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ABSTRACT 

Bourgeois Heroics analyzes the increasing influence of 

an emergent middle class upon literary production, 

demonstrating a growing cultural trend away from an heroism 

associated with moral fortitude and noble birth (embodied 

in contemporary notions of the "courtier") towards one 

characterized by responsible economic policy and household 

management. This cultural shift, I contend, reflects the 

demands of a bourgeois identity deeply invested in 

commercial success. My research delves into Tudor 

economic, religious, and political documents to uncover the 

ways in which bourgeois insecurities and anxieties about 

financial and moral failure are displaced onto a series of 

imaginary threats, such as commodities, women, and 

institutions that resist the control of the market place. 

Fusing materialist and psychoanalytic approaches, I argue 

that these specifically mercantile fears have left their 

literary traces and given shape to a unique form of 

heroism, one that in its literary representations reflects 

back upon the values of the middle class, assuages 

commercial anxieties, and ultimately validates a bourgeois 

identity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

"the life of Traffick": Mapping a Bourgeois Heroics 

The impetus for this study arose from the pages of USA 

Today almost two years ago. In the front-page column 

"Antibiotic May Reverse Some Dystrophy Cases," the 

deterioration of muscle cells through muscular dystrophy 

was described as "the way a computer might stop and exit a 

program that contains an error.As a recovering 

technophobe still wary of email listserves and internet web 

pages, I was struck by this particular simile. In its 

attempts to clarify the mechanisms of the body, the use of 

a specific computing event brought home to me just how much 

a part of our everyday life computers had become. It had 

not seemed so long ago that metaphors of the body were 

helping us to understand how computers functioned, that 

they had a "memory," could contract "viruses," "talk" to 

other computers, even "handshake." Now we had come full 

circle and our familiarity with computers was actually 

helping us to understand our bodies. 

The Renaissance might seem a long way away from the 

world of computers, but without having read that newspaper 

article I probably would never have paused when a month or 
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SO later I stumbled upon this passage in Vivian Pinto's The 

English Renaissance: 

The old analogy for the body politic had been the 
human body, a living organism. The new analogy, 
insisted upon by Locke, was a business contract. . . 
or agreement by individual owners of property to unite 
for mutual profit and protection. Society, in fact, 
was conceived no longer as [an] organism, but as a 
joint stock company.^ 

Pinto hardly addresses the rise of capitalism in his book 

at all and so this passage was all the more jarring. I had 

only just come to terms with the way computers had usurped 

our bodies, and now I was recognizing that economics had 

already done the same some four hundred years ago. I was 

taken by Pinto's expression and turn-of-phrase that seemed 

to capture so neatly the nature of the transition he was 

describing: from feudalism to capitalism, body to 

contract, life to lifelessness. It would be impossible now 

to retrace my exact train of thought, but regardless these 

two passages set me on a course that would culminate in 

this study of the influence of an emergent middle class' 

upon Elizabethan literature. 

While every student of the English Renaissance is 

aware that the early modern period acts as a bridge between 

feudalism and capitalism, remarkably it took that one 
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detail to bring home to me just how momentous and radical a 

shift that must have been. David Hale writes that: 

The analogy between society and the human body is used 
with more frequency, variety, and seriousness than any 
of the correspondences which compose the 'Elizabethan 
world picture.' The comparison is employed to defend 
and attack the established church, to promote order 
and obedience to secular rulers, and to criticize 
political and economic abuses.^ 

For instance, the notion of the king's "two bodies" - one 

natural, one "politic" - is central to the Elizabethan 

conception of monarchy and government. Elizabeth I 

depended on it to demonstrate how someone with "the body of 

a weak and feeble woman" could yet rule with "the shining 

glory of princely authority."'' Her speech to the troops at 

Tilbury makes clear just how cleverly she could manipulate 

that dichotomy, deliberately confusing the boundaries 

between those two bodies: natural and political, self and 

nation. How incredible then that when we jump forward 

forty years or so we see that the predominant discourse 

about government is one that emphasizes neither its natural 

nor divine foundations but rather its legal and economic 

obligations. The hierarchy of the body connecting head to 

foot could no longer adequately explain human relations. 

Commerce had saturated everyone's lives so thoroughly that 

it was no longer possible to believe that society had been 
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established "naturally." Common sense dictated instead 

that social and political relations were contractual. 

For David Hale, the execution of Charles I stands out 

as a reification of that moment when "the living metaphor 

of the body politic became a dead phrase which is simply 

synonymous with 'the state,' having no further meanings 

implied or accepted" (12) . It is still difficult to fathom 

how an idea so entrenched and essential to the social and 

political order of society as the king's two bodies could 

give way to another so radically different, one that would 

legitimate the execution of the monarch himself. But 

perhaps more than anything, reading Pinto's analysis helped 

me to recognize hov/ a radical economic change could have 

its literary effects. It became obvious to me that the 

particular tools of the literary trade (metaphors, forms, 

ideas, symbols, characters) so characteristic of one 

specific historical and cultural moment could suffer the 

same pressures as society itself, and could ultimately give 

way and be replaced.^ Knowing that this transformation 

could not be effected overnight, I set out to examine 

whether or not there were signs that Elizabethans were 

already feeling and exerting the pressures necessary to 

precipitate such changes. At root, then, this study looks 
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to the literature of the late sixteenth century to explain 

how it complemented the rise of the middle class and 

cemented the bourgeoisie's place in society. 

I want to provide at least one part of the story of 

England's transition from feudalism to capitalism, and show 

how a nation so troubled by the dissolution of traditional 

ways of life and so concerned by the new economy could 

reverse itself so utterly. By the end of the seventeenth 

century, for example, the nation had resigned itself to 

capitalism to such an extent that not only had its ideas 

about government and human relations entirely changed but 

so too had its values. The promotion of thrift, industry, 

ambition, pride and individualism not only evolved out of a 

capitalist economy but helped that economy take root. To 

return to the literary field, the kind of question I began 

asking was how might a seemingly aristocratic character 

like Shakespeare's Henry V be the precursor of Defoe's homo 

economicus Robinson Crusoe? How might literature have 

facilitated the shift from an hegemony largely aristocratic 

to one predominantly bourgeois? 

In order to construct this particular narrative of the 

transition from feudalism to capitalism, in this study I 

look specifically at the different but related ways that 
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the literature of the Renaissance helped to assuage its 

audience's anxieties about the economic and social changes 

they were experiencing. To describe this literary method 

of pacifying the populace, I have used the term "Bourgeois 

Heroics." The methodological premise underlying this study 

is, therefore, the notion that literary texts can be read 

as imaginative and symbolic solutions to real social 

conflicts. This is essentially Frederic Jameson's argument 

that, synthesizing Freudian and Marxian analyses, regards 

works of fiction as a form of wish-fulfillmentFor 

Jameson, the real social conflict is always one of class, 

which he sees as the motor of history. Although my focus 

can likewise be traced back, at all times, to the 

contradictions emerging out of the social relations between 

classes, I am perhaps more concerned with an analysis of 

those contradictions apparent within and emanating from one 

particular class, namely the middle class. For example, I 

examine the conflicting bourgeois discourses about 

"consumption" - that it could be at once encouraged and yet 

denounced - and identify the resultant textual tensions in 

need of some imaginative resolution. 

Heroics seemed an appropriate word to describe these 

literary and symbolic acts. For one, those acts find their 
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ultimate expression in the middle-class protagonists that 

eventually grace the stages and pages of Elizabethan 

literature, heroes like Thomas Deloney's Jack of Newbury. 

But more so I wanted to communicate that the success of 

these resolutions lies in the audience's capacity to 

identify with an idealized version of their world. These 

texts on some level present an archetypal image of middle-

class identity, and reflect, even help constitute, all 

those values near and dear to that audience. In addition, 

the theoretical hurdle I had to clear was how to explain 

how it could be possible for literary texts to promote a 

kind of "false consciousness" and mystify the real 

mechanisms of a capitalist mode of production. After all, 

and perhaps despite myself, I was not setting out to write 

about a socialist or communist heroics. One could imagine 

a narrative that presents the literature of the early 

modern period mounting a challenge to capitalism, and 

resisting it to such an extent that it only aggravated its 

audience's anxieties and made it impossible for the social 

relations of capitalism to flourish. But despite the 

feeling that history could so easily have turned the other 

way, that narrative never happened. Heroics, then, seemed 
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to provide a sense of the enormity of this ideological 

feat. 

The implications of my decision to describe these 

heroics as "bourgeois" may now seem obvious. The intention 

was to put into play all the various connotations of that 

word simultaneously. Originally the word bourgeois was 

simply a French import into the English language meaning 

quite generally "of the middle class." Later, and most 

famously with Marx, the word took on a rather derogatory 

meaning used to disparage anyone overly materialistic, 

short-sighted, or capitalistic. A "bourgeois heroics" then 

might communicate a sense of the oxymoronic or, at the very 

least, the unexpected. Who on earth would lionize the 

bourgeois for instance? As an offshoot of that, I suppose 

the title was slightly sophomoric; I thought it pleasantly 

irreverent (though apt), for example, to label Henry V as 

bourgeois. 

Crucial to the entire project is a reading of the 

historical transition from feudalism to capitalism. The 

subject is fraught with controversy. Most critics agree 

that feudalism was certainly in decline, but disagree over 

whether or not we can legitimately call the sixteenth 

century's mode of production capitalist. For some, 
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capitalism only truly comes into being with the Industrial 

Revolution; for others, capitalism is in place long before 

the Reformation,^ What is not in doubt is that the 

sixteenth century is indeed a period of intense social 

revolution characterized by changes in government, 

religion, demographics, and the economy. 

The characteristics of the mode of production in a 

feudal society include a decentralized government, an 

economy centered around local markets, and the production 

of goods dictated by "use-value." In England this meant 

that the economy revolved around the manorial estates. 

These estates consisted typically of a village and its 

surrounding lands. All the people within a particular 

landowner's district were dependent on his estate for 

either their land, residence, or trade. We could talk of 

rent, wages, and contracts but as W.J. Ashley points out 

that would impose upon these social arrangements a 

characteristically modern understanding.® It is better to 

speak of custom, status, and obligation. For the privilege 

of belonging to a particular community with its ability to 

produce essential provisions (i.e. food, clothing, 

shelter), villagers {"villeins," "serfs," "tenants") had 

certain obligations to perform as a result of their social 
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status (that included predominantly agricultural work). 

The village laborers were not free to move from the land 

they worked but were able to farm part of the estate for 

their own use. In terms of production, these estates would 

produce what they could use or sell at the local markets 

(food that would supply the needs of neighboring towns 

quite modest in size). The ties that bound those who 

worked the land to those who owned it mirrored the 

relationship between the landowner and the monarch. The 

English monarch permitted his Lords to rule over their 

estates obliging them in return to render certain services 

to the Crown (military service for example). 

What distinguishes the capitalist from the feudal mode 

of production are a centralized government, an economy that 

extends beyond local borders, and the production of goods 

controlled by exchange value. The capitalist mode of 

production is defined by the circulation of capital for the 

purpose of generating more capital - money is used to get 

more money. For Marx this could only happen if money could 

be turned into a commodity that would somehow be worth more 

at the end of the production process than it was at the 

beginning.® This "surplus value" Marx located in human 

labor, which could be bought at a fixed price but which 
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would increase in value as it was "used." A supply of 

"free" laborers (i.e. workers free to travel and sell their 

labor power) therefore presupposes the capitalist mode of 

production. The exploitation of those workers is built 

into the very fabric of the economy. They are neither paid 

what they are worth nor are they in any way owners of their 

products or the "means" of production (i.e. the equipment, 

tools, materials). One can see already, then, that the 

social relations tying people together in a capitalist 

economy are radically different than those in a feudal 

economy. Money replaces service as the primary form of 

payment; contract replaces obligation; and independence 

replaces security. 

Another difficulty in assessing England's transition 

from feudalism to capitalism lies in determining precisely 

what was cause and what was effect. The Enclosure Acts, 

for example, that helped convert England's farmlands into 

grazing pastures can be read both as a cause and effect of 

capitalism. Those acts were precipitated by the growth of 

commerce and the rise of an international market for 

England's wool. As a result these acts can be regarded as 

an effect of the expansion of trade under a capitalist 

economy. At the same time, however, the Enclosure Acts 
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resulted in the forced eviction of tenant farmers and the 

disruption of local communities. It was this newly mobile 

population that produced the free laborers necessary to 

fuel a capitalist mode of production. It is therefore 

safer and no less accurate to speak of the events that 

characterized this transition without attempting to 

categorize them as either cause or effect. 

The sixteenth century saw its way of life, its 

institutions, and its beliefs turned upside down. The 

discovery of the new world alone introduced England to new 

ideas, products, and wealth. The Protestant Reformation 

transformed the nation both materially (the confiscation of 

monastic property for instance) and spiritually, and put 

new emphasis on the individual. Sovereign power was 

weakened by a stronger parliament and its increasing 

control over the treasury. Physically England underwent 

immense changes: the parceling up of land into enclosures 

and rapid urban expansion. Add to this climate the 

frequency of natural and economic disasters (plague, 

inflation, vagrancy), the breakdown of traditional social 

boundaries, the growth of new markets (for literature for 

example), the increasingly public role of women as 

consumers and vendors, the stifling economic restrictions 
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on the middle class (tariffs, monopolies, patents, taxes), 

and the perpetual threat of war from the continent. 

Louis Althusser's contributions to Marxist criticism 

include a rethinking of the mechanics of ideology. His 

concept of "interpellation" suggests that people are 

socialized into accepting their place in the system. From 

the earliest moments of childhood, we grow up accepting a 

"story" about the world (i.e. ideology) that helps us make 

sense of who we are and how the world works. I think it is 

perfectly natural (i.e. ideological) to assume that the 

story we tell ourselves is coherent, complete, and 

comprehensible. But what if the story is just the 

opposite: incoherent, incomplete, contradictory, and 

incomprehensible? The question is of relevance surely to a 

study of the sixteenth century, given the ideological 

turmoil that ensued as a result of all these changes. It 

is partly as a response to that question that I have chosen 

to read Elizabethan texts as indicators of intense 

"commercial" anxiety. 

In constructing the various chapters of this study, I 

have tried to address texts that tackle subjects related to 

the world of commerce but that would not ordinarily be 

associated with the middle class, and that additionally 
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present a diversity of genres. While chapter one outlines 

my methodology in more detail, it is useful to know here 

that the starting point for all my analyses is the same: I 

focus on those themes, objects, ideas, or events that a 

text returns to again and again ("policy" in The Jew of 

Malta, "bonds" in The Merchant of Venice, "corpses" in The 

Unfortunate Traveller, cannibals in The Voyages of 

Discovery, and "debt" in 1 Henry IV). The fact that these 

texts are preoccupied, even obsessed, with these elements 

indicates an underlying anxiety fighting its way to the 

surface and refusing to remain suppressed. Given the 

primary subject matter of these texts (its grounding in the 

"modern day" market place), I feel justified in arguing 

that these anxieties concern the impact of capitalist 

commerce upon social relations (for example: the rise of 

individualism, the social and physical mobility of people, 

the commercial dependency on foreigners, the 

institutionalized exploitation of free or masterless men). 

I begin with two extraordinarily similar texts -

Marlowe's The Jew of Malta and Shakespeare's The Merchant 

of Venice - to demonstrate and categorize two very 

different treatments of the same subject: the one 

materialist, the other bourgeois. Both dramatize the 
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conflicts arising out of a complex of commercial 

concatenations; both are fascinated with the cultural 

diversity that trade has forced upon the communities they 

stage; and both problematize the legal and economic 

agreements people enter into out of financial necessity. 

Hemmed in by the demands of the dramatic genres they 

have chosen, Shakespeare and Marlowe offer radically 

different resolutions. Marlowe's Malta ends up sacrificing 

Barabas for the greater good of the community. But the 

text demonstrates that the invocations of community are a 

mere ruse, and that the notion of community is all but 

dead, replaced instead by the forging of alliancer strictly 

for mutual profit. Marlowe's play thus antagonizes its 

audience's anxieties. It is precisely because it is so 

frightening that it enables the modern day reader to 

identify just what its early modern audience would find 

disturbing and what those anxieties were. 

Shakespeare, on the other hand, offers a typically 

bourgeois resolution to his play. Having taken such care 

to construct the conflict of the play as a material one -

the commercial relations binding people together - he 

nevertheless reconstructs that conflict as a cultural one 

(Shylock's unchristian-like behavior) towards the close of 
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the play, thus making it possible to sidestep the economic 

issues entirely. Whereas the opening acts of the play tend 

to identify all social problems as arising out of the 

economic practices of the various characters, the close of 

the play pulls one over on its audience, displacing what 

was a material problem into the cultural realm. The play 

thereby assuages those nagging commercial anxieties that 

seem to control the play's initial action by temporarily 

hoodwinking its audience into believing that Christian 

charity and Judicial mercy are the answers to life's 

problems. 

In Chapter Three I turn to the rather challenging text 

of Thomas Nashe's The Unfortunate Traveller. For most 

critics, Nashe's attitude to bourgeois life has long been 

seen as one of contempt. Certainly Jack Wilton is drawn 

from the same satirical mold as Swift's Lemuel Gulliver: a 

naive observer whose ignorance generates irony and comedy 

wherever he goes. And like Gulliver's Travels, The 

Unfortunate Traveller dwells on the worst aspects of human 

society: its propensity for conflict and violence. Even 

so Jack emerges as an unlikely hero. The text reveals an 

anxiety about "free" bodies, population growth and 

individualism that manifests itself most often in horrific 



acts of violence (the violence acting as both an expression 

of what the text fears most, and a means of controlling 

it). Jack exemplifies a mercantilist approach to the world 

around him that manages to assert some control over the 

horrors he encounters. Jack acts as the narrative's 

accountant, keeping an accurate inventory of the many 

bodies that pile up around him and ensuring that all 

"debts" are ultimately paid in full. 

Chapter Four, "Cannibalism and Consumption: 

Shakespeare's Bourgeois Historical Memory," looks at the 

rise of the "mercantile hero." Responding to the growing 

influence of an emergent, urban middle class, this hero 

helped assuage the commercial anxieties brought on by the 

radical and rapid economic changes affecting Tudor England. 

This chapter recovers the cultural dialogue that exists 

between Hakluyt's Principal Navigations, Shakespeare's 1 

Henry IV, and Elizabethan commercial anxieties about 

conspicuous consumption. I contend that the bourgeois 

nature of Hakluyt's and Shakespeare's "epic" texts resonate 

with a merchant class looking to legitimize its own 

conduct, values and fears. In particular, I suggest that 

these two texts mutually support and confirm male 

suspicions about the predatory nature of women. By 
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analyzing the gendered metaphors of "consumption" as they 

play out in Shakespeare's second tetralogy, I argue that I 

Henry IV re-writes history through a bourgeois lens, 

creating a mythic, specifically mercantile hero for an 

urban population desperately longing for validation. 

Chapter Five looks at the mercantile hero of Dekker's 

The Shoemakers' Holiday. It argues that the emphasis on 

"labor" in that play creates a more modern class boundary. 

Simon Eyre is in many ways the embodiment of middle-class 

values, advocating through his actions a life of industry, 

thrift, humility and hospitality. The play depicts such 

values as being under threat from a corrupt and decadent 

aristocracy. Its subsequent appeals to the monarchy and to 

the rule of law are indicative of an emergent bourgeois 

ideology and its emphasis upon the individual. 

While this study delves into the murky waters of early 

modern anxieties and concentrates on the ways that 

literature helped assuage those anxieties, its end is to 

provide a sense of the conditions (literary and historical) 

that made possible the rise of the mercantile hero. It 

hopes to uncover the literary equivalent of Nicholas 

Breton's glorification of the early modern merchant: 
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he is the life of Traffick, and the maintainer of 
Trade, the Sailers Master, and the Souldiers friend; 
hee is the exercise of the exchange, the honor of 
credit, the observation of Time, and the understanding 
of thrift: his studie is number, his care his 
accounts, his comfort his Conscience, and his wealth 
his good Name:. . .out of his travails he makes his 
discourses, and from his eye-observations, brings the 
Moddels of Architectures; he plants the earth with 
forraine fruits, and knowes at home what is good 
abroad: he is neat in apparell, modest in demeanure, 
dainty in dyet, and civill in his carriage. In summe, 
hee is the Pillar of a City, the enricher of a 
Country, the furnisher of a Court, and the worthy 
servant of a King.^° 
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his Literature and Culture in Early Modern London 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995), 74-75: 

In contrast to the sources from which it had 
emerged, the social commentary of late Elizabethan and 
early Jacobean literature was structured by very 
different social models, myths, and assumptions, most 
of which took as a basic norm a functional division 
between country and city that had been only half-
articulate and considered altogether anomalous in 
earlier complaint. The common medieval model of the 
three estates, for example, was supplanted by the 
division of English society into court, city, and 
country; as the formerly traditional functions of 
fighting, praying, and working were replaced by the 
functions of consumption, commerce, and production. 
The medieval plowman who had in early Tudor complaint 
still represented the virtue of all members of a 
unitary estate of commoners was replaced - in tandem 
with the humanist reception of classical genres, 
itself a phenomenon of urbanization - by the pastoral 
shepherd, whose very being was defined by a new 
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opposition within the commoners' estate between rural 
husbandmen and urban merchants. The theology of the 
two cities, once used to invalidate earthly pursuits, 
was increasingly adapted to a protestant doctrine of 
vocation that legitimized pursuits that were within 
the earth without being of it. The urbane outlook of 
late Elizabethan satire and early Jacobean drama took 
the division of country from city as definitive of 
human relationship, and in the ballad lore of these 
later periods prolific lists and catalogues, which in 
earlier complaint had signified the collapse of all 
distinctions, were * normalized' as harmless traits of 
an urban sphere whose boundary was now itself a 
distinction productive of order. In short, the 
prominence of the city as a basic structure in the 
literature of the later Renaissance reveals in 
retrospect that the dynamics of Tudor complaint were 
not simply backward-looking in their appeal to long-
established social myths and models but, in their 
response to social crisis, generative of new ones. In 
the changing languages of Tudor complaint, a whole 
system of tropes was realigned to accommodate the 
emergence of London as a basic fact in the nation's 
mental life. 

® The Political Unconscious ; Narrative as a Socially 
Symbolic Act (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1981), particularly 
62-67 and 80-89. 

^ Fernand Braudel articulates the historian's dilemma 
this way: 

it [capitalism] is above all. . .a word that cannot be 
used of the ages before the industrial period without 
being accused of anachronism. . . .In any case, such 
precautions are delusive: if capitalism is thrown out 
of the door, it comes in through the window. For 
whether one likes it or not, there was, even in the 
pre-industrial era, a form of economic activity 
irresistibly evocative of this word and of no other. 
While such activity may not yet have been employing 
the industrial 'mode of production'. . .it cannot in 
any case be confused with classic market transactions. 
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History (London: Longmans Green and Co., 1926), 13. 

® Merchant capital does, however, produce the same 
outcome: a wealthy merchant buys exotic and precious goods 
from abroad, where the price is comparably low, and sells 
at home at a much higher price. Money is thus used to 
generate more money. Marx argued that the existence or use 
of merchant capital in itself is not indicative of a 
capitalist mode of production because at no point in time 
is that capital effecting the production process. It is 
this fact that makes it difficult to assess exactly what 
the mode of production was in the Renaissance, neither 
feudal nor fully capitalist but paradoxically somewhere in 
between. 

The Good and the Badde, or Descriptions of the 
Worthies, and Unworthies of This Age Where the Best May See 
Their Graces, and the Worst Discerne Their Basenesse 
(London, 1616), reprinted in Louis B. Wright, Middle-Class 
Culture In Elizabethan England (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 
1958), 30-1. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Reading Material In Marlowe's The Jew Of Malta 
And Shakespeare's The Merchant Of Venice 

While I am sometimes tormented by the memory of my 

prelim examinations - what I could have or should have said 

but didn't - as this project began to take shape, one 

question in particular returned to plague me. During the 

oral exam I had been describing my own methodology rather 

loosely as "materialist" and was finally, although somewhat 

indirectly, asked what exactly that meant: 

"Yes, but how do we get back to and recover that 

material? How do we get from the text to that 

matter?" the professor asked. 

