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The Poetics of Spectacle

Stephen Orgel

HE THEATER of Inigo Jones was created for that most ephe-
meral of Renaissance genres, the court masque. Hymns of
praise, instances of royal magnificence, spectacular fantasies,
the form was, even in its own time, ambiguously regarded. “These
Things are but Toyes,” said Bacon, “to come amongst such Serious
Observations,”* Nevertheless, to Ben Jonson, classicist and moralist,
masques were the vehicles of the most profound ethical statements,
creating heroic roles for the leaders of society, and teaching virtue
in the most direct way, by example. Every masque moved toward the
moment when the masquers descended and took partners from the
audience, annihilating the barrier between the ideal and the real,
and including the court in its miraculous transformations. We may
even feel in the Caroline masques of Aurelian Townshend, Thomas
Carew, and Sir William Davenant a kind of mimetic magic, as
if by the sheer force of poetry and spectacle incipient war and
dissolution could be metamorphosed into harmony and peace.
What remains of the form to us is a diminished thing. Ben Jonson
undertook to translate the momentary visions of permanence into
a literary form, but most of a masque was not literature. If we can
take the masque at all seriously, it is largely through Jonson’s efforts;
his text appears the center about which the work of other artists—
designer, composer, choreographer—revolved. This is an accident
of time; for Jonson, a happy accident, considering his famous quarrel
with his foremost collaborator. But to a contemporary spectator,
the experience of a masque allowed no easy distinction among the

1 “Of Masques and Triumphs,” Essayes (London, 1625), p. 223 (Ffar).
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creators of so elaborately composite a form. The “device” was the
poet’s, but it required for its expression nearly every other art known
to the age: painting, architecture, design, mechanics, lighting, music
of both composer and performer, acting, choreography, and dancing
both acrobatic and formal. Indeed, by far the largest part of a
masque was taken up with the dancing, which could consume much
of the night in a production whose text lasted barely an hour.

Nevertheless, to a certain extent the spectator’s view misled him,
for the Stuart masque as a form was largely the creation of a unique
collaboration in the history of the English stage, that of Inigo Jones
and Ben Jonson. That their views often diverged is evident, and that
Jones’s greatest triumphs were achieved after he and Jonson had
parted company is undeniable. But the masque, whether as spectacle
or poem, was the form in which both artists found their richest and
most continuous means of expression, and for over twenty years,
despite their quarrel, their joint creation displayed a remarkable
degree of consistency and coherence. It is impossible, indeed, to
understand the development of Inigo Jones’s theater apart from his
collaboration with Jonson.

We might begin, then, with a consideration of how each artist
viewed his work. The antithesis of spectacle and poem is an obvious
one; but it becomes less clear and its implications grow more complex
as we look at it in a Renaissance context. Let us start with two
assertions about the nature of the masque. For Ben Jonson in 1631,
“all representations, especially those of this nature in court, public
spectacles, either have been or ought to be the mirrors of man’s
life.”® On the contrary, “these shows,” said Inigo Jones in 1632,
“are nothing else but pictures with Light and Motion.”® Jonson
and Jones at the bitter end of their collaboration seem at last to
be enunciating the terms of their dispute with a classic antithesis;
Jonson’s ethical assertion is set against Jones’s aesthetic vision, the
revelation of moral truth against the manipulation of spectacular
effects, the mirrors to instruct the spirit against the pictures to
delight the eye.

It has been customary to view the collaboration in this way, and
to say that the Caroline masque, freed of Jonson’s moral pressure,
degenerated into spectacle for its own sake, the unbridled exercise
of Jones’s scenic ingenuity pandering to the tastes of a decadent

2 Love’s Triumph through Callipolis, lines 1-3. Texts of the Jonson masques are
those of the Yale edition, ed. Stephen Orgel (New Haven and London, 196g).

3 From Tempe Restored, by Jones and Aurelian Townshend, in Aurelian Town-
shend’s Poems and Masks, ed. E. K. Chambers (Oxford, 1912), p. 83.



