Historicising Texts  HPEN4001
Lecture : Francis Beaumont, The Knight of the Burning Pestle
The Play and its Audience
1. Beaumont reportedly wrote The Knight of the Burning Pestle in eight days, in 1607, for performance by a boys’ acting company, the Children of the Queen’s Revels, at the second Blackfriars Theatre, an indoor theatre constructed in 1596. 
2. Indoor theatres were known as private theatres because ‘they catered to an exclusive clientele’, ‘a sophisticated courtly world’.
 The price of admission was considerably higher than that at public theatres such as the Globe or the Swan, and ‘the children’s companies traded on their long association with Court entertainments, and they flattered and teased their largely courtly […] audiences’.
 In addition the private theatres specialized in satire. ‘The boys’ companies had been shut down in the early 1590s because of their scandalously satiric productions and were not allowed to reopen until 1599.’

3. The Knight of the Burning Pestle goes a step further than The Second Shepherds’ Pageant, by playing with theatrical illusion itself and dismantling almost entirely the distinction between the drama and its audience. The main technique of the comedy in Beaumont’s play is the presence, in the audience and then onstage, of the Citizen and his Wife, along with their servant Rafe.
4. They have seen the sign hung onstage bearing the title of the play it is the company’s supposed intention to present – The London Merchant – and they anticipate yet another condescending satire of their class. Instead the Citizen wants the theatre to make dramatic capital out of London’s own history: 

Why not a play called The Legend of Whittington, about the mayor who was famous for his cat, or The Life and Death of Sir Thomas Gresham, with the Building of the Royal Exchange, in celebration of the wealthy merchant who financed the erection of a famous mercantile center in 1566-68? Beaumont’s contemporary Thomas Heywood had indeed written plays just like this, including The Four Prentices of London (c. 1600); and the Gresham play touted by the Citizen is probably a reference to part 2 of Heywood’s If You Know Not Me You Know Nobody, with the Building of the Royal Exchange and the Famous Victory of Queen Elizabeth in the Year 1588 (1606).
 
5. The Wife wants her servant Rafe to play a part in the evening’s entertainment; to infiltrate a decadently sophisticated boys’ acting company with a poorly educated apprentice to the Grocer’s Guild. 
6. There had been a tradition of guilds providing actors since about the twelfth century, for the Mystery Plays were produced by the guilds, which provided the role of trade union, modern club, and religious society for the trades. More recently ‘many of London’s best-known actors [had come] from the ranks of the artisanal trades’.
 
7. People of the Citizen and his Wife’s social class did not generally go to the private theatres. David Bevington writes: ‘They are amusing, even endearing, in their jollity and their affection for each other, but (speaking from the point of view of a well-to-do audience member) one would never invite these people into one’s home.’
 They have been described as ‘literal-minded, unimaginative and wooden in their judgments’, and as ‘admirable impersonations of the taste of the city, the garrulous egotism of the woman being well-matched with the self-sufficient and purse-proud fault-finding of the man’.

8. The Knight of the Burning Pestle creates fictional members of its audience, who as audience members (albeit ones who are planted by the company) are allowed to enter into the very play they have come to watch. Within this play they intervene in the theatrical production itself, setting in motion a play involving Rafe as its eponymous hero (the Knight of the Burning Pestle) that runs alongside and interweaves in the play it was the company’s supposed intention to present, The London Merchant.
9. So three threads may be distinguished in the play:

First there is the domestic drama [The London Merchant]; then there is the burlesque, in the person of the grocer knight-errant, Ralph, of the romances of chivalry and the extravagant dramas popular at the time; and thirdly – and closely associated with the burlesque of the romances and plays – the satire of public taste, typified in the unimaginative Citizen and his wife […].

10. The supposed original play, The London Merchant, enacts the attempt of Venturewell, a rich merchant, to marry his daughter Luce to his friend Master Humphrey, and the ultimate success of the younger generation – Luce and her lover Jasper, who is also her father’s apprentice – in their attempts to outmanoeuvre them. 

The Citizen and his Wife cannot be expected, in their ignorance about drama, to know that Humphrey is the blocking figure in this romantic plot, the unwelcome wooer, a descendent of the lean old dotard in classical and neoclassical comedy whom the young lovers must outwit. The lovers must also outmanoeuvre the girl’s overprotective father, another recognizable type from neoclassical drama.

11. Jasper’s fortune as a prodigal son is frustrated by conflict within his own family. His mother, Mistress Merrythought, remains unwaveringly convinced of her son’s roguishness, and his father, Old Master Charles Merrythought, refuses to concern himself with anything that might impair his attitude of joyous irresponsible abandon. 