As my mind raced through and tripped over all the Marxist 

staples including structures of exploitation, modes of 

production, and networks of power, I felt c[uite suddenly 

and horribly at a loss for words. It was only much later, 

and after many more failed attempts to formulate a 

response, that I finally realized why exactly it was that I 

had been so challenged by that question. The trouble was, 

I believe, that in essence we had two very different 

understandings of the word "material." I was being asked 

to translate something impalpable into something tangible, 



to go from the textual world of words written on a page to 

the real world of wooden stages, costumes, props and ticket 

prices. In one sense, however, that is precisely what all 

forms of materialist criticism do; they help us to see 

through the imaginative and imagined worlds of fiction to 

arrive at the real world that produced that fiction. But 

what confused me at that time was the notion that our 

critical end-point should be the retrieval of an object, 

something of matter, and that seemed to be quite different 

than the brand of materialism I thought I practiced. That 

one question was enough to make me re-think my entire 

critical approach; why was it, after all, that I had felt 

materialism could adequately describe my methodology? What 

did the word materialism mean and refer to? 

As if to provoke further doubts in my mind, over the 

last few years our profession has seen the emergence of a 

critical approach devoted entirely to the study of objects: 

such matter as stage props and household property, cabinet 

boxes and coinage, portraiture and clothing. At the most 

recent MLA conference, for instance, one publishing house 

in particular used that venue to unveil new collections of 

essays and source materials dedicated precisely to and 

capitalizing most certainly on this particular interest.^ 
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Adding to my confusion, archaeologists call these studies 

of material culture a form of cultural materialism, but 

most unlike that envisioned by Raymond Williams. And so 

the more this word material was used to refer to more and 

more "things", the more confused I became. While 

semantically things can't be more material than matter 

itself, does materialism properly refer to the study of 

commodities? If there is a fundamental principle to 

Marx's, and Marxist, criticism, for example, it would 

surely be to foreground humanity. For all the volumes Marx 

wrote upon the mechanics of capitalist economy, his 

underlying purpose was nevertheless to remind society of 

the humans it exploited and effaced. The central focus of 

Marx's analyses was always, therefore, upon humans and not 

objects 

Part of my objective in this chapter, then, is to work 

through these different notions of materiality and 

material, and different versions of materialism, so as to 

understand better my own critical practice and to highlight 

those concerns and issues (the "objects" of my approach) 

that I will pursue throughout the remainder of this study. 

It seems to me that questions about the relationship 

between, for instance, people and things, culture and the 
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economy, and ideas and material, have relevance not just to 

the satisfaction of my own critical interests but to the 

concerns and anxieties that preoccupied early modern 

subjects and their literary products. 

One collection that seems to have settled on a 

satisfactory definition of materialism is Ivo Kamps' 

Materialist Shakespeare. Within that anthology, Paul 

Delaney (in an essay entitled "King Lear and the Decline of 

Feudalism") reads William Shakespeare alongside Karl Marx 

to create a narrative of nostalgia for the social relations 

of feudalism in the face of bourgeois "progress" and 

change.^ Implicit in the writings of both Marx and 

Shakespeare, Delaney argues, is a longing for a long-lost 

culture seemingly uncorrupted by Capital. Delaney relies 

heavily, indeed almost exclusively, upon this passage from 

the Communist Manifesto: 

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, 
has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic 
relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley 
feudal ties that bound man to his * natural superiors,' 
and has left remaining no other nexus between man and 
man than naked self-interest, than callous 'cash 
payment.' It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies 
of religious fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of 
Philistine sentimentalism in the icy water of 
egotistical calculation. It has resolved personal 
worth into exchange value and, in place of the 
numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up 
that single, unconscionable freedom - free trade.'' 
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For Delaney, these words serve as an indicator of Marx's 

tendency to romanticize feudalism, a tendency he likewise 

locates in Shakespeare's own King Lear. Delaney's argument 

is, in essence, that both men mourn the transition from 

social relations characterized by service, loyalty and 

stability to those governed by commodity exchange, the 

market, and constant flux. The same sentimentalism has 

often been attributed to Michel Foucault, particularly 

given that the grisly medieval execution that opens his 

Discipline and Punish is made to look more and more 

appealing when compared to modern-day forms of disciplining 

the subject. 

But while a certain form of nostalgia is surely 

evident in these various texts, Delaney oversimplifies the 

matter. By reducing each narrative to an allegory about 

good (feudalism) versus evil (capitalism) and then using 

that as an indication of broad cultural attitudes, 

Delaney's essay is representative of a number of 

materialist and Marxist studies that, in their attempts to 

situate early modern literature within the transitional 

period between feudalism and capitalism, overlook the fact 

that writers such as Shakespeare most likely did not view 
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themselves as living in a transitional space between two 

social and economic systems. In other words, culture, 

ideology and the economy are for Delaney static entities. 

There is never a sense in his criticism of historical 

process. We must also ask about the potential of 

Shakespeare's historical perspective?^ Would he have been 

able, for instance, to identify a feudal period and its 

ideological moorings as distinct from his own? Delaney's 

Manichean template proves to be just far too reductive. He 

forces upon Shakespeare his own reluctance to acknowledge 

any benefits arising from a capitalist system, disregarding 

any ambivalence, ambiguity, and contradiction that arises 

in Shakespeare's works. It seems obvious, for instance, 

that, in times of scant patronage, capitalism opened up a 

tremendous market for literary works within the general 

public that gave early modern writers at least some amount 

of freedom not to mention another welcomed source of 

income. Divided loyalties as well as divided audiences 

seem to be just some of the inevitable consequences. Even 

Marx at times felt compelled to testify to the unparalleled 

achievements of capitalism and its power to revolutionize 

global relations, communication systems, and the means of 

production with the potential for the first time in history 
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to stamp out poverty and famine. Delaney, however, either 

ignores or again simplifies evidence that suggests a more 

complex, if less-desirable, picture of Shakespeare's (and 

Marx's) sympathies. After all how should we account for 

Shakespeare's own bourgeois biography including his hunger 

for social advancement and his own capitalist enterprise? 

How ought we to read the opening scene of King Lear that 

seems to resist so thoroughly any tidy packaging of values 

into feudal and capitalist categories? Is Cordelia's 

insistence on loving according to her bond indicative of a 

feudal obligation or of a legal binding more consistent 

with the bourgeois world of contractual law (as in The 

Merchant of Venice)? If it is feudal, ought we, as 

audience members, to celebrate it (as Delaney argues 

Shakespeare apparently would)? 

It is telling I think that Delaney excises the last 

line of the passage that he quotes from Marx, which in fact 

reads: "In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious 

and political illusions, it [the bourgeoisie] has 

substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation." 

In this one line, Marx's alleged nostalgia evaporates; for 

in truth, his latent sympathies with feudalism amount to no 

more than the choosing of the lesser of two evils. 



I begin with Delaney's arguments because I want to 

suggest a different materialist approach to understanding 

the literary effects of the transition from feudalism to 

capitalism, one that avoids applying reductive templates of 

good versus evil onto early modern society but that will 

facilitate the rendering of a more complex portrait of 

early modern culture. While critics such as Delaney have 

aligned Shakespeare with the aristocratic class, the court, 

and the interests of sovereign power, I instead choose to 

emphasize Shakespeare's other audience: the citizenry of 

London. Although I believe my readings of literature are 

materialist, I am largely concerned with the ideological 

shifts that England experienced in the sixteenth century, 

believing that these shifts, as Marx's comments imply (i.e. 

"religious and political illusions"), can provide an 

understanding of such material effects as exploitation. 

Specifically I start with a number of cultural 

anxieties that, in their articulation at least, seem unique 

to this time period and appear to be generated from out of 

the collapse of traditional ways of understanding and 

thinking about the world and our place within it, and 

aggravated by the emergence of a middle class. The 

proliferation of trade in both local and foreign markets, 



the collapse of heretofore impermeable class boundaries, 

rapid urban expansion, all contributed to an ideological 

crisis as the dominant (i.e. aristocratic) ways of 

understanding the world and one's place in it were no 

longer adequately corresponding to individual (i.e., in 

this case, middle class) experience. One need only look at 

the invectives directed at London's playhouses to see just 

how out-of-step traditional hermeneutics could be.® The 

demands of the market place for merchant capital, for 

bankers and usurers, for increased contact with "aliens," 

for a superstructure both to manage and legitimate the 

execution of financial contracts and economic relations, 

and also to endorse commercial practices and the 

accumulation of wealth, all put an enormous strain on those 

traditional pillars of ideological support: the Church and 

the Crown. My study is concerned, then, with the various 

ways Elizabethan England confronted and treated its 

resultant anxieties about, for instance, foreigners, 

vagrants, and commercial relations.^ I regard the 

unprecedented proliferation of instructional manuals, 

devotional works, conduct books, pamphlets, historical 

chronicles, and literary works quite generally, as, on one 

level, part of a nervous attempt by Elizabethans to produce 
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culturally so as to fill that ideological void and soothe 

those insecurities arising from the middle class. Within 

this mass of textual material (that catered more and more 

to a middle-class audience), I have located what I now call 

a "bourgeois heroics" for the manner in which these works 

assuaged a number of commercial anxieties and in the 

process spoke to, reflected, celebrated, and even 

constituted an emergent middle-class identity. 

Certainly critics have long pointed to a middle-class 

tradition within the early modern canon, referencing in 

particular the works of Dekker and Deloney and those plays 

we now label as "city comedies." But an emergent middle-

class influence is rife, I argue, throughout the literature 

of the late sixteenth century, and it is as an examination 

of that influence that I wish to look at Marlowe's The Jew 

of Malta and Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice. Both 

plays, I suggest, afford us an insight into early modern 

commercial anxieties, given that the dramatic action in 

each is initiated by the realization of a nervous financial 

dependency on foreigners, coupled with the deterioration of 

certain social boundaries. 

Marlowe's The Jew of Malta deliberately unsettles its 

audience in its opening scenes putting into play an extreme 
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sense of individualism bent on the excesses of private 

property. We learn of the religious and commercial 

conflicts between Christian and Turk that have enveloped 

the island of Malta and plagued its people and its trade. 

Unable to pay the customary "tribute" to the Turkish 

envoys, the Maltese government re-enacts this form of 

extortion back upon its own Jewish community, seizing in 

the process all of Barabas' wealth and assets. It is this 

state-sanctioned theft that drives the action of the 

remainder of the play. From Machevill's opening lines and 

the visual spectacle of Barabas counting his cash, to the 

threat of war and theft, the first scene torments its 

audience, therefore, by constructing a series of material 

problems and by challenging, in the process, its society's 

notions about the legitimacy of accumulating capital, 

social climbing, foreigners, institutional power, and the 

demands of the community upon the individual. 

Indeed, "material" lies at the heart of Christopher 

Marlowe's The Jew of Malta in a number of ways. The 

opening scene, for instance, parades Barabas' wealth before 

the audience's eyes, flaunting each precious object as 

Barabas begrudgingly yet meticulously counts it all, piece 

by piece. In terms of the objects presented to us in the 
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course of this play, for sheer spectacle, this opening 

scene can only be matched by the last and the elaborately 

crafted device (replete with "cords," "cranes and pulleys") 

used to ensnare and kill Barabas. Wealth and death, the 

two 'forces' that generate and indeed 'sandwich' the action 

of the entire play, find themselves reified on stage in 

these two objects as commodities that almost willfully and 

consistently change hands with fatal consequences. 

Therefore, while the play explores the nature of power, 

community, and individualism, it leaves its audience a 

material trail that leads directly from that mountain of 

precious goods to Barabas' high-tech gallows. These two 

objects become, within the context of the play, symbols of 

the relations between people in this fictional world. They 

are, in a sense, a version of Eliot's object(ive) 

correlative: the external and physical embodiment of what 

would otherwise be incorporeal. That gross pile of coinage 

and Barabas' execution-device serve therefore as visual 

reminders of the nature of all social relations depicted in 

the play; for inevitably human contact ends in this drama 

with either the impoverishment, enrichment or destruction 

of the participants. 
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Paying critical attention to the ways in which objects 

function in this play can therefore prove to be quite 

profitable. For while these objects certainly express the 

defining characteristics of all the characters' relations 

with one another (in that they are both, and inseparably, 

economic and sadistic), they also represent the dynamic, 

explored so keenly in the play, that transforms human 

subjects into commodities. That Barabas' mountain of gold 

has metamorphosed by the end of the play into a death-trap 

mirrors the very journey of Barabas himself from human 

subject to inanimate object. Even Barabas' own death 

rehearses and clarifies this process, for unlike the friar 

Jacomo, he is not hung, but rather boiled alive. Barabas 

is, then, both "smelted" (boiled to remover impurities) and 

"melted down" like a precious metal to be coined. As a 

result, the close of the play therefore sees Barabas 

ironically become the very "stuff" he so jealously guarded 

and conspicuously displayed. 

What happens to Barabas is in many ways poetic 

justice; throughout the play he collects and discards 

people, measuring the value of those he comes into contact 

with strictly by their utility. His objectification of 

others is, therefore, literally turned back upon him as. 
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like metal, he is re-cast. But his treatment of others as 

objects to be used is not unique to Barabas but rather 

reflects the dominant practice of his society as a whole. 

It is seen most clearly in the slave market that Marlowe 

stages and the price tags those for sale have stapled to 

their backs. The appearance of the prostitute Bellamira 

similarly serves to reminds us that we are witnesses to a 

society that, as a matter of course, commodifies and 

exchanges people's bodies. 

Marlowe's materialist perspective never does let up. 

Not only are dramatic action, plot, and character all 

constructed as the direct effect of economic conditions, 

but further, Marlowe's subject matter concerns at root the 

general abuse, selling, and killing of people. Marlowe in 

essence demystifies human social relations as the effect of 

specific economic practices. All the while he undermines 

and interrogates those "authorities" that perpetuate and 

legitimate those relations and the exploitation and abuse 

that defines them. If fiction can be said to be driven by 

conflict, then for Marlowe that conflict is repeatedly 

envisioned as a material one. The portrait Marlowe 

presents of Maltese society can be said, therefore, to be 

materialist in a number of ways. It not only foregrounds 
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matter (i.e. objects) but also depicts the relations that 

bind all of the characters together as economic ones. It 

focuses quite clearly on the social structures in place 

that exploit people, particularly women, foreigners, and 

the poor. 

But Marlowe's materialist vision does not stop there. 

In important ways Marlowe addresses what has been, in our 

own time, perhaps the major stumbling block of Marxist 

literary criticism, namely the relation between "base" and 

"superstructure." Marlowe is at pains throughout his play 

to return his audience again and again to the economy as 

the determining factor in the ways in which his characters 

live out their lives. As a result, it is impossible to 

elude the many economic ripples that permeate the action 

and drive the plot. The conflict between Malta and the 

Turkish forces of Calymath, for instance, is only ever 

presented as an economic and commercial, rather than 

religious or ideological, dispute. In fact, that conflict 

not only sets in motion the confiscation of Barabas' 

estate, and with it the predominant plot of the play, but 

also acts as a kind of macrocosm for the many other 

conflicts depicted on a more individual and "local" level. 
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There are many moments that remind us quite 

emphatically of Marlowe's determined effort to sustain a 

materialist perspective and promote a vision of the world 

that privileges the economic over the cultural or 

ideological. When Bellamira first enters, for example, she 

complains: 

Since this town was beseig'd, my gain grows cold. 
The time has been, that but for one bare night 
A hundred ducats have been freely given. 
But now against my will I must be chaste (3.1.1-3) 

Compare her words to those of the slave-traders when they 

remark: "Here comes the Jew. Had not his goods been 

seiz'd, / He'd give us present money for them all" (2.3.5-

6). The effect of both passages is to impress upon us the 

far-reaching commercial consequences forced upon the 

community-at-large with each new conflict. The war with 

Turkey destabilizes Malta's economy in ways that, as 

Marlowe details, reach very personal and individual levels. 

So too does the confiscation of Barabas' wealth. The local 

economy, we see, begins to suffer in the absence of 

Barabas' buying-power and custom. That Marlowe should 

choose to provide such details is indicative of his resolve 

to sustain a predominantly economic polemic throughout his 

play. 



In Marlowe's representation, culture and cultural 

authority are also overwrought by the economic factors at 

work in the world of the play. Machevill's opening lines 

make it clear, first that a line can be drawn between the 

material and ideal realms, and second that he and the other 

characters will put their stock in physical force and not 

the pressures of custom or culture. "[L]aws were then most 

sure / When, like the Draco's, they were writ in blood" he 

proclaims, adding that "I count religion but a childish 

toy" (epilogue 20-21). Unlike his Barabas, Marlowe's 

Machevill is not the devious and astute politician one 

expects but rather a coarse and vulgar thug who concludes 

that it was "might [what] first made kings" (epilogue 14-

21). Such sentiments appear to find sympathy from Marlowe 

who likewise seems to put no stock in cultural authority 

whatsoever. We watch as all belief systems, ideals, 

morals, ethics and values crumble under the weight of 

economic determinations. Barabas' wealth, that appears to 

be the driving force behind both Malta's economy and its 

people, turns citizen, priest, and kin against each other. 

Pretending to have experienced a religious conversion, 

Barabas, for example, invokes neither the rhetoric of 
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spiritual enlightenment nor of epiphany to convince his 

audience, but instead inventories his many possessions: 

Cellars of wine, and sollars full of wheat, 
Warehouses stuff'd with spices and with drugs. 
Whole chests of gold in bullion and in coin. 
Besides I know not how much weight in pearl 

All this I'll give to some religious house. 
So I may be baptiz'd, and live therein (4.1.66-79) 

That rhetorical show of wealth is enough to pit the two 

friars against each other and ensure their deaths. In the 

process, the Church, as an institution, is exposed, not so 

much as corrupt, but as ruthless and mercenary when it 

comes to money as the rest of society. Religious dogma 

warning against avariciousness and greed turns out to be 

powerless to affect the course of human action. In fact 

the whole cultural apparatus in The Jew of Malta is 

presented as defunct. Culture does not function in 

Marlowe's play-world to mystify networks of power nor to 

sustain the (material) interests of the empowered through 

the inculcation and production of obedient subjects. 

Instead culture merely provides an excuse (typically after-

the-fact) for violence. Such is the case when in seizing 

Barabas' property, the Maltese Governor looks to justify 

the State's actions by invoking divine will: 

For through our sufferance of your hateful lives, 
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Who stand accursed in the sight of heaven, 
These taxes and afflictions are befall'n (1.2.66-68) 

The government's own economic mismanagement is here recast 

as Christian charity. In moments such as these, when 

religion or ethics are invoked to legitimate discrimination 

or violence, Marlowe is quick to expose the ruse. Barabas 

here retorts: "Is theft the ground of your religion?" (99) 

and again "What, bring you Scripture to confirm your 

wrongs?" (114). Later he will tell his daughter "religion 

/ Hides many mischiefs from suspicion" (1.2.290-1). 

My interest to this point in Marlowe's materialist 

preoccupation has not been to hold him up as an early 

modern Marxist. Not only is the idea absurd but there are 

many significant and important distinctions we must draw 

between Marlowe's and Marx's analyses. For one, Marlowe's 

sense of economic determination has more to do with greed 

than with the mode of production. For another, while he is 

suspicious of culture because it tends to excuse violence, 

Marlowe does not address its determining effects, and the 

ways in which it produces (inculcates) good (i.e. obedient) 

subjects. And because he puts so little faith in culture, 

there is absolutely no acknowledgment of the interactive 
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and dialectical relationship between "base" and 

"superstructure"; for Marlowe, it is all one-way traffic. 

So Marlowe was certainly not a good, albeit latent, 

Marxist. Rather my point is that his materialist 

perspective, while it helps to clarify my own, is in fact 

born out of and made possible by the irreversible and 

radical economic changes underway in the sixteenth century. 

His concerns are increasingly those of his society as a 

whole. Sure, The Jew of Malta is unquestioningly 

idiosyncratic in its expression and articulation of these 

commercial anxieties, but at root they are nevertheless 

culturally shared and historically specific. The Jew of 

Malta is immersed in the world of trade like no other play 

could have been before the late 1500s. Marlowe's story, 

about a society imprisoned along one of the most contested 

trade routes in Europe, examines the destructive effects of 

"modern" commercial practices. Marlowe's cast of 

characters, for example, reads as a checklist of the 

contemporaneously exploited - prostitute, slave, Jew, the 

unemployed - and it is from that peculiar (idiosyncratic) 

perspective that Marlowe is able to adjudge as destructive 

the market forces of his day: the relentless pursuit of 

foreign gold, the international trade wars, the 



50 

accumulation of private property in the form of money 

rather than land, the circulation of capital, etc. 

Marlowe's play is able, therefore, both to voice and 

antagonize a number of historically specific commercial 

anxieties. 

I think it is important to use the word "anxiety" here 

for two reasons. One, because these fears and insecurities 

are always partially obscured, suppressed, or even 

repressed. As a consequence we will never find a conscious 

articulation of the kind that states; "I am frightened by 

the influence of trade upon our society because I don't yet 

have an adequate ideological framework within which to 

resign myself to it." Second, because the articulations 

that we do find often crop up "elsewhere" through 

displacement. So it seems reasonable to read the 

persecution of Jews and vagrants, for instance, as a 

symptom of these fears - the victims of the "system" being 

blamed for the failures of that system. 

While it often shares the title of "A Tragical 

History" with Doctor Faustus, The Jew of Malta tends to 

read more like an early modern horror story. The horror is 

highlighted, I would argue, by both Marlowe's and the 

genre's inability to resolve these anxieties. Barabas is 
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executed at the close of the play, but his death offers no 

closure. Like some kind of patsy set up to take the fall, 

Barabas from start to finish is framed as a communal 

sacrifice, abused for the greater good ("to save the ruin 

of a multitude. / And better one want for a common good, / 

Than many perish for a private man" (1.2.101-3)). But 

throughout, Barabas' violence is constructed not as a 

frightening anomaly but instead as a perverse sign of the 

times, symptomatic of larger, more widespread problems. 

Indeed Barabas merely enacts at a local level what appears 

to be prevalent on a national if not global scale. He is 

the individual microcosm of an hypocrisy, violence, and 

arrogance that characterizes the general society-at-large. 

His death, therefore, can in no way address the larger 

problem of social collapse. That Barabas' actions are in 

large part determined by forces outside of his control can 

be seen in the symbolic if not mythic status he assumes and 

his near-willingness to admit to his own fictional essence. 

Certainly Barabas is typically Marlovian: arrogant, 

egotistical, self-destructive and possessing an extreme 

individuality, unable to comply with the needs of the 

community. But for all his individuality, Barabas is no 

real "individual." He is an automaton, at times, like 
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compulsion or irresistible impulse. He lives by the only 

dictum common to all in Marlowe's world: self-preservation. 

No matter the conclusion, therefore, what the play 

reveals is the potential shock value in presenting on stage 

a community in decline, and the nervous energy generated by 

the circulation of "undesirable" bodies: prostitutes, 

criminals, Jews, slaves, aliens. The Jew of Malta manages 

to aggravate all those fears, suspicions, and anxieties I 

am arguing were part and parcel of the transition from 

feudalism to capitalism, and which could in no way be 

assuaged, even momentarily, by the death of Barabas. 

Marlowe's play provides us with an insight into all those 

"things" that could frighten an early modern audience, and 

that England's cultural apparatus would constantly attempt 

to resolve during the Tudor and Stuart reigns. It is with 

those different attempts (that I loosely refer to as 

"bourgoeis heroics") that I will examine in the remainder 

of this study. 

Like Marlowe's play. The Merchant of Venice seems 

crucial to my argument because it foregrounds so clearly 

trade and commerce, all the while juxtaposing an idealized, 

quasi-feudal economy (embodied in the manorial estate of 



53 

Belmont) with a more modern, urban nascent-capitalism 

(symbolized by the Rialto - the Venetian stock exchange). 

I want to explore this polarity to see how the various 

characters negotiate these two economies and the kinds of 

heroics they might produce in relation to the dynamics at 

work in The Jew of Malta. 

