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Assessment 3
An exploration of the social and political conflict evident in Thomas Dekker’s, The Shoemaker’s Holiday
The Shoemaker’s Holiday by Thomas Dekker was published in 1600 but known to have been performed ‘by the Lord Admiral’s Players this present Christmas’[footnoteRef:1] in the Epistle to the play. It was performed on New Year’s Day, 1599, at the Rose theatre by the Admiral’s Men. Interestingly, Dutton quoting R.B. Sharpe says of The Admiral’s Men audiences, they were ‘older, less sophisticated, more middle class types’[footnoteRef:2] It was known that each company would be ‘fine-tuned to distinct tastes in their audiences’[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. By David Bevington and others (New York and London: W. W Norton, 2002), ll 48-49, p. 489.]  [2:  R. B. Sharpe, Real War of the Theaters: Shakespeare's Fellows In Rivalry with the Admiral's Men (1935 edition) p.19, cited in The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern Theatre, ed.by Richard Dutton, p. 71.
]  [3:   R. B Sharpe, cited in Dutton, p.71.] 

Did Dekker write his play, often described as a citizen comedy, with this audience type in mind? Joseph P. Ward quoting Richard Helgerson, in From Strangers to Citizen’s comments, ‘Literary and social historians have recognised it [the play] as one of the most sophisticated theatrical representations of London’s artisanal world.[footnoteRef:4] The middling class wanted to see romances on stage, as did people who worked for nobility, to see what they could aspire to. There was also an economic competitiveness, as the middling class generated their wealth through income, whilst the nobility often had land but no cash. Dekker’s play examines this social shift in society. [4:   Richard Helgerson, Forms of Nationhood: the Elizabethan writing of England, (Chicago, 1992) cited in Joseph P. Ward, 'Fictitious Shoemakers, agitated weavers, and the limits of popular xenophobia in Elizabethan London', in From Strangers to Citizens: The Integration of Immigrant Communities in Britain, Ireland and Colonial America, 1550 - 1750, ed. by Randolph Vigne and Charles Littleton, 1st edn. (London and Brighton: The Huguenot Society of Great Britain and Ireland and Sussex Academic Press, 2001), p. 81.] 

The main plot centres on Simon Eyre, an aspirational Master Shoemaker who becomes Lord Mayor but ‘adamantly resists the idea that he need transform his artisanal identity in any way in his new roles of sheriff and then Lord Mayor’[footnoteRef:5]  comments Ronda A. Arab. The second plot, concerns romance between Lacy, nephew of the Earl of Lincoln and Rose, daughter of Sir Roger Oatley, who is Lord Mayor of London at the play’s commencement. The social hierarchy is entrenched during this period, and there is fierce parental opposition to their marriage. Ralph and Jane are part of this second plot as the shoemaker is sent to war, while his wife Jane, is left to fend for herself and see off the suitor, Hammon, member of the gentry class. [5:  Ronda A. Arab, 'Work, Bodies and Gender in The Shoemaker's Holiday', in Medieval and Renaissance Drama in England Volume 13, ed. by John Pitcher, 1st edn. (London: Associated University Presses, 2001), p. 187.] 

The background of war and hardship for London citizens is key to understanding the play in its Elizabethan context, says Seaver:
 By the end of the 1590’s […] the war with Spain had dragged on for a dozen years with no end […] English troops were engaged in France and the Low Countries […] bad harvests led to skyrocketing prices […] vagrants and the unemployed flocked to London (to find work) […] [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Paul S. Seaver, 'Thomas Dekker's The Shoemaker's Holiday : The Artisanal World', in The Theatrical City : Culture, Theatre and Politics in London 1576 - 1649, ed. by David L. Smith and others, 1st P/B edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 87-88.] 

Against this social and political backdrop, Bevington observes that ‘War invokes a comically inconsistent response, and thus establishes at the start of this play, a tone of mixed amusement and admiration that applies in varying degrees to all social groups.’[footnoteRef:7] This is emphasised with the insistence by Lincoln that Lacy is dispatched immediately to war, ‘ Ay, but I have a better trade for him […] to serve His Highness in those wars of France.’[footnoteRef:8] Simon Eyre’s first appearance is when he is accompanied by his wife Margery and Jane ‘blubb’ring tears’[footnoteRef:9] because one of Eyre’s shoemakers, Ralph, is to be sent to war with France. Men were getting drafted for foreign campaigns, but craftsmen were not trained for war. The wars were accepted because they were Protestant causes against largely Catholic oppressors, and the political conflict was often centred around dealing with Spain. [7:  David Bevington, 'Theatre as Holiday', in The Theatrical City : Culture, Theatre and Politics in London 1576 - 1649, ed. by David L. Smith and others, 1st P/B edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 104.]  [8:  English Renaissance Drama, ll 45, 49, p. 492.]  [9:  English Renaissance Drama, l 118, p. 493.] 