THE POETICS OF SPECTACLE 369

court. But let us now consider Jones on the effect of one of his
pictures: his elaborate costume for Queen Henrietta Maria in
Townshend’s Tempe Restored has been devised, he says, “so that
corporeal beauty, consisting in symmetry, color, and certain un-
expressable graces, shining in the Queen’s majesty, may draw us
to the contemplation of the beauty of the soul, unto which it hath
analogy.””*

Jones’s aesthetics, then, derive from good Platonic doctrine and
have clear moral ends. And Jonson’s moral mirror, even with its
weight of medieval allegorical usage behind it, appears increasingly
pictorial the more closely we examine it. Somewhere far behind
Jonson’s statement, certainly at least half-consciously, is Aristotle’s
assertion that drama is an imitation of an action. Linguistically we
do not distinguish between action and its imitation: the verb for
both is act. But Jonson has made a distinction, because an imitation
of an action is not the same as a mirror of man’s life. Imitation is
an action, a mirror is not. In its way, Jonson’s formulation is as
aesthetically oriented as Jones’s, and it exhibits, moreover, the
Ramistical tendency to translate actions into things. Mirrors are
not actions but things we look at; imitation requires an actor,
someone to do the imitating: even Hamlet’s mirror requires an
actor to hold it up to nature. But Jonson’s mirror requires only
a viewer; or more precisely, the viewer and the actor are the same:
what a man sees in it is his own life.” The remark is a very precise
statement of how Jonson conceived the masque to work. In such
representations, he asserted, the court saw not an imitation of itself,
but its true self; and so every masque moved toward the moment
when masquer and spectator merged, joining in the great central
dance, affirming thereby the identity of fictive and real.

Jones and Jonson, then, despite their famous quarrel, were work-
ing toward similar ends. Indeed, as D. J. Gordon has shown, the
basic issue of the quarrel was not that their positions were anti-
thetical but that they were so much the same. Each looked beneath
the finished coalition of language and spectacle to claim the primacy
of invention for himself. Moreover, Renaissance critical terminology
did not distinguish the poet’s kind of invention from the designer’s.’
Nor did the Renaissance critic assume that such a distinction could

4 Ibid., p. 99.

5 Jonson’s usage is comparable not to the medieval speculum, but to, eg.,
Spenser’s in the Proem to the Faerie Queene, 111, st. v.

6 “Poet and Architect,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, XII
(1949), 152-78.
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be made: ut pictura poesis, he asserted, unambiguously (if in-
accurately) applying Horace’s dictum. If pictures and words were
inseparable in so simple a medium as verse, then to attempt to
separate the visual elements from the verbal in any structure as
complex as a Renaissance entertainment must clearly involve us
in a considerable historical fallacy. The nature of the difficulty is
adequately exemplified simply in the stage-set for such a work. The
modern viewer tends to think of the stage as a frame enclosing
backgrounds for dialogue and action. But Jones’s masque machines
are not stage-sets in this sense. On the contrary, for the most part
they are themselves the ‘“action,” providing the crucial develop-
ments and transformations; and it is the dialogue that is clearly
ancillary, elucidating or moralizing the spectacle.

But in a larger sense, in order to understand the spectacles of
Inigo Jones we must remember that the antithesis between visual
and verbal experience did not exist in the Renaissance, even for
Jonson, in the way it does for us. “Whosoever loves not Picture,”
said the poet in Timber, “is injurious to Truth: and all the wisdome
of Poetry” (1522)." There was for Jonson a basic connection be-
tween the image and the word, and truth was lost when picture
was rejected.

For the Renaissance artist, the relation between verbal statements
and visual representations was direct and unquestioned. On the
one hand, every picture was a symbol. One might admire the sensu-
ous qualities of a painting, but the significance of the work lay in
its meaning, and this was invariably expressed in allegorical or
symbolic terms. Pictures, that is, expressed in a visual fashion a
meaning that was conceived verbally. Hence the age’s intense interest
in hieroglyphs: the oldest language, closest to the fount of wisdom,
united the image and the word. On a less arcane level, the ubiquitous
books of emblems and devices presented the Renaissance reader
with verbal pictures of an exemplary moral nature. Initially, these
were intended to consist only of words; the first emblem writer,
Andrea Alciati, defined an emblem as a pictorial epigram, a verbal
image, and the first edition of his famous Emblemata (1531) was
not designed to include illustrations. The pictures were added by
Alciati’s German publisher, and though they were a logical enough
development of the original idea, they remained very much an
addition: the pictorial part of the emblem is a function of the verbal

7 The text of Timber, or Discoveries cited throughout is that of C. H. Herford,
P. and E. Simpson, Ben Jonson, VIII (Oxford, 1947). Numbers in parentheses
are line references to this edition.
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part, and to interpret the picture correctly one must know how to
“read” it.