Briefly, the plot of Shakespeare's play follows the 

misadventure of the melancholic merchant Antonio whose 

love, if not desire, for the noble but destitute Bassanio 

sees him mortgage a pound of his flesh to the Jewish 

moneylender Shylock. The money is required in order to 

finance Bassanio's courtship of the aristocratic Portia, 

and as Antonio's considerable wealth is all tied up in 

various ventures abroad, he is forced to arrange a loan 

with the much despised Shylock. Shylock, for his part, in 

a rather ambivalent gesture, waives the usual demands of 

usury, allowing for the repayment of this loan, interest-

free if paid fully within three months. The penalty for a 

default, however, is to be a pound of Antonio's flesh. 

With the loan arranged, Bassanio travels to Belmont where 

he is successful in his courtship of Portia, having passed 

her late father's test that required him to select the 

correct casket from a choice of three. The climax of the 
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play comes once Antonio is unable to repay the loan, having 

lost all his investments at sea. Shylock brings suit in a 

Venetian court for his pound of flesh, and it ultimately 

requires Portia, cross-dressed as a wise solicitor, to 

rescue Antonio from what seems like certain death. 

If we accept that comedy, typically, looks to resolve 

a set of problems and conflicts then we're not far off from 

Frederic Jameson's notion that all literary texts act as 

symbolic and imaginary ways of resolving real social 

conflicts and contradictions. And indeed in the case of 

The Merchant of Venice, these two propositions seem 

indistinguishable given the fact that the fictional 

problems, as Shakespeare dramatizes them, happen to 

coincide with those real, historical conflicts and 

contradictions. In the world of the play, as well as 

Elizabethan England, the conflicts that are in desperate 

need of resolution stem from the general mode of production 

and are situated firmly within the material realm. In 

Shakespeare's Venice, commerce and the values of the 

market-place have infected all human relations. The most 

meaningful bonds between people are represented as those 

that are financial and contractual. Economic concerns 

preside over all others. It is telling, for instance, that 
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the only plausible explanation that Salerio and Solanio can 

conceive for Antonio's melancholy is one that incorporates 

Antonio's precarious financial investments. Even the 

extraordinary relationship between Bassanio and Antonio is 

expressed in a way that conflates and confuses money and 

love: "To you Antonio," Bassanio declares, "I owe the most 

in money and love, / And from your love I have a warranty / 

To unburden all my plots and purposes / How to get clear of 

all the debts I owe" (1.1.130-34). Antonio's alliterative 

response "My purse, my person lie all unlocked to" you 

(139) only encourages the impression of a community shaped 

to its very core by its commercial activity. Antonio's 

purse and person are one-and-the-same in so far as 

Antonio's wealth is his only defining feature within 

Venetian society. Equally troubling is Bassanio's 

description of Portia, which is likewise imaginatively 

crippled, again focusing almost exclusively on material 

wealth as her defining feature, commodifying her as a 

precious object for the taking: 

In Belmont is a lady richly left .... 
Her name is Portia, nothing undervalued 
To Cato's daughter . . . 
Nor is the wide world ignorant of her worth, 
For the four winds blow in from every coast 
Renowned suitors, and her sunny locks 
Hang on her temples like a golden fleece. 
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Which makes her seat of Belmont Colchos' strand, 
And many Jasons come in quest of her. (1.2.161-72) 

In the opening scenes Venice, then, is depicted as a world 

governed only by financial considerations, driven by the 

desire for wealth, and concerned only with appearances. 

Salerio, Solanio, Graziano, and even Bassanio strut the 

stage as automatons. They're not shallow so much as empty. 

They are mere facades, but ones ultimately hiding nothing. 

After all, it is Bassanio's need to maintain appearances 

and his relentless extravagance and conspicuous consumption 

that force Antonio to risk his very being. The impression 

we are left with is that without Antonio's money, and the 

image it affords him, Bassanio would lose his very being. 

Consider too the character of Graziano. His only advice to 

Antonio demonstrates his inability to recognize sadness as 

an authentic emotion. "There are a sort of men" he 

confides in Antonio "whose visages / Do cream and mantle 

like a standing pond, / . . . with purpose to be dressed in 

an opinion / Of wisdom, gravity, profound conceit" 

coxinseling finally "fish not with this melancholy bait" 

(1.1.88-101). Graziano can only see sadness as an 

unprofitable choice of appearances. For him, there can 

only be appearances. 
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It is clear that in Shakespeare's representation, 

Venice is grounded firmly within the material realm. 

Economics saturate and determine all areas of life. Now, 

if, in our reading of this play, we wish to pursue the kind 

of study I described in my opening, to work through a 

particular object or commodity, to interpret and examine 

the material life of this fictional world, even as we 

critique its alienating investment in the material, then we 

must turn to the one item that embodies these social 

conditions and relations, and that has to be the security 

for the infamous loan, namely the pound of flesh, the bond 

that ties Antonio to Shylock. 

Despite the obvious religious persecution that in so 

many ways frames the relationship between the Christian 

Antonio and the Jewish Shylock (and I will address the 

anti-semitism of the play below), it is their commercial 

practice that constitutes the major difference and conflict 

between these two men. While Shylock certainly 

acknowledges that "I hate him for he is a Christian" thus 

reflecting the tendency of the play as a whole to 

naturalize and essentialize religious intolerance, he takes 

great pains to lay out a more material explanation for his 

hatred: 
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But more, for that in low simplicity-
He lends out money gratis, and brings down 
The rate of usance here with us in Venice .... 
He hates our sacred nation, and he rails. 
Even there where merchants most do congregate, 
On me, my bargains, and my well-won thrift. (1.3.38-
45) 

Antonio, it would appear, has a history of deliberately 

sabotaging Shylock's livelihood, not only by lending money 

without interest but by denouncing and discrediting Shylock 

publicly at his place of business. Later, Antonio fears 

Shylock will execute him, not out of any "natural" hatred 

the two men bear to one another, but because he, Antonio, 

has on many occasions paid off the debts of Shylock's 

customers so as to prevent the confiscation of their 

properties. As Antonio says "He seeks my life. His reason 

well I know: I oft delivered from his forfeitures Many that 

have at times made moan to me. Therefore he hates me." 

(3.3.21-24). 

The idea of a pound of flesh seems to be, at first at 

least, a joke. Antonio berates Shylock's practice of usury 

by invoking a critical tradition opposed to making money 

simply from money itself. "[F]or when did friendship take 

/ A breed for barren metal of his friend?" Antonio demands 

(1.3.128-29). Conventionally, and Antonio's argument here 

is no exception, it was thought in the Christian ideology 
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of Western Europe unnatural to use money, a barren metal, 

to make more money or, as the metaphor suggests, to 

reproduce itself. Implicit in Antonio's indignation is the 

association of virility with his own enterprise (because 

unlike Shylock he risks and hazards his capital in order to 

make money) and the association of sterility with Shylock's 

commercial activities. The pound of flesh, then, is most 

certainly a joke. You'll note that it is not until much 

later, when the play is interested in exploring a different 

dynamic that the pound of flesh explicitly refers to 

Antonio's heart. Shylock forgoes charging interest on the 

loan, preferring instead to humiliate and embarrass 

Antonio; for here, it is instead intended as a literal and 

symbolic emasculation. Shylock demands no less than 

Antonio's manhood. Within its terms, not only must Antonio 

swallow his pride, admitting his own failure to provide the 

needed capital, but within the terms of this loan, the 

virile merchant will owe his pound of flesh, the phallic 

symbol of his commercial prowess and superiority, to the 

Jewish moneylender. This commercial, and rather tongue-in-

cheek, un-manning of Antonio foreshadows that merchant's 

own expression of impotence during the trial scene when he 

likens himself to "a tainted wether of the flock, Meetest 
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for death" (that is a castrated ram fit for slaughter). 

But it will also find resonance in Shylock's pained cries 

upon learning of his daughter's betrayal: "my ducats and my 

daughter! / A sealed bag, two sealed bags of ducats, / Of 

double ducats / . . . two stones, two rich and precious 

stones" (2.8.17-20). The theft of his money bags signals 

quite emphatically the loss of his testicles and, 

therefore, his ability to reproduce. What this 

demonstrates is how economic potency acts as a signifier 

for sexual potency, and as an indication of how capital has 

infiltrated and shaped the private world of these 

characters and how economic anxiety will often find its 

expression in some other fear. This perverse bond between 

merchant and moneylender, the pound of flesh that acts as 

security for a loan, acts in many ways, then, as a material 

indicator, a reification of a Venetian society that 

commodifies and dehumanizes bodies, that knows no form of 

intimacy but economic transaction, and that is finally seen 

as something unnatural, unregenerative, and linked most 

ominously more to death than to life. In short it exposes, 

while simultaneously representing, all that must be fixed 

and resolved through the course of the play. 
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The play suggests that any potential solution or 

resolution will come from outside the city and specifically 

from Belmont. After all, comedy tends, conventionally at 

least, to move towards a marriage: the dramatic version of 

the epithalamion that signifies the mending of communities 

and the restoration of harmony. And the marriage we are 

almost certainly promised is that between Bassanio and 

Portia. 

Furthermore, Belmont stands in stark contrast to 

Venice. It is a pastoral and romantic world that, despite 

its material abundance, represents and promotes more 

idealistic, as opposed to materialistic, values. Belmont 

is a manorial estate and as such represents an 

aristocratic, agrarian and feudal economy. Insofar as the 

origins of its incomparable wealth are obscured, they are 

likewise naturalized. One thinks of Ben Jonson's "To 

Penshurst" for instance, in which the material resources of 

that estate are enjoyed without any labour, and even 

offered up to the Sidney family by the land itself, to the 

extent that fish and fowl are positively suicidal in their 

desire to satisfy human material needs. Money doesn't 

beget more money in Belmont, it doesn't need to. Money is 
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to begin with an inexhaustible and eternal resource, its 

origins mystified, even romanticized. 

But to understand Belmont, we must understand the test 

of the three caskets, for just as Shylock's bond provides 

us with an insight into the commercial relations of Venice, 

the caskets promise to lay bare the social structure of its 

counterpart, Belmont. The test was designed by Portia's 

late father to ensure that long after his death, he might 

still exercise his discretion over her marriage. The 

result is that whoever can select from the gold, silver, 

and lead caskets the one containing Portia's portrait shall 

have her hand in marriage. The caskets thus create a bond 

between father and daughter that is both feudal and 

seemingly voluntary. Portia's agency is, therefore, 

paradoxically both denied and affirmed. The strength of 

her familial ties, and the love and respect that she has 

for her father, make her a willing participant in this 

extraordinary contest. Forced to accept the man her father 

chooses for her, Portia nevertheless submits to her 

father's will. Her marriage will be, in effect, pre

arranged by her father, but the distasteful nature of such 

an arrangement is made palatable both by Portia's 

willingness to comply and by the outcome. Romance and 
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filial/feudal obligations converge and complement one 

another, as both Portia and the caskets select Bassanio. 

The test itself is indicative of the values cherished 

within this pastoral world of Belmont. Enticed by the 

displays of gold and silver, the "winner" will be the one 

who can look through the outer display of material wealth 

to see a more valuable beauty within. At the same time, 

those who assume an evaluative correlation between the 

metal on display and Portia herself will inevitably fail. 

Belmont rejects such commodification and hence the failure 

of those who choose gold. In choosing the lead casket, 

Bassanio demonstrates a remarkable conversion from the 

Bassanio we saw in Venice. The country air must have done 

him some good because his choice perfectly illustrates how 

the values of risk and hazard that fared him so well in the 

market-place can be detached from the material realm and 

seamlessly incorporated into a Christian praxis of handing 

one's life over to God. His leap of faith is the paradox 

of Portia's agency writ large. 

And it is with that choice (indistinguishable as it is 

from divine destiny) that the dramatic action of the play 

seemingly draws to a close. The impending marriage of 

Bassanio and Portia promises both to inject much needed 
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Christian capital into the economy-at-large, thus 

neutralizing any threat Shylock might pose, and 

symbolically to resolve a whole range of conflicts 

signified in the opposition between the country and the 

city [life/death, reproduction/sterility, romantic 

ties/economic bonds, inner "truth"/outer appearance, 

forgiveness/revenge]. Of course the play does not end 

there. Antonio is unable to raise the money required to 

pay back Shylock's loan and so resolutely prepares to die. 

It would appear that, while Bassanio has been "saved" so to 

speak, it will require Portia's actual presence within the 

city to cure the problems with Venice. Despite its 

failure, this initial attempt at resolution nevertheless 

provides the conceptual model upon which the play will 

ultimately establish its final comic denouement. For what 

the play attempts both in Belmont and again in the Venetian 

court is a distinctly bourgeois resolution, one particular 

form of bourgeois heroics. What Portia typifies (and what 

the play works towards) is a privileging of the ideal over 

the material, suggesting that the solution to the nasty 

problems of the city is culture, and such things as a 

belief in the Christian concepts of mercy, love, and 

charity. While Marlowe sees culture as kowtowing to 
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material determinations but ultimately as ineffective, 

Shakespeare plays culture like a trump card defeating all 

other factors. One can see that that's not so far off from 

the liberal contention we often hear today that education 

is the answer to preventing crime in the inner-cities, that 

what is clearly a problem of economics can be solved by 

applying the right kind of ideas. Thus, the emphasis in 

the trial scene is upon the value of mercy and Portia's 

subsequent badgering of Shylock to get him to assimilate. 

Whatever material causes led up to this trial, the assault 

of a nascent capitalism upon human relations, they are 

conveniently forgotten and displaced onto the conflict 

between two different sets of values. Shylock's 

stubbornness and intractability in the face of Portia's and 

Bassanio's pleas are now presented as the real problem. 

The solution that the play offers, therefore, is to force 

Shylock to convert, to give up his cultural difference (a 

cultural emasculation), as if that would cure, for example, 

the kind of commodification of bodies we've seen in the 

city of Venice. 

The resolution that Shakespeare settles upon is one 

that advocates the production of culture: the manufacture, 

adoption, and proliferation of social values and ideas 
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about behaviour compatible with a benign view of market 

forces. Contemporaneously this bourgeois heroics, I argue, 

can be found elsewhere in the embodiment of a single 

character. This bourgeois hero demonstrates to an early 

modern audience that the application of mercantilist values 

to human behaviour can both neutralize and legitimate the 

ill-effects of the market place and re-establish community 

ties. The ideological work this bourgeois hero performs, 

then, is to allay the many commercial anxieties affecting 

"consciousness" in the late sixteenth century, not by 

attempting to change those material causes but rather by 

revolutionizing how one thinks about them. 

So where does that leave us, and specifically how does 

a materialist analysis begin to address this kind of 

bourgeois heroics? Part of the difficulty here lies in our 

attempts to assess what is already perhaps a materialist 

perspective. Both Shakespeare and Marlowe, for example, 

make it clear that their primary concerns are with the 

increasingly commercial nature of social relations (that 

loyalties can be bought, sold, and traded, for instance, or 

that self-interest and profit take precedence over family 

and community). So a materialist analysis is in many ways 

redundant when it comes to a study of early modern 
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literature given that such a perspective is already made 

manifest by these very texts. Jonathan Dollimore has 

argued that what characterizes Renaissance drama is "not a 

vision of political freedom so much as a subversive 

knowledge of political domination, a knowledge which 

interrogated prevailing beliefs, submitted them to a kind 

of intellectual vandalism; radical in the sense of going 

to their roots and even pulling them up." I suggest that 

this subversion is fed in large part by the ideological 

crisis accompanying the development of capitalism. 

I believe, therefore, that the benefit of a 

materialist analysis is that it can afford an insight into 

the role that "culture" played within this radical economic 

transition. While I resist the tendency of cultural 

materialism to view all culture as material, I do agree 

that, in the final analysis, when power acts through 

culture it is most certainly material, and even 

paradoxically, in such cases and for the purposes of 

analysis, more material than objects themselves. A 

materialist analysis can demonstrate, for example, the 

extent to which culture is not only complicit in, but 

validates prejudice such as that at work in The Merchant of 

Venice and The Jew of Malta. "To undo a Jew is charity and 
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not sin" runs the conventional wisdom in Marlowe's play 

(4.4.106). It's the kind of slogan one expects to see 

spray-painted on the walls of Marlowe's Malta or worse, as 

the Latin inscription decorating their currency - for such 

is the manner in which culture is (re)produced and 

circulated. It is also a slogan that provides a quite 

different context for our understanding of that Christian 

virtue as it is celebrated in Shakespeare's play. 

The materialist analysis I offer then is one that 
highlights the power of culture to effect social change. 
In looking for a bourgeois heroics, whether it arises in 
the form of a dramatic (re)solution or in the figure of a 
mercantilist hero, I am always looking at the role culture 
played in helping England resign itself to capitalism and 
validate the social changes effected by an emergent middle 
class. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO 

^ I am thinking specifically of Patricia Fumerton's 
Renaissance Culture and the Everyday (Philadelphia: U of 
Penn P, 1999), and Lena Orlin's Material London ca.1600 
(Philadelphia: U of Penn P, 2000). This current critical 
trend can perhaps be traced back to Lisa Jardine's Worldly 
Goods: A New History of the Renaissance (New York: 
Doubleday, 1996), while other works include Margareta De 
Grazia and Peter Stallybrass, eds, Subject and Object in 
Renaissance Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996); Clark 
Hulse and Peter Erikson, eds. Early Modern Visual Culture: 
Representation, Race, Empire in Renaissance England 
(Philadelphia: U of Penn P, 2000) , Moira Donald and Linda 
Hurcombe, eds. Gender and Material Culture in Historical 
Perspective (NY: St. Martins P, 2000) . 

^ Invoking Marx, of course, to help clarify and find 
some objective sense of what materialist criticism means 
can have its own pitfalls. Richard Levin sums it up quite 
nicely in his parody of Peter Stallybrass's approach: "I 
remember hearing Peter Stallybrass maintain that his 
approach to literature was really Marxist even though it 
was very different from Marx's since Marx didn't have a 
Marxist theory of literature . . . so in this area he was 
more Marxist than Marx himself. That move isn't available 
to religious polemicists, who can't claim to be more 
Christian than Christ." Levin, "Selective Quotations and 
Selective Marxisms: A Response to Alan Sinfield and David 
Siar," Early Modern Culture: An Electronic Seminar 2 (July 
2001), < http://eserver.org/emc/l-2/levin.html>. 

^ PMLA 92 (1977), 429-40 reprinted in Ivo Kamps,ed, 
Materialist Shakespeare: A History (NY: Verso, 1995), 20-
38. 

^ Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, "Manifesto of the 
Communist Party" in Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts of 1844 (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1988), 211-2 
quoted in Delaney, 43 0. 

http://eserver.org/emc/l-2/levin.html
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® In Chapter Four I argue that, in fact, Shakespeare's 
historical perspective is more bourgeois than feudal in its 
projection of mercantilism onto Lancastrian exploit. 

® In Chapter Four I examine how economic necessity 
within an emergent middle class collided with hegemonic 
discourses as women were afforded a more public and visible 
role in the cities of Europe. 

^ By all accounts vagrancy plagued England throughout 
the sixteenth century as tenant farmers, peasants, and 
manorial laborers were forcefully evicted from rural 
estates in the aftermath of the enclosure acts and 
faltering aristocratic resources. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Grotesque Bodies And Institutions In Nashe's 
The Unfortunate Traveller 

To the execution place was he brought, where first and 
foremost he was stripped; then on a sharp iron stake 
fastened in the ground he had his fundament pitched, 
which stake ran up along into the body like a spit. 
Under his arm-holes two of like sort. A great bonfire 
they made round about him, wherewith his flesh 
roasted, not burned; and ever as with the heat his 
skin blistered, the fire was drawn aside and they 
basted him with a mixture of aqua fortis, alum water 
and mercury sublimatum, which smarted to the very soul 
of him, and searched him to the marrow. Then did they 
scourge his back parts so blistered and blasted with 
burning whips of red-hot wire. His head they nointed 
over with pitch and tar and so inflamed it. To his 
privy members they tied streaming fireworks. The skin 
from the crest of the shoulder, as also from his 
elbows, his huckle bones, his knees, his ankles, they 
plucked and gnawed off with sparkling pincers. His 
breast and his belly with seal-skins they grated over, 
which as fast as they grated and rawed, one stood over 
and laved with smith's cindery water and aqua vitae. 
His nails they half raised up, and then underpropped 
them with sharp pricks, like a tailor's shop window 
half-open on a holiday. Every one of his fingers they 
rent up to the wrist; his toes they brake off by the 
roots, and let them still hang by a little skin. In 
conclusion, they had a small oil fire, such as men 
blow light bubbles of glass with, and beginning at his 
feet, they let him lingeringly burn up limb by limb, 
till his heart was consumed, and then he died.^ 

The Unfortunate Traveller is a text obsessed with the 

torture and abuse of bodies. Descriptions like this one 

clog the narrative. As Thomas Nashe's protagonist. Jack 

Wilton, travels through the European continent, the sites 
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he visits are cluttered with corpses. It would be easy to 

dismiss the ubiquitousness of this carnage as the result of 

a morbid aesthetic in the early modern period that demanded 

violence from its literary texts. Critics have long 

identified an Elizabethan appetite for gore. But the 

molestation of bodies in this text is so extraordinary and 

so relentless that it surely cannot be dismissed as the 

effect of the audience's tastes alone. In this passage, 

for instance, the absurd prolonging of the description, the 

unwillingness of both the executioners and the narrator to 

cut short the agony, suggest not just a gratuitousness but 

a kind of rapture. It is as if the narrator is temporarily 

overwrought by some unconscious drive that defies any 

rational sense of decorum or restraint. 

Amidst the graphic images of physical torment, there 

are some rather curious details in this passage: the 

"smith's cindery water," the "small oil fire, such as men 

blow light bubbles of glass with," and the "sharp pricks, 

like a tailor's shop window half-open on a holiday." These 

market-place analogies are deliberate and designed 

particularly for Nashe's middle-class audience. The 

juxtaposition of the familiar and everyday with the 

methodical dismemberment of a human being is intended 
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specifically to heighten the horror. But despite this 

common sense explanation, questions nevertheless arise from 

the mixture here of sadism and commerce. Is it simply that 

this execution is performed with the precision, skill, and 

tools of an artisan? If so, what are the implications of 

this imaginative link that makes comparable the work of an 

executioner and that of a craftsman? Why should this 

horrific act of violence be associated at all with the 

world of commerce? What other factors might have 

contributed to connect physical torture and death to the 

means of production? Is there an underlying anxiety at 

work here informing and controlling the depiction of 

tortured bodies? If so, how might this text work to pacify 

that anxiety? 

An answer to these questions must begin with the 

text's own subject matter. The Unfortunate Traveller is 

primarily about the social and physical mobility of its 

characters. Indeed the premise involves more-or-less Jack 

Wilton's search across Europe for gainful employment. As a 

result the text tackles a subject of immediate relevance to 

its middle-class audience. The nervous treatment of 

foreign bodies so blatant in the text thus reflects a 

larger cultural dilemma about mobile bodies in general. 
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England's changing economy in the sixteenth century 

uprooted entire rural communities, transforming them in the 

process into free labourers and pushing them toward the 

urban centers of the new capitalist economy. The potential 

increases in both crime and disease accompanying this 

massive and unprecedented influx of strangers worried both 

civic authorities and citizens alike. In its preoccupation 

with hazard, violence, and malice, and their attachment to 

social mobility, The Unfortunate Traveller, it would seem, 

is in many ways a product of these different yet related 

insecurities all brought on by the inability of traditional 

social relations to keep people in place. 

To take the argument one step further, part of the 

sub-text of The Unfortunate Traveller, I contend, is a 

powerful yet repressed anxiety about the role institutions 

play in the assault upon and exploitation of human beings. 

At key moments the text comes close to, yet backs away 

from, an indictment of capitalist economics and the 

complicity of institutions in the systematic abuse of the 

individual. The text manages, however, to avoid 

confronting its own suspicions head on, choosing instead to 

blame individuals for the violence we see at work in the 

narrative. Ultimately the text mystifies the real cause of 
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violence by performing a type of bourgeois heroics. 