 Eyre introduces Margery, as ‘This wench with the mealy mouth that will never tire is my wife […][footnoteRef:10] He carries on ‘Here’s Hodge my man and my foreman; here’s Firk, my fine firking journeyman and this is blubbered Jane.’[footnoteRef:11] Dekker uses colloquial English to reinforce class issues in the play, and this is particularly apparent in the character, Firk. [10:  English Renaissance Drama, ll 129-130, p. 493.]  [11:  , English Renaissance Drama, ll 131-132, p.493.] 

Simon Eyre, came from Dekker’s source, Thomas Deloney in The Gentle Craft, written in 1597 which includes stories about shoemakers. It tells of Simon Eyre who founded Leadenhall, which was the heart of the leather trade. Eyre went on to become Lord Mayor of London, even though he was not a shoemaker himself. Why did Dekker choose the shoemaker’s as the trade and occupation for his play? Was there a reason Dekker chose to take a character from Deloney’s stories?
It was fantasy in Elizabethan London that a shoemaker under The Cordwainers Guild who ‘were engaged in the production of necessary but cheap commodities – shoes primarily’[footnoteRef:12]  could ever hope to acquire the social mobility of becoming Lord Mayor. Of the twelve livery companies ‘dominated by a mercantile elite’[footnoteRef:13] the Lord Mayor’s of London came predominantly from the better off, Drapers, Grocers and Goldsmiths. Dekker uses the shoemaker’s and Simon Eyre’s social ascendancy, to turn the entrenched Elizabethan social hierarchy on its head but also, states Bevington, ‘[Simon Eyre is a] spokesman for what drama can best do: celebrate saturnalian release and its purging of social discontent through Eyre’s attainment of his own dream.’[footnoteRef:14] The viewing audience comprising of the Elizabethan court, alongside the ordinary London citizens, would see different things within the play. It could provoke laughter in the upper classes and dreams of social aspiration for the lower classes. [12:  Seaver, p. 92.]  [13:  Seaver, p. 92.]  [14:  Bevington, p.107.] 

Dekker, although born in London was of Dutch descent and an ardent Protestant. Xenophobia was prevalent in sections of Elizabethan society, and it is no coincidence that Dekker uses the arrival of Hans (Lacy in disguise) to make a point on this issue within the play. Dekker borrows from Deloney’s story in The Gentle Craft, where Deloney uses three journeymen ‘Haunce the Dutchman, John the Frenchman and Nicholas an Englishman.’[footnoteRef:15] as rivals for Simon Eyre’s maid, Florence, who is English. After various deceits and tricks by the Dutchman and Frenchman, Florence decides to marry Nicholas. The story is ‘distinctly xenophobic’[footnoteRef:16]states Gasper.  [15:  Julia Gasper, The Dragon and the Dove: The Plays of Thomas Dekker, 1st edn (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 18.]  [16:  Gasper, p.18.] 

Dekker handles xenophobia in his play very skilfully. In Scene 4, Lacy arrives disguised as Hans the Dutchman, singing a Dutch song. Firk, Eyre’s journeyman, urges Eyre to ‘Hire him, good master, that I may learn some gibble gabble.’[footnoteRef:17] Thus, the first hint of xenophobia creeps in. Margery, pipes up, ‘We have not men enough, but we must entertain every butter-box – but let that pass.’[footnoteRef:18] Xenophobia is again apparent but she’s willing to discount the fact he’s Dutch to hire the craftsman. Hodge, Eyre’s foreman however, puts his own job on the line saying ‘’Fore God, a proper man, and I warrant a fine work-man […] If such a man as he cannot find work, Hodge is not for you.’[footnoteRef:19] This shows the lengths that Hodge will go to hire Hans, who Dutch or not, is a member of The Gentle Craft of Shoemaker’s. Hodge’s decency is foregrounded. Firk mimics Hans’s accent but nonetheless wants Hans to work alongside the other shoemakers. ‘[…] “Yaw, Yaw!” He speaks yawing like a jackdaw that gapes to be fed with cheese curds.’[footnoteRef:20].  [17:  English Renaissance Drama, l 48, p.499.]  [18:  English Renaissance Drama, l 54, p. 500.]  [19:  English Renaissance Drama, ll 60-62, p.500.]  [20:   English Renaissance Drama, ll 96-97, p.500.] 