12. The play of the Knight of the Burning Pestle, with Rafe playing its eponymous hero, intersects with and variously interrupts and modifies the plot of The London Merchant. So when Mistress Merrythought, seeking her fortune somewhere other than her husband’s household, is startled by Rafe in Waltham Forest, and urging her son Michael to flee the scene, she unwittingly leaves behind her casket containing rings, a brooch, a bracelet, gold, and knickknacks. This Jasper discovers and saying, ‘Now God’s dear blessing / Upon his heart that left it here’ (2.154-55), unwittingly blesses the mother who refused to bless him.
The Satire of Romance

In his genial satire of popular romance, Beaumont caters to the tastes of his urbane, upper-class audience, inviting them to laugh at popular culture. Part of the audience’s pleasure is to be found in parsing Beaumont’s witty analogies between knightly adventures and the banal realities they represent. For instance, Rafe takes as his fictional identity the title of the Knight of the Burning Pestle. [The pestle] is the mundane inplement used in the grocer’s trade to pound or grind various substances in a mortar. The implication, one supposes, is that Rafe will pulverize his enemies. Still, the pestle is surely a ludicrous weapon, and, given its phallic shape […] the implement may bring to mind a pun on ‘pizzle’, both a flogging instrument and the penis of an animal.

1. George, the junior apprentice, serves as the dwarf who accompanies Rafe on his adventures. The “squire” is Rafe’s other apprentice, Tim. The lady in distress is Mistress Merrythought. 
2. Their adventures bring them to the Bell Inn in Waltham:

Take courage, valiant knight, damsel, and squire;
I have discovered, not a stone’s cast off,

An ancient castle held by the old knight

Of the most holy order of the Bell,

Who gives to all knights-errant entertain.





(2.357-61)
3. This castle has household officers not unlike the itinerant court of King Arthur, or indeed any feudal castle of romance. 
4. Rafe’s encounter with a giant in the guise of a barber provides, in burlesque or parody, a comically exaggerated imitation of the kind of climactic confrontation that adventure in romance usually includes. The encounter employs an extended analogy between the chivalric episode and an encounter with a barber-surgeon. 
a. To understand this analogy, we need to know about barber-surgeons, who counted themselves among the main three organised groups of medical practitioners of the early modern period – physicians who were trained at universities to practice medicine (to diagnose and prescribe), apothecaries who mostly dispensed medicines, and barber-surgeons who were licensed to let blood for medicinal purposes and to practice dentistry and surgery. 
b. The association of the trade of barbery with surgery has its roots in monasteries in the Middle Ages, where the maintenance of the monks’ tonsures by skilled barbers merged with blood-letting for the maintenance of health since both required skilled use of knives.
5. Rafe’s defeat of Barbaroso leads to his release from the giant’s lair ‘various captives who suffer from symptoms markedly identifiable as those of venereal disease’:
One inmate, named Sir Pockhole, a knight of French extraction (since syphilis was known in England as ‘the French disease’), has come to Barbaroso complaining of aching bones (a symptom of syphilis) only to have the giant cut away the gristle of his nose and place a velvet plaster in its stead, thus branding him with still more recognizable signs of advanced venereal infection.

6. ‘The figure of Ralph, the grocer-prentice turned knight, and his grotesque adventures are meant to hold up to ridicule the fantastic chivalrous romances and dramas of the time, and the military zeal of the citizens.’

Rafe delivers an inspirational address to the troops that reads like a send-up of Henry V’s exhortations to his army at Agincourt, incongruously mingled with echoes of Richard III’s address to his troops before his defeat at Bosworth Field[.]

7. ‘Repeatedly in this speech, lofty sentiments dive down precipitously into banalities of bourgeois London life – brewer’s carts and the nightly stink of inadequate sanitation facilities or lack of personal hygiene. Deeds are measured by the “ell,” a craftsman’s or tailor’s way of doling out goods.’

8.  ‘The London Merchant is so painfully clichéd that it deserves what it gets at the hands of the Citizen and his Wife.’ 

9. Perhaps the seeming satire of the uxorious Citizen and his Wife casts a quizzical eye on the gentry who make up the select audience of the private theatres and whose adherence to upper-class codes of decorum and their investment in dynastic marriages to perpetuate their lineages and consolidate their alliances to other landed families, and hence further entrench their power and privilege, may lead them to regard marital affection as something a little indecent, something too embarrassing for a good play. 
10. For the Citizen and his Wife may be naïve and unsophisticated when they get so caught up in the theatrical illusion that they mistake it for reality and enter into its sphere, but they want to change the events onstage because for them those events are not just urbane entertainment.
11. Before the Citizen and his Wife leave the theatre after Rafe has delivered the closing soliloquy, she speaks the epilogue, thanking for their courtesy the gentlemen with whom she has seen the show.

The bond between this quaint chorus [of the Citizen and his Wife] and the audience is remarkable. The Wife especially has pestered the audience with noisy asides. She and her husband have misapprehended the play set before them in an epic display of unsophisticated taste – albeit in a way that calls into question the artificiality of The London Merchant as well. They have drained the entertainment of its original purpose and have brought back into the theatre every childish abuse of storytelling that sophisticated audiences had long deplored. Perhaps that is why The Knight of the Burning Pestle failed in its first production; the audience at Blackfriars did not know what to make of it. Perhaps also the initial audience was uncomfortably aware that it too was being satirized.
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