Through the figure of Jack Wilton, the text advocates the 

application of a mercantilist philosophy to all aspects of 

life, suggesting that a commercial and economic rationale 

can safeguard society from the world's many horrors. In 

its resolution, therefore, the text confuses cause and 

effect. It represents capitalist economics as the solution 

to all those problems that it unconsciously acknowledges to 

be the result of capitalist economics in the first place. 

This inherent contradiction accounts in large part, I 

contend, for the extraordinary abuse and slaughter of 

bodies throughout the text. 

In his "Characters of Virtues and Vices," Joseph Hall 

describes the financially irresponsible in this fashion: 

His expense is measured, not by abilitie, but will. . 
. .Use hath made it unpleasant to him not to spend. . 
. .When he looks into the wealthie chest of his 
father, his conceit suggests that it cannot be 
emptied; and while hee takes out some deale every 
day, hee perceives not any diminution; and when the 
heape is sensiblie abated, yet still flatters himselfe 
with enough: one hand couzens the other, and the 
bellie deceives both. . . .His senses are too much his 
guides, and his perveyors; and appetite is his 
steward. . . .Finally, he is the living tombe of his 
fore-fathers, of his posteritie, and when he hath 
swallowed both, is more emptie than before he devoured 
them.^ 



Hall's description is typical of so many early modern 

tracts in the attention it pays to the "myth," so popular 

at this time, of the prodigal heir.^ But it also reflects a 

tendency of early modern writers to mix metaphors 

specifically of the body and capital. We can see, for 

example, that the gross expenditure Hall decries is 

imagined as the extension of an unchecked appetite. His 

description culminates in the deliberately disturbing 

vision of the "living dead" insatiably consuming "his 

forefathers." It is an image foreshadowed by the 

ambivalence of "chest" in the third line. It turns out, 

however, that this cannibal image is not at all unusual or 

unique. On the contrary what early modern texts reveal is 

that economic anxiety more often than not surfaces and 

reveals itself in representations of hunger, cannibalism, 

and the abuse of bodies. This is certainly the case in The 

Merchant of Venice, for example, where Shylock's insistence 

on the recovery of his bond is imaginatively reconstructed 

as a blood-thirsty demand for flesh. Though it has its 

significant differences, The Jew of Malta likewise pushes 

the action toward the consumption of a body: Barabas in a 

man-size cooking-pot.'' 
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Consider also the many tracts and pamphlets 

regimenting the forms and gendered roles of household 

management. Typical is this passage from "A Godlie Forme 

of Householde Government": 

The dutie of the husband is to get goods; and of the 
wife, to gather them together and save them. . . .The 
dutie of the husband is to get money and provision; 
and of the wives, not vainly to spend it. . . .The 
dutie of the husband is, to be entermedling; and of 
the wife, to be solitarie and withdrawne. The dutie 
of the man is, to bee skilfull in talke; and of the 
wife, to boast of silence. . . .The dutie of the 
husband is, to be lord of all; and of the wife, to 
give account of all. . . .Now, where the husband and 
wife performeth these duties in their house, we may 
call it a Colledge of quietnes. The house wherein 
these are neglected, wee may terme it a hell.^ 

Good economic policy thus covers for and justifies an 

oppressive set of power relations in which the man is 

constructed as active and the woman passive. The man is 

described in terms that affirm his agency and require that 

he act upon his "natural" inclinations, while the woman is 

instead constructed in ways that deny her agency and 

suggest she must rather resist her natural impulses. 

Indeed, it is a commonplace that in these tracts women are 

consistently constructed as the weakest link, while (and 

this is my point) the threat she poses to economic 

stability is incarnated as an unchecked appetite: 
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But with a bad wife, an undiscreet woman, it is far 
worse. She not only standeth her Husband in no stead, 
but shee is a sore burden. . . .And she may therefore 
be compared rather to. . .a wolfe, or a cancer, that 
consumeth the flesh, wasteth the vitall parts, and 
eateth even to the verie heart.® 

This criticism we can see again and again in tracts from 

sermons to conduct books. Describing an ideal wife, "A 

Christal Glasse for Christian Women," for example, reveals 

that it too is preoccupied with women's appetites and, by 

association, with their mouths: 

When her husband was abroad in London, or elsewhere, 
there was not the dearest friend she had in the world 
that could get her abroad to dinner or supper. . . 
neither was shee given to pamper her bodie with 
delicate meates, wines, or strong drinkes, but rather 
refrained them altogether, saying, that we should eate 
to live and not live to eat. . . .She could never 
abide to heare any filthy or unseemly talke. . . 
.[T]here was never any man or woman that ever opened 
their mouthes against her.^ 

It seems clear that what is at work in these texts is part 

of a larger discursive system that cathects metaphorically 

and conceptually economic anxiety to the abuse of men's 

bodies, all the while displacing threats to financial 

stability from economic mismanagement onto a voracious 

female appetite. It is precisely this dynamic that can 

help us understand a text such as Thomas Nashe's The 

Unfortunate Traveller. In the character of Jack Wilton, 

Nashe gives us a "masterless man" challenged by a freedom 
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and individualism that is experienced as both daunting and 

threatening. Nashe's subject matter - its ties to the 

circulation of capital and the negotiation of market forces 

- necessarily raises the specter of these commercial 

anxieties that, I contend, account in large part for the 

relentless torture and torment of bodies within that text. 

What ultimately casts Jack as a bourgeois hero is the 

manner in which he confronts and negotiates the horrors he 

witnesses, providing in the process some fictional relief 

and resolution to these anxieties. 

Jack Wilton's adventures revolve around the discovery 

(both finding and displaying) of human bodies. From the 

entangled mass of Anabaptist's limbs to the broken and 

bound body of Cutwolfe, tortured bodies accompany Jack 

wherever he goes. Once Jack begins his narrative, 

therefore, it does not take long for bodies to start piling 

up. An epidemic of the "sweating sickness" in England 

forces Jack to the continent where he begins a short-lived 

career as a mercenary. He hits the frontlines in France 

and is witness to the atrocities of war. He sees "Switzers 

wallowing in their gore like an ore in dung....a bundle of 

bodies fettered together in their own bowels.... the half-

living here mixed with squeezed carcases long putrefied" 



(276) . Jack removes himself to Germany where a similar 

sight awaits him with the Anabaptist uprising: "So ordinary 

at every footstep was the imbrument of iron in blood, that 

one could hardly discern heads from bullets, or clottred 

hair from mangled flesh hung with gore" (286) . In these 

excessively horrific scenes, bodies are anatomized and 

reduced to body parts: "there were more arms and legs 

scattered in the field that day than will be gathered up 

till Doomsday" (277) . Onto Italy where the plague claims 

"within three quarters of a year...a hundred thousand" 

bodies, so many that "one grave was the sepulchre of 

sevenscore, one bed was the altar wherein whole families 

were offered" (330-31). Even Jack himself is reduced to a 

physical and tortured body, first as a condemned criminal 

upon the scaffold, and subsequently as a potential anatomy. 

In the face of such horrors, Jack's descriptions of 

the body emphasize the grotesque rather than any classical 

ideal. We can see that he regards the body as a kind of 

living anatomy, insisting upon the omnipresence of death in 

each moment of life. Jack's perspective is guided by the 

body's vulnerability, that at any minute it could so easily 

be destroyed. It even overshadows his initial self-

description: 
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I had my feather in my cap as big as a flag in the 
fore-top; my French doublet gelt in the belly as 
though (like a pig ready to be spitted) all my guts 
had been plucked out; a pair of side-paned hose that 
hung down like two scales filled with Holland cheeses; 
my long stock that sat close to my dock and smothered 
not a scab or a lecherous hairy sinew on the calf of 
the leg .... and a black budge edging of a beard on 
the upper lip, and the like sable auglet of excrements 
in the rising of the angle of my chin. (272) 

The emphasis on the grotesque and bestial is typical of all 

Wilton's descriptions, while his focus on man as food (pork 

and cheese here) suggests a recognition of consuming 

forces. Indeed, as the narrative progresses, the bodies 

that Wilton describes are increasingly deformed, wretched, 

and diseased. In this passage Wilton, as court page, 

emphasizes his clothing and the absurdity of his 

"fashionable" appearance that, rather than enhancing his 

image, only performs violence upon it, twisting and tearing 

his body out of shape. The comic self-abasement is 

characteristic, but of most significance is Jack's 

observation and sense of himself as "like a pig ready to be 

spitted." For what the narrative charts is an increasing 

awareness that the human body is not "living" but "dying" 

flesh. And so the bodies that Wilton describes (including 

his own) are imagined on the border between life and death, 

either about to be slaughtered (like a farm animal) or in 
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the process of decay. It is Joseph Hall's "living tomb" 

run amuck. 

What Jack articulates, then, is his growing sense that 

life and death are grotesquely imbricated, and that, 

ultimately, we are all, independent of status, reducible to 

a tangled mass of limbs. "Whatsoever is born, is born to 

have an end" Jack says remarking on the inevitability and 

teleology of life (336). In its representation within this 

text, death's leveling effect appears to be an extension of 

the chaotic nature of life itself. Social distinctions, 

for instance, are depicted as remarkably malleable. Jack, 

for one, exploits the fluidity of class boundaries. 

Demonstrating his unique wit and street-smarts, he assumes 

the identity of the Earl of Surrey for much of his Italian 

journey. Earlier, he is shown to have turned the Court's 

protocol on its head, duping the aristocracy into yielding 

processional pride-of-place to the young pages. Along with 

the confusions of class evidenced by the military publican. 

Diamante, and Juliana, Jack's mobility gives the impression 

of a society dictated to by the will of individuals rather 

than by law or custom. 

Such widespread social collapse accounts for Jack's 

adherence to the only practical code of ethics available: 
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self-preservation and survival at all costs. But it is 

this extreme individualism run rampant that seems to be 

responsible for much of the text's carnage. In the absence 

of any viable community, social interactions (let alone 

bonds) are reduced to moments of profit and loss. 

Individuals come together in this text, but the only 

possible outcomes are either their material enrichment or 

impoverishment. Often, as Jack witnesses, this social form 

of accounting frequently ends in the ultimate material 

loss: the taking of life. 

Many early modern texts express this same suspicion 

and fear of those material changes that, as they see it, 

only encourage self-interest and individualism and destroy 

any sense of social responsibility and obligation. For 

example Charles Gibbon, the author of "Not so New, as 

True," bemoans the erosion of "hospitality" and with it any 

sense of community: 

What are become of these auncient Monuments, statelie 
Monasteries, and huge buildings that were wont to bee, 
where the poore might have continuall accesse for 
reliefe, and the stranger free resort for succor? 
[A]re these not defaced? [B]ut their free stones have 
bewtified most of our faire buildings. Where are 
become all the revenewes and lands that belonged to 
them, which (by report) were large? [A]re not the 
better sort inriched with their livings? Yea no doubt 
(superstition set apart) this season were incomparable 
to it. We have now sumptuous houses, but slender 
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hospitallitie: for all the smoke comes out of one 
chimney; great substance, but small charitie, for 
everie one is for himselfe; now hospitalitie is 
turned to prodigalitie, all bountie to braverie. . . 
.[A]11 things then were plentifull and cheape; now, 
daintie and deare.® 

This writer's complaint encompasses the confiscation of 

monastic lands during the reign of Henry VIII and the 

ensuing aristocratic assumption of manorial estates across 

the country. Grant McCracken explains the fears that 

contemporary writers, including Gibbon, expressed: 

The local nobleman had traditionally been the *port' 
through which certain national and royal resources 
entered the locality. Members of the local community 
therefore looked to the nobleman and his largesse for 
important resources and obtained these resources at 
the gate, at the table, or in the fields of his manor. 
When the nobleman began to spend his time and his 
money away from the locality, some of this largesse 
was suspended. The nobleman began in effect to 
withdraw from the reciprocal bargain he and his 
ancestors had established with the locality. 
Contemporaries called this development the 'death of 
hospitality,' and they complained bitterly at the 
betrayal that local communities suffered when noblemen 
ate and drank and built and dressed their way through 
family fortunes in London.® 

McCracken gives a nice overview of the rise in conspicuous 

consumption and the ensuing destruction of rural economies 

and communities. But Gibbon's criticism runs slightly 

deeper. While his perspective certainly considers the 

actions of the aristocratic land-owners, he condemns a more 

general cultural movement towards self-centeredness: "for 
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everyone is for himself." He sees decadent private 

expenditure ("sumptuous houses," "prodigality") as being at 

the expense of public welfare. It is a sentiment echoed by 

the Crown in one of Elizabeth's Royal Proclamations: "the 

covetousness and insatiable dispositions of some persons 

that without any respect of the common good and public 

profit of the realm do only regard their own particular 

lucre and gain."^° 

Although Gibbon's text lacks the kind of blood-letting 

that pervades Nashe's Unfortunate Traveller, the two 

nevertheless express the same regret, anger, and passion in 

their articulations (non-fiction and fiction respectively) 

of a troubling and terrifying individualism. And yet 

despite Nashe's own apparent misgivings, at first Jack 

Wilton actually seems to embrace such an ethic, and its 

corollary: that power is achieved at the expense of 

others. His initial jests cause the ruin of those around 

him while ensuring his own social rise. But the more he 

travels and events impinge upon him directly, the more his 

capacity for empathy and his awareness of social injustice 

grow. 

With each fresh corpse, what Jack's adventures uncover 

is the morbid way that bodies are commodified, exchanged, 
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and consumed. In fact it is apparent as Jack's narrative 

progresses that individuals consolidate social and material 

power through the destruction of other bodies and that what 

we are faced with, in essence, is an economy symbolically 

founded upon a currency of corpses. Effectively 

individuals are pawns in a system of bodily expenditure. 

They are either destroyed ("slew, empierced, knocked down, 

shot through" (286)) or grossly violated (the rape of 

Heraclide, the incessant abuse of Diamante) in ways that 

empower others. What Jack originally espouses in rather 

comic fashion, he later actively struggles against and 

seeks to undermine. 

So far I have tried to explore what appears to be the 

"manifest" content of Nashe's text - that bodies are 

deliberately destroyed in the face of unchecked self-

interest . But the paradox of The Unfortunate Traveller is 

that while its critique seems to be directed predominantly 

at the Bartol's, Esdras's, and Cutwolfe's of the world, its 

"latent" commentary proves to be critical of larger social 

bodies and cultural practices. To return to my original 

point, a discourse seems to be at work in the early modern 

period that metaphorically links economic and corporeal 

corruption and abuse. It is by examining the fate of 
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bodies in this text, therefore, that I hope to arrive back 

at the underlying economic anxiety. Consider the 

Elizabethan Proclamation "Prohibiting further Building": 

Whereas the Queen's most excellent Majesty, 
heretofore. . .forseeing the great and manifold 
inconveniences and mischiefs which did then grow and 
were like more and more to increase unto the state of 
the city of London. . .by the access and confluence of 
people to inhabit the same, not only by reason that 
such multitudes could hardly be governed by ordinary 
justice to serve God and obey her Majesty. . .but also 
could hardly be provided of sustentation of victual, 
food, and other like necessaries. . .and finally for 
that such great multitudes of people, being brought to 
inhabit in small rooms, whereof a great part being 
very poor, and such as must live by begging or by 
worse means, and being heaped up together and in a 
sort smothered with many families of children and 
servants in one house or small tenement, it must needs 
follow, if any plague or other universal sickness 
should by God's permission enter among those 
multitudes, that the same would not only spread itself 
and invade the whole city and confines, but would be 
also dispersed through all other parts of the realm, 
whereby great mortality should ensue, to the manifest 
danger of the whole body thereof, out of which neither 
her Majesty's own person. . .nor any other whatsoever 
could be exempted. 

The text demonstrates a nervousness about the growing 

numbers of corrupted and corrupting bodies: the poor, 

criminal, and sick. They are targeted by the proclamation 

as a direct threat to the security of the nation and her 

majesty. In their description - "heaped up" and 

"smothered" - these bodies appear as a lifeless mass of 

corpses. But more to the point one can identify a 
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metonymic chain here linking disease, the body and crime 

back to unspoken economic causes (that resulted in such 

widespread vagrancy and urban expansion in the first 

place). The authorities' fear of this unregulated mountain 

of impoverished bodies is articulated as a concern for both 

health and safety but is informed by class differences and 

antagonized by the sheer numbers involved. The chain of 

signification thus connects poor bodies to crime to disease 

to the nation-under-threat, and at root to economic flux. 

This discursive system works in metonymic fashion so that 

each term can be substituted for another in the same chain 

and each sharing and participating in a network of meaning 

that points to the same anxiety. The slipperiness of this 

chain is evidenced in the way that early modern texts will 

use the word "consume" to connote simultaneously the 

buying, exchanging, eating, and destroying of both bodies 

and commodities. This is certainly evident in Thomas Mun's 

defense of foreign commerce in his "A Discourse of Trade": 

In the second part is declared the great sums of ready 
monies which are yearly saved to Christendom in 
general.... In the third part is proved that the 
trade from England to the East-Indies doth not consume 
[spend/exhaust], but rather greatly increase the 
general stock and treasury of this realm. . . .The 
voyages to the East Indies do greatly consume [eat 
up/destroy] our victuals and our mariners. . . .It 
[sea-faring] breedeth more mariners than it doth 
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ordinarily consume [destroy/eat up], and disburdeneth 
the kingdom of very many lewd people. 

The (perhaps unconscious) repetition of the word "consume" 

alone is indicative of the author's preoccupation with the 

threats to the security of his trade that are repeatedly 

imagined as predatory forces. His fears manifest 

themselves through the connections this text makes between 

capital, expenditure, bodies, and consumption. Given this 

cultural context, it seems likely, therefore, that if we 

follow an examination of textual bodies we might be able to 

locate other links within this particular chain of 

signification, and ultimately reveal more about the anxiety 

that produced them. 

This is not to suggest that there is always an 

analogous relation between bodies and the economy in early 

modern texts such that at all times we can read the abuses 

of bodies as the manifestation of economic trauma. As a 

boy, I remember being afraid of what then seemed to me to 

be the very real prospect of nuclear war. I am sure now 

that I was the unwitting product of a number of "events" 

including cold war propaganda, films such as "Threads," and 

the hysteria of British demonstrations against U.S. cruise 

missiles. At the time, however, that fear was quite real 
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and often overwhelming, but even so I am nevertheless 

fairly certain that it did not crop up in all my homework 

assignments, diary entries, letters, etc. On the other 

hand, I do not think it out of the question to assume that 

my responses to certain assignments - writing about the 

1746 massacre at Culloden for example - or some of my 

feeble attempts at fiction were informed by that fear, with 

the result that it may even be possible to reverse the 

process and trace that fear through those writings. We are 

certainly dealing with the grey areas of cultural 

criticism. Texts are typically messy and difficult to 

unravel. Whether or not a particular anxiety is "active" 

in a text can be extremely hard to ascertain. But what 

seems quite likely is that our chances of recovering an 

underlying anxiety improve the more the subject matter 

itself overlaps with (or is determined by) that anxiety. 

To return to Nashe's text, what authorizes my reading is, 

therefore, not the simple fact that "Nashe talks about 

bodies too," but that his subject matter deals directly 

with "modern" problems that would necessarily confront both 

his own idiosyncratic economic insecurities as well as 

those more widely shared by his society. 
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If we look closely, therefore, at the fate of bodies 

in Nashe's text, we can begin to see a symbolic economy at 

work there that pushes bodies around as a form of currency. 

In this dog-eat-dog world bodies are "consumed" so as to 

exact and extract power. Individuals tend to be threatened 

and butchered indiscriminately to facilitate the social and 

material enrichment of other individuals. God is tellingly 

absent but what glimpses we do get of God are so carefully 

contextualized as to suggest that He is yet one more 

malicious and hostile force with which to contend: "Have I 

escaped the hands of God to fall into the hands of 

man?"(333). 

But, for all its distrust of individuals and 

individualism, the real threat in The Unfortunate Traveller 

seems to be posed instead by state-controlled institutions. 

The paradox I hinted at earlier, then, lies in the rather 

extreme disconnect between, on the one hand, the text's 

desire to point the finger at self-absorbed individuals 

and, on the other, the sneaking suspicion that more 

impersonal forces are to blame. Nashe's choice of subject 

matter includes specifically war, execution, anatomy, 

martyrdom, and plague. All of course involve the slaughter 

of human bodies in one form or another, but more so all 



92 

authorize and sustain the power of a number of 

institutions. Although Nashe's fiction tends to view the 

world as incredibly cold and cruel, there is a sense that 

such cruelty is neither "natural" nor unavoidable. In 

fact, for all its criticism of self-interest, this text 

actually suggests that fatalities are the result of 

political expediency and not of some dark inner core or 

"essence" of individuals. What The Unfortunate Traveller 

provides (albeit unintentionally) is a perspective of 

institutions that cuts through traditional representations 

and exposes their homicidal foundations. We are shown that 

the power of the Crown rests upon the production of dead 

bodies through the violence of war; the power of the church 

likewise through the violence of self-sacrifice (martyrdom) 

or the burning of heretics (Zadoch); that of the Judiciary 

through (seemingly random) execution; and that of the 

medical profession through its exploitation of nature's 

violence (the plague) or its own (anatomy). The picture we 

are left with is of bodies buffeted back and forth between 

these institutions. The individual, therefore, is actually 

shown to be at the mercy of political forces beyond his or 

her control. 
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One effect of Lacan's psychoanalytic work with 

language has been an attempt by more recent critics to 

broaden the study of cultural criticism to appreciate the 

way that culture contributes to psychic development. 

Substituting institutions for the role of the parents in 

Freudian theory, critics have been able to speculate, for 

example, about the overwhelming insecurity that appears to 

characterize modern American society (reflected in the high 

demand for self-help books, talk shows, therapy, etc). 

Rosalind Minsky describes it as a recognition of "the need 

for culture, as well as parents, to provide the emotional 

containment and reinforcement necessary for emotional or 

psychical growth.What the early modern period suggests 

to us is a remarkable failure of institutions to provide 

precisely that support. Instead of helping society to 

cope, both materially and psychically, with the many 

effects of an emergent capitalist system, the institutions 

(political, juridical, social, medical) represented in 

Nashe's text only reinforce the feeling of helplessness and 

victimization. 

The paradox at the heart of The Unfortunate Traveller 

can thus be explained as symptomatic of the capitalist 

system in its emergent form, that it paves the way for both 
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a rhetoric of individual freedom and an ethic of 

exploitation. It frees up individuals from the constraints 

of traditional social distinctions while introducing 

another measure of social control rooted in commodity 

exchange and the extraction of surplus value. What Nashe's 

text demonstrates is the inability of institutions to keep 

pace with all these economic changes. Still trading 

cultural power in bodies, they are at a loss to "account" 

for the growing individualism taking over society. The 

ideological support these institutions offer proves 

inadequate both to explain the dissolution of traditional 

social boundaries and to justify their own hold over 

society. An amalgam of a number of anxieties dealing with 

social decay and change, Nashe's text depicts Jack Wilton 

as living at the mercy, therefore, of both institutions and 

individuals. 

The text, however, tries desperately to pull Jack out 

of the fire and offer some kind of resolution. Thus we 

begin to see a kind of psychical heroics assert itself, to 

the extent that, on some level, this resolution would be 

expected to be a response to the "unconscious" of this text 

and seek to redress its anxious influence upon the text's 

manifest content." For much of the narrative Jack runs for 



cover and seeks refuge in aristocratic traditions -

pageantry, tilts, ceremony, and sumptuous fashion - and so 

it seems the resolution the text promises lies in the 

safety of Court life. Jack hides from the dangers of 

middle-class life, so it would appear, by assuming a new, 

privileged identity and escaping to a life of regimented 

behaviour and protocol. He is fascinated by the 

aristocracy's own customs and rituals, particularly of 

courtship. Befriending the Earl of Surrey, for example, 

Jack helps that nobleman in his quest for Geraldine - a 

ward of the Queen. 

