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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 bourgecis 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.



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



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 how 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 <ould
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 Crusce? 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-fulfillment.® For
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



ultimate expression in the middle-class protagonists that
eventually grace the stages and pages of Elizabethan
literature, heroces 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 hurdlc 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

14
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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.” 1In 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. 1In 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 alliances 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
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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 1
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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NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE

! Tim Friend, “Antibiotic May Reverse Some Dystrophy
Cases,” USA Today (July 30", 1999), 1.

? Vivian de Sola Pinto, The English Renaissance 1510-
1688 (London: The Cresset Press, 1966), 78.

? David George Hale, The Body Politic; a Political
Metaphor in Renaissance English Literature (The Hague,
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* Elizabeth I. The Public Speaking of Queen Elizabeth;
Selections from Her Official Addresses, Ed. George P. Rice,
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> This idea is of course central to the work of Raymond
Williams and his formulation of what he calls “structures
of feeling.” Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford UP,
1977) .

Lawrence Manley gives an overview of these changes in
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



28

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. 1In 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. 1In
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.

7 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: 1if 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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Civilization and Capitalism 15th-18th Century; Volume 3:
The Wheels of Commerce (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1992), 231.

® The Economic Organisation of England, an Outline
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.

19 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 Engiand (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 quite 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,
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to go from the textual world of words written on a page to
the real world of wooden stages, costumes, props and ticket
prices. 1In 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)? 1If 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.
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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,
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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 “bourgeocis 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. 1In terxrms 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



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. 1In 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.

44
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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.
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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. 1In 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. 1In 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 aftexr-
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



49

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 unguestioningly
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
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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, Barakas is no

real “individual.” He is an automaton, at times, like
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Iago, seemingly “motiveless,” propelled by an irrational
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






