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Lukas Erne’s Shakespeare as Literary Dramatist.

Professor Lawrence Manley

The aim of Lukas Erne’s Shakespeare as Literary Dramatist is to overturn our confidence in a number of scholarly commonplaces: that the plays of Shakespeare’s time ‘were not highly regarded except as entertainment, without literary value’ (Fredson Bowers); that Elizabethan plays typically never ‘gave a thought to posterity’ (Andrew Gurr); that Shakespeare ‘never showed the least bit of interest in being a dramatic author while he lived’ (Thomas L. Berger and Jesse M. Lander); and that he ‘displayed […] no obvious desire to see his plays in print at all’ (David Scott Kastan). In establishing his contrary claim that within their author’s lifetime Shakespeare’s plays were meant to have ‘more than one kind of existence: on stage and on the page’ (p. 10), Erne joins a recent trend (which includes work by Peter Blayney, Julie Stone Peters, Douglas Brooks, and Joseph Loewenstein) in which claims about the nature of dramatic authorship are derived from study of the publication of playbooks. This trend usefully supplements current scholarship on the construction of Shakespeare’s reputation in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries; it suggests that already in contemporary playbooks Shakespeare was an ‘author’ who actively participated in defining – in both cultural and economic terms – the meaning of ‘literature’ in his own times.

Erne adds to the study of Shakespeare as author several claims about the literary aspirations and (to a lesser extent) prestige of printed playbooks. These claims challenge the older consensus on the low esteem of plays that was built around such evidence as Sir Thomas Bodley’s refusal to include ‘Plays’ and other ‘riff raff Books’ in his own great collection. But Erne also seeks to challenge several further critical trends in Shakespearian studies – the increased emphasis on performance in dramatic criticism since the 1970s; the development of editorial policies (like those of the Oxford Shakespeare) that would seek to recover the ‘texts of Shakespeare’s plays as they were acted in the London playhouses’ (p. 177); and theories about ‘bad’ quarto texts and their possible relations to performance. On all these matters, as well as their practical implications, Erne is exceedingly well-informed and often shrewd. This is an important book whose careful engagement with difficult questions and often conflicting evidence will command serious attention in Shakespearian scholarship. If there is a shortcoming in Erne’s attempt to correct a balance on the question of Shakespearian authorship and playbook publication, it is that his basic strategy in defending the ‘literary’ status of printed plays is merely to reverse – and thus to reinforce – orthodox (and problematic) distinctions between popular and literate culture, stage and page, crudeness and sophistication, and ‘bad’ quartos and the performances they presumably record. In arguing for the dual existence of plays on stage and page, Erne claims to be avoiding the excesses of nineteenth-century figures like Lamb and Goethe, who considered Shakespeare a more literary and philosophic than dramatic author. But in fact, his defense of ‘literary’ Shakespeare risks depriving Shakespeare of many of the theatrical virtues we think of as being quintessentially his.   

Erne divides his book into two parts: an empirical study of the evidence for the intended ‘literary’ status of printed plays, and an examination of the actual features of printed texts and their implications both for editorial practice and our understanding of the differences between Shakespeare’s theatrical and literary art. Included in the evidence for the ‘literary’ status is statistical evidence for the increased publication of playbooks in the 1590s. Where only seventeen playbooks were published in twenty-three editions in the period 1584-93, Erne notes, some 133 plays appeared in 246 editions during the twenty-year period of Shakespeare’s theatrical activity, 1594-1613. These plays formed a larger fraction of all published literary titles at the time than would be the case today.  

Some of this increase, obviously, reflects the growth and popularity of commercial theater, and so a difficult part of Erne’s task is to disarticulate the literary from the theatrical dimensions of expanding playbook publication.  One of his procedures is to insist, as others have previously done, on the emerging importance of the author. Whereas no title page of the twenty-three editions published between 1584 and 1593 gave the full name of the author, seven of the eighteen plays published in 1594 featured authorial names. From this contrast Erne concludes that ‘things radically changed in the 1590s’ (p. 15), as the author’s name became a way of turning playbooks into ‘more respectable printed matter’ (p. 43), i.e. literature. This conclusion makes a simple (and possibly anachronistic) assumption about the motives for naming authors on title-pages in the 1590s. In a somewhat more complicated and convincing account of the same trend, Joseph Loewenstein (in two books that appeared too late for Erne to consider),
 has suggested that the ‘emergence of the author’ on the title-page was in fact a back-formation ‘within the development of industrial copyright’ (The Author’s Due, 44). Loewenstein argues that stationers first began to use the name of the playwright on title-pages in order to challenge their competitors’ rights to copy in previously entered titles and also to negotiate their rights to publish plays that were typically owned in the first instance by the acting companies that performed them. Given the overdetermination of Elizabethan ideas of authorship by factors like economic competition, literary ideals of original creation, cultural notions of auctoritas, and the juridical function of censoring books and punishing their creators, Erne’s inferences about the literary ‘prestige’ of naming dramatic authors, and thus about the ‘social cachet of printed playbooks’ (p. 71), seem a bit simplistic.

