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Erastianism in Peele’s Old Wives’ Tale 

 
Frank Ardolino 

 
 
The most important character of The Old Wives Tale is 

Erestus, whose significance, as Viguers notes, is demonstrated by 
the centrality of his stage locus, which “marks the crossroads 
between Madge’s hearth and Sacrapant’s cell, the confrontation at 
the center of the play” (Viguers 211). Erestus is the touchstone, the 
prophetic figure at the center of the play who guides the characters 
to the successful completion of their quests. He possesses a 
number of identities which are related to the religious and political 
contexts of the play. He is the old man at the crossroads during 
the day, who greets and delivers his prophecies to the characters. 
At night, he is the white bear of England’s wood, which, as I have 
argued, is linked with Robert Dudley whose family was symbolized 
heraldically by the white bear (Ardolino, “Protestant”). 

Even though he has enchanted Erestus and stolen his 
identity, Sacrapant cannot prevent his ability to prophesy in 
riddles. Cope has remarked that Erestus has transmuted 
Sacrapant’s malevolent power to salutary attributes of insight and 
foresight (Cope 330). Erestus is the presiding force for good, who 
opposes Sacrapant’s evil magic through his role as crossroads 
deity. Being at the crossroads–a traditional motif representing 
destiny–Erestus enjoys a special role identified with the Roman 
goddess Trivia and the triune goddess of Hecate, Diana, and 
Luna/Cynthia to whom charitable offerings were made in the form 
of food and honey pots to placate the deity and influence the future 
(“Hecate” 487). In Elizabethan iconography, the queen was 
associated with the triune goddess as an expression of her 
symbolic control over the underworld, the earth, and the moon 
(Mortenson 207). Erestus’ position at the crossroads invests him 
with the providential power associated with Elizabeth as iconic 
figure. 

Lyly’s play Midas has an important influence on The Old 
Wives Tale, and it is likely that Erestus is a source of Peele’s 
character (Bevington). He is a loyal aide to Midas, who by his 
exemplary behavior, teaches the afflicted king that love is greater 
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than gold. Other possible sources based on the equation or 
similarities of names include, as Binnie has noted, the character 
Erasto in Soliman and Perseda and the related or same figure in 
Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (Binnie 23). But they have little in 
common with the character in The Old Wives Tale, except as 
romantic leads prevented from remaining with their true loves. 

The most important source of Peele’s Erestus is Thomas 
Erastus, the man whose name and theory informed the politico-
religious structure of the Elizabethan settlement through his 
advocating the primacy of the monarch and the civil government 
over the power of the church. Thomas Erastus (1524-1583), whose 
real name was Thomas Lieber or Lüber, was born and raised in 
Baden before moving to the University of Bologna where he 
obtained his doctorate in medicine in 1552. In Basel, he imbibed 
the spirit of the Zwinglian Reformation, and in 1558, he obtained a 
position on the medical faculty of the University of Heidelberg 
where he rose to prominence and was chosen as rector of the 
university in 1559. He was instrumental in the conversion of 
Elector Frederick III (1559-1576) to a Reformed interpretation of 
the Lord’s Supper through his personal impact on the Heidelberg 
disputation (1560). He also helped, as a member of the church 
council, to reorganize the Palatine church and in all probability 
participated in the composition of the Heidelberg Cathechism 
(1563). However, he lost much of his prestige in Germany when he 
conflicted with the Calvinist rivals in the Heidelberg Reformed 
Church. In this debate, he opposed the attitude of the Calvinists to 
establish church discipline independent from state control. This 
was the hallmark of his concept of Erastianism, in which the state 
should exercise sovereignty over the church, though what he really 
was trying to do was to prevent the reimposition of what he 
regarded as arbitrary clerical tyranny. The Elector sided with the 
Calvinist group, and Erastus was disgraced and excommunicated 
by his rivals (Gunnoe Jr., 49). 