But on the other hand, the concern with images is an aspect of
Renaissance psychological theory shared by both Aristotelians and
Platonists; and words, particularly to the latter, had a very dubious
function in the intellectual process. Even for Aristotle, the mind
knows only forms, and thought consists of forms which are received
by the mind as images.® Nevertheless, Aristotelian philosophy in the
logical and metaphysical writings, and later as practised by the
Schoolmen, laid considerable stress on syntactic structures as the
primary vehicles of meaning. Truth, to an Aristotelian, consisted
of assertions, which could be dialectically defended or logically
tested. Platonists had no such conviction, and in dealing with the
relation of the mind to external reality emphasized not language
but forms and Platonic Ideas, and these they invariably conceived
as images. Hieroglyphs were first expounded in the service of neo-
Platonism; indeed, the word to a Platonist was not part of an asser-
tion, but rather the name of an Idea, or image, or thing, and out of
this grew a conviction that everything could be represented pictorially
or schematically.® The conviction was institutionalized in the work
of the notorious Petrus Ramus, whose dichotomies and diagrams
reduced the action of the intellect to a mere reflection of a world
that had itself been reduced to a mere collection of things. Neverthe-
less, the Ramist’s insistence on pictorializing language by schematizing
it is essentially the same as the impulse of Alciati’s publisher to add
illustrations to the Emblemata: pictures are the age’s way of con-
ceptualizing abstractions. This is how the mind worked; “the conceits
of the mind are Pictures of things, and the tongue is the Interpreter
of those pictures,” said Jonson again in Discoveries (2128). The
assumption behind this is that there is a direct relation between
reality, pictures, and thought. We know through images. Indeed,
Jonson’s Platonism carried him even further. As a poet, he was
bound to assert that “the Pen is more noble, than the Pencill” (1514).
But he continues almost at once, “Picture is the invention of Heaven:
the most ancient, and most a kinne to Nature” (1523). Paradoxi-
cally, Jonson claims for the visual arts precisely that divinity that
had constituted, for Sidney, the chief defence of poetry. The quarrel
with Inigo Jones takes on a new coloring when we realize the

8 See, for example, De Anima, 4312, b.

9 Not, of course, in any simple way: it is also true that for Ficino the Word
was higher than the Image. One could not express Platonic Ideas merely by
drawing pictures of them.
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extent of Jonson’s admiration for the marvels of picture. His
testimony, though qualified, is unambiguous: “it doth so enter, and
penetrate the inmost affection (being done by an excellent Artificer)
as sometimes it orecomes the power of speech, and oratory” (1526).

What this means is that we cannot consider Jones’s spectacles
apart from his poets’ texts. Jonson’s argument in their debate is
essentially that of an emblem writer; not that the spectacle has no
meaning, but that it is properly the expression of the meaning, the
body of the work as the poetry is the soul. Jones, with a respectable
array of philosophical and psychological opinion behind him, was
maintaining in effect that it is visual experience that speaks most
directly to the soul, that it is images that mean, and words that
explain their meaning. It is probably fortunate that he did not
have access to Jonson’s commonplace book, for he could, as we
have seen, have cited the poet against himself.

The issues raised by the quarrel of poet and designer relate to
the more special question of the function of visual experience in
theatrical performances. Critical opinion in the Renaissance ranges
from the assertion that spectacle was a mere distraction to the con-
viction that it was in fact the substance of theater. The latter view
may appear perverse, but it became on the whole the dominant one.
For example, it is simply assumed by Prospero when he opens the
production of his masque with the admonition “No tongue. All eyes.
Be silent.”*® The attention he commands is not aural but visual, that
of eyes, not ears. The terms of the controversy can best be under-
stood by a brief look at its Italian counterpart, in which the theoreti-
cal issues were more clearly enunciated, largely because the problems
involved were more directly practical. Dramas in sixteenth-century
Italy were normally produced with intermezzi between each act.
These were grotesque, comic or spectacular, and were regularly,
until late in the century, unrelated to the main drama. The most
elaborate scenic machinery was employed for the intermezzi, not for
the play itself. The charge, therefore, that spectacle detracted from
the seriousness of the drama was in Italy directly, though rarely
explicitly, related to the fact that the two really were providing
separate and competitive entertainments. Arguments in favor of
spectacle tended perforce to ignore the question of the intermezzi, and
to imply by the term “spectacle” simply the visual element of the
drama itself—what we would call the “production.” And here they
found good classical support, in Aristotle for theory, in Vitruvius for
practice. From the Poetics they learned that ‘“the fearsome and the