At first, Jack's tactics seem quite promising. The 

horrors of urban and military life are quickly forgotten 

and replaced by the tranquillity of manorial estates and 

their lush gardens. In Rome, he enjoys the grounds of a 

"summer banqueting house. . .that was the marvel of the 

world." So far from anything he has experienced to this 

point, Jack insists it "could not be matched except God 

should make another paradise" (327) . This Edenic sanctuary 

is the embodiment of a peace and harmony ignorant of any 

predatory consumption: 

On delightful leavy cloisters lay a wild tyrannous 
beast asleep all prostrate; under some, two together, 
as the dog nuzzling his nose under the neck of the 
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deer, the wolf glad to let the lamb lie upon him to 
keep him warm, the lion suffering the ass to cast his 
leg over him, preferring one honest unmannerly friend 
before a number of crouching pickthanks. No poisonous 
beast there reposed. . . .Wolves, as now when they are 
hungry eat earth, so then did they feed on earth only 
and abstained from innocent flesh. . . .the rose had 
no cankers, the leaves no caterpillars, the sea no 
sirens (329) . 

Jack admires the garden all the more for the fact that it 

is, including the animals, man-made, and yet "every man 

there present renounced conjectures of art and said it was 

done by enchantment" (328) . The garden stands out in the 

narrative because it is the one episode untouched either by 

the horrors of the world or by Jack's criticism, sarcasm, 

and wit. It is Jack's unwillingness to tarnish this vision 

in any way that holds up that Italian estate as a vision 

throughout of the Utopian possibilities of a life untouched 

by competition and conflict. 

Despite the potential of this "vision," the text 

repeatedly frustrates its own resolutions, undermining in 

the process its own heroics. Nashe's own ambivalent 

relationship to the upper echelons of society must surely 

play a role here. Despite his conservative political 

leanings, Nashe never really broke into the ranks of the 

gentility; his failed attempts to secure any patronage are 

now notorious and partly explain his being exiled to the 
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Isle of Wight. Those disappointments no doubt account for 

the rather resentful tone of the dedication to The 

Unfortunate Traveller ("I know not what blind custom 

methodical antiquity hath thrust upon us, to dedicate such 

books as we publish to one great man or other") (251). 

Consequently the text cannot but help ridicule Court 

life and the patronage system quite fearlessly. The 

courtier's skills, like those of the artist suing for 

patronage, are laid bare: "Rats and mice engender by 

licking one another; he must lick, he must crouch, he must 

cog, lie and prate, that either in the Court or a foreign 

country will engender and come to preferment" (343) . The 

reward for all this crawling is depicted, by the exiled 

earl that Jack meets, as a life of servitude and constant 

begging: "Awhile I had a liberal pension of the Pope, but 

that lasted not....Then was I driven to pick up my crumbs 

among the cardinals, to implore the benevolence and charity 

of all the dukes of Italy, whereby I have since made a poor 

shift to live, but so live as I wish myself a thousand 

times dead" (346). Far from offering any escape, the 

customs of Court life merely provide another form of 

oppression. They prove to be no different than the 
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childish practices of the universities that earlier Jack 

had experimented with and that Nashe so deftly dismisses: 

The chief ceremonies of their entertainment were 
these: first, the heads of their university (they 
were greats heads, of certainty) met him in their 
hooded hypocrisy and doctorly accoutrements, secundum 
formum statuti, where by the orator of the university, 
whose pickerdevant was very plentifully besprinkled 
with rose water, a very learned, or rather, ruthful, 
oration was delivered. . .signifying thus much - that 
it was al by patch and by piecemeal stolen out of 
Tully (291) . 

The comforts of tradition and a regimented way of life 

prove in the end to be illusory and instead ridiculous and 

dehumanizing. When the Earl of Surrey participates in the 

tilts to defend his beloved's honor. Jack has already 

rejected such displays as meaningless and ineffectual. 

Bored by the proceedings, he cuts short his description: 

"It were here too tedious to manifest all the discontented 

or amorous devices that were used in this tournament" 

(322) . Significantly, however, Jack is drawn to one 

knight's garb, particularly his coat-of-arms: 

On his shield he set forth the picture of death doing 
alms-deeds to a number of poor desolate children. The 
word[s], Nemo alius explicat: 'No other man takes 
pity upon us.' What his meaning was herein I cannot 
imagine, except death had done him and his brethren 
some great good turn in ridding them of some untoward 
parent or kinsman that would have been their 
confusion; for else I cannot see how death should 
have been said to do almsdeeds, except he had deprived 
them suddenly of their lives, to deliver them out of 
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some further misery; which could not in any wise be, 
because they were living (321). 

Jack regards the knight as pretentious and self-righteous, 

and thereby rejects the possibility of any meaningful 

statement arising out of this specific tableau, and the 

ceremony in general. But the image of the living dead is 

one that the text returns to again and again; indeed it is 

the search for something more meaningful and comforting 

than death that represents both Jack's search for safety, 

and the text's search for a resolution. 

Having refused Jack the solace of a gentle life, the 

text thrusts him back onto the streets. Changing tack. 

Jack takes up with the divorcee Diamante. Their subsequent 

marriage seems somehow to redeem them both and offer them a 

platform upon which to mount, not their escape this time, 

but their resistance. The torments they face do increase, 

including Diamante's abduction and Jack's own molestation, 

but their loyalty to each other never diminishes. They 

leam rather to help each other, a virtue that ensures 

their safe return to England from out of the clutches of 

both the anatomist Zacharie and the Pope's mistress 

Julianna. The text's resolution and the bourgeois heroics 
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it espouses thus take shape in the "household" that Jack 

and Diamante create through their marriage. 

The text, therefore, begins to rehearse the message at 

the heart of many early modern tracts, that the family is 

the foundation of all society. The family is thus a useful 

ideological construct for both the State, the emergent 

middle-class, and The Unfortunate Traveller. After all, in 

"The True Law of Free Monarchies," it is a carefully 

constructed version of the early modern household that 

James I uses to authorize his own brand of absolutism. The 

patriarchy and hierarchy he finds at work in family 

relations provide the microcosmic model for his philosophy 

of kingship: 

And now first for the father's part. . .consider, I 
pray you, what duty his children owe to him and 
whether upon any pretext whatsoever it will not be 
thought monstrous and unnatural to his sons to rise up 
against him, to control him at their appetite, and, 
when they think good, to slay him or to cut him off 
and adopt to themselves any other they please in his 
room. Or can any pretense of wickedness or rigor on 
his part be a just excuse for his children to put hand 
into him? And, although we see by the course of nature 
that love useth to descend more than to ascend, in 
case it were true, that the father hated and wronged 
the children never so much, will any man endued with 
the least spunk of reason think it lawful for them to 
meet him with the line? Yea, suppose the father were 
furiously following his sons with a drawn sword, is it 
lawful for them to turn and strike again, or make any 
resistance but by flight? I think surely, if there 
were no more but the example of brute beasts and 
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unreasonable creatures, it may serve well enough to 
qualify and prove this my argument. We read often the 
piety that the storks have to their old and decayed 
parents. And generally we know that there are many 
sorts of beasts and fowls that with violence and many 
bloody strokes will beat and banish their young ones 
from them, how soon they perceive them to be able to 
fend themselves; but we never read or heard of any 
resistance on their part, except among the vipers, 
which proves such persons as ought to be reasonable 
creatures and yet unnaturally follow this example to 
be endued with their viperous nature. 

The family unit is therefore constructed by the Crown as an 

ideal of order, obedience, and trust. It demonstrates that 

"father knows best" even when (or especially if) he's 

chasing you with a sword. 

A similar although more benevolent representation is 

made use of in Castiglione's The Courtier. The family is 

again put to work in defense of government. The Prince, it 

is argued, rules the nation like the head of a household: 

To breake and to ende controversies emonge his 
subjectes. To take up matters beetweene them and to 
knitte them together in alliance by mariage. To 
provide so, that the Citye may be all joyned together 
and agreeinge in amitye, lyke a private house, well 
peopled.^® 

It is no surprise that the early modern Church also 

constructs the family in ways that lend support to its 

institutional power. The Elizabethan Homily "On the State 

of Matrimony," for example, decrees that through marriage: 
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the Church of God and his kingdome might. . .be 
conserved and enlarged, mot onely in that God giveth 
children by his blessing, but also in and that: they 
be brought up by the Parents godly, in the knowledge 
of Gods word, that thus the knowledge of God and true 
Religion might bee delivered by succession from one to 
another that finally many might enjoy that everlasting 
immortal i tie. 

For those entrenched in positions of social and political 

power, the family proves thus to be a useful ideological 

tool for the ways in which it can be represented to promote 

the status quo. In many ways, therefore, the early modern 

family can be read as an invention of those established 

institutions, and consequently as a bastion of conservative 

philosophies. 

But it would be a mistake, I believe, to apply these 

notions of marriage and family directly onto what we see at 

work in The Unfortunate Traveller. Jack's marriage 

certainly constitutes a turning point and the beginning of 

a mounted resistance to the horrors at work in society, but 

it is hardly an endorsement of those institutions that at 

all other times the text so markedly fears. The marriage 

that Jack and Diamante enter into is informed instead by 

other, more bourgeois discourses that emphasize the 

household as a model of fiscal responsibility and economic 

strategy than as the exemplum of political obedience. 
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We have already seen, for instance, how many works 

offering "advice" or "counsel" to the public concentrate on 

the relationship between man and wife as one that ideally 

will nurture the household's capital. They concern 

themselves first and foremost with the family's financial 

accounts. Despite reproducing hegemonic notions of the 

household as a "little commonwealth," even the generally 

conservative "A Godlie Forme of Householde Government" 

cannot repress its major worry that "the husband that is 

not beloved of his wife, holdeth his goods in danger, his 

house in suspicion, his credit in balance." The family as 

moral compass gives way to the more material and bourgeois 

perspective that the family is predominantly an economic 

institution. 

It is this version of marriage that The Unfortunate 

Traveller upholds and endorses, thrusting Jack ipso facto 

into the role of an account manager. Only Jack does not 

act to balance the hard currency and assets of a household 

but rather to assert some form of checks and balances upon 

the world around him. It is his unusual propensity to even 

the score that Jack is ultimately valued for and that sets 

him apart as a type of the bourgeois hero. He generates a 

mercantilist ethic wherever he goes that ensures that the 
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many different accounts and debts established in the course 

of the action are all finally settled. 

Jack represents a new kind of early modern 

protagonist: the zero-sum hero. Although his actions are 

not overtly financial in nature, he nevertheless oversees 

the disturbing economy of corpses at work in society, 

managing to balance the books so that each theft, murder, 

and rape committed comes full circle, is repaid in kind, 

and eventually evens out. The brutal torture of Heraclide, 

for example, is mirrored in the manner of both Bartol's and 

Esdras' deaths,- their merciless crimes are revisted upon 

them. Cutwolfe likewise is repaid for the murder he 

commits when publicly dismembered upon the scaffold. We 

could add to the list Juliana, Zadoch, and Zacharie, all of 

whom are repaid in full for their transgressions. While 

truthfully Jack plays no direct role in securing 

retribution for the many atrocities committed in the course 

of the narrative, his mere presence and mercantilist 

outlook nevertheless do ensure that all crimes will be 

recompensed. For Jack the events around him always even 

out and come full circle. His own imperviousness and 

ability to pull off great escapes is likewise both 

comforting and reassuring. He is a comic book hero of 
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sorts, who facing certain death miraculously walks away 

unscathed. In typical temperate fashion, Jack winds up at 

the end of his travels back where he began - inside an 

English military camp - thus closing on an even keel. 

The economic philosophy of the text finds its 

counterpart in the diary of Neheniah Wallington. That 

journal demonstrates the ease with which human behaviour 

slides into the realm of economic evaluation. Weighing his 

moral lapses financially, Wallington outlines a system of 

checks and balances for his household: 

First, that we pray all together every morning and 
evening if we can convenient, or else by ourselves. 
If not to pay to the poors' box a penny. . . .That we 
take not God's name in vain. If any do, then to pay 
the poors' box a farthing.^® 

The Unfortunate Traveller takes up this moral 

economizing and applies it wholesale to all facets of life. 

It comes into play first in Nashe's own dedication which 

reads as a declaration of a desire to even the score: 

Lest any man should challenge these my papers as goods 
uncustomed, and so extend upon them as forfeit to 
contempt, to the seal of your excellent censure, lo 
here I present them to be seen and allowed. (251) 

This desire to maintain a zero-sum is also apparent in the 

closing lines: "Farewell as many as wish me well" (370) . 
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Jack himself advocates that same ethic, compelled by 

an impulse to balance all accounts. He lives by the 

eunuch's motto: "Who first deprived young boys of their 

best part, / With self-same wounds he gave he ought to 

smart" (283) . Jack approaches life as he approaches his 

finances: all debts must be paid, all accounts settled. 

This transformation of all human action into a tidy 

financial reckoning has its precedent in Christian faith. 

This explains Jack's respect for certain Catholic 

practices, particularly the performance of good deeds as a 

counterbalance to one's sins: "Yet this I must say to the 

shame of us Protestants: if good works may merit heaven, 

they [Catholics] do them, we talk of them" (330) . Jack 

avails himself of that faith in one last act of recompense 

before closing his narrative: "To such straight life did 

it thenceforward incite me that ere I went out of Bologna 

I. . .performed many alms-deeds" (370). 

It is the text's own advocacy of such a financial 

ethic, embodied in the character of Jack Wilton, that 

characterizes the bourgeois heroics at work in The 

Unfortunate Traveller. For the text ultimately promotes 

what on an unconscious level it condemns. It thus endorses 

the very mechanisms that it suspects are at the root of 
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society's material problems. The fact that Jack is able to 

assert control over the violence around him through a form 

of economic policy mystifies the source of all that 

violence, which is actually the institutionalization of 

those very same economic policies. 

The ideological work this text performs is therefore 

bourgeois in nature because it finally lends its 

ideological support to the emergent capitalist economy. By 

demonstrating ways to manage social chaos and disorder, and 

establish control over seemingly uncontrollable and mobile 

bodies, the text in a sense naturalizes those conditions. 

In the process, it treats only the symptoms while 

repressing the cause. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Cannibalism and Consumption: 
Shakespeare's Bourgeois Historical Memory 

"0, should you consider what troopes of furious and 
implacable Enemies are ever lying in ambuscado for you; 
how many soul-tempting Syrens are warbling notes of ruine 
to delude you; what feares within you, what foes without 
you, what furies all about you; you would not suffer one 
graine of sand to drop through the Cruet, without a 
dropping eye; not one minute passe undedicated to some 
good employment, to prevent the fury of such desperate 
assailants. 

In the winter of 1589, as Sir Walter Ralegh presented 

Elizabeth I with Spenser's manuscript of The Faerie Queene, 

George Bishop's printing press in the City of London was 

busy running off copies of Richard Hakluyt's Principal 

Navigations. While Spenser sought to revive the romance of 

knightly quests, crafting his courtier as the embodiment of 

national character, Hakluyt was re-inventing and re

packaging the epic genre around a typically modern hero: 

the merchant marine. Although, in essence, he did no more 

than compile a number of disparate travel narratives (a 

mere exercise in editorial skills), in effect, Hakluyt lent 

a voice to an expanding mercantile population desperate for 

its own heroes and literatures. Within a decade, 
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Shakespeare's second tetralogy would similarly speak 

directly to the middle class. In their bourgeois rendering 

of historical events, Shakespeare's Henriad plays would 

demonstrate hov/ commercial values and exploits had assisted 

the rise of the English nation. By the close of the 

sixteenth century, therefore, a growing urban middle class 

could finally take comfort in seeing its own reflection in 

the values, desires, and heroics on display in these 

commercial narratives. 

In stark contrast to The Faerie Queene, which, in its 

privileging of moral instruction is deliberately far-

removed from the world of commerce, much of the appeal of 

The Principal Navigations lay in the fact that the market

place occupies both the literal and the symbolic center of 

its action. Ethics and morality, the life-blood of 

Spenser's work, are hardly the concern of the English 

merchant marines whose decision-making is based entirely 

upon a calculation of profit and loss. These "modern-day" 

knights-errant do battle with everything from crocodiles 

and cannibals to tempests and Spanish galleons, risking 

life and limb in pursuit, not of a moral education, but of 

moveable goods. The Navigations is indeed the story of the 

commercial triumph of the English spirit, reaffirming the 



113 

increasingly materialistic values of the English merchant 

class becoming so adept at protecting its commerce from the 

influence of any moral authority. 

But beyond the thrill of material success achieved in 

the face of "real" threats, Hakluyt's work, and indeed 

Shakespeare's, appealed so strongly to an emerging middle-

class market because it resonated so deeply on a 

psychological level as well. Both writers tend to confirm 

in their narratives powerful bourgeois anxieties about 

women and consumption. For example, one of the figures 

that emerges again and again in Hakluyt's narratives is the 

lone, native woman who comes down to the shore to witness 

the landing of the English ships. Typically she entices 

the sailors ashore with the unspoken promise of commercial 

and sexual intercourse, only to deliver them into the grips 

of her awaiting, cannibal countrymen. The predatory and 

siren-like nature of women is likewise affirmed in 

Shakespeare's I Henry IV. The Welsh women who literally 

emasculate the English soldiers under Mortimer's command 

haunt the remainder of that play and influence the 

representations of all the female characters, including, of 

course. Hotspur's wife Kate. These early modern femme 

fatales held currency for a population in England evermore 
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anxious about the changing role and place of women in an 

increasingly consumer society. As women became more 

prevalent as both consumers and vendors in the sixteenth 

century, the threat they posed to patriarchal security 

seems to find its expression in images and metaphors of 

consumption. So that, while in the New World an unruly, 

deceptive, female Other threatens, quite literally, to 

devour masculinity, property, and life, there appears to 

be, on some imaginary level, a cultural connect with the 

female consumer in the market-places of England, who, as an 

urban cannibal, undermines male potency and drains 

household economies through her insatiable appetite for 

luxuries. It would appear, then, that at home and abroad, 

an anxious masculinity, thoroughly invested in the success 

and control of commercial enterprise, projected its own 

material greed onto a female figure constructed as hungry 

predator. Furthermore, as English sailors justified 

abduction and theft in the New World and Africa by 

focussing entirely on profit, moral judgement was 

exclusively reserved for and displaced onto women. In the 

urban trade centers of England, men likewise directed 

powerful moral invectives against the imagined threat of 

women participating in the market-place, while couching 



115 

their own morally suspect actions in a discourse of capital 

gains. 

These anxieties about consumption, women, and the 

threat (real and imaginary) that expenditure seemed to pose 

to the merchant class infect Shakespeare's 1 Henry IV. 

Indeed, in a play in which appetite figures so prominently 

and in which the dominant metaphors all revolve around 

eating and the amassing of debt, Hal's heroics can be 

brought to new light when considered in relation to the 

gendered dynamics of consumption. From Falstaff's ever-

expanding body to the emasculating Welsh women, the forces 

Hal must contend with in his attempts to unify and pacify 

the nation are frequently figured as devouring agents. By 

honoring debts and restoring property to its rightful 

owner, Hal's bourgeois heroics incapacitate these predatory 

forces. In the process, Shakespeare contributes to the 

ideal of a mercantile hero through whom an entire segment 

of the population could potentially validate its identity. 

THE TROUBLE WITH WOMEN 

This study is primarily concerned with the anxieties 

and social crises brought on by the transition from a 

feudal to a capitalist economy underway in sixteenth-
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century England. This chapter examines specifically the 

growing mercantile fears about the changing roles of women 

in English society as traditional social structures gave 

way to the demands of the market-place. In particular, it 

looks at the literary "responses" to these anxieties and 

demonstrates the cultural and ideological import of the 

emergence of a new mercantile hero in the literature of the 

early modern period. 

The Reformation, shaped by the twin "isms" of 

Protestantism and Capitalism, ushered in ideological and 

material changes that made it possible for women to enjoy a 

certain social mobility and even, at times, parity 

previously denied them. The proliferation of trade, the 

emergence of new markets (in imports and luxurious goods, 

for example), the changing face of labor, all assured women 

of a prominent role in the urban trade centers of Europe. 

In fact, quite rapidly it seems, both the national economy 

and "private" domestic economies became very much dependent 

upon women as producers, buyers, and sellers of 

commodities. 

The Elizabethan middle class in general was riding a 

wave of unprecedented commercial and financial success. 

But ironically such success gave fuel to a number of 
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characteristically "commercial" anxieties, especially with 

regard to the imagined threat that women and their 

appetites seemed to pose. As women encroached more and 

more upon previously male preserves including the market 

place, merchants, increasingly nervous about protecting 

their profits, were more inclined to view women as the weak 

link in their commercial enterprises. Inculcated by 

religious and social discourses that posited women as 

essentially narcissistic and driven by corporeal impulses 

(including sexual and physical hunger), men "naturally" 

grew to fear the vanity and appetite of women. 

To understand how these fears manifested themselves, 

we need to understand the emphasis early modern economic 

theory placed on consumption. Financial security could 

only be maintained, it was believed, by resisting the 

impulse to consume. The writer and prominent merchant John 

Weeler, for instance, reminded his generation of the 

classical maxim: "Quod oportet Patremfamilias vendacem 

esse non emacem" ("The master of the household should be 

fond of selling, not fond of buying") encouraging his 

fellow merchants "to be sellers and not buyers."^ Of course 

in an economy dependent upon the complementary action of 

supply and demand, such advice, if taken to heart, would 
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result in utter financial ruin for everyone involved. At 

the same time, the pleasures of consumption - of flaunting 

one's wealth and assuming higher social status - could not 

be denied. The impossibility of ever heeding such advice 

was inevitably great cause for concern. With each expense 

conceivably putting their livelihood in jeopardy, the 

middle class effectively conspired in an act of collective 

denial about their own role as consumers. One thinks 

automatically of Jonson's "To Penshurst" that so 

successfully mystifies the purchase of each and every 

commodity (consumable or otherwise) that the Sidney 

family's hospitality not only comes free of charge but is 

positively feudal in its portraiture of rural economic 

relations. 

In stigmatizing expenditure, the middle class was 

partly reacting against the nobility's own conspicuous 

consumption that was exhausting the coffers of the 

aristocracy and decimating rural communities.^ Ironically, 

the nobility's economic mismanagement was spurred on by 

Elizabeth I who found she was able to consolidate her power 

by using, as Grant McCracken has argued for example, 

"expenditure as a form of government;" that is, the 

bestowing of favours upon her courtiers in proportion to 
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the luxurious commodities and hospitality they afforded 

her/ Obviously, the aristocracy, then, also had a stake in 

controlling middle-class expenditure. Concerned about the 

blurring of social distinctions and the infiltration of the 

rising bourgeoisie upon positions of social and political 

authority, the nobility sought to limit the power of 

mercantile capital. Discourses attacking sumptuous 

expenditures were so prevalent, therefore, at this time 

precisely because they emanated from so many different 

social quarters. The middle class, then, were not only 

trying to define themselves against the aristocracy and 

their conspicuous consumption, but were, at the same time, 

largely being defined by that aristocracy. 

In the process, while they guarded their household 

economies from frivolous expenses, merchants and citizens 

grew evermore anxious about their perceived lack of control 

over women, particularly female appetites. The many moral 

invectives against women in such texts as the Haec Vir 

pamphlets, the Sumptuary Laws, the "Homily Against Excess 

of Apparel" and numerous treatises, all indicate a 

bourgeois fear that the threat to financial stability and 

success, in the home and across the nation, would come from 

women whose appetites would exhaust their husband's 
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capital. The 1597 Royal Order "Enforcing Statutes and 

Proclamations of Apparel," for example, sympathizes with 

men burdened "by the immeasurable charges and expenses 

which they are put to in superfluous appareling [of] their 

wives." Such is the economic toll that many, it is 

claimed, are forced "for their maintenance to robbing and 

stealing by the highway."^ The Elizabethan "Homily Against 

Excess of Apparel" similarly rails against women who seek 

"to devise new fashions to feed thy pride with, to spend so 

much upon thy carcase, that thou and thy husband are 

compelled to rob the poor to maintain thy costliness."^ 

Throughout this homily, the more serious crime has nothing 

to do with vanity or social pretense, but with economics. 

