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Thegap between critical theory and theatrical practice in the English Renassance can
behuge In particular, neodassical critics and professiond playwrights of the period differ
significantly as to wha should or should not be broughtonto the stage (compare The Alchemist or a
play by Racineto 1 Henry VI, AntonyandCleopata, and Heywood'sThe Brazen Age). Thebest
known expostion of theneodassical postionis Sir Philip Sidney's witty and indsive commentary

on early Elizabethan drama. 1n such plays he observes

you shdl have Asia of theoneside, and Africa of the other, and so many other unde-
kingdons, tha the Player, when hecometh in, mug ever begin with tellingwhere heis, or
elsethetale will notbeconceived. Now ye shdl have three Ladies walk to gather flowers,
and then we mug bdieve the stageto bea Garden. By and by, we hear news of shipwreck in
the same place, and then we are to blame if we accept it notfor aRock. Upontheback of
that, comes out a hideousMondger, with fire and smoke, and then the miserable beholders are
boundto take it for aCave. Whilein the meantime two Armiesfly in, represented with four

swordsand budklers, and then wha hard heart will notreceive it for a pitched field?l

Congder, however, an aterndive, more postive approach to the same ondage activity that builds
upontheimaginaive paticipation of theaudience in the spirit of asif.2 A sixteenth-century
playgoe would infer from"four swordsand budlers’ in comba an army and, in general terms, "a
pitched field"; given appropriate dialogueand acting, when amonder enters througha stagedoa,
for amoment that doorwould become a cave mouth; if ladies gather flowers, evenif only in
pantomime, a spectator would supply thegarden; the sighting of a shipwreck would imply avantage
point near thewater, Sidney'srock. Histerms ("Now ... By andby ... Upontheback of tha ...
Whilein themeantime ...") adroitly express awitty incredulity tha all these events are beng pre-
sented "in the same place,” but from another, more sympahetic point of view this chameleon-like

flexibility could be seen asamajor asset. Like Jonson and Chgpman two decades later, Sidney



rejects many popukbr dramatic conventions(what "the miserable beholders' have to "bdieve" or
"accept” if the sceneisto work) that were shared by less fastidiousplaygoes.

Sidney condudes his skewering of the excesses of English theatrical romances of the 1570s
with the commonsenscal comment tha "many thingsmay betold which cannotbe showed" if
dramatists would only observe "the difference betwixt reporting and representing” (198). With this
latter digtinction, however, the batle lines between critics and theatrical practitione's are not as
clearly drawn. To subgitute thereporting of a chorus or choric figure for the sweep of ondage
action (as with Shakespeare's presentation of the battle of Actiumin AntonyandCleopata, 3.10)is
astock device throughoutthe period. Compaableistheuse of elaborate dumb shows to bring
complex events onstage (often with a chorusor presenter to spdl outwhat the playgoe is seeing)--as
in Edmondlrongde (1595)where the Choruswould prefer to have the audience "see the battles
acted onthe stage' butsince "thar length will betoo tedious/ Then in dumb shows | will explain at
large/ Their fights, ther flights and Edmond'svictory."3

Still, mog populr drama before and after Sidney's strictures ranged widdy in space and time
and broughtondage exciting events tha would seem either to strain the limits of aplaygoea’s
credulity or to pose insupeaable difficulties for theplayers. In hisargument on behdf of the classical
nunius Sidney remarks. "I may speak (thoughl am here) of Peru, and in speech digress fromtha to
thedescription of Calicut; butin action | cannotrepresent it withoutPacolet'shorse” (198), yet in
the cloang moments of Day, Rowley, and Wilkins The Travels of the Three English Brothers (1607)
thedramatists do introdue aversion of Pacolet's horse: a perspective glass tha enables thethree
brothers, widdy dispersed in different counties, to see and communicate with each other: "Enter
three several ways thethree Brothers, Robet with the state of Persia . . . ; Sr Anthonywith theKing
of Span andothers, .. .; Sir Thomasin England. . . . Fame gives to each a perspective glass, they
seem to see oneanoher and offer to embrace, at which Fame parts them, and so: Exeunt"4 Despite
the postion taken by figures like Sidney and despite the practical limitationsof thar stages,
Elizabethan playwrights, players, and playgoes clearly relished big scenes and effects tha would
seem to usto burst the boundsof the Globe