10 The Tempest, IV.i.59.
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piteous may arise from the spectacle” (1453b). The claim is modest
enough, and Aristotle at once goes on to say that producing the
katharsis in this way is inferior to producing it through the construc-
tion of the action. Nevertheless, this passage served for many critics as
a considerable authority. Francesco Robortello’s influential com-
mentary on Aristotle (1548) is indicative. Robortello points out that
spectacle (“apparatus”) is the essence of drama, since it is the neces-
sary expression of the work, and therefore must contain all the other
parts defined by Aristotle—melody, diction, thought, character, plot.**
Moreover, the effect of drama for Robortello derives from its power
to evoke wonder or admiration through its depiction of the marvel-
ous. All of this can be justified by reference to Aristotle, for whom
wonder is the end of poetry, and drama is a form of poetry. Indeed,
according to the Poetics, “the marvelous is required in tragedy”
(1460a), and all things—even impossibilities—that render the work
more astounding are appropriate because of the wonder they evoke.*?
Nevertheless, Robortello’s formulation, with its emphasis on spec-
tacle, has clearly moved very far from Auristotle’s assumption that
the construction of the action is the central element in drama.

Similarly, Castelvetro in 1570 assumes that the marvelous, with
its ability to produce wonder, is the essence of drama, though this
is not a point in its favor: it is only what makes drama appeal to
the vulgar taste of the mob.** And by 1594 Giovambattista Strozzi
could argue that because tragedy effects the katharsis “through the
marvels of representation and spectacle”—this is not argued, but
simply assumed—it is therefore inferior to epic, which relies on
poetry.**

On the practical side, Vitruvius provided the necessary assurances
that classical drama had employed scenic machinery; and certainly
the classicising aspect of spectacular devices contributes a great deal
to their fascination for the Renaissance. Thus there is a direct and
paradoxical connection between the insistence that drama must
observe the unities, becoming thereby rational and realistic, and the

11 In Librum Aristotelis de arte poetica explicationes (1548), p. 57. A detailed
analysis of the commentary by Bernard Weinberg is in Critics and Criticism, ed.
R. S. Crane (Chicago, 1952), pp. 319-48.

12 The best general discussion of the place of wonder in Renaissance drama
is J. V. Cunningham’s “Woe or Wonder,” in Tradition and Poetic Structure
(Denver, 1960).

13 See the analysis by Bernard Weinberg in Crane, Critics and Criticism, pp.
349-71.

14 Bernard Weinberg, A History of Literary Criticism in the Italian Renais-
sance (Chicago, 1961) p. 685.
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devotion to astonishing and fantastic stage effects. Vitruvius’ chapter
on theaters, however, proved disappointingly uninformative. It is for
the most part concerned not with settings, but with acoustics, di-
mensions, the necessity for colonnades, and the like. The only scenic
devices it discusses are the periaktoi, triangular pillars with a different
scene painted on each side. “When the play is to be changed,” says
Vitruvius, “or when the gods enter to the accompaniment of claps
of thunder, these may be revolved and present a face differently
decorated.”*® The fact that there was more complex machinery on
the ancient stage is suggested only later, in a chapter on machines
and engines. Vitruvius remarks, in a tantalizing aside, that such
devices are used “in accordance with the customs of the stage . . . to
please the eye of the people.”*®

Periaktoi, then, were apparently used not to indicate changes of
scene, but a new play; possibly to suggest the genre of the drama
being performed, so that the pillars would show a different face for
tragedy, comedy or satire. They were also employed in some way
as a spectacular device, increasing the wonder of the appearances
of gods. It is important to observe that initially, moveable settings
did not contribute to the realistic aspects of the drama. To use them
realistically (for example, to indicate a change of place in a new
scene) was a Renaissance innovation, though doubtless based on
a misreading of the Vitruvian account. But it must be stressed that
for the Renaissance spectator, the realistic and the marvelous—that
which produced wonder, the end of drama—were neither antithetical
nor, on the whole, even distinguishable. What was marvelous about
spectacular machinery was precisely the realism of its illusions.

The idea that the function of stage machines was “to please the
eye of the people” was elaborated by Sebastiano Serlio in 1545 in
such a way that setings and machinery appear almost to take on an
independent existence:

Among all the things that may bee made by mens hands, thereby to
yeeld admiration, pleasure to sight, and to content the fantasies of men;
I think it is placing of a Scene, as it is shewed to your sight, where a
man in a small place may see built by Carpenters or Masons, skilfull in
Perspective worke, great Palaces, large Temples, and divers Houses, both
neere and farre off; broad places filled with Houses, long streets crost
with other wayes: tryumphant Arches, high Pillars or Columnes,
Piramides, Obeliscens, and a thousand fayre things and buildings,