The audience would have heard these xenophobic lines as flashes of comedy.  Simon Eyre then employs Hans. Gasper comments ‘This surely is didactic: it shows how the Dutchman ought to be received, not how he probably would have been received in Elizabethan London.’[footnoteRef:21] Herein, lies the subtle underlying skill in Dekker’s writing, although Hans is Lacy, an Englishman.  Consequently, the disguised Dutchman’s welcome into the Eyre fraternity of artisans is later rewarded, as it is Hans who informs Eyre of the huge cargo of goods that makes Eyre’s fortune. Hodge comments ‘this skipper that deals for him [the owner of the ship] for the love he bears to Hans, offers my master Eyre, a bargain in the commodities.’[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Gasper, p. 19.]  [22:  English Renaissance Drama, ll 19-20, p.504.] 

Margery is presented as a figure of fun, although it could be said, Eyre’s referrals to her are sexist in nature. Eyre refers to her with names such as “Dame Clapperdudgeon”[footnoteRef:23] amongst others. Margery becomes enthralled with the idea of new clothes as she climbs the sartorial and social ladder when Eyre becomes Lord Mayor. ‘Art, thou acquainted with never a farthingale maker nor a French hood maker? I must enlarge my bum. […] How shall I look in a hood I wonder?’[footnoteRef:24] It could be said Dekker uses Margery comedically to show that as she climbs the social ladder through her husband, her thoughts turn to the trappings associated with her new class. He pokes fun at this aspiration through her vanity of new clothes. [23:   English Renaissance Drama, l 127, p.493.]  [24:  English Renaissance Drama, ll 37-38, p.512.] 

There are various social relationships that need to be considered. Ronda A Arab states ‘The relationship between Lacy and the shoemakers is the most important relationship between artisanal men and elite men in the play.’[footnoteRef:25] Lacy as nephew of the Earl of Lincoln, in love with Oatley’s aspiring middling class daughter, Rose, disguises himself as Hans the Dutch shoemaker. So, he casts off his aristocracy to ‘adopt the shoemaker’s ethos.’[footnoteRef:26] but he himself is English.  [25:  Arab, p .188.]  [26:  Arab, p.188.] 

 Hammon, is gentry. His wooing of Jane is seen in his language in Scene 12. 
All this I hope is but a woman’s fray, / That means “Come to me!” when she cries “Away!”/In earnest mistress – I do not jest -/A true chaste love hath entered in my breast.[footnoteRef:27] [27:   English Renaissance Drama, ll 46-47, p. 519.] 

Hammon speaks in rhyming couplets, in courtly language to Jane, after his earlier rejection as a suitor to Rose. Yet Dekker seems to unmask his shallow and insincere character and Jane’s sincere one. Jane chooses Ralph rather than Hammon and rejects wealth for love. The lower class are seen to take the moral high ground. For all his gentlemanly ways, when Ralph is finally reunited with Jane, Hammon offers him money, to marry Jane ‘Here in fair gold is twenty pound. I’ll give it for thy Jane.’[footnoteRef:28] Ralph’s reply, ‘Hammon, dost thou think a shoemaker is so base to be a bawd to his own wife for commodity? Take thy gold; choke with it!’[footnoteRef:29] again shows the decency of the lower classes.  [28:  English Renaissance Drama, ll 83-84, p. 532.]  [29: English Renaissance Drama, ll 89-92, p.533.] 

Seaver states ‘[The inequality is] the clash between the shoemakers’ world and that of Hammon and Mayor Oatley.’[footnoteRef:30]. They exist in almost two different worlds, ‘the urban world of the journeymen shoemakers with the leisured world of pastoral romance’[footnoteRef:31] within the play. Dekker is successful at marrying the two social worlds together. ‘The narrative scaffolding provided by the plot of Simon Eyre’s rise to fame and fortune […] was subordinated to another kind of romance in the low-life love story of Rafe and Jane and the romance between Lacy and Rose.’[footnoteRef:32] The interwoven social classes in the play, mirrored the audience. [30:  Seaver, p.96.]  [31:  Seaver, p.97.]  [32:  Kathleen E. McLuskie, Dekker and Heywood, 1st edn (Hampshire: Macmillan Press, 1994), p. 67.] 