How then did playwrights deal with the chdlengeposed by theetrical exigency? One
respong was to provide the audience with an apology or apleafor padon Readersof Henry V are

familiar with the series of appedls to the playgoe to suppo® or imagine wha cannotbe represented



in thewooden O. ThePrologueapologizes for thelimits of "this unworthy scaffold” in conveying
"So great an object” as Aginocourt; still, the players can "On your imaginary forces work™ if the
viewers are willingto "Suppo®,” to "make imaginary puissance” by dividing oneman into a
thousnd parts, to "Think, when we talk of horses, tha you see them / Printing their proudhoofsi' th'
receiving earth,” in shot, to "Piece outour imperfectionswith your thoughs." Agan, theChorusto
Act 3 pleadswith theaudience to "Suppo®,” "behold," "do butthink,” "Grapple your minds"
"Work, work your thoughs, andtherein see asiege,” and, findly, "Still bekind,/ And echeoutouw
performance with yourmind." Before Aginocourt, the Chorusto Act 4 apologizes in advance for
disgracing this great event "With four or five mog vile and ragged foils/ (Rightill disposed in brawl
ridiculoug” butaskstheaudience: "Yet sit and see, / Minding truethingsby wha thar modk'ries
be"S Repestedly, this choric spokesman asks the audience to accept a part for thewhole, to supply
imaginaively wha cannotbeintrodued physcally onto theopen stage

That same appeal, moreover, isfoundin comparable if less familiar passages outsidethe
Shakespeare canon. Indructive but atypical is suppo® used in astagedirection as an imperative
verb to set upan asif situaion: "Suppos the Temple of Mahonet" (Sdimus[1592).6 More
common istheuse of suppo® or comparable terms to streamlinea narative: "You mug suppo®
king Richard nowisdead, / And John(resistless) isfair England'sLord" (Munday, The Death of
Robe't Earl of Huntington[1598);7 "Now let your thoughs as swift as thewind, / Skip some few
years, tha Cromwell spentin travel, / And nowimagine him to bein England (ThomasLord
Cromwell [1600)):;8 "Now bepleasd, / Tha yourimaginaionsmay help you/ To think them safein
Persia’ (Fletcher and Massinge, The Propheess [1622)):2 "Our Scenelies speechless, active but yet
dumb, / Till your expressing thoughs give it atongue' (The Travels of the Three English Brothers,
320), "Imaginenow tha whilst heisretired, / From Cambridgeback unto his native home, / Suppo®
theslent, sable visaged night, / Casts her black curtain over all theword" (Merry Devil of
Ednonton [1607).10

Asin Henry V, such appeds often are linked to events tha cannotbe represented ondage
TheChorusin Captain Thonmas Sukeley (1596 nates tha three kingsdied in onebatle and adds

Y our gentle favor mug we needsentreat,

For rudepresenting such aroyd sight,

Which more imaginaion mus supply:



Then al our utmos strength can reach unto.11
A similar entreaty is provided by Dekker's Prologue to Old Fortunatus (1599)

And for thissmall Circumference mug stand,

For theimagined Surface of much land,

Of many kingdons, and since many amile,

Should here bemeasured out our muse entrests,

Y our thoughs to hdp poorArt12
A Chorusin JohnKirke's The Seven Chanpionsof Christendom(1635) notes the problems posed by
"the shortness of thetime" and themany exploits of the champions tha would "fill alarger Scene
than on this Stage/ An Actionwould contain.” The solutionisto have each champion "bear alittle
pat / Of ther morelarger History" and to appedl to the playgoea: "Then let yourfandes deem upon
astage / Oneman athousnd, and onehou an age."13 More elaborate is the appeal in the Prologue
to The Travels of the Three English Brothers (320}

Imagine now the gentle breath of heaven

Hath ontheliquid highway of thewaves

Conveyed him many thousand leagues fromus

Think you have seen him sail by many lands

Andnow at last, arriv'd in Persia,

Within the confines of thegreat Sophy

Think you have heard his courteoussalute

Spesk in apeal of shot
Events at sea are paticularly difficult to stage

Imagine now ye see theair madethick

With stormy tempests, tha disturb the Main:

Andthefour windsat war amongthemselves:

And theweak Barks wherein the brothers sail,

Split on strangerocks, and they enforc'd to swim:

To save thar desperate lives.

