
Grotesque Transformations and the Discourse of Conversion
in Robert Greene's Works and Shakespeare's Falstaff

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors DiRoberto, Kyle Louise

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 19/05/2023 15:25:01

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/203437

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/203437


      

 
 
 

GROTESQUE TRANSFORMATIONS AND THE DISCOURSE OF CONVERSION IN 
ROBERT GREENE'S WORK AND SHAKESPEARE'S FALSTAFF 

 
by 

 
Kyle DiRoberto 

 
 
 

_____________________ 
Copyright © Kyle DiRoberto 

 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
 

THE DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

 
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 
In the Graduate College 

 
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2011 
 

 

                         



 2 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation  
 
prepared by 

     

Kyle DiRoberto 
 
entitled 

     

Grotesque Transformations and the Discourse of Conversion in Robert  
 
Greene's Work and Shakespeare's Falstaff. 
 
and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the  
 
Degree of Doctor of  Philosophy.                
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 11/8/11  
Dr. Meg Lota Brown

     

      
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 11/8/11 

Dr. Tenney Nathanson

     

    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 11/8/11

     

 

Dr. Carlos Gallego

     

    
 
    
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: 11/8/11 

     

 
Dissertation Director:  Dr. Meg Lota Brown    

 

 



 3 

 

 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 
 
Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided 
that accurate acknowledgment of source is made.  Requests for permission for extended 
quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by 
the head of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in his or her 
judgment the proposed use of the material is in the interests of scholarship.  In all other 
instances, however, permission must be obtained from the copyright holder. 
 
 
 
                                     SIGNED: Kyle DiRoberto 
 

 

 

 

    

 

 

                 



 4 

    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I am grateful to so many for making this accomplishment possible. Above all, I 

want to thank my extraordinary friend Meg Lota Brown. Without your 

encouragement, example, and generous help, I do not know where I would be. 

You taught me so much. Your brilliance in language, literature, and life is 

unmatched by anyone I have ever known. Thank you Tenney Nathanson. You 

have also greatly influenced the way I think about literature. Thank you Carlos 

Gallego for your friendship, support, and for your amazing ability to make the 

most complex theory seem simple. Thank you Albrecht Classen for all your 

generous support and for your guidance. Thank you Charles Sherry. Your brilliant 

insights and sense of humor have seen me through many hard years. Thank you 

my dear friend Robert Hornback for all your suggestions and your friendship. I 

could not have written this without you. Thank you Kari McBride for your time 

on my committee and the many wonderful conversations we have had. I want to 

thank all my instructors at the University of Arizona especially Roger Bowen, 

John Ulreich, Laura Berry, Charles Scruggs, Gerald Monsman, Christopher 

Carroll, and Fred Kiefer. Thanks to my fellow graduate students, especially David 

Buchalter, Cyndi Headley, Carmen Ortiz, and James Wermers. Thanks Douglas 

Hickey and Lisa Davis. Thank you Lasca, Clay, Bob, Tom, and Katie for all the 

fun times we have had and all the love. Thanks to my grandparents, Mary Ann 

Price for your love and care and Bill Price for the poetry. Thank you Mom for the 

wonderful stories. Finally, thank you Joe DiRoberto for our happy life.   



 5 

    DEDICATION 

      For Meg Lota 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 6 

       TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT........................................................................................................................7 

INTRODUCTION...............................................................................................................9 

CHAPTER ONE 

 SACRED PARODY IN GREENE'S LATE REPENTANCE AND CONEY 
 CATCHING PAMPHLETS..................................................................................21 

CHAPTER TWO 

 THE PLOWMAN AND THE PROSTITUTE IN PURITAN AND ANTI-
 PURITAN CARNIVALESQUE...........................................................................68 

CHAPTER THREE 

 GROTESQUE TRANSFORMATIONS AND THE DISCOURSE OF 
 CONVERSION IN SHAKESPEARE'S FALSTAFF..........................................124 

CONCLUSION................................................................................................................158 

WORKS CITED..............................................................................................................162 

   

      

 

      



 7 

ABSTRACT  

Grotesque Transformations and the Power of Conversion in Robert Greene's Work and 

Shakespeare's Falstaff contests readings of Greene's work as autobiography. Rather, it 

situates Greene's work and Shakespeare's Falstaff in the context of the battle between 

popular artists and Puritans over the grotesque in art. Taking the part of popular writers, 

Greene uses sacred parodies of Puritan ideology: grace, election, callings, and conversion 

narratives, in his late repentance and coney catching pamphlets, to mock Puritans in the 

carnivalesque style of early reform and to defend the grotesque in art. Critics have 

focused on Greene's repentance and religious conversion in his late repentance pamphlets 

as biography, missing these motifs as part of the Puritan satire that characterized Greene's 

work. Chapter one argues that in Greene's mock repentance, conversion, and rejection of 

the theater, Greene is mocking specifically the anti-theatrical Puritans Stephen Gosson 

and Philip Stubbes as hypocrites while drawing attention to Christianity's metamorphic 

ontology, its resurrections, conversions, and incarnations in defense of the theater. 

Chapter two contextualizes Greene among other popular writers engaged in the battle 

with Puritans over the carnivalesque in pastoral, especially Nashe and Jonson. It 

examines the Harvey brothers' and Edmund Spenser's construction of masculinity and 

their antifeminism as part of a Puritan anti-Ciceronian reform movement that attempted 

to purge popular culture of the grotesque, i.e., the erotic in feminine excess and the 

comedic pleasure in the grotesque body. Specifically, in chapter two, I look at the Puritan 

Harvey brothers' Plain Perceval, Pierce's Supererogation and Spenser's Shepherd's 

Calendar. My examination of popular writers include Greene's Quip for an Upstart 
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Courtier, A Disputation, and Menaphon; Nashe's Pierce Penniless, Have with You to 

Saffron Waldon, and the epistle to Menaphon; as well as Jonson's fragment The Sad 

Shephard, Finally, in light of Greene's parody of Puritanism, his feminine disorder, and 

his theatricality chapter three examines Greene's influence on Shakespeare's Falstaff in 

the Henry plays and the Merry Wives of Windsor.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 "Grotesque Transformations and the Discourse of Conversion in Robert Greene's 

Work and Shakespeare's Falstaff" examines ways in which Robert Greene's late works--

his anti-Martin, coney catching, and repentance pamphlets--deploy the grotesque body in 

constructions of criminality, gender, and religion. This analysis of Greene's late works is 

meant to overturn the critical view that continues to undermine the complexity of these 

works by reading them as partially or wholly autobiographical. My study reveals that 

Greene's late works should be read in the context not only of other popular writers, like 

Thomas Nashe and John Lyly, but also in the contexts of Greene's own earlier works, 

such as Menaphon. In chapter two, I argue that Menaphon, like Greene's late works, is a 

grotesque Puritan satire, written in a carnivalesque defense of popular culture. I also look 

at the character of Falstaff in the Henry plays and Tbe Merry Wives of Windsor. 

Greenblatt's reading of Falstaff in Will in the World contributes to the view that Greene's 

late works were autobiographical, as Greenblatt claims that Shakespeare, in creating 

Falstaff, "took elements from the wasted life of Robert Greene and used them to fashion 

the greatest comic character in English literature"(220). In fact, Shakespeare constructed 

the character of Falstaff not out of Greene's actual life but out of the highly attractive and 

farcical material generated in the battle between popular writers, especially Greene, and 

Puritans in the late Elizabethan period. An understanding of Greene's repentance and 

coney catching pamphlets as Puritan satire, rather than as autobiography, illuminates the 

ways in which Shakespeare's plays involving the character of Falstaff participate in this 

sociohistorical moment and its construction of artistic identity.  
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 In response to Puritan restrictions on the appetite and the imagination in art, and 

in exuberant defiance of state-enforced hierarchies, Greene and other popular authors 

wrote in celebration of the boundlessness of the grotesque body and identified it with 

popular art. Appetite, variety, disguise, and inversion free the body from repressive order 

and established truths. Greene's late works, in particular, perform this liberating power of 

the grotesque body and its subversive laughter. For example, they lampoon the hypocrisy 

of Puritan piety by parodying conversion narratives and other sacred discourse, such as 

Bible stories and morality plays. This carnivalesque is also evident in Shakespeare's use 

of Falstaff in The Henry plays, wherein he makes a jest of repentance and a mockery of 

the resurrection; Falstaff teaches the prince the value of popular drama to statecraft, in 

what is essentially Shakespeare's merry defense of art against the Puritan accusation that 

comedy was frivolous.  

 The few critics who have seen the interrelatedness of Greene's works and the 

character of Falstaff have argued that in fact Falstaff represents Greene himself, not his 

art. They treat Shakespeare's character much the way they read Greene's works, as 

evidence of Greene's actual life. However, in reading Greene's late repentances and coney 

catching pamphlets as autobiography, they miss that these same parodies of conversion 

and grotesque transformations of Puritan ideology are echoed in Falstaff's jesting 

repentance and his reconfiguring of election, vocation, and the rejection of religious 

ritual. Falstaff's mockery, like Greene's, suggests that Puritan discourse is a rhetorical 

camouflage for coney catching, or fraud. My study examines these similarities and others 

in Shakespeare's Falstaff and Greene's late repentance and coney catching pamphlets, and 
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it contextualizes Greene's late works and the character of Falstaff within the battle 

between Puritans and popular writers over the carnivalesque in popular culture.  

 Neil Rhoads, in Elizabethan Grotesque, also reads Falstaff within the context of 

the battle between Puritan and popular writers. However, he associates Falstaff with 

Nashe's grotesque style rather than Greene's. He sees in Falstaff's wittiness (in both the 

comedy of the Henry plays and The Merry Wives of Windsor) "Nashian modes of comic 

invective" (102). Falstaff, he claims, is drawn from Nashe's literary flyting with the 

Puritan Gabriel Harvey. While Rhoads does claim that Shakespeare barrowed from 

Greene's coney catching pamphlets to create Falstaff's tavern and coney catching world, 

Rhoads's reading differs from my own because he accepts Greene's repentance pamphlets 

at face value. Constructing them as simple autobiography, he misses Greene's real 

influence on Shakespeare. Even more than Nashe, Greene provides the literary model  for 

Falstaff's mock conversions, his Puritan lampoons, and his sacred parody of the 

resurrection. My objective in this study is to redress continuing views of Greene's work 

as autobiography by examining the sources, traditions, tone, and intertextual evidence 

that confirm his carnivalesque performance; to advance critical understanding beyond 

reductive readings of Greene's late works; and to reveal their complex influence on 

Shakespeare's Falstaff.  

 The reading of Greene's work as autobiography began the moment Greene died. 

Gabriel Harvey started this tradition by strategically reading Greene's anti-Puritan satire 

as deathbed repentance, and, despite even recent argument that the works were probably 

not in earnest, these autobiographical readings continue, perpetuated even by those critics 
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who recognize Greene's insincerity through the repetition of his repentances and the 

slippery nature of his artistic identity. An important contributor to the idea that Greene's 

late works are autobiographical is Alexander Grosart, the editor of the only edition of 

Greene's complete life and works; according to Grosart, “sincerity and reality pulsate in 

every word of these ultimate utterances” (1:xii).1 More recently, Lawrence Manley has 

maintained that “an apparently genuine dissipation became the basis for a protracted 

literary repentance” and that “Greene’s works moved . . . from retraction to (apparently) 

frank autobiography” (322). Even in the most recent criticism of Greene’s late repentance 

pamphlets, “A Looking Glass for Readers: Cheap Print and Senses of Repentance,” Lori 

Newcomb defends Greene against the charge of insincerity, despite recognizing the 

multiple nature of his late repentances. Although she acknowledges the playfulness 

regarding identity in these supposed deathbed pamphlets, claiming that within them 

Greene "create[s] theatrical voices . . . and revel[s] in print's new ubiquity," she 

nevertheless claims that "the biograhpical sections of the The Repentence detail two life 

                                                
1 For scholars like Grosart who accept without qualification Greene's account of his final 
repentances as truth, see also Alexander Dyce The Dramatic Works of Robert Greene: to which is 
added his Poems some Account of the Author and Notes. 2 vols. London: William Pickering, 
1831; J. Churton Collins. The Plays & Poems of Robert Greene. 2 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1905; Karl Julius Holzknecht. Outlines of Tudor and Stuart Plays 1497-1642. New York: Barnes 
& Noble, 1947; Robert Greene. The introduction to Ciceronis Amor: tullies Love  (1589) and A 
Quip for an Upstart Courtier (1592). Ed. Edwin Haviland Miller. Gainsville: Wayside Press, 
1954; Edwin Haviland Miller. The Professional Writer in Elizabethan England: A Study of Non-
dramatic Literature. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959; Nicholas Storojenko Robert 
Greene: His Life and Works (1878) in Alexander Grosart's  Life and Works of Robert Greene, 
M.A. 15 Vols.  New York: Russell & Russel, 1964;  John Clark Jordan. Robert Greene .New 
York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1965; Walter Davis. Idea and Act in Elizabethan Fiction. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1969; the introduction to Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay. Ed. J.A. 
Lavin. London: Ernest Benn Limited, 1969; the introduction to Gwydonius or the Card of Fancy 
Ed. Carine Di Biase. Ottawa: Dovehouse Editions, Inc., 2001; Neil Rhoads. Elizabethan 
Grotesque. London, Boston, and Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1980; James Oliver. The 
Pamphleteers: The Birth of Journalism. London: IA imprint, 2010.   
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changing experiences"(138). She misconstrues as autobiography Greene's professed 

moments of conversion to Puritanism. These obviously farcical late repentance pamphlets 

become "facts" of his life in Newcomb's entry in the Oxford Database of National 

Biographies. In The Marketplace of Print: Pamphlets and the Public Sphere in Early 

Modern England Alexandra Halasz discusses Greene's monetary interest as motivation 

for his multiple repentances. In “Forming Greene: Theorizing the Early Modern Author 

in the Groatsworth of Wit,” Steve Mentz reads Greene’s Groatsworth as an apology for 

his own literary career. Although Mentz argues for the continuity between Groatsworth 

and Greene's earlier romances and reveals the problems with reading Groatworth as 

sincere, he nevertheless imbues Groatworth with a genuine sense of desperation, the 

desperation of Greene giving a final testament to his own literary legacy on his 

deathbed.2  

 Like Newcomb in the National Biography, Arul Kumaran is conflicted about 

using Groatsworth and The Repentance as biographical sources. In his dissertation, 

"Print, Patronage, and the Satiric Pamphlet: The Death of Robert Greene as a Defining 

Textual Moment," Kumaran argues the two pamphlets should be differentiated, but then 

problematizes that position. Groatsworth is to be read as fiction and The Repentance as 
                                                
2 For scholars (like Manley) who accept Greene's account of his final repentances with 
qualifications, such as that his repentances could simultaneously be fictional and true, see David 
Marigolies. Novel and Society in Elizabethan England. New Jersey: Barnes & Noble, 1985; 
Eckhard Auberlen. The Commonwealth of Wit: The Writer's Image and His Strategies of Self-
Representation in Elizabethan Literature. Tübingen: Gunter Narr Verlag, 1984; Charles Crupi. 
Robert Greene. Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986; W.W. Barker. "Rhetorical Romance: The 
'Frivolous Toyes' of Robert Greene." Unfolded Tales: Essays on Renaissance Romance. Ed. 
George M Logan and Gordon Teskey. London: Cornell University Press, 1989; the introduction 
to A Quip for an Upstart Courtier: a Critical Edition. Ed. Jesse Bleakley-Ritchie, Mark 
Farnsworth, Lara Hansen, Jan Hawkley, Satyaki Kanjilal, Sabrina Ladd, Brandi Martinez, Eric 
Rasmussen, Sarah Stewart, and Bill Ware. Reno: The Renaissance Mafia Press, 2010. 
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autobiography, except where Groatsworth echoes The Repentance. Moreover, Kumaran 

argues for the influence of the Marprelate affair (the Puritan battle with the prelates over 

hierarchy in the Church of England) on Greene's development as a satirical popular 

writer, though he does not see the Puritan satire in Greene's late works. Instead, he 

mistakenly attributes to Puritans the carnivalesque of popular culture because Marprelate 

adapted this style to his Puritan agenda.   

 Grace Tiffany and Kristin Pool's readings of Falstaff are mistaken for the same 

reason Kumaran's is; they misattribute elements of popular culture to a culture of 

Puritanism. Though Falstaff, for them, represents Greene and other popular writers' 

parody of Puritans on the stage during the Marprelate affair, he also represents for them a 

lost sense of the Puritan as radical, pro feminine, and even accepting of the corporeal.  

'Thanksgiving," as Pool reminds us, "despite its pervasive gluttony contributes to a 

cultural legend of Puritanical national origins" (12).  In other words, Tiffany and Pool's 

readings of Falstaff begin where my study does, but they end arguing the absolute inverse 

of what I argue. Mistaking the culture of the popular with that of the Puritan, they 

confuse Puritan hypocrisy, i.e., play going, carousing, and gluttony, with Puritanism. For 

example, Pool associates the tavern with Puritans, whereas social historians associate it 

with popular culture.  Historians point to this fact when they claim that Puritan and 

popular cultural objectives were in conflict. There was a "clash between, on the one hand, 

the culture of 'the godly' (a.k.a. puritans)–sober, pious, word-and sermon-centered– and, 

on the other, a . . . popular culture, centered on the alehouse [i.e., tavern] and the village 

green" (Lake xv). I agree with Pool and Tiffany's view that Falstaff represents the battle 
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between popular culture and Puritans. However, I recognize in the popular writers' 

parodies of Puritans an exposé of the irony and hypocrisy of Puritans, like Gabriel 

Harvey, writing in a popular style in order to reform popular art. As chapter two reveals, 

Nashe and Greene lampooned this Puritan adaptation of a carnivalesque style, without 

sacrificing their own grotesque aesthetic, by adapting the guise of pious censors of 

popular culture and mocking Harvey as a grotesque fool. 

  W.W. Barker's reading of Greene's work argues for the presence of this 

carnivalesque in the late repentance pamphlets, and his reading has added to my 

understanding of Greene's late works. However, Barker's claims are distinct from my 

own. Like many, he misses the parody of Puritans in Greene's writing, and because of 

this, he also misses what is truly carnivalesque in these works. Like Tiffany and Pool's 

his study begins where mine does but ends with a different reading of the texts. Barker 

claims that the drama of Groatsworth and Repentance comes from a “rhetorical 

disintegration that happens as one reads” (96). Moreover, he argues that Greene’s writing 

towards the end of his career is characterized by a “carnivalization of language,” which, 

quoting Bakhtin, he defines as, "permeated by laughter, irony, humor, elements of self-

parody and…most important[ly]…a certain semantic open-endedness, a living contact 

with unfinished, still-evolving contemporary reality”(75). Nevertheless, he concludes his 

analysis by asserting that in Groatsworth and Repentance author and character collapse 

into “a single subject” (96). Though he professes to see an element of humor and of 

carnival in these texts that turns death into entertainment, he claims Greene's 

"unseriousness is devastating" (96). Missing the true jest and topicality in Greene's 
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repentances—that this is a parody of Puritan deathbed conversion—he presents Greene's 

pamphlets as anything but funny. They are described in tragic terms. Barker uses words 

such as "embarrassing,” (74) “devastating,” (97) and “frightening” (95) to describe the 

emotional impact of Groatsworth and Repentance upon the reader. Rather than 

celebrating the grotesque body, he claims Greene, as author, character, and narrator 

collapses into a rather monstrous “singularity” that is horribly self-conscious of its own 

loathsome “public display” (96). The missing argument in Barker's analysis is Greene's 

parodying of Puritan identity, as I argue in chapter one. Greene's blurring of the 

distinction between private and public or between actual and imagined selves is a 

dispersion of identity rather than a collapse into singularity.3  

 Indeed, chapter one of my dissertation examines the breakdown of categorical 

boundaries such as character and author that point to the grotesque in Greene's writing. 

Singularity and anxiety, with regard to maintaining one's categorical distinction, is not 

carnivalesque; it is the Puritan preoccupation of writers like Gosson and Stubbes, both of 

whom Greene's repentance and coney catching pamphlets mock. My first chapter 

examines this Puritan preoccupation with the monological and the Puritan opposition to 

the polysemy of the theater. I argue that Greene is in fact writing Puritan satire in defense 

of theater in these late works. In the dramatic and literary art of popular culture, reflected 

in works by Greene and other popular playwrights, authorial intention, like the actor 

behind the costume or the masked participant at Carnival, is deliberately obscured. The 

                                                
3 Jeremy Demmick's article, “Gower, Chaucer, and the Art of Repentance,” has influenced my 
reading of Greene's late works even more than has Barker. Demmick reads Greene’s Vision as 
investigating authorial identity, engaging with a medieval English literary tradition, and playfully 
exploring mock conversions. However, Demmick has so far only addressed Greene's Vision. 
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loss of the self in an infinitely possible choice of identities is a source of festivity and 

liberation in drama and carnival; as Greene reveals, it is also a source of liberation from 

the Puritan's imposition of  "true" identity. Chapter one examines Greene's revelation of 

the façade of Puritan identity through his own posturing as an anti-theatrical, formerly 

prodigal Puritan on his deathbed. In his disguise, he conflates the writing of Philip 

Stubbes (A Chrystal Glass for Christian Women) and Stephen Gosson (School of Abuse 

and Plays Confuted in Five Actions) with a dissolute hypocritical Puritan popular writer, 

who ironically claims to be himself. His grotesque artistic persona is so complex and 

boundariless it almost defies articulation.  He makes a mockery of the Puritan pretensions 

to the "Truth," and their reform of the theater, by lampooning Gosson's hypocritically 

theatrical prodigal conversion and Stubbes's similarly theatrical canonization of his wife.            

  Chapter two examines the battle that Greene, Nashe, and other popular writers 

waged with the Puritan Harvey brothers (Gabriel and Richard) and Edmund Spenser. At 

issue was their attempt to reform the grotesque feminine disorder in popular art, 

especially the pastoral, through a coercive reconfiguring of popular artistic identity in 

terms of gender. Drawing on the "masculine" rhetoric of Puritan schoolmasters like Peter 

Ramus, Spenser (tutored by Gabriel Harvey) attempted to reform the popular 

carnivalesque pastoral by excising its  "feminine" disorder in the Shepherd's Calendar. 

Following the lead of the Marprelate writers, who adapted the style of popular writers to 

their Puritan agenda, the Harvey brothers entered into a carnivalesque flyting with 

Greene, Nashe and other popular writers. Puritans denigrated them as prostitutes (figures 

of feminine disorder), in turn representing themselves as plain plowman, in an attempt to 
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reform popular culture by excising this feminine disorder. Their aim was either to convert 

these common courtesans into virtuous artists or save the populace from their 

effeminizing art by exposing its contagion.   

 In answer to Spenser and the Harveys, Greene's Menaphon,  A Disputation 

Between a He Cony Catcher and a She Cony Catcher, Nashe's Pierce Penniless, Have 

With You to Saffron Waldon and his preface to Menaphon defend disorder in popular art 

by mocking Spenser and the Harvey brothers' pretensions to virtue and masculinity. In 

opposition to these would-be reformers and their Puritan promotion of a "masculine" and 

sincere plain style, Greene and Nashe purposely assume the grotesque identity of 

feminine disorder. Enacting trickery, excess, and corporeal pleasure (including laughter), 

they expose, through their grotesque inversions of Puritan and popular artistic identity, 

the hypocrisy of these would be converters, making suspect their interest in their object 

of conversion.     

 My third chapter explores the influence of this Puritan and popular battle over the 

aesthetics in popular culture on Shakespeare's creation of Falstaff. It examines The Merry 

Wives of Windsor and the Henry plays for the feminine trickery, prodigal tales, feigned 

repentances, and mock resurrections that constituted Greene' defense of the theater, and it 

locates the fear of feminine disorder that Puritans suggested motivated their reform. 

Shakespeare uses Greene's favored prodigal son motif to illustrate the usefulness of 

theater to monarchy in the Henry plays; that is he demonstrates the political value its 

trickery, verbal excess, and comedic spontaneity. He also reveals the importance of 

feminine trickery to the maintenance of an ideal marriage, i.e., one founded on trust 
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rather than tyranny, in the Merry Wives of Windsor. Yet, Shakespeare, like Greene, 

represents the same fear of feminine disorder in these plays that the Harvey brothers and 

Spenser express in their Ramist reforms of popular art. The source of corruption in the 

world of these plays, through which these social institutions such as marriage and 

monarchy are thrown into chaos, and which feminine disorder cures, was itself a 

feminine disorder. The rebellion led by Hotspur, for example, is caused by his inordinate 

appetite for honor, which not only belies his feminine lack of restraint but also suggests 

his womanly vanity.  Mr. Ford is likewise monstrous; his feminine jealousy invites the 

further corruption of Falstaff and the punishment and humiliation that the wives must 

orchestrate in order to restore order. Popular writers, like Greene, often defend the 

feminine in art by suggesting that while it was the cause of disorder it was also the only 

cure.   The difference between popular writers and Puritans is that while Puritans 

condemn the feminine out right, popular authors attempt to disaggregate elements of it. 

They redefined it along terms they were more willing to condemn. The Merry Wives of 

Windsor and the Henry plays, for example, redefine the feminine as appetite and vanity, 

redeeming theatricality by restructuring the opposition that enables the condemnation of 

the feminine.   

   Throughout this project, I analyze Greene's use of the grotesque body to overturn 

Puritan constructions of criminality, gender, and religion that would suppress Greene and 

other popular writers' aesthetic prerogatives. What this study demonstrates is that the 

grotesque body is true to few, certainly not to the feminine or to the popular though it 

may be true to art if art is not narrowly defined. Through Greene, Nashe, and even 
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Shakespeare's grotesque inversions of Puritan and popular identity, the grotesque's 

relationship to meaning is revealed.  The grotesque body is intrinsic to liberation; it 

destabilizes meaning, identity, and, to a certain degree, language, as its playfulness 

allows its practitioner to replicate the polysemic in experience. It suggests the possibility 

of thinking outside the monologic that Puritans like the logician Ramus favored. The 

stability gained in the reduction of language into symbolic logic (for example, the testing 

of truthful assertions by their reduction to necessary falsehoods, or contradictions in 

terms) is an exercise in identification where language must mean what it is designated to 

mean. In art the truth and language are much freer and more grotesque. A lie can tell the 

truth and the truth a lie. In a grotesque ontology, popular writers have ways of slipping 

into Puritans and Puritans into popular writers.     
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CHAPTER ONE 

SACRED PARODY IN GREENE'S LATE REPENTANCE AND CONEY CATCHING 

PAMPHLETS 

 

 This dissertation examines ways in which Robert Greene's late works--his anti-

Martin, coney catching, and repentance pamphlets--deploy the grotesque body in 

constructions of criminality, gender, and religion. In response to Puritan restrictions on 

the appetite and the imagination, and in exuberant defiance of state-enforced hierarchies, 

Greene celebrates the boundlessness of the grotesque body. Appetite, variety, disguise, 

and inversion free the body from repressive order and established truths. Greene's late 

works perform this liberating power of the grotesque body and its subversive laughter. 

For example, they lampoon the hypocrisy of Puritan piety by parodying conversion 

narratives and other sacred discourse, such as Bible stories and morality plays. Ironically, 

however, most critics read Greene's parodies as sincere and confessional. They take at 

face value his professed remorse for dissipation, and they construct the story of his life 

from his art. One of my objectives is to redress prevailing views of his work as "frank 

autobiography" by examining the sources, traditions, tone, and intertextual evidence that 

confirm his carnivalesque performance. 

 Authorial intent is a perilous subject, but since critics have repeatedly and 

erroneously read Greene's late works as biography and journalism, rather than as art, it is 

the only place to start. It is not, however, the primary end of my investigation. Much like 

Stephen Greenblatt's readings of Shakespeare in Will in The World (as well as his reading 
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of Greene in the same work), critical analysis that focuses on the major themes in an 

artist's work—such as repentance, conversion, and criminality in Greene's late writings—

as clues through which to construct a life, misses the dynamic social performance and 

complex historical moment that art represents. Examining Greene’s engagement with his 

historical moment, this study will argue that his repentances are not only feigned but 

mocking. His representations of the grotesque body—of tricksters, criminals, and 

incontinent sinners—are in celebratory opposition to the subjugation of church and state. 

Through parody, they privilege appetite over law, creativity over discipline, multaneity 

over order, and theatricality over morality. What one can read in his works are not the 

facts of his life but his life-affirming, carnivalesque laughter.  

 Not much is actually known about Greene's personal life. Both biographers and 

critics rely on what are essentially mock repentance pamphlets and mock crime reporting 

pamphlets, as well as the satirical report given after Greene's death by his bitter enemy, 

Gabriel Harvey, to construct his biography; however, these supposed biographical details 

are actually satirical and artistic conventions at play in Greene's work. For example, 

Gabriel Harvey claims in Four Letters that Greene died of "surfett of pickle herringe and 

rennish wine, or as some suppose, of an exceeding fear" (162). The suggestion is that 

Greene ought to be associated with gluttony, but gluttonous abundance is related to 

Greene's writing style, not his eating habits. By associating Greene with a surfeit, Gabriel 

Harvey maligned Greene's writing just as Sir Philip Sidney, in his Defense of Poesy, had 

denigrated Greene's stylistic predecessor John Lyly when he claimed that his style was 

marked by an "absurd surfiet" (139). In the claim that what Greene surfeited on was 
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pickled herring and Rhenish wine (tavern wine), Harvey suggests both that Greene was a 

Carnival clown like Pickeled Herring, whose repentance was a joke, and that his writing 

belonged to the low, popular dramatic arena of the tavern.4 The final suggestion is that 

Greene might have died from fear of having offended the Harveys in Quip. Greene's 

fearfulness is suggested because he removed a passage, from his first edition of Quip, 

containing a very direct attack on specific Puritans, which included the Harveys.  In fact, 

Greene's fearfulness of the Harveys is doubtful as even the next edition, without the 

offensive passage, still contained lampoons of Gabriel Harvey. In listing the fitting ways 

Greene may have died (he also includes the plague and the pox but only as rumors), 

Harvey was echoing an anti-Marprelate pamphlet sometimes attributed to Greene, 

entitled, Martin's Months Mind, that is, A Certain True description of the Death, and 

Funeralls of olde Martin Marr-prelate, which ridicules the Puritan, Martin Marprelate; 

Harvey's objective was to avenge himself and Marprelate on the dead Greene for his anti-

Puritan satires, for even if he was not the sole author of Months Mind, he certainly had a 

hand in it.  

 In Months Mind, Greene and other anti-Marprelate authors lampoon Martin Sr. by 

fabricating rumors about the manner of Martin's supposed death. They review the various 

fitting ends to which Martin Sr. is reported to have come, and they are similar to the 

deaths Harvey proposes for Greene, including the accusation of dying of a surfeit of 

drink. Puritans and popular artists often accused one another of being drunks. In Months 

Mind, they claim Martin may have, "being so seldom sober[,] . . . died of a surfet." 

                                                
4 See Charles Read Baskervill The Elizabethan Jig p. 93 footnote 2.  
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Martin's attack on the church is parodied in anti-Marprelate pamphlets as indicative of 

Martin's drunkenness. As Kristen Poole argues, "anti-Martinst authors portray Martin as 

'the ape, the dronke, and the madde'" (26). Moreover, just as Harvey suggests that Greene 

may have died of veneral disease, they (mocking Puritan discomfort with sexuality by his 

oblique reference to the pox) remark that Spain may have killed Martin by burning him in 

the "Groyne" for a cause he brought with him to Spain, "not for religion, but for some 

other cause that I now here omit" (E1). It is obvious that Harvey's writing serves better as 

an indicator of the complex interaction of literary texts in the Marprelate Affair than it 

does as a source for the biographical details of Greene's life.  

