then to achieve Aristotelian  

goodness or greatness of action, King Gorboduc is  s t i l l  

a character who is »highly renowned and prosperous,» be

ing a King, and »whose misfortune is brought about by some 

error or f r a i lt y .»  Gorboduc*s mistake, his hamartia, is  

his well-motivated but unwise decision to divide his realm. 

This error, not a moral sm , is joined with the reversal 

of his good intention to bring the tragedy close to Aris- 

totle»s tragedy of error. The effect of the act*s blind

ness is partia lly  lost in the authors* po litica l purpose 

to emphasize the importance of heeding counsel as long 

diatribes of good and bad advice about the decision are 

presented in senecan monologue and moralizing.

The other main characters are only senecan and 

never approach the ideals of the poetics. Ferrex and por- 

rex are prototypes of the senecan v illa in , motivated only 

by personal revenge, lust, and pride.

Ferrex: I w il l  in secret so prepare myself
As, i f  his malice or his lust to reign

13Act IV, scene i i ,  l in es  197 f .
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Break forth in armee or sodeine violence,
I may withstand his rage and keepe mine owne.14 15

porrex; Shall I abide, and treate, and send, and pray, 
And holde my yelden throate to traitorous 

knife,
While I, with violent minde and eonqueroring 

force,
Might rid  my self e of foes and wmne a realme?1D

queen yidena is  an image not of Euripidean medea, but of

the senecan Medea, cruel, heartless, actually unnatural in

her passion, hysterical m her words;

Thou neuer suckt the milke of womans brest 
But from thy birth the cruell tigers teates 
Haue nursed theet Nor yet of fleshe and bloud 
pormde is they hart, but of hard iron wrought;
And wilde and desert woods bredde thee to l i f e  I 
But canst thou hope to scape my iust reuenge?16

Senecan elements likewise control the third in

tegral part of tragedy, thought, seneca has wrenched from 

Euripides the universal expression of Greek tragedy that 

enriched emotion, probability, or importance and turned i t  

into the practical maxim of the Roman mind. With Gorboduc, 

as with seneca,, the maxims, especially in the chorus, are 

relevant to the moral, but not to the action of the play. 

Each chorus of Gorboduc emphasizes the po litica l purpose; 

within the play the storehouse of epigrams deals with the 

same po litica l lesson more particularized in the Seneca

14Act I I ,  scene i ,  lines 190-93.

15Act I I ,  scene i i ,  lines 59-62.

16Act IV, scene i ,  lines 72-7?.



wariness of the pride, vanity, and lust of youth. par 

from the profound expressions of Aeschylus and Sophocles, 

closer to the sharp epigrams of Euripides, identified with 

the moral maxims of seneca is the thought of Gor boduc.

The diction of two languages of such remote races

as ancient Greece and Elizabethan England are strangely

similar in theory. The blank verse of Borton and Sack-

v ille  was an English victory in grasping a meter close to
18the sp irit  of Greek drama, yet native in rhythm. stany- 

hursts’ Aeneid proved the failure of putting the quantity 

of classic meter in English verse. The English medium is 

accent, not length of sy llab les. The iambic flow of an 

unaccented syllable followed by an accented syllable is  

equivalent to the Greek pattern of a short syllacle fo l 

lowed by a long sy llab le .17 18 19 The iambic rhythm of blank 

verse »reproduces,« as Aristotle says, »as far as may be, 

fam iliar speech.«20

The battle of the purists and mkhorns m E liza

bethan verse theory resulted in an infusion of words both

native in English usage and ornamental in classic and/

17Supra, pp. 45 f . ,  47.

18Tucker Brooke, »Marlowe’ s versification and
Style,» Studies in philology, XEX (1922), 186-205.

^^Wlllcock, loc . c it .
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20poetics x x i i .  10.
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foreign coinage.21 The compromise of the battle strikes 

a harmonious note with A risto tle ’ s belief that the dignity 

of tragedy’ s language is  best achieved in a joining of 

natural idicm with the strange, the metaphorical, orna

mental, newly-coined, or modified word, in Gorboduc the 

same infusion is variously achieved, in the following 

speech w il l  be found an emphasis on pure English words 

and direct expression.