(Heywood, The Four Prentices of London[160Q)14



An especialy elaborate appedl isfoundin Fletcher and Massinge's The Prophdess where a Chorus
introdudng a dumb show notes tha "So full of matter isour History / . . . tha there wants/ Roomin
this narow Stage, andtimeto express/ In Actionto thelife" the necessary events but then asks tha
"Y our apprehengve judgrents will conceive / Out of the shadow we can only show, / How fair the
Bodywas' so tha the playgoe can "behold / Asin asilent Mirror, wha we cannot/ With fit
conveniency of time, allow'd / For such Presentments, clothein vocal sound$ (5:362-3).

Such apologies and appeals to theimagination, especially when coupled with the strictures of
neodassical purists such as Sidney and Jonson, would seem to suggest severe condraints uponwha
could beintroduced onto the Globeor other stages. But given the available conventionsor shared
assumptions(at least in the public theatres), such limits seem to evaporate. For example, consder
battle scenes, anongthe mog difficult to realize effectively onany stage. Sidney could mock "two
Armies.. . represented with four swordsand budklers®; Jonson could sneer at the players who "with
three rusy swords / And hdp of some few foot-and-hdf-foot words / Fight over York, and Lan-
cader'slongjars. / Andin thetiring-hous bring wounds to scars' (Prologueto Every Man In His
Humour).15 Shakespeare himself, as already noted, was congiousof thedange of lapsnginto the
"brawl ridiculous' in presenting Agincourt throughonly "four or five mog vile and ragged foils.”
Nonedhdess, rather than avoiding battle scenes, the Lord Chamberlain'sMen and the other
companies foundpractical solutions As Alfred Harbageobserves. "Theaudience did not see the
batles so much as hear them. Wha it saw was digplays of skill by two or occasiondly four
combatants on tha small sector of the batlefield symbolized by thestage™” In addition, the players
made adept use of alaruns or offstage soundeffects ("agongingstently clanging, trumpets blaring
recognizable military signds, then steel clashing, ordnance firing”) and excursions("individud
pursuits and combas ondage').16 Thus from Captain Thomas Sukeley: "Alarumis sounde,
diverse excursions, Sukeley pursues ShaneO'Neill and Neil Mackener, and after a goodpretty fight
his Lieutenantand Andent rescue Suukeley, and chase thelrish out Then an excursion betwixt
Herbert and O'Hanlon, and so a retreat soundel."17 Throughsuch theetrical synecdoche, the
whole of a batle isto beimagined or inferred throughthe parts displayed, an approach to mass
comba well suited to alarge platform stage and limited personnd.

Playwrights and players of this period were therefore ready to 1) apologize or beg padonfor

thar limitationsor 2) apped to the playgoe to imaginewha could not actudly berepresented



ongage butthey were also prepared to 3) defy neoclassical strictures and take onwhat (given the
available resources) would appear to be daunting scenes or effects, induding moments involving fire
and water.18 Amongprofessiond playwrights themost inventive and adept in responding to the
chdlengeof representing X rather than reporting X is, withoutdoubt Thomas Heywood.