 Greene's repentance pamphlets are equally unreliable as biographical sources. The 

pamphlets are playing with the genre of dying repentance. In Greene's Vision, written in 

1590, Greene claims to be on his deathbed and experiencing a literary conversion, which 

he never enacts though he lives to write many more pamphlets. Groatsworth, a 

repentance pamphlet written two years after Vision, is similar to Vision in its pretense to 

reform and imminent death, as is Greene's Repentance. Moreover, Groatsworth is a 

prodigal son tale that shares many similarities with Greene's other repentance/prodigal 

son story, Francesco's Fortunes, written two years prior to Groatsworth, as well as to 

many plays in the genre of prodigal son story by other authors in the period. Groatsworth 

tells the story of a young scholar, Roberto, who has abandoned his faithful wife and is 

consorting with prostitutes. Roberto's usurer father disinherits him for maligning usury, 

giving Roberto's younger brother (who, like the father, is less principled) Roberto's 

inheritance.  Roberto then attempts to trick his younger brother out of his inheritance, but 
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he loses it all to a prostitute, who is more clever than either brother, and becomes a 

playwright. He claims the immoral world of the theater corrupts him, leaving him 

destitute and leading him to a spiritual conversion to Puritanism. Thinking to "sell to 

youth" what he forgot to buy, he takes up writing his repentant prodigal son pamphlet 

that maligns the theater, prostitutes, and other ungodly pleasures.   

 There are many contradictions in Greene's dying repentances and Harvey's reports 

that, despite claims that they are true, should make critics, even those unaware of the 

popular genre of the prodigal son or the fight between Harvey and Greene, reject such 

claims. For example, in a supposedly desperate dying letter to his wife in Groatsworth, 

Greene asks his wife to take care of his boy; this boy, he writes has lived with him and 

his "laundresse" (prostitutes are commonly referred to as laundresses). Furthermore, he 

claims that the boy is the "fruit" (90) of his abandoned wife's womb. Yet in another dying 

letter to his wife attached to Repentance, he does not even mention a child.5 Repentance 

is very similar to Groatworth in form, but the story of his parents is completely different. 

His mother's overindulgence is to blame for his prodigality, not his father's disinheritance 

and his conversion to Puritanism is much more pronounced. In it he even, rather 

ludicrously, describes the moment of his death, which critics attempt to attribute to 

another author, but no other author acknowledges finishing Repentance. His description 

of his own death is obviously a joke. 

                                                
5 Gabriel Harvey claims he had a boy with a prostitute, named "Infortunatus Greene"(10). See D. 
Allen Carroll's edition of Groasworth footnote 2 on page 72 for a discussion of prostitutes being 
referred to as laundresses. 
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 Scholars often acknowledge—and then dismiss—the unreliability of their sources 

for Greene's biography, especially Harvey's Four Letters and Greene's repentance 

pamphlets. For example, in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Lori Newcomb 

acknowledges that "Greene built his persona around a myth of prodigal decline that 

cannot be taken at face value"; nevertheless, she cautions against "underestimating his 

final desperation" (Newcomb 2004). Moreover, in spite of her awareness of Greene's 

having been "deeply attracted to the prodigal-son narrative," she nevertheless uses this 

literary convention in Greene's Groatsworth to shore up a bit of biographical information. 

Newcomb claims that he may be the son of an innkeeper in Norwich. She probably draws 

this conclusion as others have done because he describes himself as "Norfolkensis" in 

Euphues Shadow, as "Nordovicensis" in his dedication to A Maiden's Dream, and as 

being raised in Norfolk in Repentance.6 His being or not being from Norwich is not so 

much a problem, however, as where this fact takes Newcomb and other critics. Greene's 

innkeeper only provides for one son in his will, and his name is not Robert. Instead of 

accepting this detail as part of the narrative fiction, Newcomb continues to speculate that 

Groatsworth is autobiographical: "he may have disinherited that son (as the writer 

implied in one autobiographical statement . . . (see Complete Works, 12.103)). " Volume 

12 page 103 is where Groatsworth is located in Greene's Complete Works. 

 Like Newcomb's entry in the National Biography, Arul Kumaran's reading of 

Greene's late repentance pamphlets is conflicted about using Groatsworth and The 

Repentance as biographical sources. In his dissertation, "Print, Patronage, and the Satiric 

                                                
6 See Brenda Richardson "Robert Greene's Yorkshire Connections: A New Hypothesis." 
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Pamphlet: The Death of Robert Greene as a Defining Textual Moment," Kumaran argues 

the two pamphlets should be differentiated, but then problematizes that position. 

Groatsworth is to be read as fiction and The Repentance as autobiography, except where 

Groatsworth echoes The Repentance. Moreover, Kumaran argues for the influence of the 

Marprelate affair on Greene's development as a satirical popular writer, though in fact it 

was the style of popular writers and playwrights, like Greene, that influenced Marprelate.  

As Greene claims in Months Mind, having seen the effectiveness of the actor playing the 

fool, Martin thinks that "[his] works sauced with those jests would have had both 

speedier accesse to the greater States, and better successe with the common people" for 

they appealed to "the humors of men in these daies. . ." (F). Furthermore, as Robert 

Hornback's study of the clown tradition argues, Marprelate's carnivalesque style was 

drawn from that of early reformers. Early reformers had utilized popular entertainment as 

a ready means of widely disseminating the Protestant message while ridiculing the 

authority of the church.  Specifically, they incorporated the comedy of Terence and 

Plautus, the medieval comic vice/clown, and elements from the tradition of Carnival in 

order to undermine the controversial beliefs of the Catholic Church.7 Imitating Terence 

and Plautus, they promoted self-reliance and reason in matters of moral understanding in 

order to dispel a faith based upon what they considered to be superstition. Carnival 

allowed them a vehicle, somewhat authorized by religious tradition, to break with the 

                                                
7 For example, in Jack Juggler, a play about a runaway servant and a vice, the Eucharistic 
presence was mocked through a combination of Plautus's runaway slave and Jack Juggler's abuse 
by a vice character who claims to be Jack Juggler.  For a reading of Jack Juggler as mocking the 
controversy of presence in the Eucharist, see Paul Dean's article "Nothing that is so is so: Twelfth 
Night and Transubstantiation." Literature and Theology 17.3 (2003): 281-97.  
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authority of tradition; moreover, the Medieval vice/clown had proved both a popular 

draw and a very effective tool for creating communities of believers out of a shared sense 

of the preposterous, which the Marprelate writers recognized as a powerful tool for 

further reform.  

 Although Greene and other contemporaries of the Marprelate writers clearly saw 

Marprelate's style as imitative of the stage clown and early reformers, Kumaran does not 

seem to recognize the degree to which Marprelate's writing mimics the clowning of 

earlier reform. Kumaran does, however, note the satire in Groatsworth and the 

importance of Marprelate to Greene's late works, but he misses the attack on Puritans and 

the mockery conveyed in Greene's fictional death, repentance, and stage-like resurrection. 

He argues that "the recurrence of Greene's repentant figure should make us wonder about 

his sincerity and give us a clue as to the figure's status as a mere rhetorical posture." He  

recognizes that "Groatsworth is a substantial work that has distinct continuities with 

Greene's prodigal repentance and cony-catching motifs." Nevertheless, he concludes that 

"The Repentance of Robert Greene, [is] a similar pamphlet [to his other repentant 

pamphlets] but one that seems genuinely autobiographical with little rhetorical 

resemblance to other works," except parts of Groatsworth, which he claims,  "also has 

the desperate realization of imminent death evident in the Repentance" (42). Common to 

all of these pamphlets is the theme of anti-Puritanism, in the style of early reform. It is 

what should warn us against reading Greene's work as autobiography, and it is surprising 

that Kumaran, studying anti-Marprelate writing as he does, would miss either of these 
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connections. Without understanding Greene's repentance, death, and resurrection as 

parody, any reading of his late writing is incomplete.  

 Critics seem to miss the degree to which Greene, posing as a champion of 

moderate Protestantism, had satirized Puritans. His writing of the Spanish Masquerado, 

for example, a masque drawn from Carnivals in the time of “Lorenzo the Magnificent,” 

together with his Oration or Funeral Sermon, make “a skillful appeal to national 

sentiments,” and “discredit the aspirations of Puritans” (Hillard 33). Moreover, in a first 

unedited edition of Quip for an Upstart Courtier, written in defense of the anti-Puritan 

writer Thomas Nashe, and written around the same time as his late repentance pamphlets, 

Greene directly maligned the Harvey brothers, the Lord Mayor of London, and the four 

Puritan leaders: “Martin Marprelate, John Greenwood, Henry Barrow, and Giles 

Wiggington” (Appleton 8). Yet in Repentance, written just a few months after Quip, 

Greene claims that Puritans inspired his Puritan conversion. A sermon of John More's (a 

Puritan preacher) calls him to a godly life, and the Puritan minister Edmund Bunny's A 

Book of Christian Exercise rekindles his godly spirit in the period just prior to his death, a 

period in which he was still writing anti-Puritan satire.  

            Greene's mockery of Puritans was so pervasive in his later writing that it ties his 

coney catching pamphlets to his repentance pamphlets in multiple ways. His infamous 

threat to uncover more coney catchers—a term enemies of Puritans, like Nashe, often 

used for Puritans—in a proposed "black book" mirrors the repeated threat of an 

upcoming expose of hypocritical Puritans called The Life of the Saints in the anti-

Maprelate satires. In threatening to publish a pamphlet that would be entitled The Life of 
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the Saints to ridicule Puritans, the anti-Marprelate writers were alluding to a Protestant 

genre, for example, John Foxe's Book of Martyrs, and exposing its relationship not only 

to a Catholic literary tradition but also to one that underpinned the dramatic arts. The 

Book of Martyrs was also related to Protestant saint plays which, as Paul White argues, 

Puritans had come to find "deeply offensive" when enacted theatrically (166). By 

drawing attention to this Protestant and Catholic literary tradition and their relationship to 

the theater and to Puritans' hypocritically dramatic self-canonization of themselves as 

"saints," the anti-Marprelate writers began not just to expose the hypocrisy of Puritans 

but to use their own fear of Catholic and theatrical contamination against them, i.e., they 

began parodying Puritan's as latent papist playwrights in the tradition of early reformers.          

Greene’s use of Carnival denigrates Puritans, linking them to the carnivalesque, Puritan 

stage clowns, who played an essential part in the staging of the Marprelate controversy. 

Simultaneously, his use of Carnival defends the Protestant culture of Carnival as a 

liberating vehicle of reformation directed at the overly pious, in spite of the fact that 

many early reformers involved in the carnivalizing of Catholicism were the Puritans of 

the late sixteenth century. This seeming contradiction is resolved by a deeper 

understanding of the history of Protestant Carnival and the Puritan stereotype, especially 

as it relates to Puritan attitudes toward the stage.  

          The facts of Greene's supposed biography and repentance, in these late 

repentances, were drawn from the plot and character conventions that reformers used in 

the highbred dramatic genre called Christian Terrence, which Greene used not only to 

mock Puritans as papists but also to highlight the ways in which Puritan discourse was 
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becoming distinct from more moderate Protestantism. This Puritan discourse had begun 

in George Gascoigne's repentant prodigal, and Greene's repentances allude to the 

evolution of this discourse. In Groatsworth, Greene even incorporates Lamia the harlot 

from Gascoigne's Glass of Government, a work which, as W.J. Courthope claims, 

  reflects in the most vivid manner both the continuity of the Reformation                  

  movement in religion, which had been supported by Wycliffe and   

  Langland in the fourteenth century, and the active operation of the 

   individual conscience in men which was the great agent in the 

   Reformation of the sixteenth century (177). 

The fact that Gascoigne was identified with Puritans and that his repentance, which 

became his authorial self-presentation, was predicated on social advancement makes 

Greene's use of Gascoigne's play suggestive not only of a past in which reformers 

incorporated theater into the expression and correction of theology but also of the 

problematic claims of conscience in spiritual conviction and the hypocrisy of even early 

Puritans.  

             Gascoigne had applied to Parliament to escape debt and had been rejected by the 

Privy Council on the grounds that he was a "notorious ruffian...atheist and godless 

person" (Jokinen 1). He shortly after wrote his dramatic repentance and became, in the 

words of an early biographer, a "Puritan Cato" (Prouty 277). He benefited financially 

from this conversion. Like the grub-street writers Stubbes and Gosson, entertainers 

turned Puritan preachers, Puritans who benefited financially from their written 

conversions were turned into tropes of hypocrisy and used by anti-Puritan satirists to 
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mock Puritanism in general as being predicated upon worldly, selfish interests. 

Gascoigne reaped "the fruites of the new spirite" (Austin 14) and won appointments with 

powerful Puritans like Lord Grey and Robert Dudley. Greene's choice of Gascoigne as a 

model for his repentance in Groatsworth suggests Gascoigne's unscrupulous motivation 

in writing Glass of Government, and, yet, it is also indicative of his ultimate end in 

writing his late repentance pamphlets--the defense of theater as a carnivalesque reforming 

tool in a Protestant tradition. Greene's writing does not shy away from the ambiguities 

that characterize the Puritan/Protestant divide. By tracing the Protestant tradition, he 

makes Puritan and Protestant similarity more obvious. It is only in their economic and 

anti-theatrical practices, his writing suggests, that the defining difference occurs. 

            According to Lorna Hutson, "Gascoigne set the example for the strategies of self-

presentation used by authors" (114), and, as Gillian Austin argues, created a vehicle for 

the dramatic expression of both Lutheran and Calvinistic notions of the "need for 

penitence" (15). Moreover, Gascoigne chose to express Calvinism through the medium of 

drama, and both powerful moderates and Puritans, Burghley and Leicester, lauded his 

Puritan drama, Glass of Government.  In other words, Calvinists doctrine and piety were 

able to be performed theatrically and be well received, and Calvinism continued to 

influence English theater, as the lasting popularity of the prodigal son motif in English 

comedies suggests, revealing that it was not just, as Chambers would have it, “the 

substitution of a Calvinist for a Lutheran bias in the conduct of the Reformation” (1: 242) 

that led Puritans to condemn drama.   
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             In fact, recent scholarship confirms, it was not just Calvinist doctrine that 

accounted for such a significant change in attitude toward the theater or Carnival, 

especially in the period in which Greene wrote his repentances. Before this Puritanical 

hostility toward the carnivalesque occurred, reformers had championed the freedom from 

institutional authority which sacred parody allowed, even cultivated, in its audience. 

Carnival had contributed to the questioning of orthodoxy that would fuel the 

Reformation. Luther himself drew on the writings of Boccaccio.8 In France, the style of 

Rabelais was adopted by “Protestant polemists” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 60) not only in their 

satire but also in their “theoretical works” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 99). Even the French 

translation of the Bible, by John Calvin’s cousin Pierre Olivetan, was written in the “style 

of Rabelais” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 101). Carnival was foundational in the event that was 

Protestantism, but Carnival, as Hornback’s study of the English Clown tradition reveals, 

was an extremely unruly political tool; it could be used against its practitioners as well as 

for them.  As Werner Röcke and Hans Rudolf Velten observe, “Laughing communities 

can decide on social exclusion or inclusion, reputation or contempt. They can establish 

power positions, but they also facilitate transgressions . . . " (Classen 4). The 

communities that formed around carnivalesque laughter would eventually exclude the 

very Church that enabled Carnival and, likewise, the more earnest Tudor reformers would 

                                                
8   See Jonas, p. 2. In the Decameron, Boccaccio tells a tale wherein,     
“Abraham, a Jew visits the papal court in Rome. When he sees the wickedness of the clergy, he        
returns to Paris and becomes a Christian” (Nichols 33). Luther tells a similar tale in Table     Talk: 
“The Jew went to Rome, and when he had sufficiently seen the abominations acted there,      he 
returned . . . desiring to be baptized . . .” (Hazlitt 353). 
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be derided as carnivalesque figures of hypocrisy in late Elizabethan England, giving rise 

to the Puritan stage clown.  

            As Paul White argues, whereas in the early part of Elizabeth’s reign there had 

been an “alliance between drama and Protestantism,” by the last few decades of the 

sixteenth century, there would be a “Protestant opposition to playing” (174). This 

opposition is most strongly represented by the antitheatrical writing of Stephen Gosson 

and Philip Stubbes. Paul White notes that, according to Stubbes, Elizabethans who had 

“serious religious scruples” (163) found even “biblical plays . . . domestic tragedies and 

the Protestant saint plays . . . deeply offensive” (166). This Puritan anti-theatricalism of 

the 1570s and 1580s was not, however, current when Greene wrote his late repentance 

pamphlets. His anachronistic anti-theatricality, therefore, is suggestive of his mockery.  

             Peter Lake's study of Puritans, players, and Protestants reveals, “much Puritan 

and anti-Puritan water had flowed under the bridge since those halcyon days in the late 

1570s and early 1580s when ‘Puritanism’ and certain very influential notions of order in 

church, state and society had seemed so closely aligned, even synonymous” (Lake, 

Antichrist 505). By the 1590s, "the campaign against the theatre," that had been more 

representative of those in power, "had ground to a halt," and a "Puritan movement had 

emerged . . .that had illegally moved to institute, in secret, a presbyterian church 

government" (Lake, Antichrist 505). What was in "the best interest of the Puritans," who, 

by this time, had advantageously moved the debate regarding further reform into the 

realm of “formal” and “staidly academic”(Lake, Antichrist 505) discussion, was to 

maintain their image as moderate. Puritan and conformist alike were angered when 
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Marprelate introduced into this “polemical dialogue…the literary techniques and tone of 

the satirical and scurrilous pamphlet and the lewd interlude” (Lake, Antichrist 505) in 

1589. It served, as Nashe and Greene's anti-Puritanism would serve, to highlight the 

differences between radical Puritans and conformists, emphasizing the lawlessness of 

their ideology.    

              The decade in which Greene published both Groatsworth and Repentance, the 

1590s, Patrick Collinson refers to as the “nasty nineties” (170). It was a decade that not 

only launched the formal English satire but, according to Collinson, it was a decade 

marked by an increase in polemical writing between Anglicans and Puritans, so much so 

that the decade ended with “the archbishop . . . utterly forbidding the printing of ‘satires’ . 

. . ” (153).  The 1590s is also the decade in which the Puritan stage clown was more fully 

developed, an outgrowth of the Martin Marprelate and anti-Marprelate affair. Marprelate 

“perceiving the humours of men in these times…to be given to mirth” attempted to use 

the carnivalesque to strong-arm the authorities into a further reform of the church through 

popular appeal (Black 115). In response to this assault on the Church and the Bishops, 

Bishop Whitgift hired popular writers to satirize, on stage and in pamphlet, Marprelate 

and his Puritan ideology, giving rise to the further development of the Puritan stage 

clown as well as contributing to one of the little examined moments in the early modern 

period when stage and pamphlet collide and create in pamphlet literature what Nora 

Johnson refers to as “the clown author[’s]…theatrical proliferation of meaning” (30). 

Greene exemplifies the clown author through his late repentance pamphlets, so much so 
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that even his greatest detractor, Gabriel Harvey, called him "the king of the paper stage" 

(167).           

             As mentioned, Greene was one of the writers hired to write against Marprelate, 

and as his contemporary Henry Chettle’s writing attests, he was an author drawn to the 

clown tradition especially as a strategy for mocking Puritans and righting Protestant 

wrongs. Critics unaware of this early Protestant use of Carnival, the polemics of the 

1590s, as well as the anti-Martinist’s construction of the Puritan, tend to miss, 

understandably, what Greene is up to in his mock, anti-theatrical, dying repentances.  

Greene wrote his late repentance pamphlets not only to resurrect the old Puritan conflict 

involving anti-theatricalists like Gosson and Stubbes, but also to take his side in 

opposition to the original Puritan assault on the stage in a period in which “reforming 

efforts were culminating in a final showdown between leading Presbyterians and the 

authorities”(Lake, Antichrist 505). Greene’s critique, like “Nashe’s attack on Stubbes” in 

Anatomy of Absurdity, occurred at a time when anti-Puritan writers were attempting to 

“re-radicalize” Puritans (Lake, Antichrist 505). Groatsworth of Wit and Repentance 

deliberately draw upon the tradition of sacred parody reminiscent of early reform; they 

lampoon the overly pious, anti-theatrical writing of Stephen Gosson and Philip Stubbes, 

the two most notorious Puritans against the stage, in exactly the same mode that undercut 

what Protestants considered papists’ heresy in an earlier Tudor era.  

             The works of Greene’s fellow writers, such as Henry Chettle, Gabriel Harvey, 

and Thomas Nashe, all suggest that his dying repentance is a farce and a farce aimed at 

anti-theatrical Puritans. As mentioned, Gabriel Harvey has misled modern critics by 
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reading Greene's late repentance pamphlets as factual accounts of Greene's final days, 

hoping to lampoon Greene by pretending to believe in his impoverished and forlorn, 

prodigal tale. But even he does not take Greene's repentance seriously.  In fact, he 

suggests that Greene belongs to the tradition of the vice practiced by Richard Tarlton. 

Harvey refers to his "Tarletonizing, his apishe counterfeiting...[and] his impious 

profaning of sacred Textes" (168) and claims that when Greene died, "the king of the 

paper stage. . . had played his last part & was gone to Tarleton" (167), which also 

suggests that even his dying repentances, his final pamphlets, constituted a carnivalesque 

staging of the Puritan clown.                 

          Harvey's attribution of Greene's death to "a surfett of pickle herringe and rennish 

wine" is particularly telling, as Pickled Herring was a character in Carnival plays and 

pageants that facilitated religious satire in earlier Tudor drama, which mocked the ritual 

repentance in Lent. Rhenish wine was associated with the taverns that anti-Puritan writers 

identified with Puritans, attributing to their religious beliefs not only the afore mentioned 

drunkenness but also the lack of sophistication in the tavern going commoner. The 

Pickeled Herring's clowning together with clowning that drew on the tradition of the vice, 

also associated with religious satire, led directly to the Puritan stage clown used by anti-

Martanists in the Marprelate controversy.9 Satirical representations of Lent had been used 

by Protestants to lampoon Catholics, but in Greene's time, it also served to facilitate the 

mocking of Puritans. As Kristen Poole argues, Puritan opposition to Lent, their "feasting 

during times of state-imposed dietary restrictions" (51), had served to criminalize 

                                                
9      See Baskervill p. 47, 88. 
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Puritans in the minds of conformists. Puritans became associated, on stage, with gluttony, 

greed, and with the hypocrisy of a self-serving piety. Rhenish wine was another such 

trope. Associated with the tavern and the public, or common realm, the linking of 

Puritans to tavern drinking served to connect Puritans with the common classes and to 

suggest that a desire for upward mobility was the real motive behind their anti-

authoritarian stance against the church. In other words, it was indicative of a deeper more 

perverse desire to undermine the class structure.10 Harvey's references to these 

comestibles as the cause of Greene's death, together with his association of Greene with 

the stage and Tarlton's clowning, his claim that Greene had "played his last part & was 

gone to Tarleton" (167), suggest Greene's final dying pamphlets contribute to the 

literature of the Puritan stage-clown.11   

           As the quintessential Puritan stage clown, Tarlton parodied Puritans in his jigs. 

As Robert Weimann argues, "Tarlton's capacity for burlesque action was not restricted to 

his performance of the jig, but extended also into his role as clown" (Weimann, Popular 

187). According to Charles Read Baskervill, "Parodies of religious forms...such as...Jack-

a-Lent were probably favorites with Tarlton (94).12 Although most of the evidence of 

Tarlton's roles and writings has been lost, an echo of Tarlton's fish clowning is suggested 

by Elderton's ballad "Lenton stuff" and the comic description of "Jack-a-Lent coming in 

with the 'hedpeece of a herynge' to say 'repent yowe' (Baskerville 93). However, Tarlton 

also targeted Puritans more directly. He calls Gosson in his "Jigge of a horse loade of 

                                                
10      See Kristen Poole's discussion of the Tavern and representations of Puritans (44). 
11      My emphasis. 
12     See James Halliwell's edition of Tarlton's Jests and News Out of Purgatory p. xxviii-xxix. 
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Fooles," "foole. . .Puritane" and "hippocrite"(xxi). And he lampoons the religious 

fanaticism involved in the "Judaizing tendencies" (Darby) of certain Puritans. For 

example, he claims in a reference to Puritan desire for further reform, and attack on the 

theater, that himself and many in his audience have cause "to complaine of their prepuse" 

(Nungezer 358).13 In the seventeenth century, one of these Puritans with "Judiazing 

tendencies" would even be "gauled" for attempting to circumcise "young boys" (Darby).  

          Finally, it is believed that Tarlton, together with other clown actors like William 

Kemp, introduced a type of clowning that combined a carnivalesque religious satire of 

Puritans with the older comic figure of the vice tradition; when applied to the Marprelate 

controversy, this new hybrid created the Puritan stage clown. As Baskervill argues, 

"Nashe declares . . . that the enemies of plays when they are dead shall be brought upon 

the stage 'in a merriment of the Usurer and the Devil,' and the term [merriment] is used 

for the comic action of both Tarleton and Kemp"(88). While Baskervill is attempting to 

link Tarlton and Kemp to the Marprelate controversy, through the use of the word 

'merriment,' this passage also proves that the vice tradition or 'the devil' was a part of a 

carnivalesque clowning that evolved into the Puritan stage clown. Harvey's repeated 

associations of Greene with Tarlton and this vice tradition, as well as Harvey's calling 

him "the king of the paper stage" suggests that Greene's pamphlets are staging an anti-

puritan clowning that draws on Tarleton's precedent of stage clown/vice hybrid and that 

Harvey knew this when writing his Four Letters. However, he strategically chose to read 

                                                
13    Robert Hornback points out that this "famous bit" of clowning in the period, besides being a     
"religiously charged barb" might also refer to "Stephen Gosson's complaint in The          
Confutation  of Players [1582] that players were 'uncircumcised philistines'" (17). 
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the pamphlets as biography rather than as burlesque, performing his own carnivalesque 

inversion on the dead Greene.  

           Weimann best illustrates Greene's type of clowning; when discussing the 

performance of the vice, he remarks,  

 

  The eloquent art and rhetoric of serious representations encountered the  

  irreverent demands of performative practice. The former were again and  

  again exposed to an alien habitus of transaction to a performance that   

  made self-display inseparable from a gamesome type of counterfeiting   

  practice. The resulting mélange comprised but also made porous the  

  borderline between rule and misrule, morality and theatricality                 

                        (Weimann, Power 27). 

Greene's late repentance pamphlets did, in fact, stage a grotesque, or porous, relationship 

between the theatrical and the moral. Harvey claims that he "profanes the sacred Text," 

(168) and he does profane the gospel story of the prodigal son. He links the bountiful and 

life-restoring nature of artistic creation to biblical teaching, and reenacts his own death 

and restoration through writing. Moreover, it is precisely through his "self-display" that 

he is able to achieve his "gamesome. . .counterfeiting"  of Puritan performative practices 

of penitence; he engages the theatricality they deemed profane, thus turning the tables on 

Puritan bias against the stage. In a vice-like "contrariety" of meaning, or "double-voiced 

discourse," Greene makes the seemingly profane nature of performance in fact sacred and 

the performance of "serious representations" profane (Weimann, Power 16).     
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             In his reply to Harvey, Nashe does not deny completely the allegation that 

Greene died of pickled herring and Rhenish wine, but then Nashe was a champion of 

Carnival, as was Greene, and he might very well have liked this representation of 

Greene's demise. As he says himself regarding Harvey's lies, "had they been merry lies, 

they would never greev'd [him]" (269). He was offended, in other words, by Harvey 

reading the prodigal's downfall and repentance as Greene's actual life story. Nashe 

exclaims, "For the lowsie circumstances of his poverty before his death. . .it cannot be but 

thou lyest. . ." (287). Moreover, he defends Greene by affirming his grotesque abundance 

that Harvey had suggested by characterizing Greene as a Carnival figure: "A good 

fellowe he was, and would have drunke with thee more angels than the Lord thou libeldst 

on gave thee in Christ's college; and pist as much against the walls, as thou and thy two 

brothers spent in three" (287).  Greene's abundance, however, is not represented as the 

gluttonous, self-serving, grotesque nature of the Puritan clown, but rather the merry and 

generous abundance of a Christmas lord, or lord of misrule.  

             Another of Greene's contemporaries, Henry Chettle, also adds to an 

understanding of Greene's work as a carnivalesque clowning satire of Puritan anti-

theatrical prejudice and hypocrisy. Claiming to have been accused of authoring 

Groatsworth, Chettle wrote a pamphlet denying the allegations. His answer to these 

accusations is only an excuse to elaborate on Greene's work, which he obviously 

admired, and to reaffirm, indeed to make more apparent, what Greene had accomplished. 

For this reason, Chettle's work yields even more evidence of Greene's intentions. Chettle 

asserts that he is being haunted, and in keeping with Greene's macabre motif, tells the 
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stories of five ghosts in the genre of the dream vision (the same genre as Greene's 

Vision).  Chettle explains that he chose the genre of the dream vision to avoid being dealt 

with "harshly" by those who "rest every jest to a wrong way" (7), alluding to Harvey's 

literal reading of Greene's Groatsworth, which Chettle suggests was meant to be read as a 

veiled jest.  

             Chettle's five ghosts stories restage the same carnivalesque clowning with which 

Greene's Groatsworth mocks Puritans as hypocritical, anti-theatrical usurers, though 

Chettle adds a reproof of Nashe for failing to defend what he claims is both Nashe's and 

Greene's cause. Nashe and Greene were notorious anti-Puritans. Two of Chettle's stories 

are particularly relevant to an analysis of Greene's pamphlets: Anthony Now Now's 

complaint that young men are horning in on his lucrative business of preaching, by their 

practice of writing popular entertainment, and Tarlton's parody of anti-theatricalists, in 

which he suggests that the Puritan's objection to plays is predicated on the fact that plays 

expose the abuses of Puritans and make it more difficult for them to fool their victims.14 

The ghost of Tarlton, the Elizabethan clown, tells a story entitled, "To all Maligners of 

Honest Mirth: Tarlton Wisheth Continual Melancholy," the beginning of which merits 

being quoted nearly in full for the light it sheds on representations of Puritans and the 

issues that the supporters of the theater, like Greene, thought were at stake.  

  I see hypocrisie hath the upper hand, and her spirit raignes in this         

                                                
14    Significantly, Anthony Now Now is thought to be Anthony Munday. Munday was a    
 playwright turned Puritan, who not only wrote against the theater, but, in a kind of double      
hypocrisy, went back to play writing. For this blatant hypocrisy, it is told, he was hissed off        
the stage. See Patrick, James. Renaissance and Reformation. Tarrytown: Marshall Cavendish,      
2007. 
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  profitable generation. Sith it is thus, Ile be a time-pleaser. Fie uppon   

  following plaies, the expence is wondrous; upon players  speeches, their   

  words are full of wyles. . . Is it not lamentable, that a man should spende  

  his two pence on them. . . heare covetousnes  quipt at. . . and in lively  

  gesture see trecherie set out, with which every man now adais useth to   

  intrap his brother. Bry lady, this would be lookt into; if these be the fruites  

  of playing, tis time the practisers were expeld. (39) 

This passage, of course, is ironic, but its irony is significant in that, much like Greene, 

Tarleton mimics anti-theatrical prejudice in order to revile Puritans as hypocrites. He 

suggests that the Puritans, "a generation with a mind only to profit," want to squelch 

plays not because, the "wyles" of players' words are misleading, but because plays 

actually expose the treachery of Puritans. In a playful celebration and mock bombast of 

the power and theatrics of authorship, Greene, in his coney catching pamphlets, takes on 

the character of the rogue in order to complain that Greene's education of victims by his 

exposure of coney catching trickery has crippled coney catchers economically. Mirroring 

the coney catching rogues and Greene's identity assuming theatrics, Chettle's portrayal of 

Tarlton's ghost suggests that the Puritan's opposition to the stage is predicated on greed 

and a desire not to have their trickery exposed; moreover, Chettle suggests Greene's less 

obvious agenda of mocking Puritans as religious coney catchers in his coney catching 

pamphlets.  