Erne does, however, assemble the considerable evidence to be found in playbooks themselves for a distinction between the theatrical and literary artefact. One type of evidence begins with the address ‘to the Gentleman Readers’ in the 1590 octavo Tamburlaine, in which the printer Richard Jones professes to omit such ‘fond and frivolous jestures’ from the performance as would be unworthy ‘to be mixtured in print with such matters of worth.’ In the same vein are the title-pages of the 1623 quarto of The Duchess of Malfi (‘with divers things printed that the length of the play would not bear in presentment’) and the 1607 quarto of The Devil’s Charter (‘plaide before the Kings Maiestie […] and augmented since by the Author, for the more pleasure and profit of the reader’). Not all of the examples cited unambiguously serve Erne’s purpose. The publisher’s note added to the second state of the 1609 Troilus and Cressida (‘you haue here a new play, neuer stal’d with the Stage’) may actually have been designed to cover up for a performance advertised on the first-state title-page (‘As it was acted by the Kings Maiesties seruants at the Globe’). Something similar may have been at work in Jonson’s foreword ‘To the Readers’ of Sejanus, where the author’s claims (‘his Booke, in all his numbers, is not the same with that which was acted on the publike Stage, wherein a second Pen had good share’) are not just an attempt to make good on a theatrical failure through the prestigious ‘literary’ medium of print but also a way of combining a claim to personal copyright with a disclaimer of political liability for an unpopular performance. Cases like these suggest that the ‘sharp dichotomy’ (p. 48) on which Erne insists may be a bit too sharp; what he calls the ‘attempt to drive a wedge between stage and page’ (p. 49) was probably at least as much a rhetorical manœuvre (serving economic or political purposes) as it was an reflection of real differences.

Much of the evidence that Erne cites to support the literary prestige of Shakespeare’s printed plays would actually suggest that page and stage were not so sharply distinguished in practice. Francis Meres’s comments in Palladis Tamia (1598), which Erne cites as evidence for Shakespeare’s literary reputation, not only declare him ‘most excellent’ in tragedy and comedy ‘for the stage’ (italics mine); they also give as instances several plays (Two Gentleman of Verona, The Comedy of Errors, King John) that were not available in print until 1623 and one play (Love’s Labour’s Won) that, so far as we can be sure, may never have been printed. While England’s Belvedere (1600) lionizes Shakespeare’s status as a literary author and quotes only from plays already in print, it takes its Romeo and Juliet selections not from the “good” quarto of 1599 but from the ‘bad’ quarto of 1597, one of three quarto texts that Erne proposes ‘reflect the plays as they were performed in Shakespeare’s time’ (p. 195). Ben Jonson’s Every Man in his Humour, excerpted in England’s Parnassus, was not printed until 1601. To hypothesize that in a case like this the passage might have migrated from stage to page by way of manuscript circulation or commonplace book does not invalidate Erne’s point about the ‘literary’ status of Shakespeare or Jonson c.1600; but it does point to a continuity and interchange underlying what Erne prefers to characterize as a ‘dichotomy’ or ‘a wedge between stage and page.’ 

A considerable strength is Erne’s analysis of the publication of Shakespeare’s plays, especially during the first half of his career. Noting that by 1600 fifteen of Shakespeare’s first twenty plays had been published, Erne concludes that the Lord Chamberlain’s Men ‘had a coherent strategy to try to get their playwright’s plays into print’ (p. 80). As he points out, the years 1597-1600 saw quarto publication of Richard II, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Merchant of Venice, 1 & 2 Henry IV, Much Ado about Nothing, Love’s Labour’s Lost, Henry V, Titus Andronicus, and Richard III. Publication of The First Part of the Contention, The True Tragedy of Richard Duke of York, The Taming of A Shrew, The Troublesome Reign of King John, and William Warner’s translation of Plautus’s Menaechmi, Erne hypothesizes, would have prevented publication of their Shakespeare Folio equivalents, so that of Shakespeare’s earliest twenty works only 1 Henry VI and Two Gentleman of Verona were unrepresented in print by 1600. Erne is not altogether convincing in his ad hominem dismissal of Thomas Heywood’s 1633 claim that some of his plays were ‘still retained in the hands of some Actors who thinke it against their peculiar profit to have them come in Print,’ but he does leave little doubt that if it was the intention of acting companies to keep Shakespeare’s plays out of print, they were, prior to 1600, spectacularly unsuccessful in doing so. It then remains for Erne to give a motive for publication, which, as he observes, generally occurred within about two years of the presumed first performance. He finds the motive neither in the pursuit of profit (which would have been relatively small) nor in the desire to pre-empt ‘bad’ editions but (following recent work by Peter Blayney) in the wish of the acting company to promote performance revivals.