15 The Ten Books on Architecture, trans. M. H, Morgan (Cambridge, Mass.,
1914), p. 150.
16 Ibid., p. 282.
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adorned with innumerable lights. . . . There you may see the bright
shining Moone ascending only with her hornes, and already risen up,
before the spectators are ware of, or once saw it ascend. In some other
Scenes you may see the rising of the Sunne with his course about the
world: and at the ending of the Comedie, you may see it goe downe most
artificially, where at many beholders have bene abasht. And when occa-
sion serveth, you shall by Arte see a God descending downe from
Heaven; you also see some Comets and Stars shoot in the skyes . . . which
things, as occasion serveth, are so pleasant to mens eyes, that a man could
not see fairer made with mens hands.*”

For all its uncritical enthusiasm, Serlio does make some attempt
to account for the effect of scenic machinery on the viewer: it
produces admiration, or abashes the beholders. This is perfectly
appropriate; the end of drama is wonder. The claim that scenes
“content the fantasies of men” is worth pausing over. The Italian
reads “contento d’animo”; Serlio’s term is the general one for any
of the intellectual or spiritual faculties. The English “fantasies” is
both more technical and more precise. The fantasy is the faculty
that receives images; it is also the power to create them. It thus
combines the meanings of both perception and imagination; in con-
tenting his fantasy, the spectator is both passive and active.

We should note that there is little suggestion in all this that the
effectiveness of scenery is related to its use in a particular drama,
or that it functions as an expression of the text. And where Vitruvius
had merely implied that it was proper for public officials to provide
people with shows and plays, for which machines are useful, such
scenic displays take on for Serlio a significant social and political role,
for they are the outward expressions of the magnanimity and liberality
of princes:

The more such things cost, the more they are esteemed, for they are
things which stately and great persons doe, which are enemies to niggardli-
nesse. This have I seene in some Scenes made by Ieronimo Genga, for
the pleasure and delight of his lord and patron Francisco Maria, Duke of
Urbin: wherein I saw so great liberalitie used by the Prince, and so good
a conceit in the workeman, and so good Art and proportion in things
therein represented, as ever I saw in all my life before. Oh good Lord,
what magnificence was there to be seene . . . but I leave all these things
to the discretion and consideration of the iudicious workeman ; which shall
make all such things as their pattrons serve them, which they must worke
after their owne devises, and never take care what it shall cost.’®

17 The First [etc.] Book of Architecture . .. (London, 1611), fol. 24 (Nlr). The
translation, the first in English, was based on a Dutch version.

18 Ibid., fol. 24 (N1r)-fol. 26 (N[=Ol]1r).
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“This it is,” said Jonson the moralist in Hymenaei, “hath made the
most royal princes and greatest persons, who are commonly the
personators of these actions . . . studious of riches and magnificence
in the outward celebration or show, which rightly becomes them.”**

Jones’s work, then, is clearly a direct realization of the most
serious Renaissance dramatic theory, and of all the implications of
Serlio’s account of stagecraft. Charges that he, or his audiences,
were ever interested in spectacle “for its own sake” are ignorant of
how complex a concept spectacle was in the period, and how central
the idea of wonder was to all Renaissance discussions of art in gen-
eral, and of poetry in particular. The means of drama, the age
asserted, was spectacle, its end was wonder, and the whole was an
expression of the glory of princes. This is the theory behind all
Jones’s practice.

I1

So far as we know, Jones’s first stages were devised for Jonson’s
Masque of Blackness on Twelfth Night, 1605, and for four plays
produced in the hall of Christ Church, Oxford, during a royal
visit eight months later. All of these had complex settings. The ma-
chinery for Blackness consisted of first a front curtain with a painted
landscape, then an artificial sea with wave machines, the masquers
being placed in a great shell “curiously made to move on those
waters and rise with the billow,”?° and for a final revelation, the
appearance of the moon-goddess above the stage in a silver throne.
These are the devices of intermezzi; for the plays in August Jones’s
practice was more classical. His texts were a neo-Latin pastoral
called Alba, a new tragedy of Ajax Flagellifer, Matthew Gwynne’s
allegorical comedy Vertumnus, and Samuel Daniel’s Arcadia Re-
formed, the only play in English.** The last was for the benefit of
the Queen, who did not understand Latin, and King James did not
attend. The other three are Oxford’s attempt to display its excellence
in the three ancient genres. (The first, Alba, was the satyr play, and
appropriately included “five or six men almost naked, which were
much disliked by the Queen and Ladies.”)** For these classical texts