I f  not, those traitorous hearts that dare rebel,
Let them behold the wide and hugy fie ld s  
With blood and bodies spread of rebels slain;
The lofty trees clothed with the corpses dead,
That strangled with the cord, do hang thereon.*2

The following w il l  elucidate the metaphorical use of words

and the Graeco-Roman flavor,

0 Jove, how are these people’ s hearts abused!
What blind fury thus headlong carries them!
That though so many books, so many ro lls  
Of ancient time, record what grievous plagues 
Light on these rebels aye, and though so oft 
Their ears have heard their aged father te ll,  23 
What just reward these traitors s t i l l  receive.

Gorboducts satisfaction of A risto tle ’ s f i fth  in

tegral part of tragedy, song, disintegrates in the sene can 

irrelevant chorus, f t  is  not an actor, as Aristotle de-
t

manded, but a mere ly rica l interlude that moralizes with 

Senecan maxim. Though the chorus does not have an * 22

2^Baugh, o£. c i t . , pp. 273 ft .

22Act V, scene i i ,  lines 60-64.

23^ct V, scene i i ,  l ines 1-7.



107

intrinsic part in the drama’ s action, i t  does serve as a 

unifying force to solidify each act of Gorboduc in the 

framework of the authors’ p o lit ic a l message.24 i t  is re

markable that there is  any trace at a l l  of the classic 

chorus that Aristotle admired in the manner of Sophocles 

in sixteenth century England, m  the two origins of drama, 

ancient and Christian, its instinctive elements of song 

and dance were inevitably to be outgrown as the child grew 

from its  squirming and gurgling to learn to speak and 

think.

Spectacle in Gorboduc is in the tradition of medi

eval folk d r a m a . B e f o r e  each act is  presented in vivid 

pantomime the allegorical dumb show. Before the f ir s t  act 

six wild men, clothed in leaves, dance about the stage, 

accompanied by violin music. They f irs t  attempt to break 

a fago.t of sticks but cannot. At length, they separate 

the sticks and easily break them. Their action sign ifies  

that a state knit in unity continues strong, but, being 

divided, is  easily destroyed. The dumb shows are re le 

vant to the action only in portraying the moral. The
t

Christmas celebration of the inns of court were occasions 

of revelry, and it  would be natural to expect a surround

ing of Gorboduc with the spectacular pomp to which the

24Supra, pp. 23-25, 43 f .

25gupra, pp. 29-31.
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drama of seneca in its  Roman costume of the Colosseum 

would naturally lend i t s e l f .26 27 Away from taese festive 

occasions, the Elizabethan stage maintained a simplicity 

of scenery which threw, in Aristotelian theory, the em

phasis of effect of the action purge of the play.2’'’

The accumulative order of Gorboduc in relation to 

the poetics now reveals a causal sequence of the play as 

a whole, a profuse f i f th  act, and a faulty climactic ar

rangement in plot, character is  subordinated to plot.

The senecan tyrants contain l i t t le  characterization ex

cept their personal lust and revenge that move the action 

with the causal sequence. King Gorboduc, more fu lly  char

acterized, is helplessly tossed in the action about him. 

Thought adds to the play’ s practical morality and the 

authors’ po lit ica l lesson. Diction has achieved an in

fusion to give a dignity to that thought. The chorus 

welds the politica l purpose and voices the moral. The 

order is mainly senecan, not Aristotelian. The law that 

moves the action is  personal revenge, not the law of fate 

and divine retribution. The integral parts have been 

united to emphasize the downfall of unholy tyranny, f l a t 

tering counsel, and the particular error of no limitation 

of succession, not to enforce the unity of the tragic

26Kastner and Charlton, op. c i t . , p. c lx i.

27F. L. Lucas, Tragedy, p. 159.
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action it s e l f ,  v/here the unity of action breaks down in 

causal sequence and clear climax, the importance and unity 

of the politica l moral is increased and so lid ified , seneca 

has brought Gorboduc close to Aristotelian order only as 

long as his personal revenge pattern of give and take has 

carried the action in a sequence of cause and effect, and 

where the characters are kept subordinate to the action of 

their downfall, in Seneca this subordination is primarily 

dependent on his moral, designed to show the mundane ret

ribution that is the miserable lot of wickedness. To 

Aristotle the subordination is an artistic necessity, de

signed to show the dependence of character it s e lf  on the 

order of l i f e  as it  is.