Erastus did not write his primary seventy-five theses until 
1568, and they were not published until 1589 in London (Whitney 
380). But the general doctrine was known thirty years before he 
reduced it to writing. In England, Erastianism has roots in 
medieval anti-clericalism, which held that the state was the most 
capable force of promoting and preserving civilization (Dickens 84). 
During the Reformation, the concept was particularly tied to the 
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idea of freedom from Rome and Spanish control and to the 
ascendancy of the state over the church in ecclesiastical affairs. As 
Baker has stated, “From its beginning in 1534, when the Act of 
Supremacy declared Henry VIII to be ‘the only supreme head of the 
Church of England,’ the English Reformation was ‘Erastian’ in its 
nature” (Baker 336 n.31). In his 1571 treatise, A Confutation of the 
Popes Bull, Heinrich Bullinger defended Elizabeth as the head of 
both state and church in England, who “has the right and duty, 
just like the Old Testament kings and the Christian emperors, to 
curb false religion and to compel her subjects to worship correctly” 
(Baker 339). In An Apology of the Church of England, Bishop Jewel 
pinpointed the Erastian nature of the English government and 
church:  

 
For	   .	   .	   .	   a	   Christian	   prince	   hath	   the	   charge	   of	   both	  
tables	   committed	   to	   him	  by	  God,	   to	   the	   end	   he	  may	  
understand	   that	   not	   temporal	  matters	   only	   but	   also	  
religious	  and	  ecclesiastical	  causes	  pertain	  to	  his	  office	  
.	  .	  .	  (Jewel	  115).	  

 
The name of Erastus was directly tied to his doctrine in 

England as a result of the Westminster Assembly in 1558, where 
the major subject debated was the right of excommunication 
(Figgis 285). Erastianism was opposed to giving the church and the 
government the right to excommunicate because the exercise of 
such power would promote clerical tyranny (Figgis 302). As 
Bergvall has argued, the Anglican and Elizabethan settlement was 
based on the blending of a Eusebian ideology of the Emperor as 
the head with the Erastian emphasis on “the king or queen [as]. . . 
not only the ruler of the political commonwealth, but also head of 
the Church of England” (Bergvall 13-14). Esther Richey also 
equates Eusebianism with Erastianism. She argues that English 
Erastianism emanated from Bale and Foxe via Eusebius. Foxe 
used Eusebius’ vision of a union of church and state under 
Constantine as the desideratum to which the true English church 
wanted to return to. In this Constantinian ideal, the church is 
subordinate to the prince, thus creating an imperialistic union of 
church and state (Bergvall 16, 19). Erastianism required obedience 
to the constituted authority of the English government as 
represented by the monarch, who has power over the church and 
the government. The church is in charge of religious matters, 



44 
	  

44 
Discoveries 22.2 (2005): 41-48	  

which concern the next world, but it should not be allowed to levy 
punishments such as excommunication and collect tithes. 

This is the case with Jack in Peele’s play: Jack is refused 
burial in hallowed ground because he has not paid enough. The 
demand by the avaricious church officials that the exorbitant 
funerary dues be paid for Jack’s sanctified burial is directly 
connected with anticlerical satire and the Reformation attack on 
simony. Significantly, Peele changes the traditional motif of Jack’s 
generalized debts in the “Grateful Dead” tales to funeral dues 
instead (Hook 325). Simony, the buying and selling of ecclesiastical 
blessings, pardons, and offices, was named after Simon Magus, the 
magician who challenged St. Peter in Acts 8:20 by offering the 
apostles money to obtain their seemingly magical powers. The 
practice was the target of Luther’s ninety-five theses, and, as 
Bowker has pointed out, simony was considered the greatest sin of 
the age because it served as the central part of the Roman Catholic 
financial system of mortuary endowments, indulgences, and 
masses and prayers, all of which were intended to lessen the time 
which sinners must spend in Purgatory before ascending to heaven 
(Bowker 86). 