19 Lines g-12.

20 Lines 46-47.

21 Subsequently published as The Queen’s Arcadia.

22 John Nichols, Court Progresses of James I (London, 1828) I, 548.
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Jones created what he understood to be a classical stage, with
periaktoi and other scenic machines, so that (a spectator records)
“not only for separate performances given on different days, but
for a single play, new settings of the entire stage were made to
appear with a diversity and suddenness that astonished everyone.”*?
Or practically everyone; a spy from Cambridge reported that Jones
had been hired to furnish “rare devices, but performed very little,
to that which was expected.”** Disappointing or not, this was a new
kind of stage in England, and Jones’s sense of its potentialities may
be gaged by comparing the settings for the tragedy and the comedy.
In Ajax Flagellifer the scenes were first Troy and the Sigean shore,
then woods, wilderness, dreadful caves and the dwellings of the furies,
and last a view of tents and ships.*® In Vertumnus, however, pre-
sumably in keeping with its allegorical mode, the stage contained
representations of the four winds, and a palm tree in the center with
twelve boughs, each bearing a light. Above this was the sun in a
zodiac. There were two changes of setting—that is, three scenes—
though no record remains of what they were. Apparently, then, Jones
used his periaktoi to create a realistic Italian stage for the tragedy
and an emblematic Elizabethan one for the comedy. What was
similar about them was the really crucial innovation, the use of
perspective for both.

It is worth pausing for a moment to consider what an Oxford
audience’s expectations would have been for this sort of play. The
association between classical drama and scenic machines had been
made in England at least as early as 1546, when Dr. John Dee
constructed a flying device for a Cambridge production of Aristo-
phanes’ Peace. This was so effective that there were dark mutterings
of witchcraft, though it is difficult to see why, since such machines
had been employed in Lord Mayors’ pageants and similar enter-
tainments for many years. If this was a Vitruvian experiment,*® there
is no evidence that it created a tradition. Nor is this especially sur-
prising. University drama was essentially a verbal and rhetorical
art providing for the spectator the same sorts of pleasures as formal
debates and oratory—and it is important to remember that listening

23 Cited and translated by Allardyce Nicoll, The Development of the Theatre
(London, 1927), p. 127.

24 Nichols, Progresses, 1, 558.

25 E. K. Chambers, The Elizabeth Stage (Oxford, 1923), I, 233.

26 The suggestion was first made by Lily B. Campbell in Scenes and Machines

on the English Stage (Cambridge, 1923), and has more recently been repeated by
Frances Yates in Theatre of the World (London, 196g).
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to debates was a favorite Elizabethan intellectual pastime. Obviously
something about tastes was changing in 1605, since Oxford hired
Jones to furnish the plays in the new fashion, and paid him the
handsome sum of fifty pounds, which was more than he got from
the court for the Christmas masque. But it was the court’s tastes
that were changing, not the university’s, and the plays at Christ
Church do not signal a new trend in Oxford drama. Indeed, so
far as we know, the university did not see another drama on a
perspective set with moveable scenery until 1636, thirty-one years
later, for another royal visit, and with Jones again, at the height
of his success, creating the settings. For Oxford throughout the
intervening years, drama remained basically a rhetorical form, and
Jones’s settings were thought of not as essential, but rather as pro-
viding their own additional and separate pleasures for the spectator.
The university’s commentators in 1605 did not conceive the new
stage to have changed the character of the drama that was pro-
duced on it, or to be necessary, or even desirable, for future pro-
ductions.

The special nature of such stages is worth emphasizing. They were
employed only at court or when royalty was present; they were not
used in the public or private playhouses. The implications of this
deserve more attention than they have received. Jones’s stage subtly
changed the character of both plays and masques by transforming
audiences into spectators, fixing the viewer, and directing the the-
atrical experience toward the single point in the hall from which
the perspective achieved its fullest effect, the royal throne.
There is a reason behind the fact that Oxford employed perspective
settings only in the presence of royalty: such a stage was truly
appropriate only to the court. Through the use of perspective the
monarch, always the ethical center of court productions, became in
a physical and emblematic way the center as well. Jones’s theater
transformed its audience into a living and visible emblem of the
aristocratic hierarchy: the closer one sat to the King, the “better”
one’s place was, and only the King’s seat was perfect. It is no acci-
dent that perspective stages flourished at court and only at court,
and that their appearance there coincided with the reappearance in
England of the divine right of kings as a serious political philosophy.

Jones’s stage was a radical and unfamiliar phenomenon for Eng-
lish audiences. The assumption behind it was that a theater is a
machine for controlling the visual experience of the spectator, and
that that experience is defined by the rules of perspective. Moreover,
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it is not simply the optical realism of the settings that is important,
but the ability to change the settings, and thereby continually to
exercise the spectacle’s control over the audience. Is is important
to remember that these are assumptions about theaters, not plays:
in principle any play may be presented on such a stage, and the
separation of the theatrical and dramatic experiences for the spectator
is clearly implied in all the contemporary accounts—and indeed,
well into the Restoration. As Jones was employing them, changes of
setting were not so much backgrounds for the action as they were
wonders in plays. At Oxford in 1605 Jones was creating tiny spec-
tacular intermezzi for his classical dramas.