Because of the need to dress so extravagantly, a woman, it 

is feared, "must keep debate with her husband to maintain 

such apparel, whereby she is the worse housewife, the 

seldomer at home to see her charge, and so to neglect his 

thrift, by giving great provocation to her household to 

waste and wantonness, while she must wander abroad to shew 

her own vanity, and her husband's foolishness" (315). A 

certain slippage occurs in the text's understanding of 

"consumption"; we are pushed from the threat women pose as 

spenders to that they pose as eaters. It is as if 
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subconsciously a connection is made between women who 

consume the capital of their husbands, and women whose 

sexual appetites threaten to devour the men they encounter 

in public; "And such attires be but to provoke her to shew 

herself abroad, to entice others" (315) . "What else dost 

thou," the sermon asks, "but settest out thy pride, and 

makest of thy undecent apparel of thy body, the devil's 

net, to catch the souls of them which behold thee?" (316). 

Apart from the obvious Eve-like allusions, part of the sub

text here must be the fact that, as Karen Newman has 

idenitified, women were typically used as "bait" by 

tradesmen trying to lure customers into their place of 

business.' The women would stand at the entrance using 

their good looks to snare potential clients. Of course 

these texts descry the siren-like nature of women (who 

manage to separate men from their money) but conveniently 

overlook the men who put them up to it. 

Joseph Swetnam's infamous "Arraignment of Lewd, idle, 

froward, and unconstant women" likewise cautions against 

women's siren-like qualities: "For women have a thousand 

ways to entice thee .... They lay out the folds of their 

hair to entangle men into their love; betwixt their breasts 

is the vale of destruction."® He also deliberately confuses 
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the meanings of consumption, making no distinction between 

those women who spend, and those who eat. "Eagles eat not 

men till they are dead," Swetnam declares, "but women 

devour them alive. For a woman will pick thy pocket and 

empty thy purse, laugh in thy face and cut thy throat." He 

elaborates: 

For they aim more at thy wealth than at thy person and 
esteem more thy money than any man's virtuous 
qualities. For they esteem of a man without money as 
a horse doth of a fair stable without meat. They are 
like Eagles which will always fly where the carrion 
is. They will play the horse-leech to suck away thy 
wealth, but in the winter of thy misery she will fly 
away from thee.^ 

It is clear that early modern society was increasingly 

nervous about both women and consumption and that commonly 

these two threats were conflated and imagined as one and 

the same. Economic stability and success were predicated, 

therefore, as strange as it may sound, on the ability to 

control women's appetites and resist their siren-like 

charms. 

"ALWAYS HISTORIClZEl"" 

We have been encouraged by teleological readings of 

history to focus on the accomplishments of this time 

period: overseas exploration, economic recovery, commercial 
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success, scientific discoveries, medical progress, etc. 

This positivist perspective is reflected in the labels we 

use to denote this historical moment - the Golden Age, the 

Elizabethan Age, the Renaissance, the Early Modern Period -

which give the impression of great material and cultural 

prosperity, as well as the rise of artistic and individual 

freedoms. In contrast, I have chosen to concentrate on the 

insecurities, uncertainties, and anxieties generated in 

that century by the many changes we associate with the 

collapse of feudalism: enclosure acts, urban migration, 

social mobility, rural evictions, etc. When we focus only 

on those events that signal historical "progress," as 

literary critics we ignore and obscure the many crises that 

the literature of the time was in large part responding to 

and seeking to redress. 

For example, as an urban middle-class population grew 

in size and influence, changing the geographic, social, and 

commercial make-up of England, the Tudor nation began to 

experience a crisis of identity. As traditional social 

structures and ways of life gave way to the demands of 

capital, writers like Sidney and Spenser, hoping to cling 

to whatever cultural remnants they could, began openly to 

bemoan the absence of identifiably English cultural forms. 
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They complained that England was a nation dominated by 

continental influences. It was feared that England had 

merely imported its culture (language, fashion, tastes, 

literature, art) from abroad. It is significant to note 

that this is an opinion voiced by Shakespeare's own Duke of 

York in Richard II: "Report of fashions in proud Italy, / 

Whose manners still our tardy-apish nation / Limps after in 

base imitation" (2.1.21-23). 

Expressing their nationalist desires as a form of 

nostalgia, in many ways these early modern writers longed 

for a return to a past that only existed in their 

imagination. They sought to revive the English language, 

and to break the hold that Latin, French, and Italian still 

enjoyed in the humanities. They hoped to produce their own 

characteristically English culture. This surely helps to 

explain the obvious Elizabethan trend to "historicize": to 

locate, if not fabricate, historical origins so as to 

legitimize identity. We can see this on an individual as 

well as cultural level. For instance, merchants with 

enough capital to buy their way up the social ladder 

scrambled to secure their newfound gentility by creating 

their own histories, often by commissioning family 

portraits, and accumulating objects with antique cachet. 
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In their case, they hoped commodities would establish an 

historical lineage, particularly for future generations.^^ 

Rhetorically, the turn to history could justify the 

outright oppression and exploitation of entire communities 

and segments of the population. Swetnam, for instance, 

does precisely that in his condemnation of women. This 

same impulse to "historicize," however, infected the 

nation more collectively, which partially explains the 

currency Arthurian legend held at this time, particularly 

for the nobility who, under threat from the rise of the 

bourgeoisie, sought to cement their social status. 

Elizabeth indulged these fantasies of the mythical 

Arthurian court, commissioning archaic tournaments such as 

the tilts, for example, and restoring the Order of the 

Garter (which effectively recognized her courtiers as her 

own round-table knights). This return to history helped to 

underwrite Elizabeth's own place on the throne through her 

Welsh grandfather. Henry VII had claimed direct descent 

from King Arthur, and, as if to manifest that claim, named 

his eldest son after that Welsh monarch. It is fair to 

say, then, that the turn to history effected by so many 

Elizabethans in chronicles, surveys, and epics signals 

mostly a desire to establish and legitimize a Tudor England 
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insecure about its dynastic future, international standing, 

and, culturally, its own character. History, it was found, 

could be used imaginatively to impose order on the 

perceived disorder of society, to explain and interpret the 

present condition, to assuage various anxieties and to 

legitimize repressive ideologies. Believing that the 

passage of time leant a certain legitimacy to one's values, 

beliefs, and customs, Elizabethans busied themselves with 

(re)producing the ancient origins of their national 

identity. Thus, we have The Faerie Queene, Holinshed's and 

Stow's Chronicles, Drayton's Poly-Olbion, Ralegh's History, 

and Camden's Britannia to name a few of the most famous. 

I wish to add to this list both Hakluyt's Principal 

Navigations and Shakespeare's second tetralogy. While 

Sidney, Spenser and Greville, among others, tried to save 

and unite England by appealing to the aristocracy -

practicing a kind of trickle-down cultural theory -

Shakespeare and Hakluyt were busy inspiring the middle 

class. Even the genres they chose reflect this class 

conflict: the epic and prose romance were the media of 

gentility, while drama and travel narrative were fast 

becoming the vehicles of the urban middle class." And yet, 

it is surely the case that both Shakespeare and Hakluyt 
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were not simply rejecting "epic" structure, but revising 

it. For they too were intent on producing narratives about 

nationalist origins, that could dramatize the history of 

the English people and explain how they arrived at their 

present condition. I have said elsewhere in this study 

that I regard the sixteenth century as a moment of intense 

cultural production. But this "Renaissance," I argue, is 

revealing not just of an increasing secularization of art, 

but, more significantly, of a desperate struggle for 

cultural and psychic survival. In other words, the great 

out-pouring of literary works that we associate with this 

period was not produced out of any relief or elation 

experienced in the face of modern freedoms, but rather out 

of deep fears and anxieties provoked by the collapse of 

traditional bonds and beliefs. 

It is perhaps worth stating here that every culture 

has its stories - religious, historical, political, 

mythical - that both reflect and help cement national 

identity. Indeed another word for the stories we tell 

ourselves about who we are, who others are, and how the 

world works is ideology.And just as every community must 

produce materially to survive (food, clothing, shelter), it 

must also produce ideologically and culturally (stories. 
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rituals, beliefs). The early modern stage was certainly a 

site of cultural production, and the (hi)stories it told 

participated in the working out of Elizabethan ideas. 

Indeed, history in general found such popularity and 

commercial success at this time precisely because it spoke 

so directly to issues of national identity during a period 

of such intense cultural and economic change. 

In choosing to write about Henry V, already an 

important national hero to the Tudors, Shakespeare was 

taking on material, therefore, that necessarily spoke to an 

Elizabethan sense of identity: how it constructed 

"England," the nation (as a race of people), its monarchy, 

its institutions, etc. In large part, Shakespeare was 

mostly supplying the demands of the market-place, assuring 

himself and his investors of an eager audience. But, at 

the same time, whether consciously or not, Shakespeare was 

participating in this Elizabethan cultural project to use 

history to shore up the social structure and restore public 

confidence. Appropriating the characteristics, if not the 

form of the epic, Shakespeare allegorizes the life of Henry 

V to coincide with a narrative about the fulfillment of 

national destiny, so as Hal emerges from behind the "foul 

and ugly mists" to claim his proper place, so too does a 
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proud English nation rise up to accept its calling as 

"[t]his other Eden."^® Allegory and history combine in the 

epic nature of Shakespeare's tetralogy to celebrate 

national identity. Only, Shakespeare's version of history 

is decisively bourgeois, emphasizing and celebrating the 

values of the market-place far more than the feudal 

arrangements championed by genteel writers such as Spenser. 

In other words, Shakespeare's history looks to advance, 

rather than hold in check, the growth of bourgeois values 

and influence. In doing so, Shakespeare teaches his 

audience of the value of commercial practices to the 

success of the English nation. 

As we shall see, Shakespeare's bourgeois understanding 

of historical events naturally lends emphasis to a 

narrative that privileges individual property rights, 

financial and contractual bonds between subjects (rather 

than feudal obligations), and a form of meticulous 

bookkeeping applied to everyday actions and interactions. 

Indeed, one can see the middle-class influences quite 

clearly in I Henry IV as the problems that Hal must resolve 

on his way to becoming a national hero are all 

metaphorically constructed in one way or another as the 

settling of financial debts and obligations. It turns out 
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that Shakespeare's Hal is in essence a good citizen intent 

on balancing his account books. For now, consider the two 

events central to Shakespeare's dramatization of Richard 

II's downfall. In act two, scene one, the seizure of 

Bolingbroke's estate is interpreted for us by the Duke of 

York: 

If you do wrongfully seize Hereford's rights, 
Call in the letters patents that he hath 
By his attorneys general to sue 
His livery, and deny his offered homage. 
You pluck a thousand dangers on your head, 
You lose a thousand well-disposed hearts, 
And prick my tender patience to those thoughts 
Which honour and allegiance cannot think. (202- 9) 

With his emphasis on courtroom rhetoric, York conveniently 

couches his reading of the king's actions in terms that are 

more in keeping with Shakespeare's mercantile audience than 

they are faithful to historical accuracy. To ensure that 

the full weight of Richard's "crime" is appreciated by his 

audience, Shakespeare recasts it not simply as an 

infringement of property rights, but as the violation of a 

legal and documented contract. The confiscation of 

Hereford's lands are framed for us not as Royal privilege 

and prerogative, but as the one event that seals Richard's 

fate. Our sympathies are manipulated so that we can side 

only with York's own judgements. Ultimately the coup de 
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grace for Richard is his insistence on his own humanity at 

the expense of any mystery of monarchy: "you have but 

mistook me all this while. / I live with bread, like you; 

feel want, / Taste grief, need friends. Subjected thus, / 

How can you say to me I am king?" (3.2.170-3). Encouraging 

the audience, as well as the other characters on stage, to 

see him as no more than a man of frail body, Richard clears 

the way for his assassination. He unwittingly allows 

himself to be defined and represented in Bolingbroke's 

bourgeois terms, so that his execution is quite palatable 

to all concerned. He is the victim, ultimately, of a 

conspiracy on the part of Henry Bolingbroke and Shakespeare 

the dramatist. The effects of his death, as Shakespeare 

imagines them, are a redefining of the monarchy and its 

power. Power, it turns out, actually emanates from the 

people, and not from God; furthermore, the monarch the 

people desire most is one who, in a sense, emerges from, 

respects and patronizes them. 

Hakluyt's project is similarly to rewrite history and 
forward the values of the market-place. He is quite 
explicit about his project: 
But that no man should imagine that our foreign trades 
of merchandise have been comprised within some few 
years, there may he plainly see in an ancient 
testimony translated out of Saxon tongue, how our 
merchants were often wont for traffic's sake, so many 
hundred years since, to cross the wide seas.^^ 
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The turn to history for Hakluyt, then, is a conscious move 

towards establishing England's legitimate and credible 

place in the world of commerce. The effect, however, is a 

bourgeois rendering of that nation's history specifically 

as a history of trade. Take, for example, Hakluyt's praise 

of the medieval knights who undertook the Crusades: "All 

these, either Kings, Kings' sons, or Kings' brothers, 

exposed themselves with invincible courage to the manifest 

hazard of their persons, leaving their ease, their 

countries, wives and children" (37). In Hakluyt's eyes, 

these brave noblemen and their religious quests inform the 

actions of modern day merchant marines who "have adventured 

their persons, ships, and goods, homewards and outwards" 

(36). He projects the continued success of English 

commercial enterprise and in a nod to Elizabeth I suggests 

she shall redp the benefits: "increase her dominions, 

enrich her coffers, and reduce many pagans to the faith of 

Christ" (37) . There is a double move here. Not only is 

Hakluyt using history to justify English commercial 

enterprise, including, it must be said, their rapacity and 

theft of precious goods from the New World and Spain, but 

he is also reinterpreting history, casting the Crusades 
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incredibly as a pivotal moment in the history of English 

commerce rather than religious conflict. So that while the 

Crusades, according to Hakluyt, provide the correct context 

for understanding English commercial enterprise, positing 

English mariners as surrogate crusaders, the reverse is 

also true: the Crusades are reinterpreted within a 

commercial context and given new meaning as illustrative of 

the development of English trade. Commercial venturing, 

then, becomes the way to continue the crusaders' legacy: to 

navigate foreign seas, assert English influence abroad, 

convert the world to Protestantism, and make claims upon 

both land and property. 

Stephen Dedalus' exhortation that "History is a 

nightmare from which I am trying to awake" reveals one of 

James Joyce's preoccupations as a writer: how to escape the 

confines of national identity.^® By offering his resistance 

to the hegemony of history, Joyce's dilemma illustrates 

just how powerful history can be in its insistence upon 

such things as tradition, conformity, duty, indebtedness, 

and kinship within a community. It is precisely this power 

that Elizabethans hoped to tap. What sets Shakespeare and 

Hakluyt apart from some of their contemporaries, I am 

contending, is that they are representative of a trend 
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long-overlooked by literary critics: the re-writing of 

history from a bourgeois perspective by foregrounding the 

development of trade, commodity exchange, property rights, 

and accounting as both the "stuff" of history and the 

essence of national character. The Principal Navigations 

and the second tetralogy, therefore, offer an alternative 

history of the nation to that emanating from the Court and 

its insistence on morality, entitlement, social status, and 

the arts. These bourgeois histories, instead, romanticize 

and idealize the market-place, rewarding risk, labor, and 

capital. 

There is of course an irony in the materials that both 

Shakespeare and Hakluyt choose to address. While acting as 

the mouth-pieces for their middle-class audiences, both 

writers nevertheless deal with royal or aristocratic 

protagonists. In Hakluyt's case they are Ralegh, Drake, 

Hawkins, Frobisher, et.al.; however, as with Hal, the 

social status of these men is nebulous enough that their 

exploits resonate first and foremost with that middle-class 

audience. Hakluyt appropriates, therefore, aristocratic 

figureheads to espouse bourgeois values that place 

industry, capital, ingenuity, and risk ahead of hereditary 

rights, status, and moral superiority. Indeed, in the 
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preface to his work, Hakluyt deliberately equates the 

courage and daring of such courtiers with the quiet and 

mundane mercantile heroism performed everyday in the city. 

In other words, these merchant marines present an example 

by and through which ordinary citizens might live and 

interpret their own lives. The merchant marine hero of 

Hakluyt's narratives is made to metamorphose into the urban 

merchant: a popular, quotidian hero battling with the 

obstacles of daily life in the market place. Hakluyt 

himself provides the model for this kind of transformation, 

detailing his project in compiling the Navigations as the 

urban version of seafaring. He marvels at the bravery of 

the many mariners who put their ambitions before their own 

welfare; "Into what dangers and difficulties they plunged 

themselves, I tremble to recount" he reveals (35). 

Describing his own work, he elaborates: "For the bringing 

of which into this homely and rough-hewn shape, which here 

thou seest, what restless nights, what painful days, what 

heat, what cold I have endured; how many famous libraries I 

have searched into; what expenses I have not spared" (35). 

Hakluyt demonstrates here how the narratives he collected 

inspired his own brand of heroics, coaxing him to conduct 

his business with breath-taking bravura. The implication 
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is that urban citizens should recognize themselves in these 

mariners and acknowledge their own import in asserting 

England's trade pre-eminence. Writing less than twenty-

years later, Michael Drayton recognizes and affirms that 

project, commending "Industrious Hakluit, / Whose Reading 

shall inflame / Men to seeke Fame." His poem begins "You 

brave Heroique Minds, / Worthy your Countries Name, / That 

Honour still pursue, Goe, and subdue.Drayton 

acknowledges the imperial pretensions conveyed in the 

Navigations extolling "labor" as the key to attaining 

English supremacy. 

CONSUMPTION: DESIRES. 

Drayton's poem is remarkable for another reason. 

While it celebrates the heroism of Hakluyt's merchant 

marines, it judges the value and worthiness of those 

sailors by the amount of goods they can either acquire or 

manufacture: "And cheerefully at Sea, / Successe you still 

intice, / To get the Pearle and Gold." Drayton merely 

picks up on what Hakluyt himself foregrounds and frames in 

his opening dedications. Hakluyt's and Shakespeare's texts 

are first and foremost stories about consumption. They 

allow, therefore, an early modem middle-class audience to 
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indulge, like a guilty pleasure, their fantasies and 

desires about conspicuous consumption. At the same time, 

however, these narratives are most certainly informed by 

those very powerful anxieties about the threat such 

frivolous expenditures and pursuits pose to domestic and 

national security. Consequently much of the appeal of 

these works lies in their ability to validate middle-class 

desires, confirm bourgeois fears, and, in the process, 

offer heroic strategies for managing and controlling those 

anxieties. 

Under Falstaff's cutelage, Hal wallows in a life of 

lethargy, apathy, desires and decadence. He surrounds 

himself with consummate consumers, knocking back ale and 

sack, pilfering purses and embezzling royal monies. All 

the while, Falstaff is the quintessential consumer, 

incessantly devouring his way in and out of debt. But 

curiously, despite the company he keeps, Hal seemingly 

manages to resist these predatory impulses and control his 

physical appetites. After boozing it up with some of the 

London locals, for instance, Hal speaks not of the 

pleasures of imbibing, but of being accepted as one of the 

lads (2.5.5-20). Likewise, after the robbery at Gad's 

Hill, the enjoyment for Hal is never at seizing instant 
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profit, but clearly at having executed a well-planned and 

amusing deception. After all, he ensures that the stolen 

currency is all returned (3.3.164). 

And yet Hal is a consumer; only he deflects that 

impulse to eat up commodities by putting it to "better" 

use. Hal hungers for power and consequently devours, not 

expensive goods, but people. He gluts himself on the 

personalities, idiosyncrasies, and behaviours of his 

enemies and those around him. He imaginatively inhabits 

their bodies, appropriating their thoughts and anticipating 

their actions. Act two scene five opens with Hal's own 

account of his drinking-binge in a local tavern. The 

liquor caskets emptied in the process act as a metaphor for 

the many personalities Hal imbibes in the remainder of that 

scene (4-6) . The young prince successively metamorphoses 

into a barfly. Hotspur, a highwayman, his father the king, 

and finally a parody of himself. The play, therefore, 

facilitates a number of fantasies about consumption, and 

satisfies its audience's predatory impulses. Against a 

back-drop of irresistible banqueting, with characters 

gorging themselves on food, drink, and money, Hal embodies 

a different kind of heroism that does not resist or deny 
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the demands of an insatiable appetite so much as redirect 

them. 

Fantasies of consumption similarly sustain the many 

narratives in Hakluyt's Principal Navigations. In fact, so 

obsessed are the narratives he collected with the 

acquistion of precious goods that they often read like a 

dramatic form of bookkeeping. Certainly there is 

throughout the majority of the journals an over-riding 

compulsion to take inventory and catalogue as many precious 

and edible commodities as possible. The sailors record 

every valuable object they encounter and each new food 

source they are fortunate enough to discover. Indeed the 

narratives often seem driven more by this type of 

accounting - that sees fit to answer for each acquisition 

and expenditure - than by the more sentimental story of 

encountering difference for the first time. Commodities 

ultimately intrude upon all other considerations and 

supercede any human-interest story. Each report is filled, 

therefore, with descriptive inventories. Typical is this 

passage from the report of Sir Francis Drake's 

circumnavigation of the globe: 

The king at last comming from the castle, with 8 or 10 
more grave Senators following him, had a very rich 
canopy (adorned in the middest with embossings of 
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g o l d )  . . . .  H i s  a t t i r e  w a s  a f t e r  t h e  f a s h i o n  o f  t h e  
rest of his countrey, but farre more sumptuous, as his 
condition and state required: from the wast to the 
ground was all cloth of gold, and that very rich; his 
legges bare, but on his feet a paire of shooes of 
cordivant, died red; in the attire of his head, were 
finely wreathed in diverse rings of plated gold, of an 
inch or an inch and a halfe in breadth, which made a 
faire and princely shew, somewhat resembling a crowne 
in forme; about his necke hee had a chaine of perfect 
gold, the linkes very great and one fold double; on 
his left hand was a Diamond, an Emerald, a Ruby, and a 
Turky, 4 very faire and perfect jewells; on his right 
hand, in one ring, a big and perfect Turky; and in 
another ring many Diamonds of a smaller size, very 
artificially set and couched together. 

As thus he sate in his chaire of state, at his 
right side there stood a page with a very costly fanne 
(richly embrodered and beset with Saphires) breathing 
and gathering the aire to refresh the king.^° 

What guides the writer's descriptions here are obviously 

not the physical qualities or features of the king, nor his 

character; we are not privy to the feelings he inspired nor 

the mood of those in attendance; there is no attempt to 

communicate any atmosphere or emotional context. Rather 

what we are given is, an oddly emotionless description that 

anatomizes this monarch according to the commodities 

adorning his body and attire: gold cloth, rings, a chain, 

jewels. The king's page is similarly just another 

accessory as he/she is supplanted by a description of the 

tool of his/her trade: the fan. The compulsion within 

these narratives is to maintain a kind of running inventory 
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by cataloguing every object of value encountered in the New 

World. And this compulsion governs both the observations 

of the writer and indeed the construction of the greater 

part of these narratives more generally. We are more 

likely, for instance, to follow the circulation of objects 

than we are that of people. Objects, not people, then, (or 

if people, then through metonymic displacement, people as 

objects) are the real focus of these narratives, reflecting 

the insatiable appetite of these merchant marines for 

commodities while allowing Hakluyt's readership to live 

vicariously through these incredible consumers. 

The raison d'etre of these transatlantic voyages was 

to generate capital for both the participants and their 

investors. As a result one eye must surely have been fixed 

on establishing some financial security and the prom.ise of 

further, even regular, voyages in the future. Behind this 

focus on riches and commodities lies, then, the need to 

generate such future speculation by representing the 

American continent as a land of incredible and 

inexhaustible wealth. The effect is a self-consciousness 

and foregrounding of the relentless appropriation and 

consumption of natural commodities including gold and 

silver, but also fresh water, cattle, fowl, fruit and grain 
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- all meticulously recorded and even comprising the main 

narrative. For instance, Ralegh takes pains to note in his 

meeting with the people of Guyana that they did "bring us 

down victual, which they did in great plenty, as venison, 

pork, hens, chickens, fowl, fish, with divers sorts of 

excellent fruits and roots, and great abundance of pinas . 