However, David Scott Kastan in his work, takes a different view stating, ‘the play cannot be understood as a realistic portrait of Elizabethan middle-class life.’[footnoteRef:33] When Hans is brought into work alongside the other shoemaker’s, Kastan insists ‘relations between English craftsmen and immigrant workers were hardly so supportive.’[footnoteRef:34] Therefore, does Dekker effectively idealise the social classes so much in the play, to eradicate conflict? A weakness with Kastan’s view is that the play is a comedy, performed during Christmas celebrations, after many years of war, and economic turmoil. Dekker’s intent surely was to bring the various social classes together in enjoyment of the play. Kastan states that the actual title, The Shoemaker’s Holiday, is ‘a holiday from the historical world of social contradiction and consequence.’[footnoteRef:35] In the final scene as the shoemaker’s feast on Shrove Tuesday with the King, the day is deliberately chosen by Dekker. Shrove Tuesday was associated with protests by apprentices and ‘an occasion for the release of social tension’[footnoteRef:36] but what we witness in the play is goodwill to all men and Simon Eyre vowing ‘ It was Shrove Tuesday, e’en as ‘tis now -/ […] and I swore then […] if ever I became Lord Mayor of London, I would feast all the prentices.’[footnoteRef:37] Kastan fails to consider that Dekker’s play is not about a true enactment of society and social hierarchy, but a comedy acted out on stage. [33:  David Scott Kastan, 'Workshop and/as Playhouse: The Shoemaker's Holiday', in Staging the Renaissance: Reinterpretations of Elizabethan and Jacobean Drama, ed. by David Scott Kastan and Stallybrass, Peter, 1st edn. (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 151.]  [34:  Kastan, p. 152.]  [35:  Kastan, p. 159.]  [36:  Kastan, p. 159.]  [37:  English Renaissance Drama, ll 185-186, p. 542.] 

The play ends with the shoemaker’s respecting the King as the ultimate figure of authority. But even the King whose speech closes the play does so thanking the shoemaker’s but also adding his own xenophobic comment, ‘When all our sports and banquetings are done/Wars must right wrongs which Frenchmen have begun.’[footnoteRef:38] At the play’s end, the traditional social hierarchy is more or less intact. Ralph and Jane the lower class husband and wife are reunited, and whilst Lacy and Rose overcome parental opposition, it’s hardly shattering social hierarchy for a nobleman to unite with an upper middling class, moneyed girl. The King is still the most powerful in the social hierarchy and the shoemaker’s treat him as such. [38:  English Renaissance Drama, ll 196-197, p.542.] 

An interesting concept is that of the social relationship between Dekker the playwright, his audience, and the acting company. Kastan comments ‘[…] the situation of the playwright was worse still. Servant not merely of the audience but also of the acting company who purchased his script.’[footnoteRef:39] It is documented that the Lord Admiral’s men bailed Dekker out of debtor’s prison in January 1598. ‘between 31 January and 3 February, Dekker was sent to the Counter in the Poultry, the debtors’ prison, but within twenty-four hours, on 4 February, the company had paid £2 to discharge him.’[footnoteRef:40] The profits were made by those who owned shares in the acting companies, like Shakespeare, and not by playwright’s themselves. The success of the play often depended on the audience’s reaction. Playwrights like Dekker, were often in and out of debtor’s prison for years,  [39:  Kastan, p. 161.]  [40:  Sophia Li, Chi-fang, Thomas Dekker Revealed in the Henslowe-Alleyn Papers: NTQ. New Theatre Quarterly, 2018, 34(1), pp. 16-34.] 

In conclusion, Dekker, through skilful plotting, was able to juxtapose social hierarchy without obviously offending anyone in his audience. Audience members got to see their own faults being performed by characters on a stage as written about in Sidney’s Defence of Poesie. Comedy often masks xenophobia, but Dekker gently introduces lessons to be learnt through this. He never overtly ridicules gentry or nobility, but through the plot he can mock them, whilst holding the shoemaker’s up as a moral, caring community of artisans. 
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