           Greene's late repentance pamphlets mock anti-theatrical Puritans, though in these 

his primary targets are Gosson and Stubbes. Gosson and Stubbes had condemned the 
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dramatic arts as sinful, linking carnivalesque drama to a Roman and, thereby, a Catholic 

tradition. Stephen Gosson complains of the indecency of mystery plays and pageants that 

Rome introduced to London: “Compare London to Rome and England to Italy, you shall 

finde the theater of the one, the abuses of the other, to be rife among us” (24). However, 

Greene’s use of Carnival in his late repentance pamphlet and in his earlier writing (by 

reference to which he builds a very complex intertextuality among his own pamphlets) 

very strategically imitates not just any carnivalesque pageant or play but those that 

suggest the sacred parody within Carnival which had facilitated criticism of the clergy 

and even the Pope. This move suggests the importance of Carnival to the dramatic 

tradition of Protestantism rather than Catholicism and, simultaneously, represents his 

writing as a Protestant reform of Puritan papistry.  

           Anti-theatrical Puritans not only demonized the theater but they also attacked the 

multivalent nature of artistic language. In the spirit of Carnival, therefore, Greene turns 

the dramatics of Puritan godly and anti-theatrical writing, together with the Puritan 

practices of conversion, prophesying, and usury, into a parodic and, thereby, multivocal 

farce.15 One such hypocritically dramatic godly conversion narrative occurs in Philip 

Stubbes's writing. His Anatomy of Abuses denounces the theater, while its author 

instantiates his own dramatic literature in A Chrystal Glass for Christian Women; in 

response, Greene performs in Groatsworth a Puritanesque deathbed conversion.  

Greene’s parody of deathbed conversion and, more specifically, of Philip Stubbes’s 

Crystal Glass for Christian Women is reiterated in another of Greene’s works, The 

                                                
15  Bakhtin claims, “every parody is an intentional dialogized hybrid” in The Dialogical  
Imagination p.76. 
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Defense of Coney-catching. Perhaps because it was less allegorical or perhaps because it 

was written pseudonymously, the Defense of Coney-catching is more straightforward 

about Greene's contempt for Philip Stubbes. Greene deflates into bathetic farce Stubbes’s 

elevation of his wife Katherine as a paradigm of virtue through her deathbed conversion, 

or godly dying.16 Greene's character, Cuthbert, refers to Stubbes’s wife as his “old 

mistress” and accuses Stubbes of making her into the “Legend” of an “English she-saint,” 

not forgetting so much as her dog, “Tobie” (Greene, Defense 13). Chrystal Glass was 

exemplary in its representation of Puritan deathbed conversion. Paul Lim has argued that 

the concept of conversion was crucial to the Puritan religious experience, and as Eamon 

Duffy explains, it did not just mean “bringing the heathen to knowledge of the gospel, but 

bringing the tepid to the boil by awakening preaching, creating a godly people out of a 

nation of conformists” (42). 

             In Crystal Glass, Katherine’s dying sermon is a fevered crescendo of religious 

conviction meant to inspire. She exclaims as she is dying, “Welcome, welcome sweet 

death . . .Welcome, the messenger of my good jailer . . . strike . . . strike my heart, I feare 

not thy stroke . . .” (244). Stubbes represents her last words with a frenetic and 

hypnotically repetitive kind of poetry that is almost irresistible. However, Greene seems 

to have resisted it. His Cuthbert Cony-catcher claims that Stubbes was in fact a “learned 

hypocrite” (79) and “a most poetical brethren” (79), suggesting that his deathbed 

conversion was more a hypocritical artistic creation than a factual account of his wife’s 

death. Moreover, Greene’s allusion to Katherine Stubbes’s dog in Defense is absurdly 

                                                
16  Lim claims that the term ‘conversion’ in Puritan theology was used to express greater passion 
in the believer’s relationship with God. 
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reductive. The name “Tobie” (79) is never given in the Crystal Glass; in fact, the dog is 

said to be a bitch. Greene parodies this moment of overkill in Stubbes’s work (if we 

assume, as Greene apparently has, that the pamphlet embellishes the truth), when the 

dying Katherine, in order to be represented as virtuous and as relinquishing the world for 

Jesus, has to renounce not only the love of her child but also the love of her dog. 

Furthermore, Greene associates Stubbes and, by extension, Puritan godly dying literature 

with the Catholic tradition of canonization. He accuses Stubbes of making his wife into 

an “English she-saint” (79).  

           It is in Greene's portrayal of the Puritan's religious trickery that their identity as 

coney catchers becomes apparent. In the late repentance pamphlets, Greene reviles the 

anti-theatrical Puritans Stubbes and Gosson as hypocritical "saints," in spite of their 

ostensible objection to saint plays. Regarding Gosson's prodigal play writing, Greene 

reveals the way in which the repentant prodigal is, in fact, a type of saint play; indeed, 

Gillian Austen points out that the repentant prodigal did "provid[e] a common pattern for 

saints lives, including those of Augustine, Ignatius, and Jerome, [that] continued to be 

widespread in the Reformed religion" (14). Moreover, Greene's mockery of Stubbes's 

extremely popular Crystal Glass exposes the hypocritical Stubbes's writing of his wife's 

eulogy (really a discourse on Puritan theology and praxis) as a particularly dramatic life 

of a saint. Likewise, Groatsworth's mimicry of Gosson as former prodigal playwright, 

now reformed Puritan, exposes Gosson's prodigal son motif, in his anti-theatrical tracts, 

as part of this same hypocritical Puritan genre to which Gosson objects, thus revealing 
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the false dealing behind the Puritan anti-theatrical prejudice. Greene reveals a similar 

hypocrisy concerning the Puritan's anti-Carnival prejudice.     

             Traditionally, Carnival was celebrated in order to bring about a reconciliation of 

oppositions like the criminal/the law abiding, male/female, poor/rich rather than to 

achieve a permanent undermining of hierarchy; anti-Puritan writers, however, accused 

Puritans of just such inversion because of their unethical financial practices.17 Carnival 

was supposed to reconcile and restore social order not override it with a self-serving 

insistence on a Christian moral order that seemed to many the antithesis of Christianity.  

In place of this proper Carnival inversion, then, the Puritans were represented as 

intolerant, self-deluding and self-serving hypocrites that were bent on inverting hierarchy 

for their own selfish ends.  Greene defends the culture of Carnival and theater by writing 

his late repentance pamphlets as a defense of theater. His invoking of the prodigal son 

motif in his two late repentance pamphlets alludes as well to the humanists' saturnalian 

use of Terrence and Plautus in plays in the period of early reform and their carnivalesque 

parody of the sacred. 

            According to Douglas Duncan, Terence was not just a model for good Latin 

grammar. Duncan points out that most scholars know that Terence was also important for 

teaching "moral behavior" (178). What many do not know, however, is that early modern 
                                                
17 See Grace Tiffany "Puritanism in Comic History: Destabilizing Hierarchy in the Henry Plays."  
"As Lyly wrote in one Marprelate tract, Pappe with Hatchet, such attacks on the Anglican 
hierarchy and championings of the masses amounted to putting 'Religion into a fooles coate' (32). 
Similarly, Nashe likened these projected social levelings to holiday foolery, calling them 'the 
May-game of Martinisme' (33). Thus, though Puritans focused their attacks on the Church rather 
than secular government, their anti-establishementarianism was easily associated with the threat 
of a permanent 'May-game,' or national carnival: the chaotic obliteration of all class rank . . ." (6). 
This same conversion is rendered in economic terms with Greene's and other popular writers' 
representations of merchant class usurers swindling young gentleman out of their land.  
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plays based on Terence "were most commonly presented during times of license, often 

under the auspices of a Christmas lord or lord of misrule" (178). Moreover, "Udall and 

Stevenson were probably one in regarding their versions of Roman comedy as something 

of a saturnalian joke"(178). Greene's sacred parody of death and resurrection that occurs 

over the course of reading his late repentance pamphlets mirrors the sacred parody of 

death and resurrection in Udall's play, Roister Doister. Likewise, Greene's parody of 

overly pious hypocritical Puritans is reminiscent of the slippery nature of the mimesis at 

play in these early humanist's imitations of sober objectives: "It becomes tricky to 

distinguish the mock from the straight and thus to determine the spirit of the writing" 

(179). Like Udall, Greene's employment of a mimetic carnivalesque mask blurs the 

boundaries of identity that separate the mocker from the mocked, obfuscating authorial 

intent. Because of this, his pamphlets are often misread as sincere dying repentance.  

However, just as in the writing of the humanists, the "sardonic irony" that is at play 

emerges through "incongruity" (179).  

          In Greene's work, his incongruous authorial intent and choice of genre belie his 

sardonic irony. It is unlikely that Greene, an anti-Puritan playwright, would suddenly 

convert to Puritanism, and, even if he did, he would not have written his anti-theatrical 

pamphlets in the Christian Terence tradition. Anti-theatrical Puritans, like Gosson and 

Stubbes, objected to Christian Terence because it relied on what they considered to be an 

irreverent and innately deceptive combination of biblical stories with Roman festive 

forms.  Even though earlier Puritans had used this genre as a vehicle for Calvinism, and 

Gosson seemed aware that its history might justify its form, Gosson tries to prevent the 
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continuation of this tradition in English comedy by denying its historical significance to 

the English Reformation. As R.W. Maslen argues, "The School of Abuse dedicates itself 

to refuting the notion that Elizabethan comedy has a distinguished ancestry" (11). 

Moreover, he quotes Gosson as claiming that he doubts not, "'some Archplayer or other 

that hath read a little, or stumbled upon Plautus comedies'. . . will resort to the hackneyed 

defense that their work resembled the reformed New Comedy, as opposed to the rebald 

Old Comedy that was banned at Athens "(11). Gosson denies the "reformed" aspect of 

New Comedy in plays in the period, obscuring the significance of the Reformation in 

creating the Christian Terence tradition. In fact, he suggests that New Comedy was 

"reformed" only in antiquity.  Playwrights such as Thomas Lodge had replied to Gosson's 

attack on the theater with the defense that this tradition continued to play an integral part 

in English education.18 Its importance at Cambridge not only to education but also to the 

Reformation was undeniable. In fact, many early reformers at Cambridge had written to 

defend the use of Christian Terence in education and reform (Chambers, Elizabethan 

1:239-241). In the spirit of early reformers, then, Greene wrote his mock Puritan 

pamphlets. However, he emphasized the biblical and the comic generic elements in 

pamphlets, in order to expose the pamphlet's equally dramatic structure, and to criticize 

Puritan anti-theatrical prejudice. Pamphlets, rather than plays, were increasingly 

becoming the Puritan's preferred medium. Greene's writing in Groatsworth and 

Repentance blurs the generic distinctions between the pamphlet and the play in order to 

uncover the hypocrisy in the Puritans' particular brand of reform.  

                                                
18  See http://www.luminarium.org/renascence-editions/lodge.html. 
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            In Groatsworth and Repentance, Greene is drawing on the complex mingling of 

Susanna and the Elders, The Prodigal Son, Esau and Jacob, and Patient Griselda stories 

used by early reformers in combination with the comedies of Terence and Plautus in 

order to mock Puritan's objection to the theater. These characters involve virtually all the 

biographical elements in Greene's late repentance pamphlets, save those details Greene 

added specifically to satirize Puritans as hypocrites, usurers, or "papists."  For example, 

the story of Esau and Jacob, which Calvinists used to prove election through scripture 

(the selection of one son over another by God), Greene restages in Groatsworth with the 

emphasis not on God's capricious partiality to explain election but on the defrauding of 

one's brother.19  

           Corrupting courtesans, prodigal sons, parasites, inheritance-usurping brothers, 

abandoned wives, fatuous parents, and overly strict, hypocritical fathers are all characters 

in Greene's repentances that would have been immediately recognized not as true people 

but as either literary types or as metaphors for Puritans (and sometimes as both). For 

example, Marvin Herrick, in his analysis of the Christian Terence plays created by early 

reformers, examines the character type called the “over doting mother,” which occurs not 

only in the popular school plays, The Rebelles (1546) and The Students (1549), but also 

as a supposed biographical detail in Greene's Repentance; Greene blames his growing 

"prone to all mischief" (20) on his mother's long pampering of him. In Groatsworth, 

Greene does not have two parents as he does in Repentance, but one: his father, Gorinius, 

                                                
19  Thanks to Robert Hornback for pointing out the use of Jacob and Esau as anti-Puritan       
satire in the period and its presence in Groatsworth. 
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who is represented as a falsely pious usurer, and promoter of Machiavelli. Not only is he 

the stereotypical Puritan, but he is the father in the anti-Puritan satire Martin's Months 

Mind, who leaves his son Marchiavelli's works. Even the character who Greene claims 

actually represents himself in Groatsworth is essentially an amalgamation of other 

prodigals, who typically represented vices like intemperance, love-of-money, and lack-

of-discipline.  

          The deathbed conversion in Groatsworth and Repentance is likewise anti-Puritan, 

adding a mockery of the Puritans’ conflation of wealth and piety to the spiritual pre-

tentiousness that Greene implies accompanies this deathbed genre. As does his Defense, 

Groatsworth deflates deathbed conversions into farce, making a mockery of the general 

godly dying pamphlet and the literature of Puritan conversion. Greene markets his 

supposedly imminent death like a hawker selling his wares. By echoing the voice of 

penitent dying, Greene's own dubious conversions suggest that deathbed conversions in 

Puritan pamphlets, like Stubbes’s Chrystal Glass, are an advertising strategy. The title of 

his Vision is followed by the description, “written at the instant of his death . . . 

Containing a penitent passion for the folly of his pen” (12:1).. The title of Groatsworth is 

similarly “Written before his death and published at his dying request” (12:97).. Finally, 

and perhaps most hilariously, The Repentance claims to represent the author’s own death, 

“wherein by himself is laid open his loose life, with the manner of his death” (12:151). It 

is rare indeed that an author is able to describe the manner of his own death, but Greene 

does so in some detail:  

                      During all the time of his sickness he was never heard to swear, rave or     
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                      blaspheme the name of God . . . he continually called upon God, and recited 

                      . . . these lines: 

                      O Lord, forgive me my manifold offences. 

                      O Lord, have mercy upon me . . .  

                      And with suchlike godly sentences he passed  

                      the time, even till he gave up the ghost (12:158). 

This description not only reveals the farce at the heart of Repentance, the lack of sincerity 

in the dying repentant who is able to talk about himself in the third person, it also situates 

Greene as a parodic Puritan. He refers to his “sentences” as very pointedly godly, 

drawing attention to the insincerity of his performance and even to the act of writing as 

acting; the text emphasizes the irrationality of Puritan prejudice against either medium, as 

both invite the possibility of a mere performance. 

         Besides the "godly" dying genre, there was also a significant number of popular 

murder pamphlets that became a type, "a subgenre of . . . providentialized news and 

crime pamphlets of the period after 1570" (Lake, Popular 314). Peter Lake suggests 

Puritans and popular audiences alike read this subgenre as part of the popular murder 

literature. Within this genre, Puritan writers created a gallows ars moriendi and even a 

gallows life of the saints. According to Lake,   

                    An inducement to Christian reformation still more powerful than the  

                  contemplation of bodies twisting on the gallows came from the power       

                      of their murders' often very tardy speeches of repentance to bring them   

                      to salvation. . . Authors of both pamphlets and plays were very quick to  
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                      express their 'assured hope' that the murderers rested in "God's Peace.'  

                      Indeed, some of the more resplendently repentant characters described                

                      in the pamphlets were all but hailed as elect saints (Lake, Antichrist's 149). 

Greene's conversions in both Groatsworth and Repentance mock this genre. He hints in 

both pamphlets that he is a murderer and one of the elect, not because either was true, but 

because he is burlesquing this Puritan subgenre of deathbed repentance. Though this 

genre may stand in stark opposition to the portrayal of Puritans as merciless usurers, 

showing as it does the Puritan conception of "the ultimate triumph of the justice and 

mercy of God over sin and the devil" (Lake, Antichrist 149), it exposed an element of 

Puritanism that many found repugnant. 

                   Many of the central motifs in the pamphlets. . . could be interpreted in   

                       terms of predestination elements in the protestant view of the world  

                       that are often assumed to have been particularly repellent or 

                   unintelligible to a  popular audience" (Lake, Antichrist's 148) 

Within Repentance and Groatsworth, Greene recreates this type of last minute gallows 

repentance; he hints at the type of sins that would bring one to the gallows, murder and 

thieving, but he gets rid of the gallows entirely. He merely dies of his own gluttony, 

outrageously testifying to his own salvation by describing himself as godly. Critics are 

baffled by his suggestion of a life of crime and last minute conversion, many suggesting 

he suffered an over dramatized sense of sin. Only Harvey, whose satirical strategy it was 

to read Greene literally, does not question Greene's inflated criminality. However, 

Greene's staging of the Puritan notions of election and providence emphasizes what was 
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the most incomprehensible part of this doctrine to a popular audience--the possibility of 

living a morally reprehensible life and still being saved. In Greene's pamphlets, God's 

justice is conspicuously missing. The providence that led the murderer to get caught in 

the actual gallows repentances is not part of his representation; instead, the repentant, 

essentially, gets away with the sinful things he has done. Social justice as God's justice is 

not realized. Moreover, in his version Greene perverts even the message of God's mercy. 

He emphasizes not God's mercy in driving him to make his "godly" conversion but the 

fear of hell and especially the knowledge, which he says he derives from the Psalms, that 

"ab inferis nulla est redemptio," from hell no one is redeemed.  

         Using this Latin tag, or "aphorisme" (55), according to the character Tarlton, is a 

clear indicator of Calvinism. Greene's pseudonymous work, Tarltons Newes Out of 

Purgatory (1590), suggests that his use of the Latin tag is an invitation to abuse20. In 

Tarltons Newes Greene, as the author Robin Goodfellow, encounters Tarlton's ghost and 

exclaims he must be a demon since "ab inferis nulla est redemptio" ; in response, Tarlton 

derides him as a "horson dunce" (55-6) and Calvinist and disabuses him of the notion that 

there is no purgatory, telling him to believe "Dant" and his "greatgrandmothers"(55). 

Greene often alludes to his own more radical pseudonymous work in the same way in 

which The Repentance echoes Tarlton's News. The Cobbler of Canterbury that occurs in 

Repentance and in Vision suggests that this practice was part of Greene's consciously 

cultivated heteroglossic style. Greene's late repentance pamphlets, especially, emphasize 

                                                
20 Although Tarlton's Newes and The Cobbler of Canterbury are not published under the name of 
a real author, following the scholars Jeremy Dimmick and H. Neville Davies' lead, I believe both 
pamphlets to be the work of Robert Greene.  
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the intertexuality of Greene's writing. Jeremy Dimmick recognizes this in his analyses of 

Vision. He remarks that "anyone can lift from published works, but Greene is a notorious 

self-borrower, reproducing passages from a few words to long stretches almost exactly" 

(458). Even more unusual is the way in which Greene sets up these self-borrowings, so 

that readers are aware of his allusions to his other works by mere phrases and are able to 

read complex meanings between texts.21   

        Greene creates a conversation among his texts, which is capable of containing a 

polyvocal discourse while still suggesting the same end; in the case of the late repentance 

pamphlet, the end is the elevation of art and the denigration of Puritans. This is suggested 

in Vision through an allusion to Skelton's The Garland, a poem that elevates the poet to 

the place of divine prophet and the poet's art to the level of the sacred.22 Tarltons Newes 

goes even further in suggesting the sacredness of art. Like his late repentance pamphlets, 

Repentance and Groatsworth, Tarltons Newes suggests that the artist is Christ-like. He 

evokes the artist's death and resurrection and the holiness of art in his allusion to Dante. 

H. Neville Davies points out that  

                        Both the Commedia and Tarltons Newes record experiences given quite  

                        specific dates, Easter 1300 and Whit Munday 1590. Easter would not have 

                        been at all suitable for Tarltons Newes, lest Tarlton's ghost were to be  

                        blasphemously associated with the resurrection or the Harrowing of Hell,  

                    and Whit Monday provided a decent alternative, especially since it was a  

                    popular date for theater going (12).     

                                                
21  See Dimmick's reading of "Gower, Chaucer, and the Art of Repentance in Greene's Vision." 
22  See Greg Walker John Skelton and the Politics of the 1520s pgs. 56-60. 
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 As Davies suggests, though Easter is not used to date Tarltons Newes, it is evoked 

through Greene's allusion to Dante, but, in fact, Greene is being blasphemous. In his 

defense of the theater, making Whit Munday a kind of Easter and Tarlton a Christ figure, 

Greene makes the profane sacred, and vice versa; moreover, he does so in the manner of 

early reformers, in order to correct (Puritan) popery.  Through his mock resurrection and 

ironic "juggling" of authorial identity, Greene both elevates theater to the level of the 

sacred and makes a mockery of self-deluding Puritans whose objections to the theater are 

as dramatic as the Mass. As Annabel Paterson points out, at his execution John Oldcastle 

purportedly "promised his own death and resurrection in three days (Patterson 152).  

Oldcastle's threat of resurrecting became a trope with anti-Puritan writers, one that 

suggested the religious megalomania of Puritan pretension. It is used, perhaps by Greene, 

to mock Marprelate's continued emergence in print: "Welcome Mayster Martin from the 

dead, and much good joy may you have of your stage-like resurrection," writes Cuthbert 

Curry knave, in An Almond for a Parrot (Poole 201). Although the pamphlet is attributed 

to Nashe, anti-Marprelate writings were collaborative works, and other critics have 

attributed Greene with the writings of Cuthbert. He also used the pseudonym Cuthbert 

Coney Catcher in The Defense, suggesting further his link with the name Cuthbert.    

            Ironically, even more than to the martyr Oldcastle an authorial immortality will be 

extended to Greene, as writers like Chettle carried on the tradition of resurrecting the 

ghost of Greene in their writing, and as generations of readers continue to mistake 

Greene's intentions. This type of metamorphosis, a metamorphosis suggestive of Christ 

and arrived at through the intertextuality of Greene's pamphlets, renders the Puritan 
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conversion narrative in Repentance hypocritically "dramatic," even reminiscent of the 

Mass; it also suggests, simultaneously, the Puritan religious experience as less Christ-like 

than the artist's.     

            In Groatsworth, the conversion experience is less optimistic than the conversion 

experience in Repentance, and Greene’s emphasis is on economics. His focus is more on 

the condemnation of the Puritan than on the elevation of art. Groatsworth is an inverted 

version of the Prodigal Son parable. In Greene’s parable, avarice replaces generosity. The 

father, Gorinius, is an unmerciful usurer who disinherits rather than forgives his son 

Roberto. Roberto is the prodigal son, and his prodigality is reflected in his opposition to 

usury. Roberto’s morality, his speaking out against usury, initially brings about his 

downfall. It also supposedly brings about Greene’s downfall, as the dying Greene claims 

that Roberto’s story is actually his own. In keeping with this inversion of Christian 

theology in Groatsworth, instead of the faith-inspiring godly sentences that are similar to 

Katherine Stubbes’s conviction in Chrystal Glass, the reader is given some downright 

preposterous rules to follow.  

            Rule number one incongruously juxtaposes various Psalms that contain references 

to the fear of God as wisdom and affirm the immovable strength gained from an 

allegiance to God. The first rule enjoins, “let his word be a lanterne to your feet, and a 

light unto your paths, then shall you stand as firme as rocks, and not be moved” (12: 

139). Confounding his own metaphor of travel, Greene claims that if you allow the light 

of God’s wisdom to guide you, you will go nowhere. He thus parodies the Puritan 
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notoriety for outlandish interpretations of scripture.23 Rule ten advises, “if thou be a 

Sonne or Servant, despise not reproofe: for though correction bee bitter at first, it bringth 

pleasure in the end” (12:141). His father, Gorinius, specifically instructs his son to 

pretend to “be devout,” to learn about conscience from “Machiavels works” and through 

usury to “make spoil of yoong Gallants” (12:108–09), i.e., he instructs him to build his 

house upon his neighbor's hurt or to profit upon the misery of others.  

             If Greene had listened to his father, and the reader takes Groatsworth as a sincere 

autobiography, then Greene could not have followed the rest of his precepts that have to 

do with fearing God: “not building thy house upon thy neighbors hurt," or being a 

“usurer” (12:140). Furthermore, Gorinius is a caricature drawn from the anti-Puritan 

satire of the period as is evident from his lack of conscience, his usury, and his hypocrisy.  

            Most critical attention to Greene's Groatsworth has focused on the dying 

repentance in which Greene claims to be Roberto, the main character, composing 

Groatsworth on his deathbed, repentant of his career as a writer. However, the deathbed 

portion of Groatsworth is only the end of the story. The deathbed conversion is preceded 

by the story of how Roberto, who the reader is to believe is actually Greene, came to such 

an end. Greene uses an inverted version of the Prodigal Son parable for the story of 

Roberto's downfall. It is in Greene's particular treatment of the Prodigal Son story that his 

parody of Puritans as anti-theatrical hypocrites is fully developed. Through the parable of 

the Prodigal Son, he is able to revile the Puritan practice of usury as antithetical to the 

                                                
23 See, for example, the mockery of Puritan exegesis in The Return of Pasquill, wherein, Nashe 
calls Puritans "they that take the word by the nose with a paire of Pinchers and lead it where so 
ever it pleaseth them . . . p.88. See also Aaron Myers' Representation and Misrepresentation of 
the Puritan in Elizabethan Drama, especially page 116. 
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spirit of Christianity, to tie this usury to hypocritical, anti-theatrical pamphlet publishing, 

and to link all of this to Stephen Gosson. Through Greene’s mimetic farce, Gosson 

becomes the focus of Greene’s mockery of conversion. Gosson’s anti-theatrical prejudice 

was predicated on a typical Puritan, anti-Catholic hysteria that eschewed symbols, the 

metaphoric, and indeed anything that blurred categorical distinctions.  

            As a former playwright and current pamphleteer, Gosson hypocritically argues in 

School of Abuse that poets are jugglers who “casteth a myst to work the closer” (10). 

Then, using a number of metaphors to illustrate the danger of metaphoric art, Gosson 

employs images of duality in order to warn against misrepresentation; he claims that, 

when one thing is represented as another, the reader is involved in the sin of lying. The 

reader becomes, like the artist, a hypocrite. He writes, “The Syrens songue is the saylers 

wracke; the fowlers whistle the birds death” (10), and he warns that poets are able to turn 

“reasonable creatures into brute beastes” (10). It does not take as great a genius as 

Greene’s to see the irony in Gosson’s writing metaphorically about the dangers of 

metaphor. Gosson’s Puritanical inveighing against figurative language, while 

simultaneously publishing richly figurative anti-theatrical pamphlets, reveals his 

hypocrisy. Greene links this hypocrisy to the avarice and trickery that subtend Puritan 

anti-theatrical prejudice. Greed, then, informs their niggardly attitude toward the 

metaphoric and perverts the generosity of the Christ-like art of writing. 

            Stephen Gosson had challenged defenders of poetry to find scriptural justification 

for the literary arts, and Greene’s use of the Prodigal Son parable not only meets that 

challenge but uses it to undermine the Puritan's claim to univocality as godly. Reveling in 
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the multivocal disguise of parody, Greene becomes a parodic Puritan. His mirroring 

fractures the illusion of singular identity or meaning in Puritan discourse. Moreover, 

through the inversion of the Prodigal Son story, an allegory about conversion and the 

abundant generosity of God, Greene attacks the ungodly avarice of the Puritan’s bias 

against art and, out of the grave of this Puritanical, overly-reverential dogma, he 

resurrects the boundrilessness and multivocality of a more charitable Christian theology.  

            As Jonas Barish argues in The Antitheatrical Prejudice, underlying much of the 

Puritans’ prejudice against theatrics was an antipathy toward a metamorphic ontology. In 

fact, Barish points out that Gosson wages a particularly Puritan ontological war in his 

attack against the theater that excludes both faith and positive representations of 

transformation. Barish writes, “The human mind, in this reductive view [and here he 

quotes Gosson], ‘is simple without mixture or composition, without mingle mangle of 

fish & flesh, good & bad . . . [W]here both are proffered, the herditarie corruption of our 

nature taketh the worst and leaveth the best’” (89).. Barish concludes that “free choice 

and self-definition form no part of [the Puritan’s] scheme” (89), at least not 

consciously.24 Moreover, according to Barish, within Christian tradition there has always 

been not one God but two: “Alongside the God of self-sufficiency, dwelling in his . . . 

immobility, there was a . . . God of Emanation, the streaming source of creative energy” 

(107). Likewise, “[A]longside the austerer moralist . . . there were others . . . who 

responded more to the divine multiplicity . . . expressive of the variousness of human 

                                                
24   Obviously, the self-transformation in either upward mobility or the inward speculation in 
Puritan devotion did not come to mind for Puritans when they were railing against transformation 
on the stage.  
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potentiality” (107). Embracing the divine multiplicity of Christianity and the liberty in 

transformation, Greene attacks Gosson in order not only to accuse Puritans of the equally 

theatric practice of social climbing and the hypocrisy of hiding beneath a mask of 

Christian piety, a standard accusation against Puritans, but also to redeem a metamorphic 

ontology.  

            Christianity’s central myth is metamorphic. It is a religion filled with stories of 

conversions, transformations, and resurrections. Greene chooses the story of the Prodigal 

Son to represent the metamorphic ontology within Christianity. The Prodigal Son 

involves the believer or reader in an act of generosity, a “willing suspension of disbelief,” 

or faith. The merciful father says of the prodigal son that he “was dead and is alive again . 

. . ,” meaning, of course, that he did not die, but that he was radically altered, that through 

his act of faith, his returning, the prodigal son is reborn (Luke 15:34–35).25 The story also 

involves another act of generosity. The father represents God’s mercy which does not 

look too closely at past selves, as the brother in the story would have the father do; 

instead, he assists in the prodigal son’s transformation by believing he has changed, by 

ignoring what he has done or who he has been. Moreover, his transformation is divine. 

Like Christ, he is resurrected.  

            In Groatsworth, Greene inverts the story of the prodigal son. At first, the son, 

Roberto, seems to be more moral than the usurer father, Gorinius. When the son returns 

home from the academy, his father provides a feast. Roberto’s sin is that while in the 

company of his father and his neighbors, who are all referred to as “execrable usurers,” 

                                                
25    See The Geneva Bible, 1560 Edition, with an intro. by Lloyd E. Berry. Rpt. of the 1969       
facsimile ed. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2007). 
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he “invay[s] mightly against that abhorred vice, in so much that hee urges tears from 

divers of their eyes, and compunction in some of their harts” (107–08). For this sin, 

Roberto is disinherited, a turn of plot that inverts the message of divine mercy originally 

provided by the story of the prodigal son. In Groatsworth, the prodigal’s father becomes 

a stereotypical character of Puritan hypocrisy.26 Gorinius is “religious . . . never without a 

book at his belt . . . or a bolt in his mouthe, readye to shoote through his sinfull neighbor” 

(12:101), and yet, he is also described as a man of “exceeding wealth”(12:104–05) and 

“large conscience,” who considers it “foole-holy” to “make scruple of conscience where 

profit presents itself” (12:108). Moreover, Gorinius is not only a Puritan but he is an art-

despising Puritan of the Gosson variety. When talking about Roberto to his favorite 

younger son, he continuously demeans him “as a beggerly artist” (12:107), displaying the 

same anti-theatrical prejudice that Gosson displays in School of Abuse.  