Erne’s account of the second half of Shakespeare’s career is obliged to explain a contrast with the pattern of the 1590s. Weighing evidence like the decline in quarto publication of Shakespeare’s plays (only five plays, in nineteen editions, from 1600 to 1616) and the 4 August 1600 ‘staying’ entries for Much Ado about Nothing, Henry V, As You Like It, and Every Man in his Humour, Erne suggests that Shakespeare or his company may, as early as 1602-3, have been contemplating a complete Folio edition; that would be several years before Ben Jonson, in 1612, began thinking about publishing his Folio Works (1616), and well before the King’s Men’s contesting of the Thomas Pavier quartos in 1619, a date which has often been taken as the first sign that planning was under way for the First Folio. If Erne is correct, the Folio would have been very much longer in the planning than previously believed. A plan for collecting Shakespeare’s works would not explain the ‘staying’ of Jonson’s Every Man in his Humour along with Shakespeare’s plays in 1600, but Erne does remember to explain that the promotional motives behind quarto publication, which he sees as important in the 1590s, would have been less urgent during the frequent long-term closures of the theaters between 1603 and 1610.  

Erne’s points about the positive motives for the publication of playbooks and his arguments for the ‘literary’ status of playwriting are useful correctives to the bifurcation of stage and page in previous scholarship. Less successful are the results of his attempt to reverse (rather than revise) this bifurcation in the book’s second half, where he offers several conjectures about the genesis and attributes of the ‘considerably different texts’ that were prepared for stage and page. Relying heavily on the fact that references similar to ‘the two hours’ traffic of our stage’ (Romeo and Juliet, Prol. 12) are more common than references like Thomas Dekker’s mention of ‘three howres of mirth’ (If It Be Not Good, the Devil Is in It), Erne suggests that restrictions on playing time account for the evidence of theatrical cuts in extant playbook manuscripts. (Of the twelve manuscripts shorter than 2500 lines, he observes, five contain cuts totalling as many as 380 lines; all seven of the texts over 2500 lines cut an average of 200 lines or so.) Erne finds further support for the practice of theatrical cutting in the preface to the Beaumont and Fletcher Folio (1647), which distinguishes between what was ‘presented on the stage,’ where ‘the Actours omitted some Scenes and Passages,’ and the ‘perfect full Originals’ of the plays as printed in the Folio. The three extant Beaumont and Fletcher manuscripts (of The Woman’s Prize, The Beggar’s Bush, and The Honest Man’s Fortune) confirm what is said in the preface by showing evidence of cuts (sometimes whole scenes) of up to 200 lines. All of this evidence confirms what we also know from modern theatrical practice (that Shakespeare’s plays can be and often must be cut in performance) and from study of the plays as complex works of literature (that they are, as Harry Berger Jr. has said, ‘overwritten from the standpoint of performance and the playgoer’s limited perceptual abilities,’ quoted by Erne, p. 25).

Where Erne goes beyond his brief is in attempting to translate these differences in principle and emphasis into stark differences of kind, differences which merely reinstate an unsatisfactory binarism of stage and page. Noting that three-quarters of the published plays longer than 3000 lines were written by Jonson and Shakespeare, Erne infers that the works of these authors were intentionally ‘literary’ works, which, adapted to performance, must necessarily have conformed to an apparent length of less than 2500 lines, as would be suggested by the published work of other dramatists, by the extant playbook manuscripts and by the shorter publications of Shakespeare’s plays historically known as ‘bad quartos.’ This inference, however, raises more questions than it answers. On the one hand, if full-length plays were ‘literary’ works while the plays represented in ‘bad’ quartos recorded performances, why were ‘bad’ quartos also published? And if actual performances were significantly different from what is represented in the good, ‘literary’ quartos, why did so many good quartos advertise performances falsely, with references to the play ‘As it hath bene sundry times publiquely acted’ (Romeo and Juliet, Q2, 2 Henry IV, Q1) or ‘As it was presented before her Highnes’ (Love’s Labour’s Lost, Q1) or ‘as it hath beene diuers times acted’ (The Merchant of Venice, Q1)? In cases like these, there would seem to be less bifurcation than Erne suggests. And to turn these questions around, if the purpose of theatrical adaptation was to translate what Berger calls the ‘imaginary audition’ of the full literary text into performance, why do so many of the shorter, ‘bad’ quartos (like Hamlet Q1) do such an apparently poor job of translation? Erne wants to insist that the substantial variations between such good texts as Q2 and Folio Hamlet, or Q1 and Folio King Lear are not evidence of theatrical revision (except insofar as the shorter Folio texts may have included some ‘preliminary’ theatrical cuts) but rather evidence of revision in two different ‘literary’ versions of the plays. The theatrical version of Hamlet, he suggests, must have been something rather closer in length to the ‘bad’ first quarto, 2200 lines long. 

