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same-sex sexual unions: "If a man also lie w ith mankind, as he lieth w ith a 

woman, both of them have committed an abomination."

The very passage Levin cross-references in his annotation of I. i. 127 

makes it difficult to m aintain his silence about the sodomy—which is not 

implicit, but explicit—in Quomodo's instruction to Shortyard to kiss and 

undo Easy. It is beyond the scope of this study to consider Levin's political 

views, which may have nuances well beyond his ideas about interpreting 

literature. However, his general dislike for readings of literature 

emphasizing gender is a m atter of public record, a subject of PMLA Forum 

letters. Also notable is Levin's reliance on a tradition for his interpretation: 

the "Sampson " he cites in his annotation is M artin Sampson whose edition 

of Middleton plays was published in 1915. Levin's silence about the sodomy 

here seems to be a knowing silence; as such, it parallels the silence about the 

tradition in recent political discourse.

Considerations of sodomy in Middleton's texts have grown w ith the 

increase of interest in gay studies in the mid-1980s. So far, in the critical 

literature published since 1982, ten M iddleton texts have been noted to refer 

to sodomy, sodomites, or homoerotic situations. They begin in 1599 with 

Microofnicon, a poetic satire, and conclude around 1619 with the play More

Dissemblers Besides Women. ^ The criticism has generedly succeeded in 

revealing the flux of pervasive sexual references in these texts. W hat does
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not appear in  the criticism, however, is any reference to Middleton's 

Christian perspectives in these same texts.

This silence, too, must be taken in some circumstances as a knowing 

silence. In his article "Redeeming Beggary/Buggery in Michaelmas Term," 

Theodore Leinwand proposes that the play ends with Easy going on to 

future homosexual relationships: "Easy's final exit, w ithout Thomasine (or 

the never-intended Susan), suggests his availability w ithin an at least gentle 

homoerotic circuit" (62). Leinwand is, of course, aware of the scholarship 

that has already remarked on M iddleton’s associations w ith Puritans and his 

own Calvinist perspectives; he cites some of this scholarship in The City

Staged: Jacobean Comedy 1603-1613 (1986).^ Furthermore, Leinwand is the

editor of Michaelmas Term for the Oxford Middleton. Therefore, a

conclusion that Easy may continue into homosexual relationships m ust be

reconciled w ith Easy’s apparent repentance in Act V, scene i:

Here’s good deeds and bad deeds, the writings that keep my 
lands to me, and the bonds that gave it away firom me.
These, m y good deeds, shall to more safety turn.
And ttiese, my bad, have their deserts and bum. [52-55]

This repentance suggests that beggars and buggers may be redeemed, but not

beggary/buggery, which have their deserts and bum."

If Leinwand's reading is a distortion of M iddleton's consideration of

sodomy, it is based on his interpretation of Easy as a distinctly homosexual

character. This is because, in Leinwand’s view.
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Michaelmas Term stages a historical conjuncture at which no 
necessary, or wholly naturalized, relation between sodomy and stigma 
prevails. The play indicates that in some instances, homosocial 
relations in Jacobean London may have been founded upon, a t the very 
least may not have been antipathetic to, homoeroticism. [54]

There are several problems with this interpretation, including the question 

of w hether Easy, a naive prodigal, is the kind of character that critics 

motivated by gay advocacy would want to advance. Bray is less optimistic 

than Leinwand; referring to the satires Microcynicon and The Black Book, 

he speaks of M iddleton’s "obvious bias and downright distortions " (38).

W hat is notable about these responses to Middleton’s texts is that, 

although they are motivated by opposing ideologies—Leinwand by gay 

advocacy. Levin by his general dislike for readings emphasizing gender— 

neither one can be said to have considered both Middleton’s representations 

of homosexuality and his Calvinist perspectives. In the Renaissance, as 

Bray, Brown, and others have shown, the representations of homosexuality 

are rarely made without religious comment. This holds true for 

M iddleton’s representations.

The prim ary distinction of Middleton’s representations is that most of 

his are made within the theatres, which were frequently, and with reason, 

charged w ith promoting sodomy. When M iddleton presents the repentance 

of a sodomite, then, he answers two questions: how should a Calvinist 

dram atist respond to antitheatricalism (often Calvinist as well), especially 

when the charge against the theatre is that its use of cross-dressing boy actors 

promotes sodomy, and how should he respond to that sodomy itself?
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Middleton's answers to these questions may also tell us much about his 

sense of responsibility both to his vocation (how he sees himself as a 

dramatist), and to his associates; this view of Middleton is, I think, the broad 

value of this particular study.