At times Heywood like Shakespeare does resort to a Chorusand an appeal to the playgoe's
imaginay forces. Thus theChorusin 1 Fair Maid of theWest (1610 laments tha "Our Stage so
lamely can express a Sea, / Tha we are forc'd by Chorusto discourse / Wha should have been in
action"; the playgoe is then exhorted to "Now imagine' the heroin€s passion and "Suppo® her rich,
and forc'd for want of water / To putinto Mamorrah in Barbary” (3:319) Here as elsewhee
complex naratives need assistance from a chorusand from the playgoa’simaginaion. Another
widdy used device to econormize or sidestep staging problems is the entrance asfroma shipwreck,
batle, dinnea, tournament, or other event. As aknowledgeable professiond, Heywoodregularly
resorts to thisdevice. For example, hetwice signds a shipwreck by concentrating upontherecently
completed action: in The Captives (1624 Paestraisto enter "all wet asnewly shipwrecked and
escaped thefury of the seas"19 and in The Four Prentices of Londona reported shipwreck is
followed by dunmb shows that display Godfrey "asnewly landed and half naked,” Guy "all wet," and
Charles "all wet with his sword" (2:176-7).

But Heywood often goes beyond asfromdirections or appeals to theimaginaion. Consder
Fortuneby Landand Sea (1609)where he bringsonto the platform stage a battle between two ships
at sea (6:410-18). After "a great Alarumandshot,” thetwo pirates, Purser and Clinton, enter with
prisonasfromther mog recent conquest. Once the stage has been cleared, youngForrest appears
"like a Captain of a ship, with Saiors andMariners entering with a flourish”; aboyistold to "climb
to themain-top" to "see wha you ken there"; "Above," the boy calls out"a sail” and shouts down
details; Forrest indruds his gunne, steersman, master, and boaswain; "a piece goes off* when the
pirates raise ther colors (as reported by theboy above). Agan, with thestage cleared, Purser and
Clintonreturn "with thar Marine's, all furnished with Sea devicesfitting for a fight'; they urgeon
thar gunne ("Oh 'twas agdlant shot, | saw it shater some of ther limbsin pieces’), and debae
strategy. Agan, Heywood switches to Forrest exhorting his men notto spare thepowder. Findly,
"a great Alarum, and Flourish. Enter YoungForrest and his Mates with Purser and Clintonwith

thar Marinesprisonas.” Thekey to theeffect liesin the combinaion of alternaing scenes and



appropriate signds. theboy above nautical language, cosume (e.g., Forrest "like a Captain of a
ship"), and soundeffects, dongwith thereported action. Thereisno evidence that shots are actudly
fired on stage (althoughthere is consderable talk of gunsand gunney), butthere isfrenzied activity,
much noise, and presentation of "Sea devicesfitting for a fight,” al appropriate for two shipsin
batle at sea. Theplayers peform asif in such abattle, and (if the sequence isto work) the
playgoes suppo® or imagine the event.

Similarly, Heywood'splays indudemany night or darkness scenes with atypical emphasis
uponsilence, stealth, even tiptoeng. For example, in A Woman Killed With Kindness (1603)
Frankford, aboutto steal back into his hous at night, asks for his dark lantern and tells Nicholas to
"tread softly, softly”; thelatter responds "I will walk on Eggsthis pace” (2:137) Perhgosthe mos
revealing scenefor "playing" night comes from the Trojan horse sequence of Heywood's2 Thelron
Age(1612) After Synonhas called upon”sweet midnight' to mask "mischief and black deeds”™ the
Greeks come on stage "in a soft march, withoutnaise,” while Agamemnonurges. "soft, soft, and let
your stillness suit with night, / Fair Phoebekeep thy silver splendorin, / And be not seen tonight™
After Synonappears above "with a torch" speaking agan of "horrid night," Mendaus proclaims:
"March onthen, theblack darkness coversus” The stagedirectionreads "They march softly in at
onedoor, andpresently in at another. Enter Synonwith a stealing pace, holdingthekey in his
hand" When Synonunlocksthehorse, "Pyrrhus Diomed, andtherest, leap fromoutthe Horse.
And asif groping in the dark, meet with Aganemnon andtherest: who after knowedgeembrace”
(3:377-80). Theasif formulaspdled outherein "asif gropinginthedark” isusudly implicitin
signds elsewhere and is basic to many comparable ongage effects that dgpend upona combinaion
of ongage activity and playgoe imagination.

