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Review by Sean Benson 
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As the editors note, this collection is intended as a 
companion piece to an undergraduate or graduate course in 
Renaissance drama. Each of the twenty-five essays deals with a 
different play, and the plays chosen—from Fulgens and Lucrece to 
‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore—represent standard dramatic fare taught in 
university courses. Though there are necessarily some gaps in 
coverage, on the whole the essays would work with all but the most 
specialized courses in early modern drama, and would fit 
particularly well with survey courses. 

None of the essays presents new research; they represent 
summaries of important -- and typically quite recent -- work in the 
field. Each one is devoted to a particular topic to which the play is 
especially receptive: Daniel Vitkus’s “Turks and Jews in The Jew of 
Malta,” Alan Stewart’s “Edward II and Male Same-Sex Desire,” and 
Karen Newman’s “A Chaste Maid in Cheapside and London,” to 
name three. The essays seem ideally suited to master’s-level or 
beginning-doctoral-level students, though they are accessible to 
advanced undergraduates—even advanced doctoral students could 
fill gaps in their education by, say, reading Gail Kern Paster’s 
“Bartholomew Fair and the Humoral Body.” 

Although the editors’ introduction seems unnecessarily brief, 
the textual apparatus is quite useful, especially the “Reading List” 
provided after each essay. While there is a historicist/ materialist 
leaning in these recommendations for further reading, there is also 
a refreshing range of perspectives. Materialist scholarship, for 
instance, typically gives short shrift to the religious dimension of 
Renaissance drama, yet the reader, even as she is encouraged to 
read Greenblatt and Dollimore, is at the same time referred to the 
important work of H. A. Kelly and, more recently, Jeffrey Knapp. 
All this is to say that the volume is remarkably even-handed and 
up-to-date. 
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The writing itself is informed and generally accessible to non-
specialists. There is the occasional reference to “an ongoing 
cultural struggle over the nature and meaning of land” (the nature 
of land?) and a few other usages that Dr. Johnson memorably 
referred to as “cant,” but typically the essays are both 
straightforwardly written and adroitly nuanced so as to reflect the 
complexity of the issues addressed. A number of potentially 
difficult terms, such as “gynocracy,” are immediately defined by the 
writers—this can be especially useful for undergraduates. There is 
not really a bad essay among the whole lot. Even if one is not 
thrilled with a particular selection, one can easily work around it—
the essays are independent of each other—and tailor the readings 
to fit a particular course design or emphasis. 

Of particular note is Wendy Wall’s opening essay on the 
vexed questions concerning textual transmission and the problem 
of authorship in light of the collaborative nature of early modern 
playwriting. Equally impressive is Neil Rhode’s essay on humanism 
and Hamlet, an article that I for one will assign to undergraduates. 
Both of these essays handle complex issues in language that is 
lucid enough—conversational even—to engage the initially 
disinterested undergraduate. I would be remiss if I did not also 
mention Martin Butler’s “The Masque of Blackness and Stuart 
Court Culture,” Raphael Lyne’s “Volpone and the Classics,” and 
Lucy Munro’s “The Knight of the Burning Pestle and Generic 
Experimentation,” all of which are particularly fine and instructive 
essays. 

There is not much on aesthetics here, a shortcoming that is 
not so much a comment on this collection as it is a reflection of 
much modern scholarship. An essay on versification or stylistics, 
for example, could also have helped to balance this volume. What 
the reader gets is a steady diet of history in particular, but also of 
politics, sexuality, race, gender, law, and so on—worthy topics, to 
be sure—but not all there is to say about these plays. There are, 
however, also striking exceptions to this rule in Rhodes’s essay, in 
Gregory M. Colόn Semenza’s discussion of revenge in The Spanish 
Tragedy, and in Greg Walker’s treatment of theatrical innovation in 
Fulgens and Lucrece. The approach of addressing a single issue in 
each play is limited but not necessarily limiting: using a number of 
these essays in a course would help to focus on important topics 
and to serve as intriguing points of departure. Undergraduates 
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could also learn from these essays the art of narrowing their own 
essays down to a well-defined area. 

On the whole, the collection will work well with graduate 
students learning the terrain of the field, and equally well with 
undergraduates who are interested in specific topics such as 
Reformation theology in Dr. Faustus or science in The Alchemist. 
There is much to offer here for students, and much for their 
professors to mine for classroom discussion. 
 

 

Sean Benson 