Middleton's "bias" against sodomy (the conclusion of Bray's analysis) is 

not surprising given his Calvinist orthodoxy. In The Two Gates of 

Salvation, Middleton matches Genesis 6: 5, 6—about God's decision to 

judge the earth with a flood—to Matthew 15:19,20, which speaks of the 

wickedness of the hum an heart. In Genesis, "The Lord saw that the 

wickednesse of man, was great in the earth, and all the imaginations of the 

thoughts of his heart were onely evill continually " (D4v). In Matthew, "Out 

of the heart come evill thoughts, m urders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, 

false testimonies, slanders, these are the things which defile the man" (Elr).

Middleton does not cite the Levitical and Pauline scriptures against 

same-sex sexual relations. But in Renaissance texts, sodomy could be 

considered a partial cause for Noah's flood because the male children of 

sexual unions between people and spirits were frequently believed to be

sodomites (Bray 21-22).^ What God saw before deciding to judge the earth 

was that "the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and 

they took them wives of all which they chose" (Genesis 6:2). Who exactly 

were these "sons of God " is never finally settled—men or angels, and if

angels, were they already fallen or was this their fall?^
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Sir David Lindsay, Protestant Scotch dramatist and poet, believed they

were children of Seth, Adam’s third son, who m ated w ith daughters of Cain.

In Lindsay's First Buke o f the Monarche (1552), the result was.

Than, as the peple did incres,
Thay did abound in w iddtnes.
As holy Scripture dois rehers:
Quhilk I abhor to pu tt in vers.
Or tell w ith toung I am nocht abyll;
The suthe bene so abhominabyll,—
Quhow men and wemen schamefuUye 
Abusit thame selfîs vnnaturallye;
Quhose foull abhom inatioun 
And vncouthe fom icatioun
I thynk gret schame to putt in wryte. [lines 1229-1239]

While Lindsay does not m ention sodomy (perhaps because the destruction 

of Sodom occurs later in Genesis than the Flood), his language is common 

to the language drawn from the Bible to discuss sodomy. For example, 

among those who will not inherit the kingdom of God in I Corinthians 6: 9 

are "abusers of themselves with mankind," the King James Bible translation 

for the Greek arsenokoites, which is translated as "bouggerers ” in the 

Geneva Bible and, commonly, as "homosexuals " or "sodomites" in m odem  

translations. Lindsay writes of how men and women "abusit thame selfis 

vnnaturallye," a phrase which can combine both I Corinthians 6: 9 and 

Romans 1: 26-27, which speaks of how "women did change the natural use 

into that which is against nature: And likewise also the men, leaving the 

natural use of the woman, burned in their lust one toward another."

Sodomy is also frequently considered in the Renaissance a sin too 

shameful to be named (with reference to Ephesians 5: 12) and an
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abomination (referring to Leviticus 18: 22 and 20:13). All of this language 

appears in Lindsay's text—"Quhose fouU abhom inatioun/And vncouthe 

fom icatioun/ I thynk gret schame to pu tt in wryte "—and although The 

Monarche predates the Authorized Bible by sixty years, it shows the 

currency of the language used for discussing sodomy.

Even when he is almost naturalistic in presenting sodomy, M iddleton 

still uses language drawn from the same Christian tradition. In his prose 

satire of the London underworld,Tkc Black Book (1604), he offers a

continuation of Thomas Nashe's Pierce Penniless. 8 Pierce Penniless

appears in The Black Book, b u t rather than recording Penniless" further

supplications to the devil, Lawrence Lucifer himself visits brothels and

other underworld haunts to discover their enormities. Lucifer discovers a

"nest of gallants" who

for the natural parts that are in them, are maintained by their drawn- 
work dames and their embroidered mistresses ... [and they] keep at 
every heel a man, beside a French lacquey (a great boy with a beard) and 
an English page, which fills up the place of an ingle. [Vm, 21; emphasis 
added]

The gallants in The Black Book maintain dames and mistresses " for 

the natural parts that are in them. " By implication of the contrast, therefore, 

their keeping of an English page to " fill up the place of an ingle" is for an 

unnatural sexual impulse. (An " ingle " is a male prostitute in Renaissance 

English; the word has various spellings.) These observations, furthermore, 

are made by the persona of Lawrence Lucifer. When Middleton matches
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Genesis 6: 5 ,6  with Matthew 15:19,20, we may easily conclude that he 

would have considered sodomy a kind of fornication and the following of

evil thoughts.^

Yet M iddleton's Calvinism alone does not account for his portrayals of 

homosexuality. There is no approval nor allowance for sexual relations 

between m en in his works, but his "damns" of sodomy are far fainter than 

can often be found in his age, especially in comparison to the common idea 

that sodomy forbodes imminent catastrophic divine judgement (Bray 

27-32). In Michaelmas Term, Richard Easy is recovered from both his 

prodigality and his sexual relation with Shortyard; he also has his lands 

restored to him. Shortyard and Quomodo’s other "spirit" Falselight are 

banished from England (perhaps, as a kind of exorcism, the only judgement 

that could be passed on spirits). Quomodo, who instigates the sexual 

relationship between Shortyard and Easy, is publicly humiliated at his own 

funeral, he is cuckolded, and he loses the property he stole from Easy; yet, 

the judge adds no further judicial penalty because "Thou art thine own 

affliction, Quomodo" (V. iii. 164). In contrast to all of this, Quomodo's wife 

Thomasine seems to get ttie worst treatm ent (because it is unmerited by her 

actions) in the conclusion; her blameless remarriage to Easy is voided when 

Quomodo is found to be alive after all.