The unfamiliarity of the principles behind Jones’s stage may be
measured by the bureaucratic difficulty that Oxford encountered
when it attempted to apply them. In 1605, eight months after
witnessing The Masque of Blackness, a group of court officials came
to oversee the arrangements for the King’s visit to the university.
The officials “utterly disliked the stage at Christchurch, and above
all the place appointed for the chair of Estate, because it was no
higher, and the King so placed that the auditory could see but his
cheek only.” The university’s vice-chancellor and his workmen under-
took to explain the nature of illusionistic theater; they ‘“maintained
that by the art perspective the King should behold all better than
if he sat higher.” To the courtiers, however, spectators at a play
were an “auditory,” and the realities of the art perspective did not
impress them. “In the end, the place was removed, and sett in the
midst of the Hall, but too far from the stage.” Ironically, in the event,
King James complained that he could not hear the play.*

From 1605 onward illusionistic stages were regularly used for the
masque, but it was many years before the implications of this sort
of theater were realized in the drama, or indeed, recognized at all.
Not until the end of the 1630s do we begin to find assertions that
spectacular settings affect the plays that are produced in them. In
part such claims have an air of special pleading, the rationalizations
of popular dramatists writing for the old-fashioned public stage.
On the other hand, Peter Hausted, one of the least of the Sons of
Ben, takes a firm Jonsonian line defending the lack of scenery in
his adaptation of Epicoene, The Rival Friends, produced at Cam-
bridge for a royal visit in 1632
I doe confesse we did not goe such quaint wayes as we might have done;
we had none of those Sea artes, knew not how, or else scorn’d to plant
our Canvas so advantageously to catch the wayward breath of the

27 The account is in Nichols, Progresses, 1, 558.



380 NEW LITERARY HISTORY

Spectatours, but freely & ingenuously labour’d rather to merit than ravish
an Applause from the Theatre.?®

The terms of this are instructive: scenery, for Hausted, appeals
to passion rather than judgment, and the dangerous effectiveness
of such an appeal is amply indicated by his use of the word “ravish”
to describe the experience. Both neo-Platonists and neo-Aristotelians
could have objected that ravishment is precisely the effect for which
art is created: the response to beauty for Plato, like the end of
poetry for Aristotle, is not judgment but wonder. Hence at court, in
the same year, Mercury was admonishing the audience of the Christ-
mas masque, Townshend’s Albion’s Triumph, that they might ‘“‘ad-
mire, but censure not.”’** Hausted, in fact, is seeing the drama not
as poetry but as a form of oratory or debate, the end of which is
rational persuasion. Most significant for our purposes, however, is
not the philosophical basis of the passage, but the necessity for an
apology: in 1632 a play presented before the King was expected
to have illusionistic scenery. William Strode at Oxford four years
later produced a genial compromise by asserting that his allegory
The Floating Island would, with Jones’s scenes, provide two equal
and alternative pleasures for its royal audience:

Whether you come to see a play or hear,
Whether your censure sit in th’Eye or eare,
Phancy or Judgement, Carelesse of Event

We aime at Service; cannot misse th’Intent.?®

The radical charge that the new stage is positively anti-verbal is a
rare and very late one, and highly inaccurate if we consider the court
dramas of the 1630s. Nevertheless, it does appear as a justification
for the lack of illusionistic scenery in the professional theaters. Thus
the prologue to a Blackfriars play of about 1640, William Cavendish’s
Country Captain, posits a necessary relation between spectacular
productions and incompetent poetry:

Gallants, I’ll tell you what we do not mean
To show you here a glorious painted scene,
With various doors to stand instead of wit,
Or richer clothes with lace, for lines well writ;
Tailors and painters thus, your dear delights,
May prove your poets only for your sight,

Not understanding. . . .**

28 Cited by Alfred Harbage, Cavalier Drama (New York, 1936), p. 151.
29 Aurelian Townshend’s Poems and Masks, p. 6o0.

3o London, 1655, fol. Agr.