English anticlericalism specifically directed its attack against 
the church’s collection of tithes and mortuary dues and the sale of 
indulgences (Dickens 92). In his important treatise, Supplication of 
Beggars (1529), Simon Fish accused the clerics of stealing wealth 
which better belonged to the poor people and of creating a vast 
system of financial pillaging. Similarly, Jewel attacked the sale of 
indulgences by the Catholic church as a crime against true 
spirituality:  

 
[W]hat	   one	   is	   there	   of	   all	   the	   fathers	   which	   hath	   taught	   you	   to	   distribute	  
Christ’s	   blood	   and	   the	   holy	   martyr’s	   merits,	   and	   to	   sell	   openly	   as	  
merchandises	   your	   pardons	   and	   all	   the	   rooms	   and	   lodgings	   of	   purgatory?	  
(Jewel	  92).	  	  
 
As a result of these attacks, Parliament put pressure on the 

church to regulate mortuary and probate fees according to the 
ability of the people to pay commensurate with their financial 
condition (Dickens 95). 

Thus, in the inset story of the argument over Jack’s burial 
Peele is attacking simony and coercive excommunication (Ardolino 
“Peele’s”). The symbolical import of the episode is that Jack, the 
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spirit of the English ground, joins with Erestus, the figure of 
destiny and prophecy to defeat the threat of church control. On a 
larger level, in the depiction of the victory over the evil magician 
Sacrapant through the characters’ cooperation with the prophecies 
of Erestus, Peele is symbolically celebrating the efficacy of the 
Protestant English settlement, which is based on a form of 
Erastianism, in casting off Catholicism. When the questers 
demonstrate charity and pay homage to Erestus, they receive the 
prophecies which enable them to act in concert with destiny and 
overcome the baleful influence of Sacrapant, the representative of 
Catholicism. 

Protestantism championed the giving of voluntary charitable 
acts in place of enforced payments (Russell 267). Good works freely 
tendered promote a good community; simony, however, implies a 
loss of honor for those forced to pay (Wall 158). In The Old Wives 
Tale, Peele shows the benefits of a voluntary system of charity as 
opposed to the coercion practiced by the churchwarden. Those 
characters who freely give Erestus offerings or, as in the case of 
Eumenides, bestow alms according to his bidding receive the 
prophecy and oracular advice which will enable them to complete 
their quests successfully. As Cox explains, they learn to cooperate 
with the fate given them by Erestus, who responds favorably to 
their charity towards him. By contrast, those who spurn his 
requests for a propitiatory and charitable offering do not cooperate 
with destiny and thus end up unfulfilled and impotent (Cox 333, 
340). 

The play is Pauline in its insistence on the importance of 
charity and the theme of sowing as you reap, as Renwick has 
pointed out. Appropriately, the name Erestus is rich in Pauline 
associations. Lieber–liebe means “charity” in German–translated 
his name into Greek, where Erastus means the “loved or favored 
one,” which parallels Erestus’ role in the play as the figure of 
destiny. In the New Testament, there are references to three 
companions of St. Paul named Erastus in Acts 19:22, Romans 
16:23, and 2 Timothy 4:20. The Erastus in Romans is described as 
a treasurer, which also would be an appropriate association for 
Erestus, who, after receiving offerings, rewards the questers with 
favorable prophecies. 

The Old Wives Tale belongs to the nationalistic literature 
developed to praise Elizabeth and Protestant England. As 
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Helgerson has argued, Peele, Daniel, Drayton, Greene, Hakluyt, 
Lyly, Marlowe, and Spenser, among others, “sought to articulate a 
national community whose existence and eminence would then 
justify their desire to become its literary spokesmen” (Helgerson 2). 
In The Old Wives Tale, Peele has transformed “a pleasant conceited 
comedie” composed of allegorical folk tales into the history of 
Protestant England’s struggle to cast off the baleful influence of 
Catholicism. The play has the classical characters coming from 
Greece to England, where through the supernatural assistance of 
Jack, the chthonic representative of the English ground, and 
Erestus, the political and religious touchstone, Delia is reunited 
with Eumenides and her brothers, Venelia returns to Erestus, 
whose youth is restored, and Sacrapant and his attendant Furies 
are dispelled. 
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