. . . They brought us also store of bread, and of their 

wine, and a sort of paraquitos .... one of them gave me 

a best [sic] called by the Spaniards armadillo.These 

provisions supplant in import any concern for the people 

themselves, but leave the impression of a community 

unbelievably rich in natural commodities. Indeed so self-

conscious are these narratives that when Ralegh tries to 

impress upon his readers just how much gold the Arawaks 

enjoy in Guyana, he is at odds to explain why at times he 

comes away with so little. For example, he relates a story 

he is told of a "cacique" buried with "a chair of gold most 

curiously wrought.It is revealing of both Ralegh and 

his imagined readers that he should feel compelled to 

account for his negligence in not retrieving this chair. 

The point here is that consumption is on everyone's mind -

the mariners, the investors, the writers, the imagined 

readers - so that an anecdote about a cultural practice of 



143 

burying one's dead with their possessions instead becomes 

an occasion for lamenting a missed opportunity. The 

concern is not for the cultural practices of other peoples, 

but for their gold. 

CONSUMPTION: ANXIETIES. 

"With eager feeding food doth choke the feeder, 
Light vanity, insatiate cormorant. 
Consuming means, soon preys upon itself." 

(Richard II. 2.1.37-39) 

While it is clear that the impulse of the English 

sailors is to acquire as much wealth as possible through 

trade, pillage, and outright consumption, their rapacity 

for the most part goes unnoticed in their own reports. 

There is no commentary upon their actions; the narratives 

lack self-consciousness. Judgements are reserved as their 

business of theft, intimidation, and fraud is largely 

carried out without hesitation. However, these reports do 

acknowledge and do condemn the predatory nature of the 

native peoples that they encounter. It is as if these 

sailors imagine that they can hide their own insatiable 

appetites behind the many threats they construct as 

"savage" consumers of both goods and people. One of the 

strangest narratives is that of Thomas Cavendish whose 
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venture is brought to an abrupt end when their meat begins 

to rot: 

But after we came near unto the sun, our dried 
penguins began to corrupt, and there bred in them a 
most loathsome and ugly worm of an inch long. This 
worm did so mightily increase, and devour our 
victuals, that there was in reason no hope how we 
should avoid famine, but be devoured of these wicked 
creatures: there was nothing that they did not devour, 
only iron excepted: our clothes, boots, shoes, hats, 
shirts, stockings: and for the ship they did so eat 
the timbers, as that we greatly feared they would undo 
us, by gnawing through the ship's side.^^ 

There is an air of divine justice here that perhaps plagues 

this report, as if the sailors' own appetites have returned 

to haunt them. It is difficult to separate fact from 

fiction when we might just as easily be reading of the 

curse that courses through Coleridge's "Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner." Stephen Greenblatt advises caution when reading 

the travel journals of Europeans in the New World who were 

practiced "frequent and cunning liars" engaged in the 

"strategic manipulation and distortion and outright 

suppression of the truth.Whatever the truth is in 

Cavendish's case, it is clear that his narrative is 

informed by a powerful anxiety about "consumption" that I 

suggest is provoked by feelings of guilt (repressed) 

concerning his own rapacious actions in the New World. 

This dynamic is fairly typical of all the reports in the 
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Principal Navigations. As a way to avoid confronting one's 

own despicable acts, these sailors project their rapacity 

onto foreign bodies. 

Hakluyt's narratives show that different ventures in 

the New World were plagued unpredictably by different 

hazards and threats. Hawkins struggled with Spanish 

prohibitions on trade; Ralegh with the lack of accurate 

maps; Drake with mutiny. But curiously there is one threat 

that is consistent and common to all the accounts: the 

cannibal. Why this figure should appear so prominently in 

these narratives can be explained in large part in terms of 

psychic investment, that beyond the apparent "wonder" of 

difference, the cannibal became a convenient receptacle for 

the sailors' own psychic baggage. With each new landing on 

the shores of the South American coastline or the Caribbean 

and Pacific Islands, the English crews, who at all other 

times stand so invincible and impervious to fear, seem so 

very vulnerable at the mere mention of the possible 

presence of cannibals. Particularly frightening to the 

sailors, however, is the solitary woman who entices the men 

ashore with unspoken promises of sexual and commercial 

intercourse, only to have her countrymen set upon and eat 

them. These cannibal natives, especially the women. 
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defined only by their appetites, ultimately tell us more 

about the English mariners than they do about early Native 

Amercians. 

Women are typically represented with ambivalence in 

the many European narratives of New World encounters. The 

men tend to be deeply conflicted by their attraction to the 

native women and struggle with the cultural and racial 

differences that, in large part, form the basis for that 

attraction. Girolamo Benzoni, for example, in the 

narrative of his voyage to the West Indies, writes of 

an Indian woman, wife of one of the principal chiefs 
of the province, with a basket-full of fruit, such a 
woman as I have never before nor since seen the like 
of; so that my eyes could not be satisfied with 
looking at her .... her appearance was like the 
following: She was quite naked, except where modesty 
forbids . . . she was old, and painted black, with 
long hair down to her waist; and her ear-rings had so 
weighed her ears down, as to make them reach her 
shoulders, a thing wonderful to see; she had them 
split down the middle and filled with rings of a 
certain carved wood, very light, which wood, in their 
language, is called Cacoma. Her nails were 
immoderately long, her teeth were black, her mouth 
large, and she had a ring in her nostrils, called by 
them Caricori; so that she appeared like a monster to 
us, rather than a human being. 

It is curious that, despite this woman's apparent 

nakedness, Benzoni is still able to find and catalogue a 

variety of objects (the fruit basket, the wooden earrings 

and nose ring) that, as we have seen in other descriptions, 
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tend to overshadow any human interest. Indeed, here 

objects (which appear to have no real exchange value) 

provide an excuse to the embarrassed narrator to avert his 

hungry eyes (which "could not be satisfied") away from this 

woman's naked body; he even buys some time by contemplating 

the type of wood used to carve her jewelry. The passage 

reflects Benzoni's conflicted desires: he is so very 

captivated by this woman but finally dismisses her as 

monstrous, unable to come to terms with his attraction. He 

is both desperate to gaze upon her, and determined not to 

do so. Ultimately Benzoni damns her as less than human in 

an attempt to compensate for, and dispel any doubts about, 

his true affections. 

Compare this description from Ralegh's "discovery" of 

Guyana: 

That Cassique that was a stranger had his wife staying 
at the port where we ankored, and in all my life I 
have seldome seene a better favored woman; she was of 
good stature, with blacke eies, fat of body, of an 
excellent countenance, hir haire almost as long as hir 
selfe, tied up againe in pretie knots, and it seemed 
she stood not in that aw of hir husband, as the rest, 
for she spake and dicourst, and dranke among the 
gentlemen and captaines, and was very pleasant, 
knowing hir owne comelines, and taking great pride 
therein. I have seene a Lady in England so like hir, 
as but for the difference of colour I would have 
sworne might have beene the same.^® 
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Ralegh is here able to justify his desires to himself and 

his European audience by assimilating this woman. Her 

difference is effectively erased: her hair is 

simultaneously let down to her feet and tied up in "pretie 

knots." In his description, she is transformed into a lady 

of England. Her physical and cultural differences (black 

eyes, skin color, hanging hair, pride and "manly" 

behaviour) that appear to constitute Ralegh's attraction 

for her, are made to disappear, thereby making his desires 

more palatable both to himself and his imagined readers. 

Native American women, it would seem, enter into these 

European narratives shrouded in the ambivalence of a male 

desire that seeks either to erase or demonize difference. 

Visually this ambivalence materializes in Giovanni della 

Strada's late sixteenth-century engraving Nova Reperta. 

Strada's representation of Vespucci's New World encounter 

has already attracted much criticism, not least for the 

ways in which it inscribes Vespucci's "discovery" as a 

sexual one. Louis Montrose, for example, demonstrates how 

the work, despite its celebratory intentions, acknowledges 

the violence and exploitation unleashed by this encounter. 

Montrose looks towards Montaigne's "Of Cannibals" to show 

the mirror effect of this image: the cannibalism that 
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captures the viewer's central line of vision not only 

epitomizes simply the nature of the native peoples but also 

symbolizes the Europeans' voracious and insatiable appetite 

that will literally consume this new-found continent. But 

what Montrose and others have ignored is the siren-like 

quality of the woman in this piece. Her sexuality, as 

constructed and projected upon her by the artist, is used 

to entice and attract the European sailors while veiling an 

extremely violent and deadly "truth." The background of 

this picture, which indeed occupies a symbolically central 

space, depicts a cannibal feast replete with fire blazing 

and human limbs cooking. This is the "truth" that is so 

cunningly hidden by the Eve-like figure holding Vespucci's 

gaze. The awakened woman is ultimately deceitful as, like 

the Europeans, she hides an extremely dangerous and 

threatening reality. The similarities between the two 

counterparts is emphasized in the symmetry of the central 

figures, Vespucci and the woman, who stand together as if 

reflecting each other while behind them lie, paralleled, 

the hidden threats: a man-of-war and a cannibal feast 

respectively. 

Strada's engraving captures a moment that preoccupies 

many of the narratives collected by Hakluyt: a cannibal 
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ambush typically engineered by women. Hawkins, for 

example, describes the cannibals' modus operandi: 

A Captain General . . . was by the Caribs called 
ashore, and gold showed as though they desired 
traffic, with the which the Spaniard, suspecting no 
deceit at all, went ashore amongst them: who was no 
sooner ashore, but with four or five more was taken . 
. . they that were taken, paid their ransom with their 
lives, and were presently eaten. And this is their 
practice to toll with their gold the ignorant to their 
snares 

Hawkins when later describing the nature of crocodiles, 

confirms that he associates this kind of deception 

exclusively with women. 

We saw many crocodils of sundry bignesses .... His 
nature is to live out of the water . . . he is a great 
devourer, and spareth neither fish . . . nor beasts, 
nor men, if he take them .... His nature is ever 
when he would have his praie, to crie, and sobbe like 
a christian bodie, to provoke them to come to him, and 
then he snatcheth at them, and thereupon came this 
proverbe that is appleid unto women when they weepe, 
Lachryma Crocodili, the meaning whereof is, that as 
the Crocodile when he crieth, goeth then about most to 
deceive, so doth a woman most commonly when she 
weepeth.^® 

There are many similarities here with those descriptions we 

have already seen. For instance, the Europeans are unable 

at times to recognize the crocodile Other's difference. He 

can appear to be just like his European counterparts given 

his uncanny ability to cry, not just like a human being, 

but like a Christian (and not at all like the pagan that he 
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really is). When the slippage from animal to woman finally 

occurs, it comes as no surprise because it is clear that we 

have really been talking about women all along. 

The English distrust of the native women is clearly 

informed by Spanish accounts of similar ambushes. Much in 

fact of the geographical, anthropological, and commercial 

information detailed in the English accounts comes directly 

from Spanish or Portuguese records. Amerigo Vespucci, the 

subject of Strada's engraving, for instance, relates many 

an incident in which women were used to conceal a cannibal 

threat: 

On the seventh day we went on shore, and found they 
had arranged with their women; for, as we jumped on 
shore, the men of the land sent many of their women to 
speak with us. Seeing that they were not reassured, 
we arranged to send to them one of our people, who was 
a very agile and valiant youth. He went among the 
women, and they all began to touch and feel him, 
wondering at him exceedingly. Things being so, we saw 
a woman come from the hill, carrying a great stick in 
her hand. When she came to where our Christian stood, 
she raised it, and gave him such a blow that he was 
felled to the ground. ... At last, four rounds from 
the bombard were fired at them, and they no sooner 
heard the report than they all ran away towards the 
hill, where the women were still tearing the Christian 
to pieces. At a great fire they had made they roasted 
him before our eyes, showing us many pieces, and then 
eating them.^° 

What begins as an almost playful, even sexual rendezvous 

ends in terror. And as with the account of Cavendish's 
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predatory worms, we begin to question the validity of these 

events; however, at the same time, it is apparent that, no 

matter what really happened, these narratives are almost 

certainly informed by a number of powerful anxieties that 

determine the accuracy of the reporter's historical memory. 

The accounts show that in their encounters with the native 

women, these sailors feel remarkably vulnerable, more so 

than when confronted by the men. Almost always there is a 

sexual undertone to their confrontations, but one that the 

sailors not only refuse to recognize but actively repress. 

In many ways this helps to explain the polarity in the 

European representations of native women: that they are 

both the same and Other. The merchant marines face their 

own reflections in the women they confront. They see that 

the promises of trade are just a ruse, fronting for a 

voracious appetite that threatens their very survival. 

The cannibal women in Hakluyt's narratives plague the 

merchants' own fantasies of conspicuous consumption. They 

are, in effect, the flip-side to that bourgeois desire to 

amass capital, keeping in check an unruly appetite for 

precious goods. Clearly the representations of these 

cannibals have powerful cultural and ideological 

ramifications. While they are certainly informed and 
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shaped by those commercial anxieties about women and 

consumption, they simultaneously feed and confirm those 

anxieties, particularly male putative suspicions about the 

siren-like nature of women and the danger of their 

appetites. For a middle-class readership, then, the 

Principal Navigations provided a dramatic narrative with 

the potential to validate its bourgeois concerns, values 

and fears. Hakluyt's audience could live vicariously 

through these merchant marines, indulging their own dreams 

about accumulating great stores of exotic commodities. At 

the same time, however, their fears about the consequences 

of such actions were also confirmed, albeit displaced onto 

women. The popularity of the Navigations lies, therefore, 

in the bourgeois heroics it espouses as a means to 

negotiate this great divide between desire and anxiety: the 

drive to consume and the fear of consuming. 

While cannibalism may seem far-removed from the 

dramatic world of Shakespeare's second tetralogy, in fact 

those history plays are similarly plagued by anxieties 

about consumption, which do indeed find their expression in 

images of cannibalism. It is apparent, for instance, that 

the fate of most "bodies" in 1 Henry IV is to be 

"consumed." That play opens with the image of England as a 
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cannibal mother eating her own children (5-6). We learn 

immediately of the recent uprisings in both Wales and 

Scotland that offset King Henry's desperate desire that 

"[n]o more the thirsty entrance of this soil / Shall daub 

her lips with her own children's blood" (1.1.5-6). It is 

soon reported that in an attempt to suppress a Welsh army, 

"the noble Mortimer" was set upon by the forces of the 

"irregular and wild Glendower." And, as if to reify 

Henry's image of the earth as an insatiable female 

cannibal, we are told that the unfortunate Mortimer "was by 

the rude hands of that Welshman taken, / A thousand of his 

people butchered, / Upon whose dead corpse, there was such 

misuse, / Such beastly shameless transformation, / By those 

Welshwomen done as may not be spoken of" (1.1.41-46). At 

the same time, in Scotland, Hotspur has "[b]alked in their 

own blood" ten thousand Scottish soldiers, and amassed an 

enviable amount of prisoners. The King dubs Hotspur's 

exploits "an honorable spoil," while the events in Wales 

are not only characterized as the acts of savages, but are 

purportedly too shameful to be spoken (1.1.68-80). 

The ironic juxtaposition of these two reports, so 
typical of Shakespeare, emphasizes the ways in which 
events are not just articulated, but understood within 
social and political parameters. Ultimately all that 
distinguishes these two massacres is the allegiance of 
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the victors. If we compare the conflicts strictly in 
terms of the number of dead, then Hotspur's triumph in 
the North, with ten times the casualties suffered in 
Wales, borders on genocide, and consequently is far 
more shameful than "honorable." Clearly, then, there 
are some powerful ideological binaries at work here, 
demarcating, for example, what is civilized from what 
is barbaric, what is honorable from shameful, and, in 
terms of aggression, what is legitimate from what is 
condemnable. 
Of course, the cultural and ideological influences in 

play here are further complicated by the cathecting of 

these categories with anxieties about the stability of a 

socially constructed male/female binary that genders 

legitimacy, civility, and honour as masculine qualities, 

and riot, butchery, and shame as feminine. For instance, 

the victory secured by Glendower can only be understood, by 

the King's forces, in the context of the actions taken by 

the Welsh women. Westmorland, in his report to the king, 

effectively buries Glendower rhetorically, subsuming his 

struggle to the crimes of those women. Guilt by 

association, therefore, sees that Glendower is effectively 

feminized, as Wales itself will be over the course of the 

rest of this play. And the contrast to Hotspur's 

celebrated exploits ("the theme of honour's tongue") are 

made all the more clear by Westmorland's refusal to speak 

about the exact nature of the Welsh women's crime ("as may 

not be / Without much shame retold or spoken of"). Such 
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speechlessness is symbolic given that, according to 

Shakespeare's source, the Welsh women stopped up the mouths 

of the dead English soldiers with their own, severed 

penises. The dismembered corpses represent, therefore, the 

very confusion of masculine and feminine categories that 

the male characters of the play try desperately to 

resurrect. In addition, patriarchal authority that, as we 

will see, tries so hard to control women's speech and 

sexuality, is utterly subverted and almost literally turned 

back upon itself as the Phallus plugs up the male mouth. 

It would appear, then, that the cannibalistic images 

with which the play opens do in fact return; only, here, 

the men are forced as it were to consume themselves. So 

while the play depicts a material threat to the Crown from 

the Welsh and Scottish forces, it also relays a more 

imaginary threat to men in general from a cannibalizing 

femininity that finds its expression in images of 

consumption. Indeed, it becomes clear that the Henriad 

reveals an overwhelming obsession with consumption - the 

swallowing up of life, capital, security, and masculinity 

by what is imagined as an insatiable female appetite. So, 

as the King and his son attempt to unify and pacify the 

nation, the forces they must contend with are frequently 
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figured as devouring agents: from the caterpillars that 

feast on the gardens of England and the fleas that torment 

the hired laborers, to Falstaff's ever-expanding appetite 

and the emasculating Welsh women. 

The mother who eats her young; the predator who quite 

literally emasculates men: these images of women and the 

cannibalism and consumption of bodies and body parts inform 

the rest of this text. Hotspur's cold treatment of his 

wife, for example, stems from his own insecurities about 

his masculinity and the power he fears his wife's sexual 

appetite has to un-man him. His fears are only confirmed 

by the play when we consider the fate of Mortimer (who 

basks in the affections of Glendower's daughter never to 

fight again) and the threat that Falstaff poses to Hal, a 

threat represented as debilitating in its promotion of 

apathy, lethargy, and ultimately effeminacy - for unchecked 

consumption and insatiable appetites are unmistakably 

gendered as female qualities in this play. 

BOURGEOIS HEROICS. 

Frederic Jameson has argued that literary texts act as 

symbolic and imaginary ways of resolving real social 

conflicts and contradictions. The tension in both 
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Hakluyt's and Shakespeare's texts lies between the desire 

to consume without restraint and an anxiety about the 

effects of such consumption. Ultimately both narratives 

supply a brand of heroism rooted in responsible economic 

policy and suited to the task of managing this great 

divide. There is, for instance, in I Henry IV a 

preoccupation with accounts and accounting, manifested most 

obviously in the way that relationships are more often than 

not expressed as forms of financial obligations or debts. 

Hal especially constructs himself as a responsible money-

manager who will not hesitate to call in debts nor honour 

legitimate requests for payment. He talks about paying off 

the "debt I never promised" and imagines Hotspur as his 

buying agent, from whom one day he "will tear the reckoning 

from his heart." Hal steps forward, then, to settle the 

many debts that, in Shakespeare's version of history, 

plague the country - from the obvious currency in bodies 

that circulates in the form of ransomed prisoners, to the 

Gad's Hill robbery and the debts that Falstaff amasses. 

So, amidst the many accounts that are created and settled 

in the course of this play, it becomes clear that what Hal 

represents (and will represent in the remainder of the 

tetralogy) is a new kind of mercantile heroism that 
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replaces the aristocratic values of moral fortitude and 

noble birth with responsible economic policy and household 

management. Hal's task, therefore, is to control the 

conspicuous consumption of his subjects, whether in the 

form of Hotspur's need to accumulate "honour" (itself a 

commodity in these plays) or the theft of the pax during 

the conflict in France. 

The same dynamic and brand of heroism are at work in 

the Navigations. Walter Ralegh, for example, insists on 

the principles of fair trade and compensation in all his 

encounters with the South American peoples. He boasts that 

"nothing got us more love amongst them than this usage: for 

I suffered not any man to take from any of the nations so 

much as a pina, or a potato root, without giving them 

contentment."^^ Hawkins' actions are similarly governed by 

the virtues of conducting honest business transactions. He 

goes so far as to use force to ensure that commerce is 

conducted in a fair and reasonable manner: 

Upon this it was determined he [Hawkins] should have 
licence to trade, but they would give him such a price 
as was the one half less than he had sold for before. 
Whereupon the captain wrote to them a letter, that 
they dealt too rigorously with him, to go about to cut 
his throat in the price of his commodities, which were 
so reasonably rated. ... In the morning, he shot off 
a whole culverin to summon the town, and preparing one 
hundred men in armour, went ashore. . . . But when we 
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landed, they gave ground. . . . Upon this we made our 
traffic quietly with them.^^ 

Hawkins' calculated intimidation is vindicated by the 

narrative, which holds up such actions as an inspiration to 

others. 

Ultimately there is great hypocrisy in this brand of 

literary bourgeois heroism. In theory it merely asserts 

the primacy of honest commercial dealings in all human 

interactions (thus applying the values of the market-place 

to everyday social life), but in practice, it plays out as 

a cover for the protagonists' own materialistic desires. 

Ralegh, Hawkins, and certainly Prince Hal put these 

bourgeois heroics into service for their own imperial 

designs. And yet the contradictions and ironies involved 

are smoothed over by these dramatic and historical 

narratives. In fact the enduring message is that 

mercantile values must be championed and will finally be 

responsible for the rise of the English nation. It is a 

confirmation for the middle class that should England 

achieve its full potential it will be as a result of their 

commercial activities, and as a testament to their values. 

At the same time, however, as producing "good" thrifty and 

honest citizens, the bourgeois slant that both Hakluyt and 
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Shakespeare give to their histories ensures the 

reproduction of repressive ideologies about women. There 

is a curious dynamic at work finally in these stories of 

English supremacy: that while the great appeal for their 

audience surely lay in the recognition the middle class 

felt in seeing itself so gloriously represented, these 

texts were actually actively constituting and helping to 

define that population. An historical moment of 

"definition" was, therefore, actually experienced as 

"recognition." The bourgeois hero celebrated by these 

texts was, therefore, not simply a reflection of all the 

middle class held near and dear, but an active constituent 

of those desires, fears, and values. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

"The law's on our side": The Shoemakers' Holiday 
and a Sign of Things to Come. 

For Karl Marx one consequence of the capitalist mode 

of production is constant change. Just as capital itself 

is always circulating, always dynamic and never sitting 

still so too is the system it feeds. The means of 

production, social conditions and relations, and ideas and 

beliefs are at every moment all under pressure to change 

and adapt: 

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly 
revolutionizing the instruments of production, and 
thereby the relations of production, and with them the 
whole relations of society. . . .Constant 
revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted 
disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting 
uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois 
epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen 
relations, with their train of ancient and venerable 
prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-
formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify.^ 

It is precisely this kind of constant flux that makes the 

Renaissance such a difficult period to study. While 

certain characteristics hold true for the years circa 1570 

to 1640, it is also the case that two works separated by a 

mere ten years can be radically different in social and 

political outlook. Consider John Wheeler's Treatise of 

Commerce that first appeared to the public in 1601. It 
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articulates an ideology in stark contrast to any of the 

works we've looked at thus far. While the anxieties we 

have traced in the preceding chapters have all been 

concerned in one form or another with the impact of trade 

upon traditional ways of life, Wheeler's text actually 

conveys the opposite. It turns the tables by establishing 

the world of commerce as characteristic of the traditional 

way of life; in essence Wheeler not only provides a 

history for capitalism (planting its origins in the Garden 

of Eden) but naturalizes it, presenting trade as 

instinctual. That text's anxieties then are generated by 

the institutions, practices, and policies that Wheeler 

imagines threaten commerce. Instead of an anxiety about 

the effects modern day economics might have upon the 

traditional make up of society, we are therefore faced, 

quite surprisingly, with the reverse: a fear of those 

modern social and political practices that might harm the 

traditional economic structure of society. It is worth 

quoting Wheeler here at some length: 

There be two points about the which the Royal office 
and administration of a Prince is wholly employed: to 
wit, about the government of the persons of men; next 
of things convenient and fit for the maintenance of 
human society, wherein principally the civil life 
consisteth and hath her being. And therefore the 
Prince that loveth the policy, and ruleth by sage and 
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good counsel, is to constitute and appoint certain 
laws, and ordinary rules, both in the one and the 
other of the abovesaid points, and especially in the 
first, as the chiefest; which is conversant and 
occupied about the institution of the persons of men 
in piety, civil conversation in manners and fashion of 
life, and finally in the mutual duty of equity and 
charity one towards another. Of the which my purpose 
is not to intreat, but somewhat of that other point, 
namely the government of things convenient and fit for 
the maintenance of human society, whereunto mens 
actions and affections are chiefly directed, and 
whereabouts they bestow and employ not only the 
quickness and industry of their spirits, but also the 
labour and travail of their hands and sides: that so 
they may draw from thence either commodity or 
pleasure, or at leastwise thereby supply, help, and 
furnish their several wants, and necessities. From 
hence, as from a root or fountain first proceedeth the 
estate of Merchandise, and then consequently in a row, 
so many, diverse, and sundry Arts as we see in the 
world. 

