This essay will explore the various depictions of inter-class tensions in the play The Shoemaker’s Holiday by Thomas Dekker. Class or social status is arguably the main theme of the play, with depictions of various clashes or discrepancies between social classes progressing the plot at many points in the script. The play is a comedy, and was was first performed for Queen Elizabeth I in 1599, by the Admiral’s Men. I will look in detail at the events of the first act, as there is simply not enough space to dissect or discuss the entire play in detail.

Let us begin with a synopsis of the plot which will highlight in brief, the differences in the social standing of the various characters. The play takes place during the reign of Henry VI, at a time when England was heading into war with France. The class structure of the play is set out in the opening scene, between Sir Hugh Lacy, Earl of Lincoln, and the Sir Roger Oateley, Lord Mayor of London. The scene is a conversation  between these two, on the matter of a love between the nephew of the Earl, Rowland Lacy, and the daughter of the Lord Mayor, Rose Oateley. I will briefly digress from the synopsis here in order to point out that in this important scene, it seems that it is not as one might expect, the Earl who has an issue with his nephew becoming involved with a girl from a lower social rank, but rather her father that is concerned about her marrying above her status. This of course could well be because as father of the bride, he would have many financial obligations towards not only their wedding but in setting up the life of the new couple, and installing his daughter into a higher social ranking. His first concern in fact, seems to be for how much it would cost him to set his daughter up with Lacy when he says, ‘Too mean is my poor girl for his high birth, poor citizens must not with courtiers wed, who will in silks, and gay apparel spend more in one year, than I am worth by far[…]’[footnoteRef:1] The Earl then goes on, perhaps surprisingly, to warn the Lord Mayor to keep his daughter away from Rowland Lacy, telling him that although he gave his nephew much money, gifts and servants, and paved the way for him to travel all through Europe and down to Italy, he had squandered all the money he had been given and disposed of his servants before he was half way though Germany. He goes on to tell the Lord Mayor that even if his daughter had a thousand pounds, she would be richer than Rowland, and even worse, if he were to make Rowland heir to his entire fortune, something which would have been automatic, if Rowland and Rose were to marry, he would likely spend it all within a year. The Earl then goes on to tell him that Rowland, after squandering his gifts, had gone to Wittenberg and leaned the trade of the shoemaker, rather than go home and face his shame. The Earl even speaks of the craft of the shoemaker as being a ‘goodly science for a gentleman of such descent.’[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Thomas Dekker, The Shoemaker’s Holiday, ed. by Karl Warnke & Ludwig Proescholdt (Halle; 1886, Max Neiemayer) Act 1, scene 1, 11-14]  [2:  Act1, scene 1, 30-31] 


It seems then from this initial conversation in the opening scene, that there is a strange skew being put on this situation of the difference between these two social classes. From the start, one would assume that it would have been the Earl who might be reticent to allow a member of his family to marry a girl who was below him in social status, but rather, he seems to be disparaging of his nephew’s hedonistic behaviour, and is even warning the Lord Mayor to guard both his daughter and his money. The Earl appears also to show respect for tradesmen, or the sort that would today be called the working class. The Lord Mayor in return, acknowledges the apparent change in status that has come about by Rowland learning a trade, and yet he is still unwilling to accept him into his family. It seems then that it would be mutually beneficial to both families if the two young lovers were not permitted to marry. The Earl has furthermore conspired a plan to not only stop the betrothal, but also to punish his nephew, by conscripting him into the army and sending him to France to fight in the war.

The playing out of the scene in this way, has both set the play up with social ranking being  an important focus of the story, and confounded the issue by portraying the situation as the family who is of lower ranking and therefore would seemingly have something to gain, are as much against the marriage as are the family of the higher status, and furthermore the Earl of Lincoln is seemingly out to protect the Oateleys, the lower status family.

The emphasis changes in the next part of the scene, when Rowland enters with his cousin and others, and they discuss his departure for France. After Oateley leaves the scene, The Earl speaks to his nephew, telling him that the money which the Lord Mayor has just promised to him as a gift to cover his expenses, is actually a payment to keep Rowland away from his daughter, and the Earl warns his nephew off becoming involved with a ‘gay wanton painted citizen.’[footnoteRef:3] It is not surprising that the tone of his words have changed when speaking to his nephew about his relationship ship with the Lord Mayor’s daughter, but we are perhaps left wondering what the Earl’s true thoughts and opinions are. Is he against the marriage for class reasons after all? Even though he puts the blame on Oateley for being against the marriage, when he says, ‘I know this churl, even in the height of scorn, [he] doth hate the mixture of his blood with thine[…]’[footnoteRef:4] Lacy is then despatched to the Guildhall by his uncle to receive his official orders, but he tells his cousin, Askew, that he intends to dessert his conscription and head for London. [3:  Act 1, scene 1, l 76-77]  [4:  Act 1, scene 1, l 78-79] 