Conciseness of effect is  lost in Gorboduc* s po

l i t ic a l  moral and profuse f i f th  act. yet seneca again 

has made possible the existence of an embryo of this 

classic ideal. There are two forces at work in the char

acterization of King Gorboduc. as the central character 

of the play he must move in the personal revenge and ..tyran

nical senecan order that surrounds him. But in his char

acter are the elements of Christian mercy and obedience to
/

God, which is identified with his righteous duty as a King. 

These were elements of medieval characterization, elements 

which were contained in the tragic possib ilit ies  of such a 

miracle play as Atraham and Isaac. Seneca’ s pattern and 

Seneca’ s introspection have forced Gorboduc away from me

dieval saintliness and abstraction, leaving a fusion that



has brought the character to the approximation of Aris

to t le ’ s tragic hero. He is not senec&n black nor medie

val white but the calico erring hero of the Greek drama.

The conjunction of Gorboduc’ s mistaken decision to divide 

his realm, his hamartia, with the reversal of that deci

sion’ s intention, the peripeteia, is a true classical e le 

ment of the conciseness of effect that went with Aris

to t le ’ s tragedy of human error.

To try to apply Gorboduc to A ristotle ’ s principle 

of catharsis to determine the play’ s f ina l judgment m 

the machinery of the poetics is a rationalizing act. we 

cannot sit with its  Elizabethan audience and chronicle 

the reactions of the audience with which the cathartic 

effect must be placed. The audience of the inner Temple, 

learned politicians, diplomats, and aspiring students of 

law, was an audience gathered for a Christmas celebration 

of pleasing spectacle and delightful literature. The the

atrical display and choice rhetoric of the sene can drama 

was to its  taste exactly for the show and pedantry,^® not 

fo r  any Aristotelian purge. The authors of Gorboduc had 

one explicit purpose to sound effectually their politica l
■ '

zmessage which the queen eventually heard a t the performance 

at Whitehall.

yet the classic ideals that the play has achieved

2®Thomas Marc Parrott, william Shakespeare; a Hand
book, pp. 30-33, 92.
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as the f i r s t  regular English tragedy in the native tongue 

would, at least in some small degree, lead the audience 

through a bloody sequence of l i f e  in which the spotted 

character of King Gorboduc can be pitied and feared. He 

ia not a senecan tyrant to be despised, from whom the moral 

of the downfall of extreme wickedness is to be derived. He 

is not a medieval saint or abstraction, to be worshipped or 

to be taught, we pity Gorboduc’ s position as the father of 

a lustfu l family and fear the recoil of his just intentions 

and his very life  in the unfortunate circumstances of his 

blind struggle against a world run mad. Midst the senecan 

moral and politica l lesson, obscured by disorder of action 

and poor climax, the purge is a minor effect of the tragedy 

i t s e l f ,  but a major fulfillment of the poetics.

Seneca has brought Gorboduc as close to the classic 

ideals of the poeticB as his Roman tastes would allow.

His mundane retribution and introspection enables the play 

to partially f u l f i l l  the causal sequence, integration of 

parts, and centralization of character on the objective 

movement of l i fe  that is classic order and conciseness of

effect. His conception of fate moved in the other direc-/

tion. Pate was already in seneca a Roman object of lament, 

not the Greek source of l i f e ’ s law of action. Gorboduc’s 

cry, «0 cruel Fates," is  a brooding lament, a stoic resig

nation, an introspective groping, personal revenge, not 

fate, is in Gorboduc, as in seneca, the primary motivating
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force. Divine retribution, the inevitable law of fate, 

dictated a duty to clytaemestra, Medea, and Oedipus, But 

Seneca* s use of fate was the only one that Gorboduc, or 

Elizabethan tragedy, could embody. A new law must control 

the tragedy of Christianity. Man*s greatest tragic story 

is  not now his deadly error in the inevitability  of l i f e ’ s 

action, but his weakness to maintain a righteous course 

and purpose, with free w i l l  and obedience to God, in a 

possessed world, with any single tragedy the concentra

tion of the poet’ s genius must be on the weakness, as 

Aristotle ’ s was on the deadly error, not on the law that 

dictates or judges it .  such a concentration explains why 

Gorboduc, as the forerunner of modern tragedy, can approach, 

in the characterization of King Gorboduc, within a d if fe r 

ent law, the greatness of the classic Greek stage, the or

der and concise effect of A ristotle 's  tragedy of human er

ror.