Agan, Heywoodlike other dramatists regularly introduaes huntscenes or asfromhunt
situdions as when Hercules enters "with the Lion's head and skin" (The Siver Age[161]], 3:131),
but he aso provides themog elaborate such scenein the period, the huntfor the Caledonian boa in
TheBrazen Age(1611) Thesequence starts with Venusdressed "like a Huntress,” homswound
offstage as "the summonsto the chase," agroupof heroes "with Javeling andin green,” and Atlanta
"with a Javelin." Then follow: "Enter Adonis winding hishom . . . a great winding of horns and
shouts’; cries of "charge, charg€' and reports of woundsand pursuits; "homsandshouss. . . homs. .

. After great shouss, enter Venus. . . Acry within." After thedying Adonisis carried on and off and



"thefall of theBoar bengwinded,” the successful hunters enter "with the head of theBoar" and
"with ther javelinsbloodied” (3:84-94). Thecombinaion of distinctive sounds propeties,
cogumes, and entrances creates a sense of the huntwithoutan ondageforest or alive boa.

In additionto this extensve huntand a batle at sea Heywood stages the story of Horatius at
thebridge(The Rapeof Lucrece, 5:242-5) wherein in orde to save Rome from Tarquin oneheroic
individud guadsa passage agang an army while his comrades tear down abridge After Valerius
urges "Break down the Bridge lest the pursuing enemy / Enter with usand take the spoil of Rone,”
Horatiusvolunteers: "Then break behind me, for by heaven I'll grow / And root my foot as degp as
to the center, / Before | leave this passage” Heywood cannotbringa bridgeongage but can use
dialogueto placeit jug out of sight, as when Horatius chdlenges Tarquin and hisfollowers. "Soft
Tarquin, see abulwark to thebridge / Youfirst mug pass, the man tha enters here/ Mug make his
passagethroughHoratius breast." Theactud fight and the offstage activity is described by two
opposng figures above(e.g., "pass Horatiusquickly, / For they behind him will devolve thebridgée'
versus"Y et stand Horatius bear but onebrunt more, / Thearched bridgeshdl sink uponhis piles®).
Also important for the effect are offstage sounds first "A noise of knodking down the bridge within"
and then "Alarum andthefalling of theBridge" Thefate of Horatiusis displayed by an exit, some
dialogue("He's leapt off fromthebridge" "And hark, theshoutof all themultitude/ Now welcomes
him aland"), and more sounds("Shoutandflourish”).

Two scenes, both from The Brazen Age, best demondrate Heywood'sskills and
inventiveness in staging difficult, seemingly impossible moments. Congder first his presentation
(3:175-6) of the confrontation between Hercules and the shgpe-shifter Achdousby which thehero
winsDganira. Thenarative fiction requires that Achdousstart in his own shape, shift three times,
and reappear in his own guise to confess defeat. The actud stage directionsread: "Achdousis
beaten in, andimmediately entersin the shapeof a Dragori'; "Alarm. He beats away the dragon.
Enter a Fury all fire-works"; "When the Fury sinks, a Bull's head appers’; "He tugswith the Bull,
and plucks off oneof his horms Enter fromthe same place Achdouswith his forehead all bloody"
Thenow bloodied figure spdls out theresults of the confrontation: "No more, | am thy Captive,
thoumy Conqueor.”

Althoughnot all the details can be pieced out, Heywood'ssolutionin his theetre to what

might seem an insurmountable staging problem isclear. To re-enter "in the shapeof a Dragor' isto



establish the shgpe-shifting not by means of ondagetrickery butby meansof arapid trangtion
("immediately") that draws upontheplaygoea'simaginaion. The"dragon" may bethrug forth from
atrap or stagedoor, clearly the"fury" sinksthrough thetrap (and may arise "all fire-works" in the
same fashion); the bull's head could appear from adooror thetrap (anywhere within Hercules's
reach), buta doorwould bepractical if the Achdousactor isimmediately to "Enter fromthe same
place” with his bloodyforehead. Thein-thetheatretimingiscruda here: theplayers providethe
rapid actions the playgoe (in the spirit of asif) supplies the continuity that undelies such signds so
as to make the connectionsbetween Achdousand thethree shapes. This combination of strong
ondage signds with theimaginary forces of the spectators epitomizes the ungpoken contract
essential to this (or any) thesatre.