            Despising the transformative in art and drawing on the anti-Catholic iconoclastic 

discourse of the period, Gosson likens artists and their writing to “sepulchres” that hide 

“nothing but deade bones . . . fresh pictures on rotten walles” (4). Greene’s representation 

of Puritan discourse exposes a paradox at the heart of Puritan antitheatrical prejudice: no 

writing can exhibit the kind of univocality that Puritans, like Gosson, desire. According 

to Samuel Weber, in his book Theatricality as Medium,  

                        The process of signifying always leaves something out and something  

                        over, an excess that is also a deficit, or as Derrida has formulated it, “a          

                                                
26    See Aaron Myers, Representation. Myers claims that “So deeply is this belief in the essential 
hypocrisy of the Puritan embedded in the minds of the dramatists that the word ‘Puritan’ is 
regarded as a synonym of ‘hypocrite’” p. 92. 
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                        remainder”. . . . It is the irreducibility of this remainder that, ultimately,  

                        renders language theatrical and theatricality significant” (X). 

Perceiving the theatricality in Gosson’s anti-theatrical prejudice, Greene stages the 

hypocrisy that condemns duality only in artistic discourse and suggests that this duplicity 

is in fact Puritan. He draws upon the anti-Puritan satire of the period to show the theatrics 

of the social climber. The Puritan Gorinius is a Machiavel, a name synonymous with 

theatricality and unethical social mobility.  

            Greene’s mockery of Puritan economic practices reflects an anxiety in the period. 

As R. H. Tawney argues, Puritans were “reviled . . . as parvenus, usurers, and blood 

suckers” (209). Moreover, they were regarded with “suspicion” and were thought in their 

“swift rise to prosperity . . . to have applied sordid means to the pursuit of antisocial 

ends” (209). Georges Bataille confirms, “Calvin abandoned the doctrinal condemnation 

of loans at interest” (122), and Puritans professed to be strict Calvinists. On the other 

hand, those Protestants (including Luther) who continued to consider usury a sin 

associated it not only with lending money at interest but also with trickery, fraud, and a 

lack of industry.27 Moreover, profits from usury were thought not to arise from any 

substantial labor or work but from mere avarice, greed, trickery, and manipulation. 

Groatsworth represents usury as Puritan by associating it with the hypocritical, greedy 

and prosperous Gorinius. 

            Although Greene initially sets up an opposition between the money grubbing 

father and the prodigal son, suggesting that the son has higher principals, Roberto proves 

                                                
27      See Jones, p.55. See Max Weber, pgs. 79-92. 
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to be just as hypocritical as his father, particularly as a playwright; not only does he write 

for profit (a materialistic motive that he criticizes in his father) but he also creates fiction 

in order to bring about the destruction of others, as is demonstrated in the play-like con 

he devises to usurp his brother’s inheritance. The similarity to Gosson, an antitheatrical 

playwright turned pamphleteer, is not coincidental. 

            When Roberto is disinherited for speaking out against his father’s usury, Gorinius 

leaves everything to his younger brother Luciano except for one “old groat” (12:107). 

This he leaves to Roberto, saying that as he himself started with one groat, it is his belief 

that by thus reducing Roberto to poverty, he will induce him to be more like himself. He 

considers himself industrious. Roberto, however, views his industry as perverse because 

it is built upon fraud and the unethical practice of usury.  

          Industry was of particular importance to Puritans and Protestants alike, but, 

whereas Luther introduced the Protestant idea of a calling, he opposed the social mobility 

that Max Weber attributes to Calvin alone. According to Weber, Luther held that “The 

pursuit of material gain beyond personal needs . . . appear[ed] as a symptom of a lack of 

grace, and since it could only be attained at the expense of others, directly reprehensible” 

(84). Roberto’s aversion to his father’s type of industry, his economic gain at the expense 

of others, reflects a Lutheran perspective, but Greene goes even beyond Luther, 

associating all industry with fraud and suggesting that as soon as Roberto leaves the 

aesthetic life, the life of the scholarly artist, he enters a world of debauchery. Gorinius is 

a stereotypical Puritan averse to art and learning.28 He responds to Roberto’s urging that 

                                                
28   See Morgan pgs. 41–79. 



 65 

he renounce usury by suggesting Roberto look to his own sin, and though he never says 

what those sins are, he immediately begins to rail against “beggerly artists” and their 

abundance of words. This denunciation, together with his reducing Roberto’s inheritance 

simply “to books,” suggests an opposition between his and Roberto’s ideas of wealth and 

knowledge. Roberto initially values art and learning; it is Gorinius’s intention to make 

him value money and cunning instead by reducing him to poverty, leaving him one “old 

groat” (12:107). 

          The father’s plan works. His inverted value scheme makes his son a hypocritical, 

anti-theatrical playwright just like Gosson. The first time Roberto joins forces with the 

prostitute, Lamilia, with whom he devises a plan to dupe his brother of his inheritance, he 

is being fraudulent. Lamilia then reveals Roberto’s scheme to Luciano and thwarts 

Roberto’s plans. Eventually, Roberto meets a player and profits as a playwright, which is 

not associated with avarice but prodigality. He wastes his wealth, but his true sin comes 

when he is reduced again to a mere groat and must value money, not art. He decides to 

“see if [he] can sell to carelesse youth what [he] negligently forgot to buy” (107). In 

other words, like his father, he will exploit the spendthrift “yoong Gentlemen” (189), by 

selling them bogus advice pamphlets. As Alexandra Halasz argues in The Market place of 

Print: Pamphlets and the Public Sphere in Early Modern England, 

                       Roberto’s resolution to “sell to carelesse youth what [he] negligently forgot  

                       to buy” indentifies pamphlet writing with the father’s practice of            

                       “mak[ing] spoyle of yoong Gallants (12) as if, like usury, pamphlet  
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                       writing both created and consumed wealth without creating value . . . .       

                       (31) 

Greene’s parody of anti-theatrical pamphlets reveals that Gosson’s maligning of art, 

much like the general Puritan economic practice of usury, as practiced by Gorinius, is 

based upon false piety and is actually predicated upon avarice. 

          Greene’s blurring of distinction between Gosson and Greene, between Greene and 

Roberto, and between Roberto and Gorinius is related to both Stubbes’s and Gosson’s 

anti-theatricalism. Greene’s mimicry throughout the pamphlet is carnivalesque mimicry, 

which Michael Bristol defines as a “mimicry or ‘seeming-to-be-other’ . . . [that] confuses 

the categories of identity and difference” in such a way that it threatens the univocal 

sovereign voice, breaking down the authority of a “fixed and conclusive ideology”(21). 

Greene is not just interested in exposing Gosson’s hypocrisy in Groatsworth; he is also 

attempting to redeem the liberty of the artist from a Puritan prison house of meaning by 

revealing the polysemic, multivocal reality behind constructions of the self.  

        Both Greene and Gosson wed constructions of the self to constructions of 

meaning. Gosson seems to do so unconsciously; Greene does so in the highly conscious 

act of parody. In Gosson, as in Greene, ostensibly singular subjects are actually multiple. 

The poet stands in for poets, players, and playwrights; as players disguise, so poets’ 

meaning is deceitful. The theatricality in language or any figurative act is sinful, 

suggestive of the Puritans’ oft-raised objection to a man wearing women’s clothing, 

which in Puritanism apparently applies to any seeming to be other. Greene’s mimicry, 

however, suggests a nonessential ontology in which seeming is the only option.  
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          An image of a mask adorns Greene’s title page. In the tradition of the Carnival, 

Greene evokes the mask variously throughout Groatsworth not only by unmasking 

hypocrisy but also by suggesting its relationship to creation and divinity. The mask is 

central to the presentation of authorial identity as divine, in sacred parody, and the 

eternally dying Greene is born again in at least three pamphlets. As Barish notes, “at one 

critical moment in history, God also [like Greene] disguised himself and assumed the 

condition of change” (113). The mask is one of the symbols most commonly associated 

with carnival, but its religious significance has become obscured. It is precisely this 

carnivalesque identity that characterizes Greene’s Christ-like manifestations in his late 

repentance pamphlets. Greene often liked to play upon his name, associating himself with 

renewal and the ‘green’ of spring, and in the repentance pamphlets, he becomes a Christ-

like “Lord of life and death” (Greene12:187). Greene’s repeated incarnations evoke the 

grotesque body and the lack of boundaries between life and death that resurrection 

expresses. In fact, he continues to incarnate through his pamphlets as the critic’s belief in 

his real presence reveals. Autobiographical readings are on-going testaments to the 

miracle of this mockery.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE PLOWMAN AND THE PROSTITUTE IN PURITAN AND ANTI-PURITAN 

CARNIVALESQUE. 

         

 In chapter one, I argue that while critics read Robert Greene's late repentance 

pamphlets autobiographically, even drawing on these pamphlets for Greene's entry in the 

Oxford Dictionary of Biography, they are in fact mock repentance pamphlets. Greene 

wrote them, along with his coney catching pamphlets, to lampoon anti-theatrical Puritans, 

primarily Stephen Gosson and Philip Stubbes. Having established Greene's mockery of 

these Puritans and his defense of the theater in chapter one, I will examine in chapter two 

the role Greene, Nashe, and other popular writers played in their confrontation with the 

Puritan writers during the Marprelate affair, especially Richard and Gabriel Harvey and 

Edmund Spenser. The Harveys influenced Spenser's The Shepherd's Calendar, and 

together they attempted to adapt the popular carnivalesque to a repressive socio-religious 

ideology within the literary arts.29   

 More specifically, I will examine the use of carnivalesque representations of 

gender that informs the Puritan and anti-Puritan battle for control over the rhetoric of 

popular culture. During the Marprelate Affair, Richard and Gabriel Harvey attempted to 

subordinate the culture of Carnival in the arts to a Puritan notion of proper art that 

combined an eschewal of bodily pleasure and a rejection of the comedic with the general 

                                                
29 "Just before the beginning of repressing Puritans, Oxford's literary associates (Lyly Nashe, 
Greene, and Munday) were arrayed on the Anglican side against the Puritans (cheifly Gabriel 
Harvey and his brother) in the Marprelate controversy. . ." (Hess 48). See also A. Davenport "An 
Elizabethan Controversy : Harvey and Nashe" in Notes and Queries Feb. 28, 1942.  
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schoolmaster's fear of feminine disorder.30 In Gabriel Harvey's published letters to 

Spenser, Richard Harvey's Plain Perceval, and Gabriel Harvery's Pierces 

Supererogation, the Harvey brothers condemned the works of popular writers as 

"womanish" and whorish, equated the copious and polysemic abundance of their 

language with the criminality of an unbridled sexuality, and indicted the insincerity of the 

popular writers' parodic and ironic posturing as an attack on language and truth.  

 According to Patricia Parker, popular writers had become associated with a 

"corrupting and enervating" femininity that became a "preoccupation . . . of the 

schoolmaster" (11). This femininity was associated with the Ciceronian or Asiatic style in 

literature, a verbal "copia" of voluptuous description and linguistic play.  This effeminate 

style was also associated with youthful prodigality, youth being conceived as a period in 

one's life of gender ambiguity marked with a lack of restraint. As Parker argues, this 

Ciceronian style had been contrasted by scholars, such as Lipsius and Erasmus, with "the 

more virile Attic [style]" which was terse and therefore thought to be manly and 

disciplined.  "Erasmus's Ciceronianus (1528) speaks of seeking in vain in Ciceronian 

eloquence for something 'masculine' and of his own desire for a 'more masculine style,'" 

while Lipsius claims to no longer like the Ciceronian or Asiatic Style.  "I have become a 

man, and my tastes have changed. Asiatic feasts have ceased to please me; I prefer the 

Attic"(Parker 14).  The schoolmaster Ramus, in Brutinae Quaestiones, blames Cicero for 

                                                
30  I am referring to the antifeminism that occurs in the works of schoolmasters such as Ascham, 
Sturm, Ramus, Wilson, and Harvey.  This fear of feminine disorder also occurred in the works of 
scholars who influenced these schoolmasters, such as Lipsius and Erasmus. Moreover, the 
students of these schoolmasters further developed much of their antifeminism in manuals on 
rhetoric and logic in works like Abraham Fraunce's The Shepherd's Logike and The Arcadian 
Rhetorike.   
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making rhetoric the whore of wisdom rather than its "handmaid" (29); he adds that the 

softness of Cicero's style is "scarcely adequate for a noble man," and that he "spurn[s] 

and condemn[s] it as worthy of an unassuming woman . . .(37). Ramus warns that "the 

lure of Asiatic exuberance rather than the critical judgment of Roman seriousness" is 

harmful (29). Moreover, like Lipsius, he associates Cicero's style with a dangerous lack 

of restraint that if practiced in youth cannot later be overcome. He cautions that from 

early on Cicero was "steeped in Asiatic verbosity" and that because of this "he later found 

it impossible to restrain and check himself "(8).  This gendered rhetoric and rejection of a 

dangerous corporeal pleasure in the language arts appealed to Puritans, and the Harveys 

and Spenser adapted the plain style, as the Attic style came to be known, in their 

reformation of literature.31 The plain style, like the Attic, was characterized by a 

disciplined lack of wordiness, a "manly" insistence on reason in art, and the rejection of 

corporeal pleasure, especially the use of metaphor. The Harveys, in particular, 

condemned the linguistic playfulness of popular writers, their use of puns and parody in 

carnivalesque satires, as well as the voluptuousness of their romances. Spenser, too, 

wrote to overturn this style.  

 In opposition to the Harveys' Puritan artistic ideology, which subscribed to a 

"one-to-one ratio between word and thing," popular artists' use of puns as well as 

metaphors suggested an infinite regress of meaning and languages' participation in the 

                                                
31 Abraham Fraunce, in fact, wrote one of his manuals on Ramist rhetoric, The Shepherd's Logike, 
demonstrating Ramists' method through Spenser's Shepherd's Calendar.   
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creation of truth rather than its use as a vehicle for the expression of truth.32 This copia, or 

abundance of meaning and words, and the bodily pleasure it provoked was fraught with 

sexual implications for early modern Puritans and represented the sin of unrestrained 

appetite and the evil temptation of sensual delight.33 Spenser's Dame Excess, as Parker 

points out, is an exemplary representation of these convictions, but so too is Spenser's 

Duessa.  Spenser's representation of Duessa reflects his ideology on writing; her 

abundance evokes the frighteningly repulsive feminine grotesque that overwhelms the 

construction of masculine identity and emphasizes the loathsomeness of the carnal in 

ciceronian excess. Other authors in the period represented the grotesque feminine as 

comedic. For example, through the laughter provoking grotesquely feminine Falstaff and 

Hal's equally funny copious descriptions of Falstaff Shakespeare highlights the pleasure 

in the corporeal experience of abundance, especially in Henry IV Part One. Spenser's 

suppression of this comic aspect of the grotesque suggests the fear of laughter that the 

grotesque provoked in those distrustful of even momentary unrestrained bodily reactions 

                                                
32 According to Sister Mary McCormick (a student of Walter Ong) in her critical edition of 
Abraham Fraunce's The Shepherd's Logic, Ramus insisted on a "one-to-one ratio between word 
and thing" (43) in which case the slipping of the signifier and the signified in the construction of 
meaning that takes place in the use of puns would be troublesome to his ideology pointing as it 
does to the instability of language. Moreover, metaphor creates meaning by forging connections 
between things that appear to be unrelated, adding new ways of understanding and thereby 
threatening the view that language corresponds to a reality independent of the creative influence 
of language. Metaphor also confirms the polysemic nature of language that threatens the 
correspondence theory of language and reality.  
33 Fraunce claims he writes the shepherd's logic to facilitate Ramist logic and so correct those 
who have . . .defaced the right use of liberal arts . . . or perverted good manners, as arts of 
lovinge, magike, quaffinge, with the rest of that heathenish rable (58-9). 
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to this effeminizing art.34 In the Puritan battle with popular culture, the object against 

which the Puritan author struggles is "this temptress," the temptress being in this case, 

according to Parker, the "dilated body of the text" or the "ensnarement of Created 

Pleasure" (9). The popular artist, as well as the feminine grotesque in popular art, 

represented this disordered female in the Puritan's battle with sinful art, and thus became 

not only objects of scorned fascination but also objects of reformation.  

 This battle between the Puritan and popular writer over the reform of popular art 

takes place through representations of gender in the pastoral genre, a popular and 

academic genre associated with the carnivalesque. In Spenser's Shepherd's Calendar, 

written almost a decade before the Marprelate affair (under the tutelage of Gabriel 

Harvey), Spenser constructed a puritanical masculine pastoral identity. The figure of the 

shepherd that had been associated variously in pastoral art with the pious plowman, the 

rebel plowman, and the morally ambiguous trickster Robin Hood, Spenser chose to 

represent exclusively as the pious plowman plagued by love and so exiled from an ideal 

state of being. Replacing the shepherd of the popular carnivalesque pastoral (the often 

bawdy outlaw Robin Hood) with the Protestant tradition of the pious plowman (also 

identified with the shepherd), and identifying himself with this plowman, Spenser 

associated the shepherd with the Puritan cause and the Puritan cause with early 

                                                
34 In the early modern period, laughter was understood as a semi-sexual experience, and the lack 
of control that it provoked in the body was suggestive of the dangerously weakening power 
Puritans associated with the feminine. According to Gail Kern Pastor, Laurent Joubert argues in 
Traité du ris  (1579) that, "In laughter . . . our will to bodily control is overcome by a violent 
solicitation from the body below . . . " (124). Furthermore, Paster claims that "Laughter is for [for 
certain thinkers in the period] a bodily phenomenon that one ought to find astonishing . . . 'who 
could not be amazed upon seeing the entire body thrown into motion and shaking with an 
indescribable stir for the pleasure of the soul" (123). 
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Protestantism.35 By casting himself and Gabriel Harvey as shepherd/plowmen, moreover, 

within the Calendar, referring to himself as Colin Clout (Skelton's Piers figure) and 

Harvey as Hobbinell, Spenser alerted his audience to his and the Harveys' roles as 

reformers of carnival.36  The plowman in the Shepherd's Calendar, like the Puritans, 

speaks out against the May games and against the feminine disorder (here represented as 

love) that keeps the shepherd from a harmonious state of existence and threatens true 

art.37 A decade later, the Harveys will draw from the Calendar for their carnivalesque 

masculine identity in the Marprelate Affair. In Pierce's Supererogation and in Plain 

Perceval, the Harveys use the identity of the plowman to attack the disorder of popular 

writers, emphasizing the virile fighting image of the plowman in their construction of 

masculinity and opposing this identity to that of popular writing; the latter they treat as 

representative of a disordered femininity that corrupts an otherwise moral society.   

 Spenser's attack on feminine disorder in the genre of the pastoral utilizes the 

elegiac convention to replace the grotesque female of a popular pastoral with a feminine 

identity as absence, presenting women who are either lost or completely out of reach: the 

dead Dido, the betraying Rosalind, and Queen Elizabeth. He does away with the popular 
                                                
35 Lawrence Manly claims that, "The medieval plowman who had in early Tudor compliant still 
represented the virtue of all members of a unitary estate of commoners was replaced . . . by the 
pastoral shepherd, whose very being was defined by a new opposition between rural husbandmen 
and urban merchants" (75). By the time of the Shepherd's Calendar, the figure of the plowman 
associated Puritans with shepherds, perhaps allowing urban merchants to manipulate a rhetoric 
that appealed to the rural poor and so better negotiate that opposition. Greene and Nashe's parody 
of the Harvey's economic motives in using the voice of the shepherd/plowman, which I analyze 
later in this chapter, suggests as much.   
36 "There is every reason to accept E.K.'s word that Colin Clout represents the poet. . .Spenser's 
contemporaries referred to him as 'Colin,' later in his career, Spenser unambiguously used the 
name of himself in Book VI of The Faerie Queen "(Alpers 181). 
37 "Colin Clout is depicted as exiled by love from the world which he once shared with his 
fellows and to which Hobbinoll urges him to return" (Alpers 179). 
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feminine pastoral conventions associated with the figure of the plucky shepherdess of the 

May Games, ballads, and the Pastourelle when he strips the pastoral of its comedy and 

bawdiness, such as that found in the witty and bawdy banter between shepherds vying for 

their love, or shepherdesses defeating their would be lovers. These mirthful and 

celebratory songs of the shepherds and shepherdesses represented disorder in their 

linguistic playfulness. The shepherdesses' banter was often funny, as in her witty banter 

with her would be assailant knights or with her cherished lover, Robin Hood. It could 

also be erotic, as in the vivid descriptions of lovers and their suggestions of sexual acts, 

and often it was both when these elements were combined.  

 In response to this Puritan assault on the carnivalesque in art, Greene and Nashe 

embraced the grotesque feminine identity in all its sexual, comedic, and verbal disorder 

in Menaphone, A Disputation Between a He Cony-catcher and a She Cony-catcher, and 

Pierce Penniless. Celebrating the licentiousness of the disordered feminine in language, 

character, and content, Greene and Nashe wrote to defend pleasure in art and to uphold 

the freedom of the shepherd's popular masculine identity. Their shepherd was associated 

in a positive way with criminality. Greene and Nashe overturn the Puritan's reformed 

carnivalesque "masculine" identity, drawing on this alternate discourse for their popular 

artistic identity in Pierce Penniless, Quip for an Upstart Courtier, and A Disputation. 

 Although the battle over the reformation of the carnivalesque had begun between 

the Harveys, Spenser, and the popular writers at least as early as Harvey's letters to 

Spenser, it was with the publishing of the more radical Puritan, Martin Marprelate, who 

was willing to use the comedic in popular writing to reach a larger audience, that the 
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battle over the carnivalesque became particularly pronounced. Popular writers entered the 

Marprelate fray with a more open vehemence, outraged by the hypocrisy of Puritans 

writing in the genre they had so long opposed but also obviously relishing the ease by 

which they could now lampoon Puritan hypocrisy in the arts.  

 In Pap Hachet, Lyly reveals the hypocrisy of Puritans who condemned popular 

styles as copious, light, and vulgar and then used the same methods to appeal to a popular 

audience. Lyly cautions Martin  

  to find fault with no broad terms, for I have measured yours with   

  mine, and I find yours broader just by the list. Say not my speaches are  

  light, for I have weighed yours and mine and I find yours lighter by  

  just twenty grains the allowance. For number you exceed, for you   

  have thirtie ribauld words for my one (3:393). 

Humorously weighing the difference between popular writers and the Marprelate writers, 

Lyly implies an incongruity in the Puritan's new style. Countering the accusation of 

copiousness, his parodic measuring of art suggests that Puritans have been doing just 

that— preposterously measuring art. Popular writers often condemned Puritans for 

having minds for business not art.38 Lyly takes on their persona and determines that, in 

fact, the Puritans are now guiltier than he is of copiousness. 

                                                
38 See the preface by Sister Mary Martin McCormick in her critical edition of Abraham Fraunce's 
Shepherd's Logic. The Puritan philosophy of Peter Ramus was very much preoccupied with 
balance and so the measuring of art and its practical application. In fact, Ramus seems to be 
measuring art in Brutinae when he complains of such things as the length of a period being "four 
cola" (131). Also, see Ben Johnson's Sad Shepherd in which Jonson's characters complain of 
Puritans' economic view of holiday celebrations.  
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 Lyly's mockery illuminates a critically important byproduct of the quarrel over 

popular culture between popular artists and Puritans: the exaggerated presence in each 

other's writing of the opponents' style. This phenomenon has created critical confusion 

around the Marprelate affair and the Harvey-Nashe quarrel, making critics mistakenly 

attribute moral intentions to popular writers, such as Nashe and Greene, and a true spirit 

of Carnival to Puritans. Critics' misattribution has disrupted longstanding critical 

perceptions of the relationship of Puritans to the carnivalesque.    

 Scholars have long written about the Puritans' moral objections to popular culture 

in the late Tudor period. Peter Burke, in Popular Culture in Early Modern England, 

observes that such objections are well known and well documented (219). He discusses 

"Calvin's campaign against festivity in the 1570s," the "English Anglican," as opposed to 

"Puritan," sympathy " for festive tradition (300), and the "opposition of English Puritans 

to popular recreation." Keith Thomas, in his often quoted "The Place of Laughter in 

Tudor and Stuart England," claims that 

   The Puritan attack on holy days . . . [was] only part of this much   

  wider movement to stamp out all those sources of entertainment   

  which involved the temporary suspension or inversion of the   

  social order (80). 

Thomas's account of the Puritan attack on popular culture is confirmed in Jonas Barish's 

Anti-theatrical Prejudice and in E.K. Chambers' study of the Elizabethan stage. Though 

he does not distinguish between Puritans and Protestants, Mikhail Bakhtin remarks that 
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the Protestants who objected to Carnival " deplored the joking and degrading use of 

sacred text in familiar verbal intercourse" (Bakhtin, Rabelais 87).  

 More recently, however, a growing number of scholars (John King, Paul White, 

David Bevington, Grace Tiffany, Joseph Black, Robert Hornback, and Kristen Poole) 

have begun to point out the seemingly contradictory evidence of the use of a 

carnivalesque style amongst supposedly Puritan authors after 1570. Pointing in particular 

to the Martin Marprelate writers, Richard and Gabriel Harvey, and even Steven Gosson 

and Philip Stubbes, these critics render problematic the work of earlier scholarship. Some 

have gone so far as to suggest an uninterrupted continuity between Elizabethan Puritans 

and their carnivalesque Protestant predecessors. For example, they claim that the 

inversion of hierarchy and the attempt to overthrow ecclesiastical authority by the 

rhetoric of the lowly layperson associated with the figure of Piers Plowman are instances 

of the carnivalesque in Puritan writing. Joseph Black writes that the Marprelate writers 

attempt to link this rhetoric to that of early reformers by appropriating the "plain speech" 

of the Ploughman tradition.   

  A 1592 Presbyterian petition attributed to Job Throkmorton   

  defends Martin by allying him with an oppositional culture that   

  reached back through Tyndale, Barnes, Hooper, and Hugh    

  Latimer, to John Wyclif, Piers Ploughman, and the pseudo-  

  Chaucerian Ploughman's Tale. (xxix) 

Job Throkmorton, of course, is thought to be one of the Martin Marpelate writers.  
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 In fact, these scholars' analysis of a Puritan carnivalesque rhetoric in the 

Marprelate affair ought to include another carnivaleque figure, almost completely 

overlooked by critics, the feminine grotesque, or disorderly female. Whether figured as 

an oyster wife, oldwife, alewife, fishwife, or prostitute, her unruly "railing" voice is so 

intrinsically linked to the rhetoric of Carnival that her presence is more indicative of 

Carnival than is Piers’ "plain speech." Like Piers, she represents in Puritan texts the 

inversion of hierarchy, signaling to those familiar with the carnivalesque the abused 

subordinate's overthrow of an unjust authority. An exemplary representation of this figure 

is Dame Lawson.  In The Epistle, Martin calls her "the shrew of Paul's Gate"; she is not 

only an "enemy to all dumb dogs and tyrannical prelates in the land" (13) but also so 

skillful in wit as to be able to put tyrannical prelates in their place.   

 Martin claims that she shut the bishop up when he threatened her with Bridewell, 

the woman's jail, by answering his charge with the remark that "she was an honest 

citizen's wife, a man well known, and therefore bade his grace, an he would, send his 

Uncle Shorie thither"(13).  Martin adds to her reply the rhetorical florish of laughter and 

lauds her prowess in putting down the bishop: "Ha ha ha: now, good your grace, you 

shall have small gains in meddling with Margaret Lawson" (14). Martin's mocking 

laughter and shifting familiarity with Dame Lawson (his calling her Margaret once she 

has put the bishop in his place) ally the power of the shrew's colloquial voice with 

Martin's own canivalesque voice throughout these pamphlets. Like Martin's colloquial 

attack on the bishops, her neighborly familiarity with the bishop's "uncle Shorie" is what 

overturns the bishop's authority.       
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   However, though the more radical Puritans, the Marprelate writers, incorporated 

the figures of the plowman and the shrew into their texts, they were not advocates of a 

popular carnivalesque in general.  The presence of Carnival in their writing was due to 

their attempt to transform the carnivalesque from what it had become in popular culture 

to something more beneficial to Puritanism and to take back a large, powerful audience: 

the masses. The Marprelate writers defended their adaptation of this style against the 

admonitions of their Puritan audience, claiming that "jesting is lawful by circumstance" 

and reassuring them that, at any rate, they never "profaned the word in any jest" (115). 

This suggests that Puritans in general were not proponents of the carnivalesque but that 

some were open to its possible transformation by appropriation. In fact, the Marprelate 

writers are transforming Carnival in their reassurance that the sacred word was never 

profaned by jest, for as Bakhtin reveals, in Carnival the sacred and profane cohabitate 

(Bakhtin, Rabelais 285).  

  The Marprelate writers' use of the carnivalesque provoked the wrath of both 

popular writers and the Harvey brothers—their Puritan allies in the adaptation of the 

carnivalesque to a Puritan ideology.  For the Harveys, Marprelate's reforming of the 

church was as important as the Harvey's reforming of the carnivalesque. It was not 

enough that the sacred word was not profaned by jest. Jest, itself, and female disorder 
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were the primary targets of the Harveys' reform.39 On the other side of the controversy, 

the Marprelate authors offended popular writers by hypocritically posturing as their 

adversaries. The popular writers retaliated with anti-Marprelate pamphlets, like Pap 

Hatchet, but it is with their true adversaries' entrance into the fray—the Harvey 

brothers— that the real battle over the carnivalesque commenced. 

  In Plain Perceval, Richard Harvey reveals, through a veiled allusion to Ramism, 

how great a part the schoolmasters' ideology was playing in the universities of England 

and how great a role it would play in their own reformation of the carnivalesque.   

  When the steel and the flint be knocked together, a man may light a  

  match by the sparkle: surely but I think tender be verie dank now   

  adais and though light by leisure: for there hath been striking and   

  jarring ever since . . . a learned man somewhat on thy side, Martin,   

  seemed to persuade that contention for good matters was good. I have  

  seen them, which have seen such hurly burlies about a couple . . .   

  Aristotle & Ramus . . . such a quoile with pro and contra such begging  

  ergoes, til they have gone fro Art togither by the ears, & made their  

  conclusions end with a clunch-fist, fight . . like those children which  

  sitting in the chimney corner, some at one side some at another, with  

  the fire in the middle; fell to it with firebrands, when they should have  

                                                
39 Although the target of Harvey's reform are not actual women but representations of female 
disorder by men, Pamela Brown suggests that there were concrete threats of female 
insubordination in actual women joking and composing "mocking verse" and "inversionary 
humor [that] could extend far beyond the holiday pleasure of 'women on top' into day-to-day life. 
. ." (82) in the period, which may have contributed to the anxiety of schoolmasters like Harvey 
and their desire to silence even the representation of such disorder.  



 81 

  but warmed themselves and away . . . one little house of dessention, is  

  able to set a whole house, a towne, an universitie, a citie, a whole   

  Realme on fire (20) 

By echoing the evangelicalism of early protestant martyrs in this veiled allusion to the 

controversy of Ramists' rhetoric in the universities, the Harveys were reassuring Martin 

that they were carrying on the light of Martin's argument if not his style through a 

reformation of art that purged literature of feminine corruption in the vein of Ramus's 

anti-Ciceronism. Ramus, and many other schoolmasters, as Parker shows, was 

responsible for a more vehement anti-Ciceronian movement (really an anti-grotesque 

femininity movement) that the Harveys would champion in their war with popular 

writers.  These schoolmasters introduced the Puritan "plain style" in prose, a style often 

colloquial but never grotesque.40 The colloquial style that had been adapted by the 

Marprelate writers alluded to this Ramists' plain style but its grotesque humor, as in the 

figure of Dame Lawson, was in need of a further reformation as was the popular 

carnivalesque writing of the anti-Marprelate writers. Harvey's mentioning of the feud in 

the universities involving Aristotelians (Ciceronians) versus Ramist was a well known 

allusion to the controversy surrounding the reformation of the arts and the continued 

acceptance of traditional philosophy at the universities that involved Nashe and Greene, 
                                                
40 In fact, Parker attributes an anti-Ciceronism to Ascham that is really more fitting for Ramus, 
whose more vehement attack on the feminine copiousness of Cicero actually provoked Ascham's 
defense of Cicero in the Schoolmaster. Nevertheless, for all of these schoolmasters, even 
Ascham, grotesque femininity and its copiousness were clearly a problem. As Walter Ong points 
out in "Rhetoric in Renaissance England," Ramus provided a "business stress on rhetoric" (64) 
that appealed to Puritan schoolmasters and Calvinists in general. Moreover, he contributed to the 
plain style against which Ciceronians wrote. According to Ong, a "patristic and medieval love of 
ornateness" produced "the lushness met among many writers more or less of the episcopal party" 
(67) in the seventeenth century.   
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on one side, opposed to Ramism, and both the Harvey brothers, on the other, who 

lectured and published in support of Ramism.41 

   Richard Harvey suggested his reformation of the arts as one all Protestants should 

embrace through his use of the rhetoric of the Reformation. His representation of a light 

of dissention that is able to set a house, city, and realm on fire and, especially, his 

repeated use of the word "light," echoes the sermon on the mount (Mathew 5:14-16). 