It is a paradox of his argument, of course, that we can never know.  Seeking to reverse the ‘Platonism’ of the Oxford Shakespeare, which attempts to recover the original performance behind the extant texts, Erne shares Stephen Orgel’s doubt that we can know ‘the relation […] between whatever texts have come down to us and what playgoers saw in Shakespeare’s theater’ (p. 133). Unfortunately for his theory of shortened Shakespearian plays in performance, the evidence includes hopelessly bad quartos like Q1 Hamlet, which few would accept as a successful theatrical adaptation of the second quarto or folio versions of the play. Erne knows, of course, that he cannot hope to solve the full range of problems represented by the various kinds of quartos and their more or less problematic relationship to ‘good’ Shakespearian texts. This much is evident in the imprecision of his parallel construction when he says that ‘long texts function according to a ‘literary’ logic, while the short texts of the same plays […] reflect their oral, theatrical provenance.’  As ‘bad’ quartos show more clearly than any other kind of text, ‘they are not themselves the performance texts, at least from the point of view of their language’ (p. 194); first quartos like Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, and Henry V, Erne admits, are ‘admittedly problematic’ (p. 222) and may only ‘dimly reflect what Shakespeare and his fellows performed in London and elsewhere’ (p. 219). That being the case, Erne’s argument for the ‘double existence of plays on stage and page’ continues to rest on the mere notional existence of actual performances whose nature cannot be known.

At the same time, however, much of what can be known about performance is recorded in those good, ‘literary’ texts (the Folio Taming of the Shrew or Julius Caesar, for example), which contain evidence of theatrical use in the form of prompt-book annotation. Erne’s argument would in fact benefit from greater clarity about the thorny problem of textual production, the various kinds of copy underlying the text, and the actual process of composition and revision that produced the separate artefacts of performance and published playbook. He appears to believe, based on the Beaumont and Fletcher Folio’s claims about rescuing ‘perfect full Originals’ from theatrical cuts, that ‘Shakespeare, the emerging dramatic author, must have written with an awareness that much’ of what he wrote ‘would not survive the text’s preparation for the stage’ (p. 196). The nineteen extant playbook manuscripts suggest that indeed he might have expected cuts of the occasional scene and of as many as 200-300  lines. But Erne asks us to believe that the good quarto of Hamlet, a work of nearly 3800 lines, was offered up as a ‘literary’ draft from which he and his fellows then culled a performance approximately the length of the ‘bad’ quarto, some 2200 lines long. This is a scenario whose explanation of the writing of the play in terms of ‘literary’ ambition gives more importance to long-term goals like advertising future revivals and anticipating a Folio edition than to the fact that Shakespeare’s short-term goal was to write several plays a year for performances that would enrich him and his partners. By continuing to insist on a ‘sharp dichotomy’ between stage and page, Erne actually produces two equally deficient Shakespeares. On the one hand, Erne’s theatrical Shakespeare participates in producing shortened texts that ‘repeatedly flatten out the complex, ‘life-like’ characters of the long, literary texts, turning ambiguous figures, whose ‘motivations’ can and have been subjected to extensive analysis, into ‘mere types’(p. 241). On the other hand, Erne’s literary Shakespeare ‘wrote purple patches into his dramatic texts in the knowledge that they might well be omitted on stage’ (p. 227).  This seems like an odd way to account for the essence of Shakespeare’s achievement, for the flexible artistry, involving both compression and elaboration, that a long history of performances (in greatly varied lengths) has shown to be inherently theatrical.

In trying to reverse recent critical emphasis on the performances behind good texts, Erne returns to older orthodoxies, including Sir Walter Greg’s theories about the necessary concessions to performance represented in bad quartos and Alfred Hart’s theories about length of performance time and theatrical cutting. These orthodoxies flatter neither performers nor authors. Hart’s theories, as David Bradley observes, imply ‘that Shakespeare’s originals were filled out with irrelevant […] material which he must have composed in the sure expectation that it would be jettisoned’. Greg’s theories, as Bradley also notes, ask us to believe ‘in a race of otherwise incomparable artists who were ignorant in the basic mechanics of their stage and of the capacities of the companies with which they worked’ and in authors ‘who commonly composed up to twice as many blank verse lines as could be spoken in the time available and then indifferently left to the company the task of discarding the poetic flesh and discovering the dramatic bones beneath’.
 Erne’s way of birfurcating stage and page leaves us with remarkably similar implications.
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