We are then introduced to Simon Eyre, a shoemaker, and his party, some of whom have also been conscripted as soldiers and will be going to France to fight, along with Rowland Lacy. There is much sadness in this group as they make their farewells, but there are two very important elements here relating to status. In the first, Simon eyre takes the hand of Jane, the wife of one of the conscripts, Rafe, and tells her that she must work while her husband is away at war, ‘[…]this white hand, these pretty fingers must spin, must card, must work, work you bombast cotton-candle quean [sic], work for your living with a pox to you.’[footnoteRef:5] Following this speech, the second of these elements occurs as several members of the group exchange parting gifts in order to bring good fortune to the soldiers, mostly small tokens of money. However Rafe gives his wife Jane a pair of shoes he has made especially to present to her on this occasion. The shoes are described as being extremely luxurious and ornately decorated, ‘[…]Here take this pair of shoes cut out by Hodge, Stitched by my fellow Firk, seamed by myself, Made up and pinked, with letters for thy name[…]’[footnoteRef:6]  As he gives her the shoes he tells her to wear them for his sake. The decoration of the shoes is an important signifier of status, women of the status of Jane would never wear shoes of such fine quality or decoration as they would be the reserve of the gentry or nobility, and in their gifting, Rafe is going directly against what Simon has just told her. How is she to wear these shoes while she toils in the jobs simon has just told her she must do in the absence of her husband? All of this important social commentary takes place in act 1 of this five act play, so it is immediately apparent of the way the theme of status will be carried through the play. [5:  Act 1, scene 1, l 216-219]  [6:  Act 1, scene 1, l 237-239] 


Anita Auer and Marcel Withoos remark in their paper, that in the time of Dekker, there was a certain amount of flexibility available in one’s social status and that ‘the professions and commerce were roads to gentility,’[footnoteRef:7] so it perhaps wouldn’t have been unheard of for people to move up in their social standing, but perhaps to marry into a different class, or to deliberately move down the social ladder, as Rowland Lacy had done by learning the trade of, and subsequently becoming a shoemaker, albeit it the guise of another person, was less of a common occurrence. It is noted that at the time this play was written, there were three ranks of social status, gentry, middle ranks and non gentry, all of which appear in the play. Members of the gentry are portrayed by the characters of The King, and nobleman and The Earl of Lincoln, with the rest of the cast being split equally between the middle ranks and non gentry, with eight cast members from each societal rank. We will of course never know if that balance was deliberate on the part of Dekker, or if it was just the way the story came together as he was writing it. It is also interesting to note that in this play, there are times in the plot where we might expect there to be some negative consequences to the actions of the characters and yet such ramifications never come to fruition. For example when Simon Eyre aids Rose and Rowland in the deceit of their families so they can be married, he is still rewarded with a knighthood by the King. Similarly, Rose gains financially by marrying Rowland, the exact opposite of what the Earl and Lord Mayor were seemingly concerned about in the opening scene. This seems to indicate not only that the play was never intended to have a moral message, but perhaps that comedy and the messages of social mobility were indeed the main intentions of the author and the themes of the play. [7:  Anita Auer & Marcel Withoos, ‘Social Stratification and Stylistic Choices in Thomas Dekker’s The Shoemaker’s Holiday’, in Multilingualism In The Drama of Shakespeare And His Contemporaries, ed. by Dirk Delabastita and Ton Hoenselaars (Amsterdam, 2015; John Benjamin’s Publishing Company) p.140] 


But is that actually the case? There is an undoubted and well documented political element to the play. It is noted that for example, this work was written at a time when Londoners were reputedly in fear of losing their trade and England’s identity to foreign immigrants. The character of Hans, (Rowland Lacy in disguise) was a Dutch shoemaker, and from Wittenberg. Wittenberg being the birthplace of the reformation and a Protestant stronghold.[footnoteRef:8] The plot of The Shoemaker’s Holiday was inspired by The Gentle Craft by Thomas Deloney. That play was undeniably political if not somewhat xenophobic, setting in its plot, an Englishman, Frenchman and a Dutchman against each other as they competed for the hand of an English woman. The cheating foreigners ultimately losing to the honesty of the Englishman. But here, I am merely recognising that element of Dekker’s play and not discussing or debating it.  [8:  Ace G. Pilkington, Bridging Joy And Suffering, in Insights 1994, < https://static1.squarespace.com/static/543d9f0fe4b0f38ea78e8f45/t/553e5fc5e4b02673d8c55001/1430151109379/shoemakersinsights.pdf> [accessed 8/2/2021]] 


To continue  with the theme of social mobility, another major story line in the play documents the meteoric (which is doubtless a symptom of the timescale during which the play runs) rise to fame and fortune of Simon Eyre, being through the course of the play elevated from being a shoemaker to the status of knight of the realm and Lord Mayor of London. The path on which he travels in order to achieve this change in status is less relevant in my view than the fact of it occurring in the story. One could even argue that the two romantic plot lines in the play, that of the courtship and marriage of Rowland Lacy and Rose Oateley, and the other of Rafe the shoemaker and his wife Jane, both of which follow the basic pattern of love found, then lost, then found again, are incidental to the storyline of Simon Eyre’s ascension to the ranks of the great and good. Especially given that both of these romantic plots take place around Eyre, to varying degrees. And the constantly up and down shifting of the social rankings of Rose (through her marriage) and Rowland (in his guise of Hans), and the symbolic change in status of Jane, serve to support the constant upward shift in the status of Simon Eyre. 

In summation then, while the play has been criticised by some as being nothing more than a city comedy, and lauded by others for its political undercurrent, there is in addition to those elements, the seemingly unstoppable message that one’s social ranking is not a permanent fixture as it were, rather a badge that can be, under the right circumstances, changed for a better one. The message that ultimately, every person is the master of their own destiny, whether by fair means or foul. Furthermore, as I mentioned in a quote earlier, a person can rise through the social rankings by various forms of hard work, perhaps, it could be said that The Shoemaker’s Holiday carries the message that ‘work sets you free.’
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