Protestant evangelists, according to John King, the editor of Foxe's Book of Martyrs, took 

this passage as a scriptural prediction of the Protestant Reformation,  

  Ye are the light of the worlde. A citie that is set on a hill, cannot be hid.  

  Nether do men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a   

  candle stick, and it giveth light unto all that are in the house.  

King adds that Foxe alludes to the same scripture in his "artistic embellishment" of the 

conversation between the martyrs Latimer and Ridley that was reported to have taken 

place just before they were to be burned. Latimer says to Ridley: "Be of good cheer, 

Ridley; and play the man. We shall this day, by God's grace, light up such a candle in 

England as I trust will never be put out"(154). The Harvey brothers' use of this rhetoric 

suggests the fervor with which they approached their reformation of the carnivalesque 

and their hope of extending an acceptance of their artistic ideology among all Protestants.    

                                                
41 According to Ong ,"there [was] a considerable reading of Ramist works by students. . . and a 
good deal of shouting for and against Ramism by sophisters or other youthful university 
disputants, who are echoed and improved by Robert Greene, Nashe, and the Harveys" (303). 
Robert Greene and Nashe represent the 'sophists'' side of course. See also Nashe's reference to 
this controversy in The Anatomy, Gabriel Harvey's Ciceronianus and Richard Harvey's 
Ephemeron, sive Paean, in gratiam perpurgatae reformatque dialecticae (1583). Also see Ong 
"Rhetoric in Renaissance England" pg. 66 in which Aristolians are referred to as Ciceronians.  
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 In their reformation, the Harvey brothers believed that the Marprelate writers did 

not go far enough. They may have introduced the plain style in their use of the colloquial, 

but they had yet to fully purge their artistic language of the criminality of "feminine" 

excess and duplicity, to completely "play the man," as they variously took on the voice of 

the scold as well as the plowman. Richard claims that Martin's style, like that of popular 

writers, is feminine and contagious: "When [Martin] began to skold first, you should have 

betooke him to an ostler, to walke, while you had cald an officer to chamber his tong.  So 

if you had done, his own poison would have festered in his own flesh" (10). The Harveys 

evoke the image of the shrew in describing Martin, but the popular artists are clearly 

whores.  Their writing represents evil doing and seduction. It is a "foule Devill that brings 

foorth changeable covred urchins, which can glister like a glose worne neare gold" (13). 

Martin is fighting the good fight. His only fault is mixing the message of reformation 

with the poisonous femininity of popular art: "Martin has drawn in his customers with 

one word Reformation but he will poison them with the Hemmlock he has mingled with 

it" (13). Greene and Nashe responded to the Harveys' Plain Perceval with the publishing 

of Menaphon in which they affect praise for Gabriel Harvey, Spenser, and the 

schoolmasters but overturn their agenda, creating a compelling celebration of feminine 

liberality that mocks the sterility in Spenser's pastoral and thus launches the Harvey-Nash 

quarrel. Their fundamental battle was over the attempt to excise the feminine grotesque 

from the carnivalesque.  

 This feminine grotesque in popular culture could be represented by the mere 

presence of disorderly writing, copiousness, or bawdy subject matter and jests, or even by 
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the writer's social disobedience, but it also had a more concrete representation in the 

popular pastoral character of the shepherdess, known as the Queen of May, or Marion. 

She was associated with profane acts, laughter, and social disorder. This is reflected in a 

Puritan minister's complaint (1597) of a Whitsun ale in which he asserts that  

  piping, dancing, and Maid Marian coming into the church at   

  the time of prayer to move laughter with kissing in church . . .   

  deserve[s] to be called profane, riotous, and disorderly  

  (Laroque 139)42  

 This popular pastoral figure of the feminine grotesque was more than just a part of 

the Carnival; it had also become a part of popular entertainment. In fact, Chambers 

argues that the Pastourelle "forms a link between" the carnivalesque May-games and 

"folk-song and drama" (Mediaeval 1:171); he adds that in the Elizabethan period, the 

figure of Marian also represented gender inversion and cross dressing, which both 

infuriated the Puritans and was used to mock them: 

  By the Sixteenth century, the May-game Marian developed her own  

  separate persona as a figure of sexual license, frequently presented as  

  a conspicuously crossed-dressed male, as illustrated in an anti-  

  Marprelate play of the 1580s where Martin appears on stage as the   

                                                
42 As E.K. Chambers notes, the games themselves—as well as Marian—represented an inversion 
of authority: "the conventional freedom of women from restraint [occured] in May, the month of 
their ancient sex-festival and the month in which the medieval wife-beater still ran notable danger 
of chevauschée" (Mediaeval 1:170). The name of the May Queen also reflects this carnivalesque 
insubordination: the name Marian, Chambers claims, is "an ironic expression of wifly 
submission, belong[ing] to Shrove Tuesday" (Mediaeval 1:170).   
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  "Maide marian," possibly to satirize puritan opposition to boys   

  playing female roles (Knight 282). 

 The popular writers' and their Puritan adversaries' representations of gender and 

its stability are the arena in which they battle for control over the rhetoric of popular 

culture. The popular writers attempted to preserve and even to amplify the grotesque in 

their carnivalesque, as it represented artistic liberality, their art largely being viewed as 

libidinal. Richard and Gabriel Harvey, on the other hand, in their attack on Greene and 

Nashe assert their notion of a masculine popular identity by drawing a distinction 

between their version of the carnivalesque and the feminine grotesque. Their version, as 

mentioned earlier, promoted masculinity that was forceful, chaste, and simpleminded. It 

combined elements in popular art, such as the voice of the lowly shepherd, with the 

Ramists' anti-Ciceronian plain style and its bias: fear of feminine disorder.43  To the 

Harveys, Ramist rhetoric shared with the carnivalesque a "native" rudimentary use of 

language over the excessively ornate. It was liberating. It overthrew the authority of 

Aristotle, "the prince of philosophers," and the older order of scholasticism (anti-

Ciceronians were synonymous with anti-Aristolians, as Ramus attributed Aristotle with 

teaching Cicero his deceptions).44  

 However, this is where the similarities end. Ramist rhetorical ideology, as Greene 

and Nashe's writing reveals, was not, despite its pretentions to plainness and hard work 

(or "discipline") a language of the masses; it was the language of elite schoolmasters and 

                                                
43 As mentioned previously, Fraunce's Shepherd's Logic emphasizes this agenda. 
44 See Brutinae pg 40. 
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ambitious courtiers, and it was far from representing the freedom of Carnival.45 Though it 

was not obviously courtly, it nevertheless represented an aspect of the Puritans' 

reformation of manners.46 It was based on a desire for order, and it attempted to replace 

the deviance of a body-based pleasure in the arts with the virtue of art as an intellectual 

exercise or as a vehicle for moral instruction.47  

  The proponents of Ramist rhetoric, including the Harveys, represented the 

visceral power in unrestrained artistic language as a dark primal "motion in the soul" 

(Ong 272), which they wanted to reduce through a logical and ordered discipline to a 

mere subdued "ornamentation" (Ong 272). Artistic expression within the more civilized 

confines of reason could be useful in certain circumstances. Under Ramism, for example, 

poetry could be seen as belonging "less to rhetoric than to arithmetic"; it was useful for 

teaching eloquence (Ong 285), and it was also useful for breaking down complex ideas 

into simple percepts for "moral teaching" (Ong 218). This is obvious in Harvey's and 

Spenser's experimentation with meter and in their morally edifying writing. The most 

                                                
45  Indeed, Ramus's attack on the philosophic traditions that preceed him was enabled by the 
powerful allegiances at court he had made while an impoverished student at the university (Ong 
25).   
46 According to Abraham Fraunce's Shepherd's Logic, a manual illustrating Ramist principles 
through Spenser's Shepherd's Calendar, Ramist was meant to "correct those who have. . 
.perverted good manners. . ." (58). 
47 David Graeber claims in "Manners, Deference, and Private Property in Early Modern Europe," 
when talking about Norbert Elias and Peter Burke , that Elias (1978:70-84) "has made a famous 
argument that the sixteenth century marked the beginning of a broad 'advance of thresholds of 
shame and embarrassment 'throughout Western Europe,' an increasing tendency to repress open 
displays of or even references to bodily functions in everyday interactions—a process which 
came to a peak around the end of the nineteenth century. Burke (1978:207) has noted that at this 
same time Church authorities throughout Europe were also engaged in a much more explicit 
campaign to 'reform popular culture'—that is, to eradicate what they considered to be immoral 
elements in public life and ritual. English Puritans of the time spoke of both as part of the same 
'reformation of manners'" (14).  
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popular writing, the highly pleasing and morally ambiguous popular works, as well as the 

artists who created them, were increasingly condemned by an educated Puritan elite.   

  The first of the Puritans to attack the popular writers personally was Richard 

Harvey. He lambasted Nashe in The Lamb of God, as Lorna Hutson has pointed out, 

because Nashe "had the temerity to publish an unsolicited review of the contemporary 

state of English literature" (201). According to Harvey, Nashe "had acted in civil learning 

as Martin doth in religion" (McKerrow 5:179-80). In other words, Nashe had challenged 

the hierarchy of learning as Martin had challenged the hierarchy of the church. Moreover, 

Gabriel Harvey disparaged as "womanish" what popular writers believed was the essence 

of art: its purely aesthetic appeal, imaginative abundance, and creative liberation (Harvey 

1:84). The tensions subtending their opposition were not only a product of their 

ideological bias but also a product of the changing world of popular art. Before the 

sixteenth century, "every craftsman and peasant was involved in the transmission of 

popular culture, and so were their mothers, wives and daughters" (Burke 91); but 

increasingly, because of the printing press and because of Puritan critics, the rich, 

polyphonic, and playful communal nature of the voice of the populace was condemned, 

while the "plain speech," the simple, clear sincerity of a monologic author, was 

promoted.48 An important record of this shift is Edmund Spenser's Shepherd's Calendar.   

                                                
48 As Morris Croll suggests, a "new emphasis on the inner and individual life of men" was arising 
in this period, "a 'heroic' virtue of self-dependence,' especially among those who ascribed to these 
rhetorical practices (113). To Puritans, this was associated with the spiritual independence of the 
individual self from the authority of the church; for the artist, the insistence on the morality of a 
consistent identity in the arts was nothing less than artistic imprisonment.   
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 The Puritan philosophy of Gabriel Harvey had a profound influence on his friend 

Spenser, as their published letters suggest. In the Shepherd's Calendar, Spenser, a 

supremely monologic and moral author, goes so far as to provide an interpreter of his 

intentions. A Mr. E.K. is "made privy to [Spenser's] counsel and secret meaning" 

(Spenser 7) in a glossary that follows every month (the poem is in the form of a 

calendar). He explains away allegorical ambiguity and reduces the possibility of 

polysemic meaning in metaphors; for example, in the allegory about a kid and a fox, E.K. 

lets the reader know that "by the kid may be understood the simple sort of faithful and 

true Christians" (49). Similarly in the conclusion of November, he sums up the moral in 

that portion of the poem with the phrase "Death biteth not" (94).   

 The Harveys and Spenser also tied the sincere to the linguistically chaste, where 

chaste meant both subdued ornamentation and chaste sentiment. Spenser is minimalist in 

his praise of Rosalind and apologetic for any seductive expressions, forswearing May 

festivals, lascivious music, lust and only bursting forth in flowery passionate praise for 

his Queen, which the logic of the poem justifies, as it occurs in the end of the month of 

April.49 Rosiland is conspicuously missing in the poem. The shepherds' songs are 

represented as lewd complaints from wayward youth, which the author chastises, except 

when the song is the authors, in which case, his elegiacs are already chaste.  The entire 
                                                
49 Spensers' relationship with music is as vexed as his relationship with love. E.K. claims that 
Spenser in the persona of Piers in the October eclogue warns against the Arcadian Melody, in 
much the same way Lipsius and Ramus caution the reader regarding Cicero's style. E.K. recounts 
that "Plato and Aristotle forbid [it] from children and youth. For that being altogether on the fifth 
and seventh tone, it is of great force to mollify and quench the kindly courage, which useth to 
burn in young breasts. So that it is not incredible which the poet [Spenser] here saith, that music 
can bereave the soul of sense." Furthermore, suggesting a potential for sinfulness in music and 
poetry, he reminds the reader that Orpheus recovered his "excellent skill in music and poetry. . 
.from his wife Eurydice in hell" (84). 
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poem seems written to correct the improper, or as Colin claims in his conclusion he 

writes to "save [his] sheep from shame" (97). There is no song of the shepherdess, as in 

the fifteenth-century ballad Robene and Makyne, where Makyne is given a voice, or as is 

in Greene's Menaphon wherein the shepherdess and her lover negotiate romantic 

relationships, and in which the woman is shown to take part in the pastoral convention of 

displays of wit.  

 Spenser's pastoral is anti-carnivalesque. There are no comedic moments, no 

eroticism, no unbridled joy in song or love, only a lamenting of misguided lust, heavy 

sorrow, relinquishment and rejection of the worldly. Critics who do not see the popular 

pastoral as associated with the carnivalesque miss a rich tradition of popular pastoral. 

Francis Waldron believes that Ben Jonson wrote his final play (which was never finished) 

entitled The Sad Shepherd: A Tale of Robin-Hood to resurrect this lost tradition in the 

seventeenth century.  Indeed, Laroque claims it is "a late rejoinder to Spenser" (115), and 

it contains many of the elements contained in Greene and Nashe's works, especially the 

condemnatory mockery of Puritans. Jonson himself claims to write his play in order to 

confute "the heresy . . . that mirth by no means fits pastoral" (4). Moreover, Jonson's play 

reinstates the outlaw Robin and his plucky shepherdess, Marian, whose voice begins the 

play. He restores her active female agency to the genre. She is introduced in the act of 

killing a deer with which to feast Robin's men, and like the shepherdess and knight of the 

pastourelle she is engaged in a verbal game of seduction with her would be seducer, 

Robin Hood. As in the pastourelle, she is also capable of wittily rebuffing seduction if 

she pleases. Here she initiates the banter. Running to Robin Hood, embracing and kissing 
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him, she talks about all that has added to her pleasure that day: finally seeing him, the 

hunt, and her pleasing the dogs by giving them "tongues, ears, and dowcets" (the 

sweetmeats of the deer). To which Robin provokingly asks, "what? and the inch-pin?" 

(the inch-pin being part of the sweetmeats but also evocative of the penis). She misses his 

suggestion, just replying," yes" and so he makes it more explicit, using her own 

suggestion of pleasure. He asks, "your sports than pleased you?" In response to which, 

now getting his suggestions, she laughingly calls him a wanton. His reply implies that she 

was the initiator and that he grew to her embraces:  

  I wanted till you came, but now that I have you,  

  I'll grow to your embraces, till two souls 

  Distilled into kisses through our lips, 

  Do make one spirit of love" (21).      

The loving equality expressed in the exchanges between Robin and Marian stands in 

stark contrast to Spenser's portrayal of Colin's relationship with Rosalind, and while an 

elegiac passion is a convention of the pastoral, various conventions can be used to 

various political, artistic, and ideological ends.50 In the case of The Shepherd's Calendar 

Spenser is using a pastoral convention to overthrow the feminine grotesque so as to 

reform the carnivalesque in popular literature.  

 Greene and Nashe responded to these attempts to adapt and overthrow the 

carnivalesque in the arts in a similar manner to Jonson in his Sad Shepherd. They mocked 

the Harveys' and Spenser's attempt to reform the carnivalesque in art and wrote to liberate 

                                                
50 See William Empson's, Some Versions of the Pastoral: A Study of the Pastoral Form in 
Liteature. 
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it. Their works lampooned many of the Harveys' notions about art and overturned the 

engendered discourse sometimes used against popular writers  by emasculating the 

Harveys and (Robin like) by embracing their carnivalesque designation of popular writers 

as "women on top," to coin Natalie Davis's phrase. 

 Greene writes Menaphon in order to restore the feminine grotesque to the 

pastoral. The delightfulness of inordinate women and the acceptance of female sexuality 

are major themes in Menaphon. This fact together with Nashe's praise of Harvey, 

Spenser, and the schoolmaster in the introduction to Menaphon probably infuriated the 

Harveys and inspired the retaliatory Lamb of God even more than did Nashe's mere 

"unsolicited review" of literature.  Menaphon is Greene's carnivalesque inversion of 

Spenser's chaste, silent, and, indeed, absent female. In Menaphon, Greene promotes 

female agency, especially wit, in his love matches, in fact, inordinate female sexuality 

finds acceptance in his work, as the highborn as well as the lowborn shepherdesses' 

chastity is, unproblematically, less virtuous than cautious. In fact, chastity seems a 

necessary condition in a sexually tyrannical male world. Though doubt is cast over the 

sexual propriety of the heroine, Greene never struggles to resolve it. He seems content to 

leave the issue ambiguous. The shepherdess's former lover suggests they had sex outside 

of marriage, though we do find out later they were probably married at the time; the fact 

that she almost has sex with her father and is willing to pay Menaphon with marriage for 

his hospitality, after she is finished mourning, suggests chastity is not at issue in this 

highly sexual world so much as survival. She is redeemed as a character, as are all the 

characters, by wit.  
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 From old married couples to lowbrow young shepherds, a playful banter between 

men and women is the proof of their unity. Perhaps the most endearing example of the 

importance of wit to Greene's pastoral and the importance of it in endearing women to 

their spouses (and to the reader) is found in a conversation regarding a Marigold that 

takes place between Agenor and Eriphela. While sitting in the garden, Agenor suggests 

there is a lesson to be learned in the Marigold, but, tongue in cheek, he says that women 

(referring indirectly to his wife) would probably prefer not to hear it, as it deals with the 

"Servile . . . duty" of a dedicated wife. The Marigold, he explains, "waketh and sleepth, 

openeth and shutteth her golden leaves, as [the Sun] riseth and setteth," suggesting that a 

wife should likewise be so attentive. The plucky Eriphela responds, "were the condition 

of a wife so slavish as your similtude would inferre, I had as leave be your page as your 

spouse, your dogge as your darling." She claims she will have Marigolds thrown out of 

the garden so that they will not poison her. Agenor teasingly replies that there is no need 

for "a thistle to fear being stung of a nettle." At which point, she mockingly threatens him 

to "beware, least in wading too farre in comparisons of thistles and nettles, you exchange 

not your rose for a nettle" (6:95). These witty exchanges, that mask camaraderie in 

hostility, suggest a warm equality that is the absolute inverse of Spenser's icy love 

complaint to his utterly absent shepherdess.   

 Likewise, in counter distinction to Spenser's pastoral characters' insistent 

godliness, chastity, and rejection of the sensual even in music, Greene writes of a heroine 

who loves music, of base and noble shepherds who sing bawdy songs (odes to women's 

breasts and genitalia), and of oedipal plots as if they were every day matters. Confuting 
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critics who argue that Greene is in fact a moralist, the shepherd's songs of Menaphon and 

Melicretus are bawdy and affirm the Harveys' objections to Greene's writing as sexual. 

Both Menaphon and Melicretus take turns in a shepherds' song competition to describe 

their love. They include the usual blazons of their lovers' white skin and red blushing, but 

they become quite lascivious when they describe her breasts and vagina. Both contain 

images of sucking in their descriptions of her breasts. Menaphon's eclogue claims: 

  Her Paps are like fair apples in their prime, 

  As round as orient pearls, as soft as down, 

  . . . from their sweets love sucked his summer-time (6:124 ) 

Melicertus replies to this image in his description of her breast in the following stanza:  

  Once Venus dreamt upon two pretty things, 

  Her thoughts they were affections Cheifest nests, 

  She sucked and sigthed . . .  

  And when she waked, they were my mistress breasts (6:127) 

Melicertus's use of the term "sucked" in this description of the creation of his lover's 

breasts by Venus could be read merely as sucking in breath. However, the juxtaposition 

of Melicertus's use of this word in an poetic competition with Menaphon, in which 

Menaphon uses "sucked" to refer to an erotic sucking action (summer-time sucking his 

sweets from her breasts), suggests that sighing is meant to be read as moaning rather than 

breathing. Things become even more obviously erotic when the shepherds describe her 

genitals. Menaphon claims his mistress's genitals are incomparable,  

          Her maiden mount, the dwelling house of pleasure, 
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  not like, for why no like, surpasseths wonder, 

  O, blest be he may . . .  

  search for secrets of that treasure (6:124) 

Melicertus' reply is down right pornographic, evoking vivid images of wings as veiling 

her "bliss" and describing the liquidity of his mistress's genitals.  

  Once Cupid sought a hold to couch his kisses, 

  And found the body of my best-beloved 

  Wherein he closed the beauty of his blisses . . . 

  The Graces erst, when Alcidian springs 

  Were waxen dry, perhaps did find her fountain 

  Within the vale of bliss were Cupid's wings, 

  Do shield the nectar fleeting from that mountain (6:128).      

Greene's shepherds are the carnivalesque inversion of Spenser's pious plowmen and an 

inversion that incorporates the highly visual use of metaphor to create the sexually 

pleasurable experience in literature that was so feared by schoolmasters. Moreover, 

Greene's highly visual image of female genitalia in its pleasantly avian description as 

"cupid's wings" stands in direct contrast to Spenser's images of female genitalia as a 

bird's nest, or rather his negative and oblique references in The Shepherd's Calender to 

what is suggestive of female genitalia.  For example, Spenser, as Colin, claims to have 

found a foul fowl nest (though he avoids this pun by calling the bird an owl rather than a 

fowl) when searching for love in nature. The nest suggests a vagina. He complains when 

he was hoping to find the honey bee "working her formal rooms," that he instead finds "a 
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grisly toad-stool grown there. . . and loathed paddocks. . . where the ghastly owl. . . her 

grievous inn doth keep" (97). This description of the owl's nest seems to refer to a vagina 

in that it is an "inn," described with such anxiety producing adjectives as "ghastly," 

"grisly," and "grievous."    

 Like Spenser, Harvey also divorced the comic and the pleasurable from the 

carnivalesque and attempted to reform popular culture, which he depicted as a form of 

feminine disorder. In his letters, Gabriel Harvey expresses to Spenser this wish to reform 

and adapt popular print culture. He puts his wish into practice with the publication of his 

pamphlets to Nashe (and perhaps, as Nashe accuses him, prior to this in his anonymous 

publishing of almanacs).51 Harvey suggests that a "learned" university man, such as 

himself, might reform the publishing of the unlearned:    

  Send me within a weeke or two, some odde fresh paulting    

  threehalfepennie Pamphlet for newes: or some Balductum Tragicall  

  Ballet in Ryme, and without Reason, setting out the right myserable,  

  and most wofull estate of the wiked, and damnable worlde at these   

  perillous days, after the devisers best manner: or whatsoever else   

  shall first take some of your brave London Eldertons in the Head.  In  

  earnest, I could wishe some learned, and well advised University man,  

                                                
51 There is actually some evidence in Harvey's letters to Spenser that he was anonymously 
publishing work that the university might find objectionable. He says, "If peradventure it chance 
to cum once owte whoe I am (as I can hardly conceive howe it an nowe possibely be wholye kept 
in) . . . nowe, good Lorde, howe will my right worshipfull and thrisevenerable masters of 
Cambridge scorne at the matter" (1:114). 
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  woulde undertake the matter, and bestow some paynes in deede upon  

  so famous and materiall an argument (1:62) 

Of interest in this passage, besides the stated wish for a reform of the material of popular 

culture, is the language in which he expresses his desire.  

 In highlighting the masculinity of his imagined corrector, calling him a university 

"man," and by referring to popular literature as "material" (or "matter") that with toil 

"pains indeed" could be disciplined into something worthwhile, Harvey is alluding to a 

well-known conception of undisciplined language as female "matter" and equating that 

femininity with popular writers. According to Patricia Parker, " the image of 'matter . . . 

readie to be framed of the workeman' is repeated again and again in descriptions of 

proper disposition" (116); moreover, this "proper disposition" linked by Harvey with the 

"university man," shapes and brings  

  order and rule to a 'matter' which . . . calls attention to affinities   

  between this language of control of matter in discourse and the   

  reigning gynecological conception of the male as 'disposing' the   

  female in generation, 'wandering,' uncontrollable, and excessive   

  materia" (Breitenberg 86).     

Harvey's praise of Elderton as "brave" or masculine is obviously ironic. The sentence 

which follows his praise begins, "in earnest," suggesting his shift in sincerity. In earnest, 

he sees writers from the university as men.  The stories of the popular press he associates 

with a female matter that needs to be corrected.  
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 In the Letters to Spenser, Harvey clearly disparages popular culture and links it 

with non-rational, weak-minded women. His sentiment here is also echoed in the 

opposition he sets up between the popular and the learned in his earlier statement.  He 

claims that after dinner a couple of women in the company with which he dined asked 

him to try their "wits a little, and let them heare a peece of our deepe University Cuning" 

(1:44) regarding the cause of earthquakes. After his long scientific explanation, he reports 

that they exclaim,   

  Heere is much adooe, I trowe, and little helpe. But if pleaseth Master  

  H. . . . to tell us a trim goodly Tale of Robinhood, I knowe not what. Or  

  Sver if this be Gospell, I dowte, I am not of good beleefe. Trust me  

  truly, Syr, your Elogquence farre passeth my Intelligence. (1:47)  

To which he responds: 

   Did I not tell you aforehand, quoth I, as much? And yet would you  

   needes presume of your Capacities in such profound mysteries of   

  Philosophie, and Privites of Nature, as these be . . . It is . . . enough to  

  caste you both into a fitte, or two of a daungerous shaking feaver,   

  unlesse you presently seeke some remedie to prevent it (1:47). 

Harvey suggests an opposition between the popular and the learned discourses and, by 

this reported conversation, constructs the alternative discourse of popular tales as a 

comforting remedy (a toothless pleasure) for the dangerous shaking fever that the hyper 

potent "deepe University coning" is capable of provoking in frailer mental dispositions. 



 98 

His forays into the carnvalesque in his responses to Nashe will reveal he is not as 

unthreatened by the pleasurable in popular entertainment as he here suggests.    

 Gabriel Harvey's anxiety about the feminine is evident in his adaptation of 

carnival.  For example, the grotesque female is confined to representing the overthrow of 

the enemy, as in the figure of Dame Lawson who humiliates bishops, and then reformed. 

Garbriel Harvey attempts to castrate the grotesque female by representing a chaste 

alternative, and in the writing of Richard Harvey, she is paraded out and then quickly 

silenced by a superior masculine conscience.  In Puritan works, the symbolic association 

of the female with life and death, the thrilling power of the grotesquely infinite, or even 

the acceptance of the feminine in bodily pleasure are either significantly absent, as in the 

works of the Marprelate writers, anxiously parodied, as in the carnivalesque work of the 

Harveys, or nearly silenced, as in Spenser's Shepherd's Calendar. Two contained female 

figures occur in texts by the Harvey brothers:  Gabriel's  "Championesse"(2:296) and 

Richard's brief representation of Gossip Reason.   

 Like Martin Marprelate's threatening the bishops with Dame Lawson, Harvey 

threatens popular writers with the specter of the female scold in Pierces Supererogation. 

His engendering of language mirrors the threat that he sees in the popular artists' 

"womanish" writing, and his strategy in undermining their scolding rhetoric is not only to 

reflect and thereby deflect their assault but also to emasculate their feminine 

empowerment by reforming the scold. Harvey represents the scold in the most derogatory 

form of feminized insubordination, the whore; simultaneously, he figures a reformed 

version of the scold, as a chaste and upright lady. His female figure of carnival seems 
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schizophrenic if the logic behind her dual depiction is not clear to the reader. In fact, most 

critics have ignored the unreformed scold in this work and debated the significance of 

Harvey's upright lady. They miss the fact that the scolds in Harvey's work represent the 

modes of writing that Harvey suggests are available to Nashe; he can be a reformed scold 

or remain a harlot. Harvey's scold/whore parodies popular writers; she exposes the 

"harlotry" in their "unbridled stile," as Harvey terms it. His mocking explanation of why 

he has chosen to adapt this feminine discourse is that he "must learn to imitate by 

Example" (2:233); that is, he will take Nashe's example of imitation and use his style 

against him. Nashe often imitated the flatfooted Harvey to hilarious effect, but what 

Harvey is suggesting here is a mirroring of mirroring.  He will, in other words, attempt to 

mirror the popular authors''' mirroring of the Puritan's indictment of  "womanish" writing. 

His indictment provoked Nashe and others to represent themselves deliberately as scolds, 

prostitutes, and oldwives.52  

 The popular writers' strategy for liberating their artistic expression from Puritan 

opposition is similar to the strategy Luce Irigaray suggests women practice in seeking 

liberation from a discourse of oppression constructed upon "masculine logic."   She 

suggests they "play with mimesis" and thus recover their place in discourse, without 

allowing themselves to be simply reduced by it.  "One must assume the feminine role 

deliberately, which means already to convert a form of subordination into an affirmation, 

and thus to begin to thwart it" (76). Having been reduced to the cultural position of the 

                                                
52 Although Greene was dead before the publications in which Harvey blatantly referred to Nashe 
and Greene's writing as Harlotry, Puritans had, before this time, drawn "an analogy between poets 
. . . [and] prostitutes" in their attacks against popular culture. See Ian Fredrick Moulton Before 
Pornography: Erotic Writing in Early Modern England (83).  



 100 

feminine by a constructed "masculine" logic of the Harvey brothers, early modern 

popular writers do not allow themselves to be simply reduced to the insignificant.53 

Instead, they assume the feminine role deliberately: Greene is as lascivious in Menaphon 

as Nashe is uproariously funny in his carnivalesque overturning of Puritan authority in 

Pierce and other pamphlets.  As Irigaray suggests women do, they turn their 

subordination into an affirmation. They are so successful that Harvey tries to reform them 

by a similar mimicry. Imitating their feminine writing and suggesting simultaneously, if 

rather lamely, an alternative female position and, hence, artistic identity, Harvey tries to 

make virtuous women/artists out of them.   

 First Harvey reveals just what he despises in the popular artists and their 

"womanish" writing. He calls Nashe a "gossip" and asserts that the "Cuckingstoole" is his 

Copyhold. Condemning Nashe's rhetorical excess, Harvey remarks that his adversary 

could "reade a Rhetoric, or Logique Lecture to Hecuba in the Art of raving, and instruct 

Tisiphone herselfe in her owne gnashing language." His indictment culminates in tying 

Nashe's excess of language, his "Unbridadle stile," to the unbridled sexuality of a whore. 

Indeed, he refers to the scold Nashe as a "butter whore." His "Oven-Mouth," indicative of 

that other orifice, Harvey renders insatiable, able to "swa[p]-downe a pounde of Butter . . 