Congder asecondequdly revealing moment fromthe same play, Heywood'srendition of the
death of Nessusthe centaur (3:180-2). Here, onewould suppo<, is an event too complex to be
enacted on the open stage, for it invaves 1) Nessuscarrying Dejanira on his back across ariver and
2) Hercules then shooing an arrow across that river to kill the centaur. How does Heywooddoit?
Firgt, after thedeparture of Nessusand Dejanira, Hercules, aloneon stage, describes for theaudience
thar progress throughthewater ("well plunged bad centaur”) butthen mus rageimpotently as he
witnesses the attempted rape and hears his bride cry for hdp (fourtimes). Findly, Hercules
announes. "I'll sendtill I can come, this poisonousshaft / Shdl spesk my fury and extract thy
blood,/ Till I myself can crossthisragingflood." Thestagedirectionthen reads "Hercules shoot,
andgoesin: Enter Nessuswith an arrowthroughhim, andDejanira.” Moments later, "after long
struggling with Evenus streams,” Hercules reappears to "make an end of wha my shat begun” To
depict afigure on oneside of ariver shooing afigure ontheother sde, Heywood has resorted to
rapidly alternating scenes, reported action, offstage sounds and, mog important (in his version of
whda in our age has become a stock cinematic effect), a presentation of theinitiation and then the
immediate resolution of the central event ("Hercules shoos ... Enter Nessuswith an arrow through
him") rather than thefull sequence (the complete flight of the arrow and the striking of itstarget). If
the choric passages from Henry V providethe"theory” behind the open stage (e.g., tha theaudience
is expected to use ther imaginary forces to "eche out our paformance with your mind”), thearrow
in Nessusprovides atelling demongration of theresulting theatrical practice. The spectator sees 1)

the shooing of thearrow and 2) theresult butthen mug supply 3) the connection between thetwo (|



am assuming that Nessusentersimmediately at another door), induding any sense of theriver and
thedistance involved. Aswith Hercules confrontation with Achdous for the sceneto work the
actors mug providethetiming and energy, theaudence, theimaginative paticipaion.

At first reading a stage direction such as "Enter Nessuswith an arrow throughhim* may
seem quant or silly, worthy only of amused contempt (and readers familiar with Beaumonts The
Knight of the Burning Pestle (1607)may conjure up "Enter Ralph, with a forked arrow throughhis
head' [6:229]). We should remember, however, that Heywood, like Shakespeare, Fletcher, and
Massinge, was a working professiond linked to a specific theatrical company who notonly knew
his craft well but also knew histhesatre from theinside both its potential anditslimits. If we
chudle at thearrow in Nessus we are (like Sir Philip Sidney) implicitly asserting our superiority to
a"primitive" dramaturgy ("how could anyonebe expected to bdieve tha?') and, in the process,
revealing more aboutourselves (e.g., how we read playscripts) than aboutHeywoodand his
contemporaries. If we are notresponsve to this and other such moments (e.g., Jupiter descending on
an eagle, Gloucester's "suicide’ at Dover Cliffs, or, closer to home, "Enter Clifford woundel, with an
arrowin his neck,"20 are we notin dange of reconaeiving the plays to suit our sendbilities, of
rewriting the clues to suit our solutions? Rather, to characterize thethesatre or theatrical conventions
of another ageisto face squaely those moments tha do cause problems for us(andfor
neodassicists such as Sidney and Jonson) and make us congiousof the ggps between then and now.
A magjor key to unlock what is distinctive aboutdramain the age of Shakespeare therefore liesin the
anomalies, the surprises, the moments that make us aware of thefull stretch of thedramaturgy. And,
in my view, the best place to gofor evidence of such theatrical rangeandinventiveness (in the spirit

of asif) isthecanonof plays linked to Thomas Heywood.
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