31 Cited by Harbage, Cavalier Drama, p. 152.
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All this testifies more than anything else to a considerable un-
certainty about the relation between visual and verbal experience in
the theater. Looking backward in 1664, Richard Flecknoe thought
he detected a transformation in the very nature of theater, from an
auditory to a spectacular phenomenon:

Now for the difference between our Theaters and those of former times,
they were but plain and simple, with no other Scenes nor Decorations of
the Stage, but onely old Tapestry, and the Stage strew’d with Rushes,
with their Habits accordingly, whereas ours now for cost and ornament
are arriv’d to the height of Magnificence; but that which makes our
Stage the better makes our Playes the worse perhaps, they striving now to
make them more for sight than hearing.®*

No doubt the audiences of Wycherly and Congreve would have been
surprised to learn that modern drama was designed more for sight
than for hearing; nevertheless, Flecknoe’s perception of a new attitude
toward the stage as a scenic machine is obviously valid. Davenant’s
Playhouse to be Let (c. 1660) may be taken as a prime example: it is
an anthology of scenic possibilities, and its evident enthusiasm is an
index to the novelty of the idea that something other than rhetoric
might be the substance of drama. This is the heritage of Jones’s theater,
though it is not a theater he ever knew or contemplated, and it derives
from the adaptation of masque stages to the production of plays.
After the Oxford productions of 1605, Jones does not seem to have
produced another play for over twenty years. His stage was developed
for masques. But his handling of the two forms was always very dif-
ferent, and it is important for us to keep the distinction of the genres
clearly in mind. A masque was not, to the Renaissance, a kind of
drama. John Chamberlain in 1614 reported widespread criticism of
Campion’s Lords> Masque for being “more like a play than a
masque,” ** and conversely, Sir Dudley Carleton was especially pleased
with Sir Philip Herbert’s wedding masque in 1604, “which for songs
and speaches was as goode as a play.” ** The art of the stage designer
is employed in both, but his function is not the same. The scenic ma-
chine is the setting for a play, and it may also provide its own mo-
mentary interludes of wonder as the drama pauses. But the scenic
machine is the action of a masque, its metamorphoses, miracles,
apotheoses. And despite the normal use of theatrical terminology in

32 From A Short Discourse of the English Stage (1664). Cited by Campbell,
Scenes, p. 236.

33 Chambers, Elizabethan Stage, 111, 243.
34 Ibid., 377.
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descriptions of masques—scene, stage, proscenium, etc.—the masquing
hall was never referred to as a theater.

Plays are rhetorical structures and imitations of actions. Masques
are, as Jones says in Tempe Restored, analogies: Ideas made appre-
hensible, visible, real. Our tendency to confuse the two, and to take
Jonson’s side in the debate with his designer, has led us to assume, like
Cavendish and Flecknoe, that the visual emphasis of Jones’s theater
made it also anti-verbal—in crude terms, that the taste for spectacle
was what killed Shakespearean drama. But if we look at Jones’s rela-
tion to his playwrights, and consider the dramas (not the masques)
that were actually written to be produced on his stage—plays like
Cartwright’s Royal Slave, Montagu’s Shepherd’s Paradise, Carlell’s
Passionate Lovers, Strode’s Floating Island—we shall find them not
less but more rhetorical than plays for the public theater. Montagu’s,
indeed, despite at least nine changes of scene, was notorious for its
longwindedness. The model for such dramas is the formal debate or
the Platonic dialogue, and Jones’s stage was considered an appropriate
setting for them. The relation between this sort of drama and Jones’s
scenic machines must lie partly in the sophisticated rationality of the
settings they provided; but it is even more profoundly involved with
the continuing assumption that the true end of drama is the produc-
tion of wonder. Aristotelian pragmatism blends here into Platonic
mysticism, for wonder is the quality that, in Platonic theory, leads the
mind to the apprehension of truth,*® and Jones, as we have seen is well
aware of this. Illusionistic machinery for the dramatic stage first comes
fully into its own, logically enough, when the drama becomes not only
overtly philosophical but directly Platonic.

In a sense the possibilities and implications of a theater like Jones’s
had already been explored in late Shakespearean drama. It is a
commonplace to observe elements of the masque in these plays:
Prospero’s marvels, Posthumus’ dream, the emblematic procession of
knights in Pericles, Hermione’s statue, Henry VIII’s disguising. In-
deed, the resolutions of both The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest are
directly effected by illusionists, theatrical producers who control what
the audiences within their plays see, and thereby believe. It is not
accidental that the most palpable example we are shown of Prospero’s
art is a masque. The emphasis in all the late plays is on the awaking
of wonder as the means to reconciliation and the restoration of losses,
with a corresponding emphasis on visual and irrational experience.

35 See, e.g., Theataetus, 155d, though of course the wonder produced by dra-
matic spectacles is immediately excepted.