. of a Breakefast" (2:231).54 Harvey further claims that it takes a scold to correct a scold 

                                                
53 See Patricia Parker's discussion of the engendering of Puritan rhetoric as masculine and the 
attempted reform of "womanish" romances in Literary Fat Ladies.   
54 Harvey includes all artists associated with Nashe in his attack on Nashe. Though this is not 
evident in this quote, there are many instances in which it is and many other instances in which 
their artistic expressions are also associated with a lack of sexual restraint.  See for example 
volume 2, page 91, in which Harvey refers to them as "inventours of newe, or rvivers of old 
leacheries," and calls them a"whole brood of venereous Libertines."      
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and that therefore a "Butterwhore . . . like an arrant Knight . . . might peradventure in 

some sort pay [Nashe] home with Schoolebutter"(2:231).  Indeed, a virtuous scold 

(Harvey in a carnivalesque gender inversion with virtue intact, of course) is coming 

through his new pamphlet entitled Nashe's S. Fame, to school him,    

  S. Fame is disposed to make it Hallyday. She hath already put-on her  

  wispen garland over her powting Croscloth: and behold with what an  

  Imperial Maistie she commeth riding in the ducking-chariot of her   

  Triumphe (2:229).  

 The scold/whore and Harvey's reformed scold share many characteristics. The 

image of the knight, the equestrian hero, for example, Harvey echoes in his 

gentlewoman's imminent scolding pen, "A very Pegasus indeede, [that] runneth like 

winged horse, governed with the hand of exquisite skill" (2:322). He engenders her 

triumphant lambasting, however (and also his), as masculine. Her scolding is a 

supererogation, or military action beyond the call of duty: "She it is," he asserts, "that 

must returne the mighty famous worke of Supererogation . . ." (2:322). Harvey's anxiety 

with assuming the feminine role is so profound he must simultaneously undermine what 

he attempts to set up.  

 The moral genre of the correcting mirror justifies Harvey's adaption of Nashe's 

style in Pierce's Supererogation. Moreover, his correction through immitation works not 

just to show Nashe what a monster he is, by reflecting his style and thus correcting him; it 

also works to amend the figure of the scold, i.e., to reform the carnivalesque through 

reforming popular writers. As usual, Harvey's attack on Nashe is also an attack on Greene 
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and the rest of the "gawdie witts" of England's "most-villanous Presse" (2:218). Drawing 

on Nashe's notorious style of mixed metaphors, punning, and allegory, Harvey uses a 

mixed metaphor consisting of a urinal, mirror, and a scold to diagnose, reflect, and 

reform Nashe's rhetoric. He claims that in his imminent work S. Fame— the work that 

also contains the threat of the virtuous scold—Harvey will determine and cure Nashe's 

malady (i.e., his artistry). He claims that he 

  cannot well cast his water, without an Urinall either old, or new: but  

  an old Urinval will not so handsomly serve the turne: it would be a   

  new, as the Capcase of Straunge Newes : but a pure mirrour of an   

  impure stale; neither grose the clearer to represent a grose substãce;  

  nor green, the livelyer to expresse some greene colours, & other   

  wanton accidents; nor any way a harlot, the trulyer to discoover the   

  state of harlatrie (2:228).    

The metaphor completely breaks down as it is being created. He goes from talking about 

urine to talking about prostitutes and popular writers. His awkwardness illustrates his 

contempt for artistic subtlety, lively writing, and elaborately figurative language; by 

exposing the dual meaning of the word stale and by alluding to Robert Greene, life, and 

disease in the word 'green,' he undermines the significance of metaphor to meaning. His 

contrivances and topical allusions, rather than suggesting the complex meaning that 

metaphor creates between seemingly contrary things, emphasize the belaboring of unlike 

terms unnaturally yoked to one another. Reflecting Nashe's malady and Harvey's 

judgment of that malady, this passage hangs upon three words, "gross," "stale," and 
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"green" in many senses of the words. If Nashe's urine is literally thick, or gross, it is 

suggestive of disease, the disease that in fact Harvey attributes to the other meaning of 

thick, a meaning freighted with moral judgment: blotted with excess. This excess, as 

shown by Harvey's imitation, is in the nature of puns and metaphors. Like the pun on 

stale, meaning both corrupting female and urine, puns and metaphors reveal the polysemy 

of words that, depending on one's perspective, clutter or enrich the semantic field of 

language.55 For Harvey, even more than cluttering, multiplicity perverts meaning, tying 

art to the unruly.  

 Though he is obviously teaching through imitation, in his anxiety with the 

lawlessness that comes with imitating Nashe, he claims to be teaching by contrast. He 

reflects through a chaste woman, " a pure mirror," where woman stands for artist, an 

"impure stale." As he claims early in Supererogation, Nashe's lawlessness in practicing 

the arts would destroy the authority of rhetoricians, the universities, and proper artists, 

and replace it with the criminality of prostitution and disease. Harvey laments,  

  Godnight poore Rhetorique . . . adieu good old Humanity: gentle  

  Artes .  . . sometime floorishing Universities . . . your vassalles of duety  

  must . . . become the slaves of that dominiering eloquence, that   

  knoweth no Art but the cutting Arte; nor acknowledges no school but  

  the Curtisan schoole. The rest is pure natural . . . would it were not an  

  infectious bane, or an incroching pocke (2:52).    

                                                
55 See the OED.  A stale, in the sense of snare, or a false bird that lures other birds in order to 
entrap them, was often used figuratively to mean a woman, and an impure stale in the above 
quote suggests as much. 
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Nashe's style is criminal, according to the above passage. It is infectious and brings "an 

incroaching pocke," or syphilis. This is further developed in Harvey's diagnoses of 

Nashe's diseased style. In discussing Nashe's urine, he is also taking yet another stab at 

the style of Greene, and he blames Greene for Nashe's adaptation of this "wanton" style. 

He sets up an opposition throughout the pamphlet between writers like Greene, "mockers 

of the simple world" (2:229), and the correct, chaste style, which is represented as not 

"greene" but "clear." "Simple", "plain," "clear": all these terms contrast with Greene and 

Nashe's abundantly imaginative and verbose "green" style–alluding to the fertile element 

in nature. Such a style Harvey interprets as feminine. He refers to Nashe and Greene as 

"mother wits" and complains of their "mother tongues"(2:51). The masculine by contrast 

is associated with restraint and reason, even a lack of fertility.  

 This "green" or natural style is particularly important to Harvey, and he dwells on 

it at length and repeatedly. He differentiates what he and the aforementioned 

schoolmasters promote: the plain or unaffected style of language in which "simplicity 

cannot dubble: and plaine dealing will not dissemble" (2:41). His style he delineates from 

the grotesque and the feminine, which is not plain but confused and which because it is 

productive, i.e., "dubble[s]" it deceives.  However, by Harvey's own report, some in this 

period see Nashe's "natural" style as unaffected, productive, and masculine–challenging 

Harvey's perspective.  

 Harvey reports he overhears someone praising Nashe's writing of Pierce 

Penniless and runs home and copies it down verbatim. It is worth quoting at length as it 

echoes Nashe's own mockery of rhetoricians that incensed Harvey. Moreover, it reflects a 
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popular view of Nashe's "natural" and therefore "feminine" style, and it overturns 

Harvey's association of plain style with an unaffected masculinity. The man claims that 

Nashe's work, "setteth both the universites to school," and attributes Nashe's "liberall 

exhibition of conceit" with the "finest humanitite" and "courage." He refers to Edmund 

Spenser's Nine English Comedies as "ten blundering volumes of the nine Muses," the 

same work that Harvey preferred over The Faerie Queen as more proper, and claims to 

prefer "one smart pamflet of knavery" by Nashe over all classical literature, testifying to 

Nashe's more than academic, popular persona.  "Life," he claims,  

  is a gaming, a jugling, a scoulding, a lawing, a skirmishing, a warre; a  

  Comedie, a Tragedy: the sturring witt, a quintessense of quicksilver;  

  and there is noe dead fleshe in affection, or courage. You may   

  discourse of Hermes ascending spirit; of Orpheus enchating harpe; of  

  Homers divine furie . . . and I wott not what marvelous egges in   

  mooneshine: but a flye for all your flying speculations, when one good  

  fellow with his odd jestes, or one madd knave with his awke hibber- 

  gibber, is able to putt downe twentye of your smuggest artificial men,  

  that simper it so coylie in their curious pointes (2:62-3).  

Here fertility, or life force, is associated with a masculine virility. The academic's 

artfulness, on the other hand, its vain artificiality and "coy" rhetoric, is associated with 

feminine duplicity.56 Nashe's writing attests to a similar perspective when in his preface to 

                                                
56 It leans on the anti-feminine construction of women painting's as the perversion of truth, "God 
hath given you one face, and you make yourselves another" (Shakespeare 3.1.143-4) which, 
ironically, is also part of the Puritan ideology that opposes art in general.   
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Menaphon he lauds George Peele, whose "pregnant dexteritie of wit, and manifold 

varietie of invention . . . goeth a step beyond all that write"(3:323).  

 However, this fertile style, when linked to the feminine as it is in Harvey's 

perspective, is not only deceptive it is sinful; its excess suggests unbridled sexuality and 

inordinate appetite. In Harvey's view, artistic civility, ironically, consists not in artfulness 

but in discipline. Art associated with corporeal pleasure is sinful and must be chastened. 

Hence, Harvey's chaste scold. The new chaste scold, however, has problems. These are 

reflected in the inability of Harvey to represent a chaste scold; the construction lies 

outside the logic of his discourse. He claims of the lady,  

  Every eye of capacity will see a conspicuous difference betweene her,  

  and other mirrors of Eloquence . . . it will then appeare, as it were in a  

  cleere Urinal, whose witt hath the greene-sickness" (2:324).  

His reformed scold represents all the artistic qualities he promotes: control, homosocial 

alliance, and simplicity, yet she remains a "urinal," associated with the lower bodily 

stratum. Harvey provides an example of her work; it contains jest book conceits and is 

less than decent by Harvey's standards, full of "bawdry," images of flaccid "meacocks" 

like "flagging flowre[s] in the rain," and pure "Nasherie" that Harvey cannot help but use 

in reply to Nashe's assault on Harvey's construction of masculinity (2:17).   

 Most scholars ignore the duality and contradiction with which Harvey represents 

the scold in this pamphlet. They concentrate on his depiction of a virtuous lady, and on 

Harvey's hinting at the possibility that she might be the Countess of Pembroke, rather 

than on all the ways in which he also disrupts this image with the specter of the 
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carnivalesque "butterwhore" scold anxiously wedded to the active agency of the 

gentlewoman. Her wildly contradictory elements of chaste, lady-like behavior, masculine 

aggression, and sexual and linguistic excess belie the anxiety with which Harvey 

approached this carnivalesque figure. His attempt to harness her sexuality and 

transgression, and that of artistic expression, is obvious as is his telling failure to do so. 

 Both Gabriel and Richard Harvey attempt to engender their idealized plain speech 

as masculine and emasculate popular writers; in the process of trying to harness the 

power of the female wit, they display a schizophrenic anxiety.  Richard's Plain Perceval 

opens with an old wives' tale beginning, which it almost immediately interrupts with a 

more authoritarian voice.   

  Gossip Reason the chiefe actor in the pageant of my brain, began  

   this motherly, and well powdered tale. The medling Ape, that like a  

  tallwood cleaver, assaying to read a twopeny billet in two pieces, did  

  wedge in his pettitoes for a saie: and remained forth coming at the   

  direction of those, whose occupation he encroached upon until he was  

  free. Short though his apprentiship, did he not pay for his learning (5).  

Richard's description of the gossip's story as a motherly, powdered tale suggests the same 

biases found in Gabriel's rhetoric and indeed in the general logic of the masculine 

discourse with which the Harvey brothers have aligned themselves. The style of the 

woman's tale is associated with a carnivalesque sexual excess, "powdered" having a 

plethora of meanings but most often suggesting pickled, ornamented, and having been 
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treated for venereal disease.57 Powdered tales, in their ornamentation, are associated with 

the popular writers; therefore, the moral of the story, ironically, is as true for Maritn as it 

is for the Harveys. Richard claims, in the above passage, that Martin "the medling Ape . . 

. "assaying to read a twopenny billet in two pieces," or to read a carnivalesque pamphlet 

in a contrary vein (i.e., wresting the carnivalesque style in support of Puritan causes, the 

heretofore enemy of popular culture)  "pays" deeply for his cunning. In imitating the 

popular writers, "whose occupation he encroached upon," he becomes afflicted with their 

disease; in other words, he tells powdered tales and even assumes the inordinate female 

voice.  

 Richard Harvey almost succumbs to the contaminating style of popular culture. 

Upon entering the fray, he begins by telling his audience a "poweder'd" tale, through 

Gossip Reason, "in the pageant" of his brain. In illustration of the reformation of popular 

literature, however, he recovers and is interrupted by the simple masculine plain style. As 

the Puritan's reconfiguring of the carnivalesque ensues, Gossip Reason's powdered tale is 

reformed. This "chiefe actor" in female garb is subordinated to her Landlord and is taught 

to "give every man his right."  Following the above quote in which Martin is warned by 

the gossip's tale, the character of the landlord breaks in and, through the remainder of the 

plowman's tale, corrects the plowman:   

 Tush Perceval, hath no felicite in these captious intergatories. And   

 therefore good sweet Tennent Reason, speake plainely, and say    

 Landlord mine (Give every man his right). He that thrusts his finger   

                                                
57 The O.E.D. gives the first meaning as pickled, the second as ornamented and the definition of 
having been treated for venereal disease is at 1b.  
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 between the bark and the tree, is like to be pinched. Counterfet Martin   

 . . . encounter not them . . . they carry fier in their harts, and death in   

 their mouths. . . (5) 

In this passage, Richard Harvey reforms and reduces the gossip by having her first submit 

to her lord, and then making her speak plainly. She then warns the imitating Martin 

against the wiles of the popular writers in a less obtuse style but with the same message. 

If you imitate the popular writers' style, you may be infected with their diseases. Similar 

to Puritan descriptions of prostitutes, the popular writers are depicted as carrying fire in 

their harts (having an inordinate sexual appetite) and spreading their sexually transmitted 

diseases through their use of language (carrying death in their mouths).    

 In summary, realizing the breadth of the audience they would reach, the Harvey 

brothers used the Marprelate affair to further introduce to a popular audience the Puritan 

morality behind the anti carnivalesque rhetoric of schoolmasters to cleanse the popular of 

its femininity. Gabriel Harvey's Ciceronianus suggests he promoted Ramist rhetoric at 

the university, and his letters to Spenser indicate that Gabriel saw the introduction of 

Ramism as a "reformation" of the arts.  Attempting to denude the artistic language of the 

carnivalesque laughter, bodily pleasure, and boundarilessness of the grotesque that 

offended Puritans, Harvey, like Ramus, promoted a masculine restraint and simplicity in 

artistic expression. He allowed the colloquial but excluded the pleasure of comedic 

parody, the amplification of problematic moral issues, the mockery of the overly sincere 

or pious, or the liberality of bodily appetite. Rather, the Harvey brothers promoted art like 

Spenser's Shepherd’s Calendar, which linked the Ramist notion of the plainspoken style 
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of the plowman, its sincere and moral perspective, with a reformed ornamental style, in 

the figure of the chaste shepherd and his absent love.   

 Popular writers, on the other hand, set out to overturn both this Puritan notion of 

masculinity and the repression promoted in their chaste style. They responded with their 

own anti-Puritan plowman typology by exposing the Puritans' use of the plowman as 

unmerited, and by revealing the Harvey brothers and their misled friend Spenser's 

hypocrisy.58 The Harveys and Spenser were upstart courtiers as is obvious by the letters 

Harvey published. They reveal all of them clearly jockeying for positions at court, and 

yet they were attempting to represent themselves as sincere rural folk. 

 The popular writers defended their use of artistic language in a carnivaleque way 

by hysterical inversions and comedic parodies, in which they suggested the Puritan 

simplicity in the arts, which the Harveys promoted, and which Spenser practiced, to be 

the product of an uncharitable avarice and an attempted imposition of an anti-

carnivalesque, overly pious schoolmaster tyranny upon the arts.  For example, Nashe's 

Pierce reveals the way in which the Harvey brothers wreck the carnivalesque in his 

mockery of Gabriel's stereotypically Puritan moral outrage and piety as well as his 

pedantry in attempting to wed the rhetorical theories of a schoolmaster to popular culture:  

    Monsterous, monsterous and palpable, not to be spoken of    

                                                
58 Their attacks on Spenser are always indirect, and they only ever attack Spenser openly for his 
involvement with Harvey. See for example Nashe's Four Letters Confuted (its title, as critics have 
pointed out, allude to Harvey's Four Letters) in which he exclaims, "Why should friends 
dissemble one with the another? They are very ugly and artlesse. You will never leave our old 
trickes of drawing M. Spencer into everie pybald thing you do" (2:323).  
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  in Christian congregations though hast skumd over the schoolemen,  

  and of the froth of their folly made a dish of divinitie Brewesse, which  

  the dogs will not eate (1:198). 

Then, in a typical parody and, simultaneously an inversion, he poses as a schoolmaster 

himself and gives Gabriel a rhetorical spanking for his misuse of language. 

  Thou . . . that came to the Logicke Schooles when thou wert a   

  freshman, and writist phrases; off with thy gowne and untrusse, for I  

  mean to lashe thee mightly (1:198)   

There are few writers who could match Nashe or Greene's playful virtuosity and, in fact, 

the more the Harvey brothers tried to engage in a battle of wits with Nashe and Greene 

the more their sincerity seemed to beg lampooning.   

  Popular writers, therefore, often tore down the boundaries between Puritans and 

themselves, inverting the Puritan's claim to virtue, manliness, and the pastoral. This is not 

always obvious. The way that Nashe and Greene lampooned was very indirect and 

extremely condensed, despite the copiousness of their language. The issues of gender and 

economics which are bandied back and forth between the Puritans and the popular writers 

are especially compact and have, therefore, largely been unseen by critics. The Puritans 

accuse the popular writers of being whores because of the copiousness of their language 

and the disorder of their semiotics; the popular writers respond by pointing out the 

stereotypical hypocrisy of Puritans and accuse them of the feminine duplicity of a painted 

piety. In a subtle allusion to whoring, they impute financial motives to their feigned 

virtue.     
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 In Pierce Penniless, Nashe attributes to Puritans the same feminine deception 

with which he has been accused, only instead of copiousness, hypocrisy is the source of 

femininity. He creates a mock blazon of the proud hypocrite (ruby cheeks, cherry lips) in 

which the Puritan is said to cover his "uglie visage of Pride . . . after the color of the new 

Lord Mayor's posts" (181) and so appear what he is not.  The Lord Mayor was the moral 

authority to whom people in London reported indecencies. Nashe claims that the Puritan's 

sinfulness is painted over with the color of moral authority. Similarly, in the following 

lines, Nashe asserts,  

  Wise was that sin washing poet that made the Ballet of Blue starch   

  and poaking stickes, for indeed the lawne of licentiousnesse hath   

  consumed all the wheat of hospitalities. It is said, Laurence Lucifer,  

  that you went up and down London crying . . . like a lanterne & candle  

  man. I mervaile no Laundresse would give you the washing of your  

  face for your labour, for God knowes it is as black as the black prince  

  (1:181) 

The hypocritical Puritan, represented as a devil in the image of Laurence Lucifer, cannot 

find anyone to white wash his face with starch in order to cover his hypocrisy because, as 

David Barker interprets this passage in On Demand, "the wheat which once was given 

away in the name of charity is now given over to the making of starch to stiffen . . . 

ornate ruffs" (40). The ornate ruffs are worn by Laurence's counterpart, the upstart 

courtier.  According to both Nashe and Greene, the Puritan upstart is responsible for 
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overturning the feudal system through a rejection of charity and through the introduction 

of a new system based on commerce.  

 The upstart in Quip claims his curious and quaint apparel motivates  "merchants 

to seek foreign marts, to venture their goods and hazard their lives" (11:230).  The lawn 

of licentiousness is also suggestive of the privatization of the land and the uncharitable 

barriers, or enclosures, that Nashe and Greene attribute to middle class landowners who 

are destroying the hospitality of the old feudal system. This is what Greene claims in 

Quip, when he represents the "yeoman" as hating the upstart because he has "persuaded 

so many Landlords, for the maintenance of [his] bravery, to raise the rents" (11:210).  

Greene's dedication of Quip to a "supporter of ancient hospitality" belies this same 

sentiment as does his claim that he wrote Quip to oppose "upstart gentleman" who "raised 

rents, racked their tenants, and imposed great fines" and because of whom "hospitality 

was left off, neighbourhood was exiled, conscience was scoffed at, and charity lay frozen 

in the street" (11:210). The sparse style advocated by Ramist rhetoric, evident in the 

writing of the Harvey brothers, Nashe, like Greene, mocks as evidence of their 

uncharitable natures. He tells the Harvey's friend, Richard Litchfield, in Have With You 

to Saffron-Waldon :  

  in tender charity and comiseration of [Richard Harvey's] estate , I add  

  ten pound & a purse . . . on that condition in their last will & testament  

  they bequeath me eighteene wise words in the way of answere   

  betwixt them. I dare give my word . . . they will never doe it, no . . .  

  their whole stock of wit, when it was at best, being but ten Eng-/lish  



 114 

  Hexameters and a Lenuoy . . .Wherefore, generous Dicke . . . I utterly  

  despair of them (3:11).  

Nashe's prefacing and closing with the words charity, generosity, and despair emphasize 

not only the parsimony in the Harvey brothers' rhetorical philosophy but Nashe's 

judgment of its economic underpinnings.  

 Even in Jonson's late pastoral Sad Shepherd, his final assault on Puritans, Robin 

complains of the loss of "those charitable times" (1.3.255) "when all did either love or 

were beloved" (1.3.247). Tuck agrees that "the sowrer sort of shepherds" (which the 

editor glosses as Puritans), who are filled with "covetise and Rage" are poisoning the 

lambs and digging ditches so that calves drown and heifers break their necks just to vex 

their neighbors. Jonson's editor mentions Jones Adrasta as "another instance of pastoral 

satire directed against Puritans" (79). If Nashe and Greene were not drawing on an 

already existent anti-Puritan discourse, they were instrumental in creating one.   

 The Harvey brothers represented the Puritan as a plain plowman. Utilizing the 

plowman rhetoric of economic abuse, they attempted to link artistic language and popular 

writers with the worldly greed and effeminate nature of the courtier. The courtier was 

traditionally represented as defrauding and extorting the plowman, as Nashe and Greene 

well knew. Richard warns,  "I pray you defile not my sheeps russet coate . . . this home 

made Barley, and my plain speeches may have as much wool (I dare not say so much wit) 

as your double pild velvet"(12).  They include in their representation of themselves as 

plowman a nationalistic rhetoric evocative of domesticity and England's one major 

industry: wool. They claim their plain speech has much wool and not wit (wit they 
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suggest by this opposition is foreign). Nashe and Greene completely invert this 

nationalistic, economic, and engendered rhetoric. In their works, the Puritan is 

represented as the insatiable upstart courtier. He is a foreigner in Quip; in Penniless, he is 

an Englishman so disconnected from his own nation that he would not only defraud and 

extort the poor and noble alike but would also defraud them of their English festive 

traditions and customs and attempt to enclose poetry and the literary arts within the 

parsimony of their economically motivated aesthetics.  

 In Quip, Greene not only mocks Puritans, and especially Gabriel Harvey, as 

upstart courtiers he lampoons the Ramist philosophy behind the business like outlook of 

the Puritan poet. In Harvey's reformation of poetry, his self-proclaimed invention of 

English Hexameter, Greene objects to his arrogant attempts to enclose the richness of 

experience within the boundaries of his mathematical approach to language. Greene 

claims, 

  Methought I saw an uncouth headless thing come pacing down the   

  hill, stepping so proudly with a geometrical grace as if some artificial  

  braggart had resolved to measure the world with his paces; I could   

  not decry it a man although it had motion for it wanted a body, yet   

  seeing legs and hose, I supposed it to be some monster nourished up  

  in those deserts" (11:220).   

His mockery of Gabriel's poetic persona corroborates what Walter Ong has argued: under 

Ramism, poetry "become[s] appliqué work of the worst mechanical sort, for, as Ramus 

occasionally hints, the rules that govern it belong . . . less to rhetoric than to arithmetic" 
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(282).  However, even Harvey's arithmetic is flawed. The meter he has promoted, 

hexameter, is completely at odds with the natural rhythms of the English language as 

Nashe's parody of Harvey's poetry reveals.  It is "all up hill and down . . . like a horse 

plunging through the myre in the deep of winter, now soust up to the saddle, and straight 

aloft on his tiptoes" (3:7).  

 Greene also points to a lack of discernment and, indeed, a lack of manliness in 

Harvey's inability to recognize his incongruous "motions." He suggests Harvey's and, in 

general, the Puritan's stereotypical repudiation of bodily pleasure when, upon seeing 

velvet breeches approach, he claims that he could not "decry it a man although it had 

motion for it wanted a body" (11:220). Pleasing rhythms normally determine the music of 

poetry. This is a very basic bodily response to rhythm. Understanding the rhythms that 

were pleasing, in the early modern period, was equated with a certain manliness, 

honorability, and sense. As Lorenzo tells Jessica in Merchant of Venice, "The man that 

hath no music in himself . . . /Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils;/The motions of 

his spirit are dull as night,/Let no such man be trusted (5.1.91-96). Nashe suggests that 

Harvey's failings in art are a product of his lack of ability to discern the pleasurable.  In 

Pierce Peniless, Nashe creates an allegory about Puritans who attempt to convince the 

masses to repudiate the pleasurable experience of art. Nashe's allegory draws upon the 

"Plutrachan image of the bee sucking its honey even from noxious herbs," an analogy 

that, as Chambers claims, had become a common place in the defense of the arts against 

Puritans in the Elizabethan era (Eliabethan 238). The allegory involves the husbandman, 

who like the plowman and the yeoman, is associated with the soil, which is suggestive of 
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native wit.  The fox, who "can tell a fair tell, and covers all knaverie under conscience," 

attempts to convince "the good honest husband man to pause, and mistrust their own 

wits." He does this, according to Nashe, in order to "purge [his] popular patients of the 

opinion [that] their old traditions and custums" (1:225) are any good. He convinces them 

that they are poisoned because the soil that produced them (England) is poisonous 

(infected with frogs) "whereas in other countries, Scotland, Denmarke and some pure 

parts of the 17th provences" there are "no creatures to curropt" the goodness of the soyle" 

(1:225). In equating the better soil with Puritan countries, Nashe's allegory suggests that a 

treasonous anti-English sentiment underpins the Puritan 's desire to reform the arts.  In 

answer to the Puritan objection to an Italian, or foreign, extravagance in the abundance of 

Nashe's language, Nashe defends his rhetorical style as pro-English, though not 

nationalistic; he would not be so enclosed:  

  Old Romanes in the writings they published, thought scorn not to use  

  any but domestical examples of their own hom-bred actors, scholers  

  and champions . . .Coblers, Tinkers, Fencers, none escapt them, but  

  they mingled all in one Gallimafrey of glory. Here I have used a like  

  method, not of tying my selfe to mine owne Countrie, but by insisting  

  in the expeirence of our time; and if I ever write any thing in Latine  

  (as I hope one day I shall), not a man of any desert here amongst us,  

  but I will have up. Talrton, Ned Allen, Knell Bentlie, shall be made  

  known to France, Italie, and Spain (1:215).    
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   Nashe's Pierce Penniless is indeed a glorious gallimaufry. It mingles and 

embodies the essence of the carnivalesque in a clowning celebration of abundance and 

disorder that excludes nothing but exclusion. There is perhaps no voice unheard in the 

parodies that make up Pierce Penniless.  Even the schoolmaster is included by way of 

parody. Nashe and Greene shift the definition of "Pierce" in their responses to the 

Harveys.  He is not plain but poor, having been robbed by upstarts like the Harveys. The 

Harveys' attempt to impose an ordered simplicity upon this carnivalesque figure is yet 

another assault. In his association with the liberality of artists, the defenders of popular 

traditions, the plowman, though poor, remains a figure of abundance and hospitality, 

inhabiting the fertile world of writers like Greene and Nashe's imaginations. In opposition 

is the stark world of the court or city, the place of the upstart Puritans and their rejection 

of charity. Nashe and Greene suggest that the sterile realm of an imagination ruled by 

Ramism was no place for a plowman. 

 The overturning of the Harveys' and Spenser's Puritan agenda continues in 

Greene's Disputation in which the redeeming of pleasure and abundance, and the 

restoration of a carnivalesque liberation through insubordination, is most fully realized in 

the figure of the repentant and unrepentant prostitute. The Disputation is Greene's urban 

pastoral. Like all of Greene's repentance and cony-catching pamphlets, it was written in 

opposition to the Puritans' carnivalesque reformation.  In Disputation, Greene writes to 

overturn Puritans' attributing chastity to honesty, promulgating provincial morality, and 

imposing sincerity in authorial identity, but, primarily, to invert Spenser's pastoral.  
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 Paul Alpers notes that an important element of pastoral literature lies in its 

"creation of imaginative space," and, as many critics note, this is a space within which 

relationships are negotiated, usually gender, filial, and class relationships. Identities are 

tested there, and some harmonious resolution is usually found: brothers are reconciled 

and lovers are united. In Spenser, gender relationships begin and end estranged, and the 

only evolution in Colin's relationship with Rosiland is his reported discovery of her 

betrayal. Colin himself does not emerge reconciled or more fully realized, and even 

nature, in this pastoral, is portrayed as a place of seduction and error, not of growth.  

 Greene's Disputation responds to The Shepherd's Calendar by inverting its 

scheme. The pastoral space, as Terry Gifford claims, is created "with an implicit or 

explicit contrast to the urban" in mind (94). This urban space is imagined as having 

become too corrupt or too restrictive to find new forms of community or understanding.  

In Disputation, Greene re-imagines the pastoral space in an urban environment, the 

inverse of the country, creating out of the place of the tavern a site of refuge and gender 

negotiation. The witty banter between Nan (a prostitute) and Lawrence (a coney catcher), 

in which they invert the aspiration to virtue by holding a competition over who is the 

most detrimental to the commonwealth (and by vigorously attempting to attain that title), 

evokes the camaraderie of the old married couple in Menaphon.  When Lawrence 

attempts to diminish the seriousness of Nan's criminality by claiming, after she has told 

him about one of her tricks, that he thinks his "mother wiser than all the honest women of 

the parish besides," Nan mockingly replies, "belike she was of our faculty, and a matron 

of my profession" (10:221).     
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 Greene's urban pastoral anticipates the modern genre in which the city acts as a 

pastoral space  

  where subjectivity is always in play and hence subject to newly   

  ambiguous possibilities that allow one to escape from deleterious   

  proscriptions. . . the city is . . . available for those who want to   

  change their roles, abandon a fixed identity, or otherwise disguise   

  themselves (Gray 225).    

Greene's city is more alive than Spenser's countryside, and the reader participates in the 

vivacity of its characters. In fact, their vivacity, in contrast with Spenser's sincere 

monologic morality, consists in their heroic adaptability in role playing and in the quick 

improvisation of witty comebacks; it echoes the heroism of the shepherdess in 

Menaphon, who survives by playing the role of the shepherdess and who escapes 

precarious situations by the use of her skill in language.  Malleability and tenacity, not 

sincerity and honesty, are what is praiseworthy in Greene's characters.   

 Malleability, for example, is what allows for the seeming villain, the prostitute, to 

become a Robin Hood figure, i.e., the outlaw who betters society by outwitting criminals 

(often masquerading as officials). In one of the prostitute's merry tales, a strumpet and 

some cony-catchers trick a braggart cony-catcher out of his stolen money. After coming 

up with various strategies, which he is too clever to fall for, they finally conceive a 

hilarious scheme in which they play various roles (sheriff, bawd, and virtuous wife) by 

which they eventually get the most notoriously, proud cony-catcher to hide naked in a 
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closet and gladly give up his money-filled clothes.59 In fact Greene, himself seems to pop 

in and assume the Puritan designation of the popular writer as whore and the Harveys' 

and Spenser's designation of themselves as Shepherds (only he converts them to a Robin 

Hood type shepherd and plays the strumpet-shepherdess Marian). At the beginning of a 

Disputation, Nan tells Lawrence to "put up [his] pipes and chop logic and give [her] 

leave to speak" (10:208).60  Moreover, Greene challenges Spenser's notions of virtue, 

especially chastity and honesty, showing more love and understanding between a thief 

and a whore negotiating their professional relationship than Spenser shows between 

Hobinal and Colin Clout, Spenser's "pædrastice" model of ideal masculine friendship that 

supersedes his "gynerastics."  