At which it should seem that man beginneth the 
train or course of his life, and therein first of all 
discovereth not only the dexterity and sharpness of 
his wit, but withal that naughtiness and corruption 
which is naturally in him. For there is nothing in 
the world so ordinary and natural unto men, as to 
contract, truck, merchandise, and traffic one with 
another, so that it is almost unpossible for three 
persons to converse together two hours, but they will 
fall into talk of one bargain or another, chopping, 
changing, or some other kind of contract. Children, 
as soon as their tongues are at liberty, do season 
their sports with some merchandise or other, and when 
they go to school, nothing is so common among them as 
to change and rechange, buy and sell of that which 
they bring from home with them. The Prince with his 
subjects, the master with his servants, one friend and 
acquaintance with another, the captain with his 
soldiers, the husband with his wife, women with and 
among themselves, and in a word, all the world 
choppeth and changeth, runneth and raveth after marts, 
markets, and merchandising. So that all things come 
into commerce, and pass into traffic (in a manner) in 
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all times, and in all places: not only that which 
Nature bringeth forth, as the fruits of the earth, the 
beasts and living creatures with their spoils, skins, 
and cases, the metals, minerals, and such like things, 
but further also, this man maketh merchandise of the 
works of his own hands, this man of another man's 
labor, one selleth words, another maketh traffic of 
the skins and blood of other men; yea there are some 
found so subtle and cunning merchants that they 
persuade and induce men to suffer themselves to be 
bought and sold, and we have seen in our time enow and 
too many, which have made merchandise of men's souls. 
To conclude, all that a man worketh with his hand or 
discourseth in his spirit is nothing else but 
merchandise, and a trial to put in practise the 
Contracts which the legists and men skillful in the 
laws not to name otherwise than thus: Do ut des, 
Facio ut facias: the which words in effect comprehend 
in them all negotiations or traffics whatsoever, and 
are none other thing but mere matter of merchandise 
and commerce.^ 

Wheeler starts by defining the duties of the monarch: 

to oversee both "the persons of men" and "things convenient 

and fit for the maintenance of human society." In other 

words, the monarch must ensure that the country is 

protected in how it reproduces itself both materially 

(food, clothing, shelter, commodities) and culturally 

("manners and fashion of life") . Although he is keen to 

preserve the civil life of "equity and charity," Wheeler 

claims to be preoccupied here with the maintenance of 

commerce (that he constructs as the natural state of 

things). He locates the power of the monarchy in its 

ability "to constitute and appoint certain laws, and 
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ordinary rules." It is legal protection, therefore, that 

Wheeler wants for society, a society he constructs as 

'naturally' commercial ("there is nothing in the world so 

ordinary and natural unto men as to contract, truck, 

merchandise, and traffic one with another"). So natural, 

in fact, that even children cannot resist the impulse to 

trade "as soon as their tongues are at liberty," (as if 

language were constructed only out of the need to trade). 

Wheeler celebrates the fact that, as he sees it, there 

is nothing of this world that lies outside of the market 

place. Everything is a product that can be bought and sold 

(including thoughts, bodies, and words). Trade accounts 

for all human activity and purpose. It alone gives meaning 

to life. Wheeler's text is remarkable, not only for its 

vision, but for its composure. Not only does Wheeler offer 

a radical history of the world, putting trade squarely at 

the center of human life, but he does so seemingly without 

the slightest reservation. Indeed he finds comforting his 

vision of human relations and activity as nothing more than 

the products of commerce. Despite raising the specter of 

"subtle and cunning merchants" who trade in human beings, 

there is never an indication of any dismay, let alone 

regret or outrage, or even, and more to the point, anxiety. 
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Rather, if his text is indicative of any anxiety at all, it 

concerns the thought that such a society remains 

inadequately protected. 

Because it gives such a clear articulation of this 

vision and attitude. Wheeler's text is a convenient one to 

hold up as an embodiment of a changing ideology, one that 

translates sovereign power into the more localized and 

civic forms of contractual law and that re-envisions 

government as a social construct in the service of 

(natural) commercial relations. 

The literary counterpart to Wheeler's text, and 

published just one year before The Treatise, is surely 

Thomas Dekker's The Shoemakers' Holiday. It too is 

remarkable for its bourgeois perspective that represents 

middle-class values as the norm from which the more 

aristocratic characters deviate. Its celebration of trade 

is just as unquestioning. 

The play charts the rise of Simon Eyre from humble and 

modest shoemaker to Sheriff of London and on to Lord Mayor. 

The dramatic action is initiated, however, by the cross-

class love affair between the aristocratic Rowland Lacy and 

the more mercantile Rose. In an attempt to circumvent the 

constraints of both his status and his uncle (the 2arl of 
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Lincoln), Lacy disguises himself as a shoemaker (a trade he 

picked up out of necessity in Holland) and seeks employ in 

the Eyre household. Lacy's connections pay off for Eyre. 

He arranges for the shoemaker to buy an entire ship's cargo 

at a price well below market value, so that Eyre can then 

resell those goods for a large profit. Eyre's lucrative 

success in the deal results in his appointment as Sheriff 

and later as Lord Mayor. Rose and Lacy eventually marry 

with the king's own blessing but against their parents' 

wishes. The play thus uses the permeability of class 

boundaries as the basis for its comedy as Eyre, Lacy, Rose, 

Hammon, Jane, and Otley are all pushed into positions that 

enable either their rise or fall in social status. 

Worries about the collapse of communities, financial 

uncertainty and "consuming" women are a far cry, therefore, 

from the mercantile world of Dekker's Shoemakers' Holiday. 

Social mobility and the mercantile roles women play provide 

instead an occasion for laughter. In addition, Dekker 

substitutes the insecurities and anxieties of middle-class 

life for an unwavering optimism. Simon Eyre's merry band 

of cobblers, for example, take life as it comes, facing 

each new challenge (be it war or conflict) with the same 

happy-go-lucky attitude. And while prosperity befalls 
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their community purely by chance, the play helps the 

audience to connect that success back to their remarkably 

positive outlook on life. Eyre's rise, then, from humble 

shoemaker to Lord Mayor is presented as a case of "just 

desserts." It is celebrated rather than punished. 

The play is eager to point out, however, that for all 

Eyre's success, he never forgets his roots. His fellow 

shoemakers all partake in his financial windfall. As Eyre 

assumes the roles of Sheriff and Mayor, his band of trusty 

workers are never far behind. During his audience with the 

king, for instance, Eyre's only suit concerns improving the 

shoemakers' commercial activities and repealing certain 

trade restrictions: 

I for them all on both knees do entreat that for the 
honour of poor Simon Eyre, and the good of his 
brethren these mad knaves, your Grace vouchsafe some 
privilege to my new Leadenhall, that it may be lawful 
for us to buy and sell leather there two days a week. 
(5.5.154-59)^ 

Like Wheeler, Eyre appeals to the monarch for legislation 

to protect and facilitate trade, and as in Wheeler's 

Treatise, therefore, the monarch is valued above all for 

his commercial oversight. Eyre's suit also reflects an 

altruistic concern for the greater community. His 

generosity and hospitality demonstrate that he takes for 
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granted an obligation to repay the community that enabled 

his own success, donating a building to the city and 

catering an extravagant feast for the public. 

Through Simon Eyre, Dekker constructs the middle class 

as industrious, humble, and generous. The emphasis, 

however, is always on their community ties and that these 

"brethren" look out for each other. As characters they are 

individuals, but in "spirit" they possess none of the 

selfish instincts of that "individualism" that plagues a 

text like The Unfortunate Traveller. These characters are 

nothing if not a brotherhood held together by the 

shoemakers' guild and their mutual devotion to one another. 

At the heart of this community, and central to its 

very being, is labor. Rising always before the sun, the 

ever cheerful Eyre wakes his household with the same sense 

of urgency each and every day: "haste to work!" (1.4.23). 

In fact the play's title is slightly ironic given Eyre's 

reluctance ever to stop work. He is so thoroughly bent on 

industry, for example, that he advocates work as a cure-

all . When war with France separates Jane from her husband 

Ralph, Eyre's tough-love response displays his utter 

contempt for "idleness." "What shall I do when he [Ralph] 

is gone?" Jane worries. Eyre retorts: "these pretty 
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fingers must spin, must card, must work! Work, you 

bombast-cotton-candle-quean, work for your living, with a 

pox on you!" (1.1.213-216). Eyre misunderstands Jane's 

despair. Her rhetorical question - *how can I go on 

without my husband?' - is heard by Eyre as an expression of 

not knowing what to "do" or how to keep active. The same 

tunnel vision and impatience informs the Mayor's 

conversation with the Earl of Lincoln. While the Earl 

bemoans his nephew's fall from riches and status into a 

life of trade, the Mayor finds it necessan/ to remind him 

that "Rowland might do well / Now he hath learned an 

occupation" (1.1.42-43). 

In many ways labor drives the plot of the play and 

accounts for much of the chaotic and busy nature of its 

action. Characters shuffle back and forth across the 

stage, running errands, attending to business, or pursuing 

supplies. When they are stationary, they are more often 

than not seen stitching shoes. Labor, it turns out, is not 

just the common denominator within this mercantile 

community - the one activity common to all - but is finally 

the glue that holds it together and defines its culture. 

It also accounts partly for Eyre's unflappable optimism. 

He recognizes that work imposes its own guarantees on life. 
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for shoes must be made today, and tomorrow; there will 

always be a need for shoes. 

Amidst the hustle and bustle of the market place, and 

against the backdrop of a socially mobile population, labor 

becomes increasingly this society's anchor, fixing it 

firmly in place. As Dekker dismantles the traditional 

boundaries of blood and land separating the aristocracy 

from the "middling sort," he erects another more modern and 

impermeable boundary. For more so than even capital or 

land, what separates the aristocracy in this play from the 

middle class is "work." As a result, Rowland Lacy's 

willingness to roll up his sleeves and muck in with the 

Firks, Hodges, and Ralphs of the world clearly matters more 

than blood in the way that the play "mystifies" his social 

status. By the same token, the nouveau riche Hammon avoids 

work, treating every day as a holiday. The play 

consequently aligns him with the decadent and indulgent 

aristocracy. 

It is stating the obvious, of course, to say that the 

middle class steals the spotlight in Dekker's play; this 

is a play about a shoemaker and his employees. But it is 

worth noting how that shift in focus materializes and to 

what effects. While it is true that Dekker displaces the 
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aristocracy from the audience's main view, his citizen 

protagonist is nevertheless remarkably "aristocratic" in 

both word and deed: "Prince am I none, yet bear a princely 

mind" (5.1.20). In fact Eyre's humility, modesty, 

hospitality, and charity put him in the role of middle-

class "courtier." 

In essence Dekker suggests that Eyre and his crew "out 

aristocrat" the aristocrats. It is the shoemaker, for 

instance, who, in the absence of any aristocratic 

leadership, assumes the responsibilities traditionally 

associated with the lord of the manor. His "hospitality" 

ensures the material well-being of the community. Eyre 

enacts a kind of noblesse oblige, using his money and 

influence to the benefit of his household. The "Gentle 

Craft" - the preferred label of the shoemakers' trade -

thus becomes a metaphor for the "noble" life that Eyre 

leads and the actions he performs. In his attempts to care 

for both Ralph and Jane, for example. Eyre declares himself 

to be "a true shoemaker and a gentleman of the Gentle 

Craft" (1.1.134-35). The Gentle Craft, therefore, has its 

own "nobility." 

Even the plot itself enacts this same appropriation of 

aristocratic forms. It rewrites the typically aristocratic 
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"courtly love" tradition giving it a more bourgeois 

emphasis. Otley's daughter Rose is cast, therefore, as a 

princess-in-the-tower desperately in need of rescue from a 

questing knight: 

Here as a thief am I imprisoned, 
For my dear Lacy's sake, within those walls 
Which by my father's cost were builded up 
For better purposes; here must I languish.(1.2.11-14) 

Despite (although the play would argue "because of") 

her mercantile roots. Rose is pursued by both Lacy and 

Hammon. Her wit, charm, and manners, particularly when 

deflecting the approaches of Hammon, help establish as a 

symbol of middle class appeal. Her very name alone sets 

her apart as an embodiment of English character (that 

Dekker constructs as mercantile in nature). Her suitors 

are drawn, therefore, not solely to her alone, but to the 

way of life and values that she represents. 

In Dekker's play, the middle class assumes and 

appropriates the roles conventionally reserved for the 

aristocracy in large part because of the play's desire to 

depict an aristocracy negligent in its responsibilities and 

destructive in its actions. In addition to their 

"idleness," what characterizes the aristocracy in The 

Shoemakers' Holiday is their gross expenditure. Indeed, 
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Otley's main rationale for keeping his daughter away from 

Rowland Lacy concerns Lacy's history of economic 

irresponsibility and mismanagement. He confesses: 

Too mean is my poor girl for his high birth; 
Poor citizens must not with courtiers wed, 
Who will in silks and gay apparel spend 
More in one year than I am worth by far. (1.1.11-14) 

The play makes good use of the aristocracy's inability to 

manage financial matters "correctly." It is keen to show 

how utterly incompetent and out-of-place the nobility are 

in negotiating the market place. 

Hammon especially seems to be at odds with all the 

hustle and bustle of the market place. He prefers the 

relaxation of the deer hunt to the world of commerce and 

industry. His unwillingness to work functions in the play 

as a signifier of his decadence and corruption. When let 

loose upon the world of commerce, therefore, Hammon 

immediately "abuses" the system. He spends his money in 

order to impose his will upon those less wealthy. When his 

plans to marry Jane are thwarted by the shoemakers, for 

instance, Hammon offers to bribe Ralph: "here in fair gold 

/ Is twenty pound, I'll give it for thy Jane" (5.2.78-79). 

And this is the extent of aristocratic trade in the play; 

it is the one purchase that Hammon tries to make and 
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illustrates just how far removed he is from the "values" of 

the shoemakers' community. "A shoemaker sell his flesh and 

blood?" Firk exclaims; while Ralph is more clear: "Take 

thy gold, choke with it!" (5.2.86-88). 

The play tries, therefore, to establish some 

boundaries. It wants so desperately to celebrate the life 

of trade and yet wants to draw the brakes at the trading of 

lives. Primarily the play reflects Wheeler's Treatise in 

its glorification of the contention that "all things come 

into commerce." But, at the same time, it would have us 

critique the power that capital enjoys over people, 

particularly those less fortunate and those dependent on 

money for their survival. The play manages, however, to 

cover over the contradiction here by attributing all the 

evils of the "system" to the aristocracy. 

In its representation of the middle class, then, the 

play excuses the encroachment of commerce upon all forms of 

life. Lacy's description of love, for example, 

demonstrates just how far that reach extends: 

0 how I surfeit with excess of joy. 
Made happy by thy rich perfection! 
But since thou payest sweet interest to my hopes. 
Redoubling love on love, let me once more, 
Like to a bold-faced debtor, crave of thee. (4.4.9-13) 
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Lacy's devotion to Rose is rather sweet. But it is fairly 

unsettling that he uses a metaphor of financial dependency 

and debt to convey just how intense his emotions are. 

Economics, it would seem, provides the standard, against 

which all else should be measured. Implicit in Lacy's 

declaration is the understanding that money binds people 

together more tightly than anything else. 

Money also makes it possible to put a price on all 

relationships. It allows the audience to assess just how 

strong certain relationships are. In the opening scene, 

for example, as the characters come into contact with each 

other, it is the rapid exchange of money that the play 

initially impresses upon us. Money in fact seems to move 

faster than both the play's dialogue and its dramatic 

action. The plot is actually upstaged by the relentless 

passing of cash from one character to another: "he shall 

receive his pay, / And twenty pounds beside" {1.1.65); 

"here's thirty Portuguese, / And nephew Askew, there's a 

few for you" (90-91); "The twenty pounds my Lord Mayor 

gives to me / You shall receive, and these ten Portuguese" 

(106-7); "here's three twopences" (223); "here's a 

shilling for thee" (226). We are encouraged, therefore, to 

rate each relationship by the amount of money changing 
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hands. It is clear, however, that the play unabashedly 

celebrates this commercialization of life. As the 

characters bind themselves to one another with these many 

cash payments, the message Dekker undoubtedly wants to 

convey is that "life is good." 

What is remarkable about Dekker's play, therefore, is 

that it shares with Wheeler's Treatise that same blind 

faith in the system. While Wheeler acknowledges that some 

merchants trade in human beings, one nevertheless senses 

not his outrage, but his admiration for the skill of those 

merchants and their ability to carry off such a 

transaction. Likewise there are indications in Dekker's 

play that not all is perfect in the shoemakers' community. 

When Jane loses her husband, for example, it is taken for 

granted not that she will be taken care of by the other 

shoemakers but that she must leave the community. "Common 

sense" dictates that because she is neither a shoemaker nor 

a man, she will have to find work "elsewhere." Similarly 

when Lacy, disguised as Hans, first approaches the Eyre 

household, he is given the cold shoulder: "Peace, Firk. A 

hard world: let him pass, let him vanish1 We have a 

journeyman enow: peace" (1.4.50-51). There are limits then 

to Eyre's hospitality and it appears that the world is not 
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quite so rosy and prosperous as the play would like to 

believe. But such matters are dealt with quite 

nonchalantly and uncritically. The play dismisses these 

moments as inconsequential and encourages its audience to 

do likewise. Jane subsequently disappears from the plot 

and we are seduced into thinking that her departure is 

perfectly normal. 

The play manages to distract our attention away from 

these events, then, primarily through its deliberate 

demonization of the aristocracy. The "Bourgeois Heroics" 

that this play performs concern, therefore, both its 

mythologizing of mercantile life, and its attribution of 

that life's ill effects to the aristocracy. Characters 

such as the Earl of Lincoln and Hammon are made scapegoats 

for the ways that they wield their financial capital and 

"abuse" the system. They try again and again to spend 

their economic power to influence events for their own 

private ends. The play would have us believe, therefore, 

that the system is not to blame, but instead only those 

"abuses" of it. While the play does show that bribery is 

not conducted by the aristocracy alone, it tries to uphold 

a distinction between the buying and selling of influence 

for the public good and that for strictly private ends. 
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Ultimately the ideology the play disseminates is one 

that upholds "labor" as that which distinguishes merchant 

from aristocrat, public from private, and, in essence, good 

from bad. Those who work for their living are able to buy 

and sell with impunity; those who do not, grossly abuse 

commerce and unjustly interfere in the otherwise happy 

lives of the middle class. 

The overall sentiment of the play is best articulated, 

therefore, by the foreman Hodge, who in his defense of 

Jane's marriage tells Hammon defiantly: "The law's on our 

side" (5.2.63). It is easy to overlook Hodge's retort, but 

it is nevertheless significant for the confidence it 

expresses in the Law to validate and protect the "middling 

sort." As the aristocracy defends its social status with 

appeals to nature - the purity of one's noble blood - these 

bourgeois characters instead look towards legal remedy. 

This conviction that "we" are right and that the Law will 

exonerate us is of paramount importance to the middle class 

in legitimizing and cementing its place within society. 

Despite the supreme confidence with which Dekker and 

Wheeler assert the middle class, however, it is important 

that we not lose sight of the extent to which their texts 

are forms of wish-fulfilment. Wheeler's Treatise, for 
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example, is a carefully constructed argument, depicting as 

"natural" the conjunction of law and commerce precisely 

because it lends support to his advocacy of Free Trade (and 

despite the fact that in reality just the reverse was in 

evidence). Wheeler set out to oppose the Crown's true 

policies of restricting both imports and exports through 

high tariffs and taxes and the granting of monopolies. The 

laws currently in place at that time were designed, 

therefore, to restrict the free flow of trade in the belief 

that, above all else, the nation's liquid capital should 

not be allowed to leave the country. Wheeler, by contrast, 

advocated a more laissez-faire approach to safe-guarding 

the economy, championing instead a system of Free Trade. 

His representation of the relationship between the monarch 

and her subjects as one that affords legal protection, 

therefore, is a fantasy covering for the knowledge that the 

law was perhaps not at all "on our side." 

Like Wheeler, Dekker provides a myth about middle-

class life that promotes the idea that hard work leads to 

advancement. Looking back across the spectrum of texts I 

have discussed in this study, and mindful of Pinto's 

analysis that was in many ways my starting point, I realize 

that these "bourgeois heroics" are a form of myth. Early 
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modern texts are partly products of the ideological 

tensions between an emergent ideology that promoted 

individualism and social mobility, and an existing hegemony 

that still insisted upon rigid social roles and boundaries. 

The bourgeois heroics at work in some Renaissance texts, 

then, arise out of an attempt to create a coherent 

narrative out of "materials" (ideas, emotions, anxieties) 

that are necessarily characterized by ambivalence. 

Although there really can be no end point to this 

study (for bourgeois ideology is a process working all the 

time to mystify and naturalize the social relations 

produced by a capitalist economy), both Wheeler's and 

Dekker's texts point us toward an increasing reliance on 

the legal system as the guardian of middle-class life. In 

some ways, then, modern society's litigious character finds 

its origins in the Renaissance and those anxieties about 

re-establishing some order and fixity to social relations. 

But we must at the same time realize that such appeals to 

the law were themselves highly ambivalent. One need only 

look at The Merchant of Venice to see how the law could be 

taken to task for its hypocrisy. Webster's The Duchess of 

Malfi likewise demonstrates how the Duchess' faith in the 

legality of her actions under civil law is naive. 
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What the notion of a bourgeois heroics facilitates, 

however, is an analysis of both literature's complicity in 

the mythologizing of the middle class and its attempt to 

impose a coherent narrative back upon life. Grant 

McCracken has written about the "cult of family status:" 

how the middle class feverishly collected goods that would 

lend credibility to their status: portraiture, heirlooms, 

antiques, etc.'* Literature had its role to play as well and 

while it could participate in the rather crass demonization 

of the aristocracy ("What tell you me of gentry? 'Tis 

nought / But a superstitious relic of time past") more 

often than not literature helped establish and circulate a 

myth about bourgeois life and its advocacy of labor, 

hospitality, the law, and trade.^ Ultimately, then, 

bourgeois heroics were part and parcel of an emergent 

ideology and its emphasis upon protecting the individual. 
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Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (Buffalo: Prometheus, 
1.988) , 212 . 

^ A Treatise of Commerce, Ed. George Burton Hotchkiss 
(New York: New York University Press, 1931), 315-17. 

^ All quotations from The Shoemakers' Holiday are from 
the New Mermaids edition, Ed. D.J. Palmer (London: Ernest 
Benn Ltd, 1975). 

"The Consumer Room in Sixteenth Century England," 
Culture and Consumption: New Approaches to the Symbolic 
Character of Consumer Goods and Activities (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1988), 11-16. 

^ The quotation is from John Webster's The Devil's Law-
Case (1.1.32-33) in the Penguin Classics edition: Webster: 
Three Plays (London: The Penguin Group, 1972) . 
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