CCMCLUSICST

With the perception of elements converging on the 

principles of A ristotle ’ s order and conciseness of effect, 

the curtain is  drawn on the enduring importance of the 

f i r s t  English tragedy. To the student of objective c r i t i -  

ciam Gorboduc remains a masterpiece of dullness» pedantry, 

and stiffness. For i f  Seneca gave tragedy a boon with his 

worldly order and characterization, he gave it  merely the 

g i ft  and no wrapping, in Gorboduo, and in the Elizabethan 

tragedy immediately following, there are many defects; 

much ranting, wooden characters, exaggeration of word and 

action in every line. But it  is  precisely because of this 

distorted accomplishment of classicism that Gorboduc pre- 

sents an enlightening study for an understanding of the 

basic foundations of Elizabethan tragedy, f t  i s  an under

standing that comes only from an appreciation of social 

and biographical background, from a knowledge of the milieu 

of Elizabethan l i fe  and the atmosphere of the inner Temple.

Seneca’ s classicism, Roman as i t  is, was at least 

non-medieval and represented the only revival of learning 

that English tragedy could have stomached, i t  gave vent 

to an expression of a restless nation’ s ambition, cruelty, 

and cleverness. History was in that Renaissance phase in
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which the greatest fable of man was his own egotism, in 

the sp irit  of the self-aware Renaissance Elizabethan man 

f e l t  an expanding world opening new opportunities on the 

seas, in the market place, and at court. He fe lt  a need 

for new ideals in thought, education, and literature; he 

longed for a culture as rich as the influence of the I t a l 

ian Renaissance and as nationally English as the sails  of 

the Golden Hind. To meet such a challenge in tragedy the 

English could not turn to the Greeks; they were too tame, 

too perfect. There was no room in the example of the 

Greek stage for national growth, seneca was wild; his 

Latin screamed with an English accent; at least i t  could 

be given one. His practical morality was not foreign to 

simple English piety; his rhetoric satisfied the learned 

taste for the allusion and fancy phrase that was the train 

ing of English scholars, so typically represented in the 

inner Temple; his horror was demanded by boisterous E liza

bethan courtiers and peasants alike; his example of the 

downfall of unholy tyranny and unwise counsel was easily  

adapted to the perilous position of English statecraft in 

the days of Norton and sackville 's diplomatic training.

A ll  these conditions explain the tastes that 

formed the imperfect classic ideals of Gorboduc. It is 

with the chance of the spontaneous and unpredictable 

quirks of human endeavor that in turning to seneca for 

tragic theory Norton and sackville imbued in Gorboduc,
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beneath the exteriors of Senecan bombast, a distinct core 

of tragic technique that approaches A ristotle ’ s tragedy 

of error, it  is to Seneca’ s credit that his introspection, 

order of revenge, and mundane retribution provided an ex

ample simultaneously effective in f i l l in g  the incapacities 

of medieval drama for tragedy and capable of approximating 

the fundamental order and conciseness of effect that were 

the principles of the greatness of the Greek stage, i t  

is  because of the adaptability of seneca, his kinship to 

Elizabethan tastes, and the imagination of jsiorton and 

Sackville that Gorboduc, witn these classic ideals, could 

contain the equally promising elements of a native story 

that was a portending forerunner, i f  not a model, for the 

long progeny of English chronicle plays; of traces of 

medieval English literature and traditions; and of the 

distinguished English medium of tragedy, blank verse, xn 

G orboduc are the foundations, crude and s t i f f ,  that are 

sufficiently firm and sufficiently elastic to be developed 

into a distinct English tragedy, i t  is the f i r s t  example 

of innovating Elizabethan tragic principles that evolved 

into the greatness of Shakespeare.

I f  the student of drama takes a second and more 

prolonged look at Gorboduc, he finds an importance befit

ting its  dignity as the f i r s t  English tragedy.
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