 Finally, Greene mocks the Harveys' attempt to depict the popular writer as 

prostitute and their moral certainty regarding puritanical agendas by writing a pious tale 

of self-deception. In the tale of the conversion of an English courtesan, Greene tells his 

own version of the story of St. Thais. In the story of St. Thais, a devout old man of God 

converts a rich and famous courtesan. She burns all her belongings and spends the rest of 

her short life in penance for her disgraceful acts.  In Greene's version, the courtesan tells 

a story of a devout, attractive young man, who convinces her in a dark room that her 

"bewtifull faire, and well formed . . . bodie" has become "the habitation of the divel." 

Rather than convincing her to give up all pleasure and spend her life in repentance, he 

merely asks that she leave the house in which she is staying, " and [he] will become [her] 

                                                
59 This story obviously influenced Shakespeare's Merry Wives of Windsor. 
 
60 Ramists were often mocked for their logic choping and pipes are symbolic of shepherds. 
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faithful friend in all honestie." Although he promises to "use [her] as [his] own sister" 

(10:275), he ends up marrying her.  As Virgina Macdonald's astutely observes,  

  despite  her religious focus and her emphasis on God's hand in her   

  change . . . her own narration implies that her sexual attraction for the  

  man, his appeal to her vanity, and his wish that she 'were as honest . .  

  as bewifull', prompts her reform more than does any true sense of   

  repentance" (214).     

The courtesan is obviously not the only pious hypocrite in the story; convert and 

converter alike are self-deceiving. Through this allegory of conversion, Greene suggests 

the possibility that the Harveys, his would-be converters, might be motivated by such a 

guilty pleasure. Focusing on the Puritan rather than the prostitute's hypocrisy, Greene's 

story suggests that sometimes the converter is really more interested in the convert than 

the conversion. In the pursuer and pursued theme of shepherds, prostitutes, and popular 

writers, Greene makes absolutely clear just who the grotesque really is, and he never lets 

his reader forget the ubiquity of hypocrisy.              

 Gender plays an important role in the construction of a carnivalesque identity in 

the battle over artistic expression between the Harveys and popular writers. Though there 

are a variety of rhetorical moves in which the Harveys emasculate or effeminize Greene 

and his fellow writers, and vice versa, the winning move in this carnivalesque battle 

occurs when popular writers assume more completely the least (and simultaneously the 

most) powerful social identity: that of abject female.  Writing within the cultural 

constraints attributed to the genders the Puritan and popular writers assume, the Puritan is 
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ultimately hamstrung by social ideas of virtue and proper rhetoric, against which he is 

then seen to struggle, while the popular writers, freed from the constraint of a masculine 

social identity by their Puritan adversaries, are set at liberty.  

 This carnivalesque battle between the Harveys and popular writers draws its 

power from the leveling laughter and grotesque boundarilessness associated with both 

feminine excess and disorder.  As the Harveys could not tolerate using representations of 

the feminine to express inversions of authority, unless they were in the act of reforming 

that image, they were also intolerant of language attributable to  "femininity" in the 

author or that which induced "femininity" in the audience. Feminine language provoked 

bodily pleasure and a lack of restraint, it was also the very ingredient of the comic.  

 The Harveys were unwilling, or unable, to use the power of laughter for their 

carnivalesque assault on popular writers. The result was that popular writers like Nashe 

triumphed over the Harveys through laughter. The harder the Harvey brothers tried to 

reverse this image of themselves as foolish, the more pedantic, impotent, and humorless 

they appeared and the less likable.  It is through the female figure in their carnivalesque 

discourse, then, that popular writers are able to reassert the primacy of traditional 

Carnival in print.  By adapting the unlearned, the boundariless, grotesque, and 

pleasurable language of laughter, they topple the hierarchy of a Puritanical "masculine" 

order, rendering impotent its offer of meaning and authorial identity and reestablishing 

the traditional art of communality and insubordination proper to Carnival.   
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CHAPTER THREE   

GROTESQUE TRANSFORMATIONS AND THE DISCOURSE OF CONVERSION IN 

SHAKESPEARE'S FALSTAFF. 

 

 Chapter one has shown that Robert Greene's coney catching and repentance 

pamphlets, which critics read as autobiography, are actually part of a carnivalesque 

sacred parody that lampoons anti-theatrical Puritans in order to free artists from the 

monological straightjacket of a Puritan aesthetic.  Similarly, chapter two adds to our 

understanding of Greene's use of the carnivalesque by examining Greene, Nashe, and 

Ben Jonson's part in the battle over popular culture between popular writers and Puritans, 

especially, Gabriel and Richard Harvey and Edmund Spenser. These Puritan authors 

attempted to replace the grotesque in popular pastoral with the plain style of Puritan 

rhetoric by stripping the pastoral of its erotic and comedic elements. The popular pastoral 

figure of feminine disorder, Marian, for example, was an important part of this would-be 

Puritan reformation of popular art. Armed with these understandings of the quarrel 

between popular authors and Puritans, chapter three will examine the character of Falstaff 

for the way in which Greene's lampoon of Puritan ideology, defense of feminine disorder, 

and parody of anti-theatrical prejudice through the parable of the prodigal son influences 

Shakespeare's creation of Falstaff in Henry IV part one, Henry IV part two, Henry V, and 

The Merry Wives of Windsor.  
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 Stephen Gosson's Plays Confuted in Five Actions articulated clearly what Puritans 

objected to in Elizabethan theater, especially comedy. As R.W. Maslen observes,  

  Comedy, with its propensity for privileging entertainment over instruction  

  and its inexhaustible fund of bawdy jokes and erotic situations, offers the  

  perfect illustration of the central tenet of Gosson's attack: that the theatre  

  is useless, an over-sophisticated luxury item fundamentally at odds with  

  the English tradition of plainness and honesty (10).  

 As chapter two has argued, Puritan rhetoricians were attacking popular culture, 

attempting to replace popular art, represented as feminine disorder, with a popular 

appreciation for "masculine" rhetoric and plain speech. In fact, Shakespeare mocks the 

adaptation of Puritan rhetoric by the uneducated masses in Bardolf, Falstaff, Doll 

Tearsheet, and Mistress Quickly's anti-ciceronianism in Henry IV part two and The Merry 

Wives. Eventually, popular writers turned the Puritan disparagement of the value of 

comedy, especially its "femininity," back on its Puritan accusers and disparaged the value 

of a "masculine" education, discipline, and ethics not just to art and but to such 

patriarchal institutions as monarchy and marriage. In the figure of Falstaff, Shakespeare 

reflects the popular writers' insistence on the necessity of bodily pleasure, deception, and 

laughter not only to art but also to these higher institutions.  

 Greene's defense of theater in Groatworth of Wit occurs in his grotesque parody 

of Gosson's Puritan hypocrisy, Gosson's attacking the comedic in popular art through the 

parable of the prodigal son, one of the most popular genres of comedy. What makes 

Greene's parody 'grotesque' is the way in which his parody also enacts the same 
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hypocrisy that Gosson's does, blurring the boundaries between the mocker and the 

mocked. Greene does this by playing himself (a popular playwright) who writes an anti-

Puritan pamphlet in the same parable, the parable of the prodigal son that was also 

associated with the literature of puritanical schoolmasters. Schoolmasters' manuals 

evoked this parable in their preoccupation with the value of education and the importance 

of submission to the authority of the father (as an embodiment of the authority of God) in 

creating proper and pious young men, and popular playwrights used it to challenge the 

imposition of this authority.61 Shakespeare uses this same motif as defense of theater, 

incorporating Greene's defense of feminine disorder and carnivalesque inversion by 

making the authority of the father, in the character of Falstaff, a figure of feminine 

disorder and having him teach the prodigal son, Hal, as well as the audience in general, 

that "the stage is the ultimate educational tool" (Maslen 12).  

 In fact, Shakespeare draws on much of Greene's work in his creation of Falstaff as 

defense of the theater. Falstaff teaches Hal, through his clever improvisation and his very 

theatrical sacred parody, how to be an effective ruler. Greene's late repentance enacts the 

same theatrical sacred parody. His Disputation as well as his pro feminine, euphuistic 

romances Mamillia part one and Mamillia part two (inspired by John Lily's Euphues His 

England) express the value of an improvised wit drawn from a combination of 

Ciceronian rhetoric and jest book trickery associated in this period with the feminine.62 In 

                                                
61 See Richard Helgerson The Elizabethan Prodigals especially pages 16-43. The association of 
the parable with the manuals of Puritan schoolmasters and popular comedy suggests that these 
different authors were in conversation through this story line, as Helgerson suggests.   
62 For a discussion of feminine trickery, especially their clever story telling, in popular literature 
see Mary Jane Stearns Schenck The Fabliaux: Tales of Wit and Deception.   
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an already inverted power dynamic, in which masculine tyranny and disorder must be 

righted, the criminality of feminine disorder, such as the euphuistic wit in A Disputation 

or the disobedience of Mamillia in the Mamilla pamphlets, suggests that Greene justified 

the criminality of feminine disorder by representing it as the only disorder powerful 

enough to restore the havoc wreaked by incontinent masculine characters.  Shakespeare 

incorporates these elements from Greene's work in the comedic trickery of women, in 

The Merry Wives of Windsor, who instruct parents and husbands, through their trickery, 

on the role of comedy in keeping domestic government free from tyranny. This is also 

true of the lessons in theatrical deceptions Falstaff teaches Hal, which Hal uses to restore 

proper government from the emasculating threat of Hotspur's inordinate appetite for 

honor.   

 In the vein of Greene (and Lyly), Shakespeare does not deny Gosson's association 

of bodily pleasure, deception, and laughter with the feminine, yet, also like Greene, he 

suggests this feminine "merriment" as having redeeming qualities, especially as it applies 

to education. The popular writers' ideas about education were based on the acquisition of 

quick wit, and this "impromptu wit was the type of humour that epitomized laughter's 

resistance to pedagogic regulation" (Maslen 27).  The feminine qualities of trickery and 

the corporeal pleasure associated in this period with voluble speech give Hal the power to 

restore the monarchy from the chaos of civil war, and, in The Merry Wives of Windsor, 

the wit and trickery of female characters (Mistress Ford, Mistress Paige, and Paige's 

daughter Ann) that restores social harmony, comes from popular culture, as is evident in 

the works of Lyly, Nashe, and Greene. These authors drew their rhetoric of "sodein 
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quips" from jest-books, tavern life, and the improvisation of the stage clown even more 

than they did from Ciceronian rhetoric. Shakespeare incorporates their jest-book 

promotion of improvisation as well as the heroics of the popular and of the feminine and 

ties them to the comedic genre of the prodigal son; he mocks the Puritan schoolmasters' 

sense of education as the teaching of discipline.63 

 In the Merry Wives of Windsor and the Henry plays, the comedic dissipates the 

wrongs that both men and women have attempted against one another, it purges the social 

of its anti-social urges, and it allows the oppressed (especially the feminine) liberty from 

the oppressor.  However, in all of these plays, the feminine is also the source of 

criminality that leads to the need for purgation in the first place; Ford's undisciplined 

jealousy and Hotspur's equally disordered appetite for honor seem to suggest that, in fact, 

Shakespeare also takes the part of the Puritan as, ironically, so does Greene, in his 

representation of feminine disorder as cure for a masculinity infected with feminine traits, 

by implying that the feminine is indeed a source of corruption. In other words, 

Shakespeare and Greene's defense of the feminine as pharmakon is like a möbius strip, 

beginning on one side of the argument (against the feminine as pollution) and traversing 

this argument through the position that the poison is the cure, they end up on the opposite 

side of their own argument, antifeminist ideology structuring the very language and 

modes of reasoning with which they argue.  

                                                
63 "Lyly shares the opinion of the classical rhetoricians that verbal wit is a resource as freely 
available to the uneducated as to the learned: and the women in his novels repeatedly put down 
the men in extemporaneous exchanges, without the benefit of Athenian training"(Maslen 25).  
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 In fact, few scholars have examined Falstaff's connection to Greene, and those 

who do, have obscured rather than clarified Shakespeare's representation of this battle 

between popular authors and Puritans, either through a lack of understanding regarding 

the issues to which Greene's work responds or through the incessant reading of Greene's 

work as autobiography.64 This misconception of Greene's work and of Falstaff as 

representing Greene himself has lead to assertions such as that made by J.M. Brown, who 

argued that Falstaff, "in his death as well as his life, [was] a caricature of Greene" 

(Grosart 1:xviii). Likewise misleading are Stephen Greenblatt's biographical reading of 

Greene's relationship to Falstaff in Will in the World because of which he claims that 

Greene was a fat, "shameless, and undisciplined scoundrel" (203). Greenblatt bases his 

scholarship on Shakespeare's representation of Falstaff and Harvey's prejudicial account 

of Greene's life (Harvey's report that Greene died of a surfeit of Rhenish wine and pickled 

herring). In fact, Greene was not only an accomplished popular writer and scholar, he 
                                                
64 Critics who do correctly contextualize Shakespeare's Falstaff and Greene's work include 
Kristen Poole, Grace Tiffany, and Neil Rhoads. Kristen Poole and Grace Tiffany have contributed 
to the discussion of Falstaff as a reflection of anti-Puritan mockery by anti-Marprelate writers like 
Nashe, Lyly, and Greene. However, their analysis attributes a pro feminine and grotesque 
ideology to Puritans, which makes their reading of Falstaff the inverse of my reading in this 
chapter. Although I agree that the popular writers did accuse the Puritans of grotesquery, I would 
argue that this was rather a retaliatory exposure of Puritan hypocrisy, for attacking the 
carnivalesque in popular art. As I argue in chapter two, the truth of popular writers' accusation, as 
reflected in the Puritan art involved in this controversy comes about when Puritan authors 
engaging the carnivalesque of popular culture must reflect what they set out to attack. Neil 
Rhoads, in Elizabethan Grotesque, does associate popular writers with Falstaff's grotesque style. 
He sees in Falstaff's wittiness and the comedy of the Henry plays and the Merry Wives of Windsor 
"Nashian modes of comic invective"(102). Falstaff, he claims, is drawn from Nashe's literary 
flyting with the Puritan Harvey. He even associates Greene with Falstaff, claiming that 
Shakespeare drew on his coney catching pamphlet for Falstaff's tavern and coney catching world. 
However, perhaps because Rhoads takes Greene's late repentance pamphlets at face value, as 
evidenced by his commenting on the real "terror" at the idea of Hell in Greene's Repentance, he 
does not recognize Shakespeare's incorporation of Greene's late repentance pamphlets in creating 
the character of Falstaff or how, in fact, Shakespeare incorporates Greene's writings as much if 
not more than he does Nashe's in his creation of Falstaff.    
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was disciplined enough to have been as prolific as Shakespeare, writing over thirty 

published works in his lifetime. When Greenblatt reads Greene's works not for their 

sociological significance but for the mere circumstances of his personal life, he reduces 

the complexity of these texts as artistic responses to specific social and historical 

moments.  

 For example, Greenblatt uses the account in Groatsworth of Greene's "marriage to 

a 'gentleman's daughter of good account'" (203), who is abandoned and then appealed to 

after years of abuse by her prodigal husband, to discuss Greene's wasted potential—his 

Falstaffian prodigality. Perhaps Greenblatt was not aware of the fact that the abandoned 

virtuous woman (a type of Susanna and the Elders narrative) is not only a stock feature in 

Greene's romances but also often a part of the prodigal son genre that, as Ervin Beck 

points out, was "one of the most ubiquitous [genres] in the comedy of the English 

Renaissance"(116). Moreover, if it is the case that Greenblatt knew that Greene was a 

Puritan satirist, and that Puritans, like Gosson, had specifically attacked this genre and 

then had written in it, as Gosson did in Five Acts Refuted and School of Abuse, it is 

surprising that he would continue to read Greene's use of the prodigal son parable or his 

defense of the feminine (the virtues wife motif) as autobiography. As chapter one has 

shown, such an odd misattribution is not uncommon.   

  Out of the schoolmasters' desire to instruct, to monopolize truth, and to purge 

"femininity" from the arts Greene created the jests that constituted his late repentance and 

coney catching pamphlets and his euphuistic romances.  In these exposés of hypocrisy, he 

challenged the possibility of epistemological certainty and suggested sinister motives 
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behind would-be masters of 'learning' and the privileging of discipline over pleasure in 

gendered terms. In fact, he became a defender of the women in his romances, the 

comedic in theater, and the grotesque in the carnivalesque pastoral, the genres Puritans 

associated with the feminine because of their evocation of emotions not easily 

disciplined, such as pleasure and laughter. Greene sometimes did this by taking on the 

role of the feminine in his artistic identity, playing the strumpet, or sometimes by 

revealing the comedic in the Puritans' fictions of certainty; he created mock education 

stories (coney catching pamphlets) in which, in the vain of Lyly, he used the jest-books' 

"quick answers . . . in a cheerful rivalry with the sixteenth-century educators, threatening 

to unmask them as a bunch of pretentious and unnecessary upstarts" (Maslen28).   

 Examining the Puritan assault on the comedic in drama and the "flyting" (10), or 

literary battle, that it inspired in Puritans and popular writers, Maslen claims that this 

"anti-comic crises in early modern England . . . exerted a powerful pull on Shakespeare's 

imagination throughout his career" (35). This is particularly true of the plays involving 

Falstaff. Aside from Greenblatt's reductive reading of Greene's art as autobiography, in 

which he conflates that autobiography with the characteristics of Falstaff, many of the 

reasons Greenblatt associates Falstaff with Greene, in fact, evoke the underlying 

arguments concerning the comedic in Greene's and Nashe's battle with Puritans. For 

example, Greenblatt rightly associates Greene and his fellow writers with embracing 

pleasure, excess, trickery and artistic prodigality, but he suggests that the significance of 

this lies in their lives rather than in their art. He documents Thomas Nashe calling George 

Peel, 'the chief supporter of pleasance now living' (202), and he recognizes Nashe's 
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verbose theatricality, even Nashe's privileging the pleasure of verbal dexterity over the 

conveying of meaning in his use of language. He refers to Nashe's style as "florid[,]. . . 

delighted in its own obscurity" (203), but he does not recognize this style as the style of 

popular writers. On the contrary, he argues that Nashe's style is pointedly academic.  In 

fact, contextualizing Greene among his literary associates, whom he refers to as the 

university wits, Greenblatt argues that Greene and his contemporaries rejected 

Shakespeare because he was not as educated as they were. As evidence, he quotes Nashe' 

preface to Menaphon: 

  Indeed it may be the engrafted overflow of some kill-cow conceit, that  

  overcloyeth their imagination with a more than drunken resolution,  

  being not extemporal in the invention of any other means to vent their  

  manhood, commits the digestion of their choleric encumbrances to   

  the spacious volubility of a drumming decasyllabon (203).   

In the above passage, Nashe completely inverts Puritan definitions of manliness as the 

exercise of discipline and claims that when spontaneity is suppressed then low class 

butcher's metaphors, or "kill-cow conceits," build up and burst forth, surfeiting the 

imagination with a drunkenness that becomes theatrical. Greenblatt claims that in this 

"verbal self-display the point is sharply clear: certain men with only a grammar school 

education have had the audacity to write plays in blank verse for the public stage" (203). 

In fact, Nashe's criticism does concern class, gender, and artistic snobbery, but it is not 

aimed at uneducated artists. It is aimed at would be playwright scholars, who are 

associated with academia. Through their attempts to influence art, Nashe suggests they 
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actually create all of the fears they have about popular art. The copiousness of popular 

playwrights' artistic language, associated with the feminine and the drunkenness that 

surfeiting on this unmanly pleasure creates, is actually the result not of a lack of 

discipline, as Puritans argued, but the inverse: the repression of spontaneity.  

 It is not Shakespeare that Nashe indicts; it is Puritan pedants.  The passage in its 

entirety makes this point even clearer. In it, Nashe attempts to define true learning, or 

understanding in the arts, as a part of a native wit associated with popular artists, not 

academics. "How eloquent our gowned age is grown," he sneers, referring to the scholars' 

gown (calling them women) and disparaging eloquence. He laments the "mechanical 

mate [who] abhorreth the English he was born to, and plucks, with a solemn periphrasis, 

his ut vales from the ink-horn." His allusion is the students' inkhorn and the unnaturalness 

of those who privileged Latin, associated with the academic, above their native tongue. 

He disparages those who promote the aesthetics of "their idiot art-masters, that intrude 

themselves to our ears as the alchemists of eloquence, who (mounted on the stage of 

arrogance) think to outbrave better pens. . ."(9-10). The idiot art-masters are Puritan 

academics and would-be reformers of the arts discussed in chapter two; they included 

Gabriel Harvey and his brothers, who published books on alchemy and eloquence. Nashe 

denigrates them as "some deep-read schoolmen or grammarians, who, having no more 

learning in their skull than will serve to take up a commodity, nor art in their brain than 

was nourished in a serving-man's idleness, take it upon them[selves] to be the ironical 

censors of all" (10)65. The apparent assault on the lower classes evident here in both the 

                                                
65 "Grammarians" are not grammar students but schoolmasters and philosophers of language.  
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reference to serving men and "mechanicals" is not relevant in the way that Greenblatt 

suggests. Sometimes the lower class identity is associated with Puritans and used by 

popular writers to disparage their ability as authors, as it is in this passage. At other times, 

popular artists like Nashe associate their identity with the lower classes in a populist's 

way, linking artists with the common man's oppression, as in Pierce Penniless. Similarly, 

Puritans sometimes represent popular artists as belonging to the lower classes as when 

Richard Harvey, in his preface to The Lamb of God criticizes Nashe's audacity in 

commenting on art when Nashe was merely a sizar, or student servant at Cambridge; yet, 

in his own Plain Perceval, he associates himself with the simple piety of the plowman. 

Here Nashe, in fact, claims that a serving-man's idleness nourishes more learning than 

schoolman's deep reading. In short, Nashe's preface to Menaphon—was not an academic 

snob's indictment of a popular playwright—but the inverse: it was a counter attack on the 

encroachment of the Puritan schoolmaster on popular artistic aesthetics.  

 These aesthetics according to Nashe involved spontaneity and, as Maslen argues, 

spontaneity, or improvisation was associated with popular, not academic, art:  

  John Lyly's Euphues: The Anatomy of wit (1578) was perhaps the most  

  popular work of Elizabethan fiction. 'Wit' in the title means something  

  like 'native intelligence', and Lyly displays it in his book both in an  

  elaborately patterned prose style and in the ability of his protagonist  

  to improvise spontaneously, brilliantly and elegantly on any given   

  subject. Euphues is a cultural chameleon, capable of changing himself  
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  like the mythical god Proteus into any shape his circumstances   

  demand (25).  

Shakespeare represents this battle over aesthetics between the popular and Puritan writer, 

embodying the euphuistic skill in improvising associated with the popular writer in his 

coming up with witty answers to Hal's insults and suggesting the popular writers 

contention that language is a matter of social and moral perspective, that it can be 

transformed through interpretation and rhetoric, especially the interpretation and rhetoric 

of kings.  

 In this sense, Falstaff is an emblem of Greene's work. He embodies Greene's 

investment in language as transformative and represents Greene's and Nashe's mockery of 

the Puritan rhetorician's investment in rhetoric for social advancement. In other words, 

Falstaff reveals the conflation of the Puritan and the popular artist and the exposure of 

hypocrisy that is the hallmark of Greene's work. Falstaff claims: 

  Marry than, sweet wag, when though art king, let 

  not us that are squires of the night's body be called  

  thieves of the day's beauty. Let us be Diana's foresters,  

  gentlemen, of the shade, minions of the moon, let 

            men say we be men of good government, being  

            governed, as the sea is, by our noble and chaste mistress 

  the moon, under whose countenance we steal (1.2.22-28) 

The implication is that a king has the ability to make the creative rhetoric of Falstaff more 

than perspective. Suggesting Hal's power as king will be to command others and to 
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transform perspective into reality, he says let not people call thieves, thieves, let them 

rather be called something else and they will become something else, something 

acceptable, "men of good government." Hal will echo this transformative power of 

rhetoric in rallying his troops. If he were not king the moment would be ominous.  Hal 

learns to transform class differences in the minds of his soldiers with a few words. He 

suggests shared battles have the ability to erase class differences. He claims, "he to-day 

that sheds his blood with me/Shall be my brother; be he never so vile,/This day will 

gentle his condition" (4.3.61-3). This rhetorical trickery together with the pleasure 

Falstaff is capable of producing through his copious and elaborate use of language, 

besides being deemed "feminine" by Puritan authors, is also part of a very effective 

education in monarchy that the prodigal Hal receives from the popular, theatrical world 

of the tavern. The subtending sedition, however, is a product of Puritan conception 

rhetoric. What is dangerous is not the theater or the theatrics of monarchy but the Puritan 

adaptation of a leveling rhetoric that wants to hide the transformative and theatrical under 

the guise of an anti-theatrical "plain" rhetoric. As Jean Howard argues, regarding 

Falstaff's role-playing with Hal:   

  The most astonishing thing about their playacting sequence is that it  

  makes  kingship so self-consciously into a role to be performed. The  

  conventions of the stage provide languages for rendering that role.   

  Whether drawing on Lyly's Euphuistic rhetoric or the conventions of  

  morality plays, Falstaff and Hal play at being king in terms provided by  

  the stage (142). 
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 The education that Hal receives reflects a shift in perspective that Stephen Orgel 

examines in The Illusion of Power: Political Theater in the English Renaissance. 

Increasingly, because of the influence of Puritanism senses of "truth" were shifting,  

  the truth of royal production was the truth of appearances. Power asserted  

  only through analogies, faith affirmed only through symbols. That such  

  forms of expression should now seem to us at best obscure, at worst  

  insincere, says much for the success of the Puritan revolution (88).  

For the truth of Orgel's assertions, one need look no further than Howard's use of the 

word 'astonishing' in the above quotation to describe the playacting sequence in the 

tavern in which the theatricality of kingship is revealed as a "role to be performed." What 

probably would have been more astonishing to audiences in the early modern period was 

Shakespeare's emphasis on learning to play roles in the Henry plays. The Machiavellian 

education, associated with Puritans, Shakespeare weds to the "feminine" theatricality and 

protean in wit of popular art, revealing the education in them both as well as their mutual 

theatricality.66 Moreover, Shakespeare, in this instance, is also exposing the Puritan 

hypocrisy in the promotion of education as learning roles, a kind of theatricality and 

highlighting the popular authors' assertion that there is sedition in the Puritan's anti-

theatricality:         

  Roles in plays. . . were imposters and lies. The very act of imitation, in  

  drama as in art, usurped a divine prerogative, and theatrical productions  

                                                
66 See chapters one and two for the association of the Puritan with education and Machiavelli.  
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  were therefore often seen to be at the heart of the court's degeneracy and  

  impiety (Orgel 60).  

 Though exposing this Puritanical sedition, Shakespeare nevertheless points to the 

effectiveness of the influence of popular culture and of qualities that Puritans associate 

with the feminine in the prodigal Hal's education. Hal learns to use a rhetoric associated 

with the lower bodily stratum, a rhetoric built upon corporeal pleasure and humor, in 

order to win the hearts of his fellow lords, his council, his soldiers, even his queen.67 For 

example, as Vernon claims of Hal's praising Hotspur,  

  He made a blushing cital of himself . . . 

  And chid his truant youth with such a grace 

  As if he mastered there a double spirit 

  Of teaching and of learning instantly . . . 

  England did never owe so sweet a hope 

  So much misconstrued in his wantonness (Henry IV part one 5.2.61-68) 

In this instance, Hal makes himself the attractive blushing figure of submission that 

frequently characterized the erotic descriptions of the beloved in sonnets, blazons, and 

pastoral romances, and, Greene like, he even exploits the Puritan's converted courtesan 

fetish. Moreover, because of his conversation with his father in which Hal assures his 

Father that Percy will be his benefactor, the audience knows that his wantonness and his 

humility are equally misconstrued. His success lies in the success of his theatricality. 

Here trust is built on false humility, even a kind of feminine coyness. In other instances, 

                                                
67 Hal's wooing of Catherine is surprisingly like Falstaff's wooing of Mistress Ford in The Merry 
Wives.  
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he uses humor and familiarity to build trust. For example, when Westmoreland claims, 

"Parish the man whose mind is backward now," Hal asks, "thou dost not wish more help 

from England, cuz ?" (4.3.73-4). In doing so, he replaces Westmoreland's high register 

with the intimacy of the colloquial and the humorous, he expels the tension of 

Westmoreland's blatant praise for the effectiveness of his speech, and shows his 

forgiveness of his cousin's semi-traitors expression of faithlessness in the battle to which 

their king has lead them. 

 Humor is an important part of Hal's education in popular culture. Shakespeare 

draws on Greene's mock repentances and resurrection jests as key elements in his 

education. Falstaff is Hal's most important study and Falstaff's witty sacred parody begins 

almost the moment he walks on the stage. He is endeared to his audience by his playful 

banter with the prince, the warm familiarity and camaraderie of his insults; Hal's 

comebacks are similarly winning. For example, when Falstaff accuses the prince of being 

without grace, the veiled but obvious insult is brilliantly improvised. He begins, "and I 

prithee, sweet wag, when thou art king, as God/ save thy grace. . ." Here he pauses and 

reconsiders his use of the word grace: "'Majesty,' I should say for grace thou/wilt have 

none. . ." The prince responds, incredulously, "what, none?" Falstaff (Greene like 

assuming the identity of the Puritan and the popular writer) answers with the first of 

many sacred parodies, punning on the word 'grace.68' "No, by my troth, not so much as 

will serve to be prologue to an egg and butter" (1.2.15-20). Here Falstaff is creating 

                                                
68 His mockery of ritual prayer makes him seem like a Puritan, but as all of his parodies involve 
notions sacred to Puritans, which Puritans would never parody, i.e., election and divine calling, I 
would argue Falstaff's ultimately embodies the sacred parody of popular writers like Greene. 
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humor through sacred and profane juxtapositions: praying before eating is compared to a 

theatrical convention and, for Puritans, theater was profane. Moreover, God's grace—the 

most important tenet of Christianity—is diminished by its homophonic link to a ritualized 

(and therefore, Puritans would argue, meaningless) prayer said before eating. 

Additionally, a pejorative tone is created by the use of the phrase, "no more than will 

serve," which serves to suggest not only the little grace that the prince has but also the 

unimportance of the prologue before the egg and butter. Finally, food, in this instance, 

evokes the lower bodily stratum. Falstaff's sacred parodies always reinterpret piety as 

appetite. Here prayer is reinterpreted as a pleasurable introduction to eating.   

 Falstaff's repentance is another instance of sacred parody, as is his redefining of 

morality through religious terms. His repentances are so common and meaningless that 

Poins calls him "Monsieur Remorse . . .[and] Sir John Sack and Sugar . . . Jack"(1.2.108-

9), because he, like the Lenten clown Picklehering, sometimes referred to as "Monsieur 

Pickle-herring" or Jack-a-Lent, makes repentance a joke.69 Like Greene, Falstaff mocks 

Puritan ideas like conversion and callings. He complains that Hal has "damnable 

iterations" and that he is "able to corrupt a saint" (1.2.87-8), referring to himself (the 

saint) and Hal's sacred parody, his "damnable iterations."  He leads Hal into sacred 

parody by the nose, setting up his seemingly elaborate linguistic game, which Hal 

deflates by solving the riddle.   

  . . .An old  

                                                
69 See John Alexander "Will Kemp, Thomas Sackville, and Pickelhering: a Consanguinity of 
confluence of three Early Modern Clown Personas" page 469 footnote 36 found on line at 
ftp://124.42.15.59/.../WILL%20KEMP. See also The Elizabethan Jig and Related Song Drama 
by Charles Read Baskervill. 
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  lord of the council rated me the other day in the street 

  about you, sir, but I marked him not; and yet he talked 

  very wisely, but I regarded him not; and yet he talked  

  wisely and in the street too (1.280-84)  

 Hal's reply: Though didst well, for wisdom cries out in the street and no man regards it, 

echoes Proverbs, 1:20-24: "Wisdom crieth without . . . and no man regards it." Falstaff, 

thus, teaches Hal the art of mockery and its social value in building and maintaining 

relationships. In fact, the protean nature of his rhetoric, i.e., its trickery, its corporeal 

pleasure in evoking laughter, as well as its copious spontaneity, suggests the importance 

of a seductive feminine theatricality in Hal's education. Puritans linked the theatrical to 

the feminine seduction of false appearances, and Hal learns his greatest artifice from the 

feminine Falstaff. 

  Sacred parody, mock repentance, and the story of the prodigal son are important 

elements in Hal's art, his statecraft. This is evident when, in imitation of Falstaff, he 

stages his own mock resurrection, his rebirth as rightful king from errant boy. Hal's 

theatrical plan is laid out in his first soliloquy: 

  . . .Yet will I imitate the sun, 

  Who doth permit the base contagious clouds 

  To smother up his beauty from the world, 

  That, when he please again to be himself, 

  Being wanted, he may be more wandered at 

  By breaking through the foul and ugly mists 
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  Of vapours that did seem to strangle him 

  . . . So when this loose behavior I throw off 

  And pay the debt I never promised, 

  By so much shall I falsify men's hopes 

   . . . I'll so offend to make offence a skill, 

  Redeeming time when men think least I will (1.2.187-207).   

In this soliloquy, he scripts his role of kingship by acting out Falstaff's rhetoric of 

redemption and prodigality, emphasizing the relationship of the parable of the prodigal 

son to Christ's death and resurrection. He talks about throwing off this "loose behavior" 

as the son in the parable does, but he also speaks of paying debts that he never promised, 

alluding to the idea of Christ having paid the debt of original sin. Moreover, he evokes 

images of rising, in his image of the sun, and of "the redeemer" who conquers death, 

when he claims to redeem time. In an inverse of Flastaffian rhetoric, a rhetoric that 

attempts to transform immorality by the imposition of moral terms on immoral behavior, 

Hal redefines moral action as deception; his Christ-like action will falsify men's hopes 

and make offense a skill.  

 Like Hal, Falstaff uses a sacred parody of the resurrection to his advantage.  He 

sets off his deceptions with the prince's gilt, like the prince who has used Falstaff's foul 

contagion as a foil. In many respects, Falstaff's pupil's political striving mirrors his own. 

Falstaff uses his relationship with Hal to build his reputation. He pretends to kill Hotspur 

and has the prince endorse his lie. Hal responds to Falstaff's deceptions that "if a lie can 

do [Falstaff] grace [he'll] gild it with the happiest terms [he] has" (5.5.158).  Hal's 
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rhetoric of repentances and future conversion are found in Falstaff's promises. He claims  

that if he grows in greatness, in other words advances politically, he will "purge and leave 

sack and live cleanly, like a nobleman should do" (5.5.163-5). Moreover, in giving the 

famous rebel Colevile to Lancaster, he echoes the prince's sun and gem metaphor, 

insisting,  

  Let it be booked with the rest of  

  this day's deeds, or by the Lord I will have it in a  

  particular ballad else, with mine own picture on the  

  top on't, Colevile kissing my foot: to the which  

  course if I be enforced, if you do not all show like gilt  

  twopences to me, and I in the clear sky of fame o'er- 

  shine you as much as the full moon doth the cinders 

   of the element. . . (4.3.45-52).   

 In his mock resurrection, Falstaff pretends to be dead on the battlefield, and even listens 

to the prince's eulogy of him before rising and giving a disquisition on being; and fearing 

Percy might actually be playing dead too, he asks, "how if he should counterfeit too and 

rise?"  His mock death and resurrection's relationship to that of Christ is emphasized and 

joined with the blasphemy of popular writers such as Marlowe by an obscure referent for 

the word 'too' and by Shakespeare's use of the descriptive term 'rise.' The referent could 

refer to Christ, as well as to Falstaff, and hence, to Marlow's infamous suggestion that 

Christ's miracles (like those of Falstaff's) were a fraud.  
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 In the Henry plays, Shakespeare not only reflects the artistic deceptions and 

pleasures that mark the writing of popular authors, but he also mocks the would be 

Puritan reformation of the language of popular culture. Justice Shallow embodies popular 

culture; like Greene (in his disguise as Gosson), he exaggerates his prodigality. He 

claims, "I was once at Clement's Inn where I think they will talk of mad Shallow yet" 

(3.2.13-4), although, Falstaff, who has "heard the chimes at Midnight" (3.2.209) with him 

claims that "every third word" of his reminisced prodigality is a lie (3.2.301). Shallow 

sings bawdy songs, acts in plays, and yet, to humorous effect, plays the "grammatical 

precisian . . ." (Humphreys 100), as does Bardolph70. When Shallow asks Bardolph after 

Falstaff's wife, Bardolph answers that "a soldier is better accommodated than with a 

wife," launching them both into a discussion of Bardolph's use of 'accommodated' that 

mocks the preoccupation of masculinity in anti-feminist schoolmasters and suggests the 

hilarity of grotesque figures embracing the schoolmasters' reformation of popular culture. 

Shallow exclaims,  

  It is well said, in faith, sir, and it is well said indeed, too. 'Better   

  accommodated'! It is good, yea indeed is it; good phrases are surely, and  

  ever were, very commendable 'Acommodated'—it comes of 'accommodo'; 

  very good, a good phrase' (3.2.67-71). 

Here Shallow's sudden shift from a lascivious old prodigal to a Puritan schoolmaster is 

jarring, but not entirely surprising, as being a justice he might have some interest in 

language. What is surprising is the enthusiasm and understanding that he meets with in 

                                                
70 Gosson wanted to associate himself with artists/grammarians such as Sidney, hence his 
dedication to Sidney. 
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the rogue Bardolph. Bardolph replies as a would-be student, who has adopted the anti-

ciceronian ideology, even the schoolmaster's habit of examining language infinitely (and 

inanely). He is eager to acquire the jargon: 

  Pardon, sir, I have heard the word—phrase call you it? By this day, I know 

  not the phrase, but I will maintain the word with my sword to be a soldier- 

  like word, and a word of exceeding good command, by heaven.   

  Accommodated: that is, when a man is, as they say, accommodated, or  

  when a man is being whereby a man may be thought to be accommodated; 

  which is an excellent thing (3.2. 71-78)       

 The prostitute Doll Tearsheet is another grotesque figure who launches into this 

schoolmaster's examination of language and who has adapted the Puritan rhetorician's 

ideology, in which language is in danger of corruption. She is irate about the rogue Pistol 

being called a Captain. She claims, 

  Captain! though abominable damned cheater, art  

  thou not ashamed to be called captain? And cap- 

  tains were of my mind, they would truncheon you 

  out, for taking their names upon you before you 

  have earned them. . .God's light, these villains will make the 

  word as odious as the word 'occupy,' which was an  

  excellent good word before it was ill sorted (2.4.136-145). 

This high and low juxtaposition is, of course, very funny. In the middle of a fight in a 

brothel, a prostitute is worried about the misuse of "excellent good word[s]."  It is, 
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moreover, ironic that the very image of female disorder, the prostitute, would be worried 

about the corruption of language, as female disorder in language was seen as the source 

of corruption. 

 Similarly, the schoolmaster's fear of feminine disorder is mocked in The Merry 

Wives of Windsor, as Patricia Parker discusses in Shakespeare from the Margins: 

Language, Culture, Context. Mistress Page asks the schoolmaster, Parson Evans, to run 

her son through his Latin. When Mistress Quickly (the same Quickly that is in the scene 

with Doll in the fight at the brothel with Pistol) misinterprets the translations of Latin, 

which were based on "the humanist Grammar of Colet and Lily" and "the official 

Grammar. . . in Ascham's Schoolmaster" (118), as bawdy English terms, she is enacting 

the schoolmaster's fear of a feminine contamination of language. As Parker argues, 

Quickly's glosses lead 

   rapidly to a series of slippages from Latin, the sermo patrius or "father"  

  tongue, into a more vagrant mother tongue, as pulcher becomes polecats  

  or prostitutes . . . lapis slides into the pebble . . . or stone, which links it  

  with testicle . . . and the lesson quickly declines into cases that nowhere 

  appear in Colet and Lily—the "focative" (for vocative). . .Translation. . .is  

  here transported beyond both father tongue and the official Grammar's  

  system of control (118). 

Mistress Quickly's perversion consists in punning or multiplying meanings, and this 

multiplying of meaning is tied to sexuality. This corruption of the Latin lesson expresses 

anxiety about a feminine reproduction out of control, dominating, and seductive. For 
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example, Mistress Quickly's interpretation creates ribald, multiple meanings from the 

Latin word lapis, creating pebble, stone, testicle, suggesting not only an abundance that 

threatens to crowd out the sensible word, but also the sensual and enjoyable world of 

laughter and sexuality that sensibility represses.  

  Shakespeare attributes much of Hal's success as a ruler to the "feminine" 

theatricality, the trickery and pleasure that Puritans associated with popular art. However, 

Shakespeare also defines that success against an association of the feminine with 

appetite. It is the punishment and purgation of this type of feminine disorder that enables 

the construction of a masculine identity able to contain a theatricality associated with the 

feminine. Feminine disorder marks the beginning of both the Henry plays and points to 

the inevitable rejection of Falstaff as their resolution. Both the beginnings of the Henry 

IV plays evoke the female monster Error from Spenser's Faerie Queene. Error is a 

devourer. She lives in an alluring "darksome hole" associated with appetite, disorder, and 

grotesque abundance. The reader knows the hole is alluring and associated with appetite 

because the youthful knight who enters it is described as being full of " fire and greed. . ." 

(1.1.14). Moreover, this appetite associated with the feminine is a loathsome appetite. 

Error is described as swallowing her own children. Likewise, in the first few lines of 

Henry IV part one the Earth is depicted as containing "thirsty entrances" and of 

"daub[ing] her lips with her own children's blood (1.1.5-6). Error's disorder in the Faerie 

Queen consists in her corporeality, her dirty abundance and breeding:  

  She lay upon the durtie ground, 

  Her huge long taile her den all overspread, 
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  Yet was in knots. . . 

  Of her bred, 

  A thousand young ones, which she dayly fed, 

  Sucking upon her poisnous dugs, eachone 

  Of sundrie shapes, yet all ill favored . . .(1.1.15).  

Moreover, she is averse to light (reason) and seeing or being seen plainly (1.1.16). 

Similarly, Rumor, who speaks the prologue, is a figure of chaos associated with 

grotesque abundance. In "anatomiz[ing]" her "well-known body" (21), she illustrates a 

figure evocative of Error. Rumor is found "stuffing the ears of men with false report"(8). 

The false reports she spreads are wrought with images of reproduction. She describes the 

year as "swoln with . . . grief, " and "thought with child"(13-4). Like Error feeding her 

young, Rumor is played upon by the "monster with uncounted heads . . .the still-

discordant wavering multitude (18-9). This multitude issue through her pipes: "surmises, 

jealousies, [and] conjectures"(16), which is like the filth that Error vomits forth, along 

with her children, "bookes. . . papers. . . and toades, which eyes did lacke (1.1.20). 

Rumor's poisons are, like Error's, allegories for ill learning and stupidity. These poisons 

differ only in that they suggest the emotions that lead one astray rather than the tools and 

teachers.  

 This feminine disorder that Rumor and the Earth represent is tied to the figure of 

Falstaff and associated with popular writers, especially Greene. As mentioned, Rumor is 

played upon by the multitude and refers to her body as well known. Likewise, Greene 

depicts his popular authorial persona as a strumpet.  In his preface to Vision, he claims to 
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have made himself "public" in seeking to "salve private wantes," and talks about 

becoming "a common marke for everyone to shoote at" (12:195). Likewise, Falstaff is 

commonly known, in a grotesque feminine manner. When the rebel Colevile realizes the 

fat old knight he meets is Falstaff, he claims, "I think you are Sir John Falstaff, and in 

that thought yield me" (16). Falstaff responds in a way that links him to both popular 

writers and their common monstrosity. Reproductive abundance and appetite are 

associated with Error and Rumor, and Falstaff claims: 

  I have a whole school of tongues in this belly of mine, 

  and not a tongue of them all speaks any other word 

  but my name. And I had but a belly of any indif- 

  ferency, I were simply the most active fellow in  

  Europe: my womb, my womb, my womb undoes  

  me (4.3.18-23).  

When Falstaff claims that he does not speak any other word but his own name, he 

suggests the self-promotion of Greene's popular persona through which, as Harvey, 

claimed, he "sought Fame" and grew  "a very proverbe of Infamy" (163). Falstaff's 

monstrous femininity, his linguistic disorder represented by his multiple tongues, also 

suggests his connection to Rumor, who comes on stage all painted in tongues. The way in 

which his womb poisons him, however, is also evocative of Error, and of the schoolmen's 

anxiety about feminine contamination in general. Falstaff, however, is not anxious, but 

rather is humorously putting on a false humility regarding his reputation preceding him. It 

is for the audience to reject this grotesque femininity. 
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 Although Falstaff is a tremendously appealing figure in that he provides much of 

the pleasure of comedy in the play, by scene three of the fifth act of Henry IV part one, 

when, in the middle of a battle, he will not lend the prince his sword, and, then, loans him 

his pistol which turns out to be a bottle of sac, his antics become life threatening. In spite 

of Falstaff's comedic value, his self-serving appetite, and vanity, the other "feminine" 

traits, which keep him from truly caring for others, such as Hal's well being on the 

battlefield, cause his necessary rejection. These are the feminine traits that differentiate 

Hal from Falstaff.  They share theatricality (the ability to please and even seduce), but not 

the unrestrained appetite that precludes charity or the mastery of self in self-sacrifice. It is 

this difference that allows Shakespeare the chance to redefine the terms upon which the 

rejection of "the feminine" occurs so that theatricality remains, while anti-femininity 

continues to construct, as Valarie Traub has claimed, and maintain "a phallocentric 

ideology" (458) in the play.  

 In this view of the feminine, masculinity must also be redefined. The masculine 

Hotspur's valor is too self-serving and actually a product of his appetite for glory and his 

desire for power. This is demonstrated when, as his father claims, he is overwhelmed by a 

"woman's mood" (1.3.235) and is unable to listen to anyone but himself. His father 

accuses him of "tying thine ear to no tongue but thine own". In spite of his military valor, 

the femininity of his linguistic disorder, suggestive of vanity, is indicative of his 

corruption. In his verbal tirade, he also exposes his appetite for honor not based on 

fellowship but personal glory. He claims  

  By heaven, methinks it were as easy leap 
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  To pluck bright honour from the pale-faced moon, 

  Or dive into the bottom of the deep,  

             Where fathom-line could never touch the ground, 

  And pluck up drowned honour by the locks, 

  So he that doth redeem her thence might wear,  

  Without corrival, all her dignities. 

  But out upon this half-faced fellowship. . . (1.3. 201-8) 

Hotspur's hunger for honor drives him into a frenzied state in which he imagines he can 

reach the moon and plumb the depths of the seas. As his father claims, "imagination of 

some great exploit/Drives him beyond the bounds of patience" (1.3.198-9). By the end of 

the passage, he has revealed his greed, his not wanting to share honor's dignities with a 

co-rival. Moreover, he scorns fellowship; as David Kastan's gloss suggests, "he doesn't 

want to share honour with anyone . . . any such shared honour would be half-faced, i.e. 

incomplete" (176 footnote 207). His lack of fellowship, in fact, will be his undoing. 

Without enough support, he is unable to lead (or even escape alive) his unsuccessful 

rebellion. 

 Hal on the contrary becomes a true ruler through submitting and forgoing his own 

immediate satisfaction for the sake of others. His "masculinity" comes from the 

homosocial. He submits to the rule of a greater masculinity, i.e., God, father, and the law. 

The prodigal becomes a man by building his positive masculine identity out of the social 

alliance between men. This adult masculine identity is constructed against the feminine 

defined as selfishness, narcissism, and gender ambiguity and it is associated with youth, a 
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time when the mother's influence usually dominates. This masculine adulthood is defined 

by selflessness, and Shakespeare represents Hal as selfless. Expressions of his earnest 

desire to please his father and his obeisance to God precede his desire to gain honor: "I 

will redeem all this on Percy's head/And in the closing of some glorious day/Be bold to 

tell you that I am your son" (3.2.150). Even in Hal's imagined glory, he praises his father 

more than himself, suggesting that he might be valorous enough, after some great victory, 

to claim to have descended from his father. Likewise, even in the heat of his imagined 

exploits, he suggests, in counter-distinction with the egomaniacal Hotspur, that his feats 

of honor will only be possible with God's grace: "This, in the name of God, I promise 

here,/The which, if He be pleased I shall perform" (Henry IV part one 3.3.153-4). Hal 

likewise humbly submits to "the majesty and power of law" (Henry IV part two 5.2.78) 

through the Chief Justice and wishes that the Justice's "honours may increase" (5.2.104) 

in spite the Justice having punished him for breaking the law. Moreover, he shares honor 

and creates fellowship between others through forgiveness and admiration of other men’s' 

glory.  He tells his brother John  

  to you this honourable bounty shall belong . . .  

  Go to the Douglas and deliver him 

  His valours shown upon our crests today 

  Have taught us how to cherish such high deeds 

  Even in the bosom of our advarsaries" (5.5.25-31)       

He is capable of this transformation because "the tide of blood in [him] that proudly 

flow'd in vanity" (5.2.129-130) has turned. "My father has gone wild into his grave,/For 
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in his tomb lie my affections;/And with his spirits sadly I survive/to mock the expectation 

of the world" (5.2.123-126)  In this Christ-like image of death and resurrection, he claims 

he has given up affections, or sensuality. He has rejected the vanity and appetite of the 

grotesque feminine, i.e., Falstaff. Hal rises from the grave as a "sad," or sober, spirit out 

of the rejection of the feminine, and his sacrifice creates alliances.  

 In the Henry plays and The Merry Wives of Windsor, Falstaff loves only himself, 

and for this fault, he is either exiled or punished. Though in both plays he is associated 

with the conception of feminine corruption founded in undisciplined appetite, his 

character also works not only to expose the hypocrisy of masculine tyranny but also as a 

scapegoat through which homosocial conflict is resolved. Greene's romances, such as 

Mammilla, Pandosto, and Menaphon, likewise work to reveal the criminal "rigor" of a 

distempered father. In these romances, Greene often attempts to defend women against 

the association of the feminine with corrupting appetite, while simultaneously exposing 

disorderly desire in masculine figures. Furthermore, Greene's late coney catching 

pamphlet, A Disputation, adds to his defense of women the popular heroic element of the 

trickster. The prostitute Nan, while arguing that women are the most corrupting figures in 

the commonwealth, proves, in fact, that women's trickery can be socially beneficial, as 

they have the power to trick the trickster. This theme of feminine trickery as socially 

beneficial, as well as Greene's exposure of masculine hypocrisy, inform Shakespeare's 

The Merry Wives of Windsor.        

 The Merry Wives of Windsor exposes feminine corruption in the figure of Falstaff 

and Ford. Women are falsely accused but, through trickery, they restore the homosocial 
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bond between all the men in the play and prove themselves honorable. The subplot 

echoes this story of a woman's liberty through trickery, but also alludes to the prodigal 

son genre, in that it deals with filial disobedience and parental forgiveness. The parents of 

Mistress Ann Paige attempt to marry her to the men they have chosen. During the fairy 

dance, each has her disguised in a different color. The father has her wear white, and the 

mother has her wear green. The suitor, the husband her mother or father has chosen for 

her, is to recognize her by her color, and she is supposed to run off with him and get 

married, fooling either her mother or her father. She fools both by dressing in red (a color 

often associated with sexual disobedience) and dressing up boys in white and green in her 

place. Her expression of liberty through trickery is important to the resolution of the 

comedy not only in her marriage (a comedic convention) but also in the sense of restored 

order. Neither of her parents' choices seem as fit a match as her choice, the gentleman 

Fenton.  

 Falstaff is, of course, another trickster figure in the play, but he is not the lead 

trickster.  The real tricksters are the merry wives of Windsor. Falstaff is now a pensioner, 

as the prince had promised at the close of Henry IV part two. His financial desperation is 

leading him, more than his sexual interests, into trying to seduce a wealthy man's wife, 

but he is still a figure of appetite, gluttony, and a lack of discipline.  He violates the rules 

of patriarchy in attempting to defraud Mr. Paige and Mr. Ford of their money and their 

wives. This trickery has made him a figure associated with feminine disorder as his 

punishments in the play indicate. He is allied with the lower bodily stratum and thrown in 

the river like filth, he is beaten as a witch, and he is transformed into an erotic monster. 
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Ann Paige reaffirms the alliance of this trickery with women, as do the wives of Windsor, 

who fool both Falstaff and husbands.   

 The restoration of a patriarchal order, in spite of feminine liberty and disorder, is 

achieved as it is in the Henry plays by the exposure, punishment, and purging not of 

women but of the corrupt feminine in men. Eventually, the women of the play trick all of 

the men, who enter into trickery and attempt to limit their liberty, especially Falstaff and 

Ford. Mr. Paige's daughter tricks her father, who has attempted to trick her. However, 

Mr. Paige attempts to restrict only his daughter's liberty not that of his wife, and so he is 

not subjected to the level of abuse that Falstaff and Ford suffer. The play suggests that 

Ford and Falstaff, through their lack of discipline or control over their appetite, are 

simultaneously the more corrupt and so the more in need of correction.  Like Hotspur, the 

seemingly patriarchal figure of Ford turns himself into a type of erotic beast through his 

preoccupation with honor. Like Hotspur in the beginning of Henry IV part one, who is 

initially socially successful, the king, at first, wishes Hotspur was his son, Ford is 

successful in the business world and has friends, but his emasculation by the incontinence 

of his jealousy threatens to ruin him socially, by driving him to his continual, public, false 

accusation against Mistress Ford. As Mr. Paige claims, he "wrongs himself too much" 

(3.3.152-3), each time he comes to search his house "with half Windsor at his heals" 

(3.3.122) for his wife's lover. His punishment matches Falstaff's punishment. Falstaff is 

tricked into dressing as Herm the Hunter, who wears huge false horns on his head and is 

attacked by fairies. Falstaff's punishment is foreshadowed and linked to Ford by the 

mispronunciations of the Welsh Parson Evans, who claims that Ford's jealousies are "fery 
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fantastical humours" (3.3.156) and his own exclamation on encountering the buck basket 

(that contains the soon to be washed Falstaff): "Buck? I would I could wash myself of the 

buck! /Buck, buck, buck! Ay, Buck! I warrant you and/of the season too, it shall appear" 

(3.3.144-6). His incontinent emotion is punishing him by transforming him into a 

publically humiliated beast with false horns, whose "fantastical humours," like fairies 

torment him. Through these feminine tricks both men are purged of their feminine 

disorder. The punishment and subsequent correction of Ford and Falstaff result in the 

restoration of social harmony.  

 Mistress Quickly, who participated in the corruption of language by her 

malapropisms, through trickery (she is disguised as the fairy queen) participates in the 

restoration of social order that ends the play. She speaks the motto of the Order of the 

Garter, the order the play was written to celebrate: "Shame to him who thinks evil of it." 

The motto, according to a gloss in the Arden edition of the play, was chosen by "Edward 

III, the founder of the Order of the Garter . . . when some courtiers made ironical 

comments seeing him pick up a lady's garter which had fallen to the floor during a dance" 

(281 footnote 69). It likewise echoes Mistress Ford's condemnation of Mr. Ford's 

behavior when she wishes, "heaven make you better than your thoughts" (3.3.195).  It is 

the inverse of Mistress Quickly's linguistic disorder that begins the play. Mistress 

Quickly's interpretations, or corrupt thoughts, had transformed the language of scholars to 

bawdry, as the play suggests men's judgments had corrupted the innocence of women. 

Like Edward III's picking up of the garter, the play makes of itself an act of chivalry and 

a restoration of good faith. Shakespeare's defense of women's liberty as pharmakon 
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straddles the preoccupation of schoolmasters and the popular playwrights' defense of the 

feminine in art. As Shakespeare's echoes the preoccupation of the schoolmaster with 

feminine corruption, The Merry Wives of Windsor becomes merely a reconfigured 

"lesson" that serve to establish patriarchal order upon the punishment and purgation of 

the feminine in a masculine sociolinguistic order, making the feminine not rejected on the 

grounds of its theatricality but nevertheless the scapegoat through whose punishment the 

violent disorder in the play is purged.           

 Shakespeare's representation of this battle between Puritans and popular writers 

through the figure of Falstaff in The Henriad and The Merry Wives of Windsor 

illuminates both a particular sociohistoric moment's involvement in the evolution of 

aesthetics and its underlying power struggle configured in terms of gender. Moreover, it 

suggests how ubiquitous and inescapable the cultural production of meaning can be. 

Popular writers (cast as women by Puritans), in response to Puritans having impugned the 

'value' of the theater, struggle to define theater and femininity as socially productive, in 

the political as well as the domestic sphere; yet they can do no better than offer a positive 

definition of the feminine that nevertheless contains its own condemnation, i.e., the 

poison is the cure. Falstaff represents the richness of this cultural moment. His lack of 

discipline, fatness, femininity and theatrics are so much more than a mere caricature of 

Greene; they represent the complexity of Greene's, as well as other popular writers, 

ideological struggle with the Puritan attempt to purge their art of the grotesque body.            
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CONCLUSION 

 

  I have set out in this study to capture what I felt many critics were missing in 

Greene's pamphlets. My experience of Greene's work was that it was playful, irreverent, 

and deeply ironic. On a topical level, I felt that Greene's writing was a literary flyting, 

engaged in an aesthetic battle with Puritans over definitions of the acceptable in art, 

similar to Nashe's flyting but less direct, and I wanted to make this battle in Greene's 

work more apparent. But, more than anything else, I wanted to capture Greene's 

grotesque representation of identity, truth, and art and their relationship to one another 

because I felt that Greene had taught me an invaluable lesson about all three: their 

interrelatedness. I have long been convinced that art defies reduction, but my view of 

identity was less complex. In my view, perversions were fathomable and desires 

explainable. Unlike the slipperiness of language in art, which defied interpretation, I 

thought of identity as comprehensible. However, as I pursued the "truth" of Greene's 

grotesque persona, I found that Greene's perversities eluded me, morphing into different 

desires that even became inseparable from my own. This was especially true of my 

persona as critic and of Greene's parody of Puritan's hypocritical conversions.  As I 

managed to harness the contradictions that for me captured the true Greene, I 

simultaneously became one of the "mice-eyed discipherers and calculaters uppon 

character" (Nashe 3:218) that Greene and Nashe wrote to overturn.      

 In Greene's writing into fiction the fictional truth of his identities, representing 

himself as the immoral moralist and anti-Puritan Puritan, he created a literature that 
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purposely blurred the distinctions between truth, art, and identity. Greene's staging of his 

slippery artistic persona is, as critics have pointed out, a sales gimmick, but it is also so 

much more. It is an epistemological and ontological defense of the grotesque. Greene's 

playfulness with regard to his own authorial identity draws the critic into attempting to 

reconcile the contradictory. The need to understand forces the critical reader of Greene's 

work to create an overarching theory of his work and his objectives that threatens either 

to contain the grotesque or to ignore part of Greene's works and desires and so miss 

entirely the point of his attack on the monologic. Critical readings of Greene that take just 

one of his identities—for example, the convert to Puritanism—miss the obviously farcical 

element in his simultaneous posture as anti-Puritan satirist; but, explaining the grotesque 

in Greene's art is also enacting an almost equally reductive, anti-grotesque violence upon 

his texts. At first, I was tempted to leave the issue of Greene's contradictory persona 

alone, thinking that experience always defies representation, but then I recalled an 

important lesson in my development as a reader.    

 Before this project began, I was under the impression that in writing criticism, I 

had to give up complex experiences of literature and take a stance that was not 

contradictory in which I suppressed for the sake of coherence or consistency part of my 

experience of literature (and it always seemed to be the best part). I learned this in part 

from studying philosophy in the analytic school, which urges practioners to take a 

position and fight for it, to become a part of a school of thought. As one of my 

philosophy professors would say to the reluctant, "you pays your money, and you takes 

your turn." I labored within the confines of this view, even in the English department, 
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until I took a close reading class with a less conservative literature professor. I 

remembered his talking about the contradiction enacted in a poem we were analyzing. To 

my question, "how do you say that the poem is both doing something like that and not 

doing something like that," he responded, incredulously, "you just say it." In reading 

Greene's works, I soon realized that this type of boundarilessness in art, the grotesque, the 

endless complexity of experience that defies reduction, is what Greene wrote to defend. 

In order to best represent his defense of the grotesque, I have attempted a criticism that, 

when faced with contradiction, just says what the literature is doing. I now realize that 

this is not enough.  

 Unfortunately, for Greene's work that represents a defense of liberality for truth, 

art, and identity, this type of criticism is still guilty of reduction. It denies both the 

performance and the point of Greene's writing. As James Nielson says of Jonathan Crew, 

"there is an antagonism between 'literary' performance and 'reading' . . . even as [the 

critic] produces his own literary performance [the critic] is constrained to produce that 

'truth' . . . that ‘reading’ (19).  Greene's defense of art has taught me not only the 

complexity of art and its relationship to identity and truth but also the complexity of 

identity and truth's relationship to art. In a sense, Greene has led me to a more radical 

skepticism in which identity and the desire that constitutes it are as complex as art. 

Although I have attempted to assimilate Greene's contradictory parodic fictionalization of 

himself, to represent rather than to diminish Greene's grotesque contradictions, I have lost 

some of Greene's liberality.  
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 I have also purposely suppressed a perhaps dubious 'fact' about Greene's life.  I 

would like to present this possibly dubious fact here. If it is not true, it might at least 

create a doubt about Greene's identity and art that will restore a bit of Greene's grotesque 

interpretive freedom. If it is true, it might shatter the boundaries of my own constructed 

truth and point to the ways in which the truth about Greene is anything but decided. In 

Shakespeare, Marlowe, and Johnson: New Directions in Biography, Takashi Kosuka and 

J.R. Mulryne claim that a note appears on the title page of George Buc, Master of 

Reveals,' own 1599 edition of George a Greene: The Pinner of Wakefield, in Buc's 

handwriting. Buc was a censor for the stage in 1610, and Greene's play was being 

"revived at the rose" (Honan 204) in that year, so he had reasons to inquire into the play's 

authorship. In the note, Buc records that Edward Juby, a contemporary, confirmed the 

play's author to be Robert Greene and that William Shakespeare gave testimony to the 

effect that a minister wrote the play and "played the pinner's part himself" (58).  Buc 

suggests that Greene and the minister are one. Though my research has led to a particular 

reading of the desires that I felt constituted Greene's work and drove his representation of 

grotesque identity, Greene really remains an enigma. Was he a Puritan minister when he 

wrote Groatsworth? This historical evidence, perhaps as fictive as Greene's feigned 

repentances, suggests that Greene may have been an anti-Puritan Puritan and an anti-

theatrical actor. Maybe the grotesquery of his persona was as much fact as fiction. 

Nevertheless, his repentance would remain suspect and would still push the reader to ask 

what these facts say about the desires that drove Greene to represent himself so 

grotesquely; and the answer would be that it is impossible to say. 
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