There is even less explicit judgment against sodomy in The Roaring 

Girl. The prodigal Jack Dapper, who has "Roaring boys follow at’s tail.
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fencers, and ningles" (HI. iii. 66), receives Moll Cutpurse's assistance to 

escape from the sergeant taking him to debtor's prison. And Sir Beauteous 

Ganymede and Sir Thomas Long are not so much judged for sodomy (which 

is only implied, in any case) as they are subsumed into and by the main plot 

of the play. Of course, their marginalization in the play still represents 

authorial judgement on sodomy itself, but not to the extent that they are 

shown to suffer for it. The question then is that if sodomy could be 

considered a particularly malignant evil—and generally it was so 

considered—what explains M iddleton's relatively mild treatment of it?

The answers must begin w ith specifying definitions in the manner 

generally found in recent studies by Gregory W. Bredbeck, Bruce R. Smith, 

Jonathan Goldberg, Alan Bray, and others involved in gay and lesbian 

studies. First of all, "sodomy" and "homosexuality" are not easily 

interchangeable synonyms for discussing the same subject.

"Homosexuality" is an ontological term; a "homosexual" is a person whose 

orientation or preference sexually is for a person of his or her own sex. 

Today, homosexuality is considered a part of a person's state of being, 

sometimes considered the formative or dominant characteristic of the 

person's personality.

Of course, the word "homosexuality " dates from the 1890s. But even 

w ith the language then in circulation, there was apparently little notion in 

Renaissance England that one's personality might in some way stem from 

different sexualities. Instead, sodomy involves certain acts (not always
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necessarily anal intercourse), usually between men, but sometimes between

men and women, and even acts of bestiality performed by either sex (Bray

14). A sodomite, then, is a person who commits those acts.

Sodomy was also one of the worst of the sins that could be considered

debauchery. Besides sodomy, debauchery included drunkeness, fornication,

gluttony, sloth, adultery, gambling, and the pursuits of any other sensual

pleasures. Other acts of debauchery were considered causes for a person

falling into sodomy; drunkeness, according to George Turbervile, and

"pride, excess of diet, idleness, and contempt of the poor," according to

Edward Coke (Bray 16). Thus, rather than being the desire of a group of

people w ith a singular propensity, sodomy was anyone's potential depravity.

Just after Paul enumerates the sins which could keep a person from

inheriting the kingdom of God, including sodomy (Gk. arsenokoites), he

recalls of the Corinthian Christians, "And such were some of you" (I

Corinthians 6: 11). John Calvin annotates the line:

We m ust not understand [Paul] to mean that all are wrapped up in the 
same bundle as if he attributes all these vices to each one of them. But 
he only wishes to point out that no-one is free from these evil things 
until he has been bom again by the Spirit. For we m ust hold that 
hum an nature, speaking universally, contains the seed of all evils, but 
that some vices predominate and make themselves evident in some 
men, as the Lord brings the depravity of the fresh to view by its fruits. 
[Calvin's Commentaries 125]

Exhibiting a similar perspective, William Bradford, the governor of

Plymouth colony, claims, "Sodomy and buggery (things fearful to name)

have broke forth in friis land" because of "our corrupt natures, which are so

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



173

hardly bridled, subdued, and mortified" (Bray 17). In No Wit, No Help Like 

a Woman's, W eatherwise observes an effiminate gallant while he is 

courting the widow Goldenfleece: "A proper woman tu rn 'd  gallcintl If the 

widow refuse me, I care not if I be a suitor to him. I have known those who 

have been as m ad, and given half their living for a male companion" (H. i. 

180-183). Bray concludes, "The temptation to debauchery, firom which 

homosexuality was not clearly distinguished, was accepted as part of the 

common lot, be it never so abhorred" (16-17).

There is no wholly satisfactory language for negotiating the differing 

assumptions about homosexuality between the Renaissance and our world 

today. Richard Easy, for example, commits sodomy with no immediate 

qualms, but would it be appropriate to label him a homosexual or bisexual 

character? Apparently not, a t least in part because "homosexual " and 

"bisexual" suggest character or personality traits that influence, but remain 

identifiable separately from, sexual activity. In other words, current 

psychological theories m aintain that a homosexual's homosexuality is 

p resoit regardless of the person's actual sexual behavior. For Richard Easy, 

however, when he quits committing sodomy and marries Thomasine, he 

quits being a sodomite. For the remainder of this study, w hen the word 

"homosexual" is used, its ontological connotations will no t be intended; 

rather, it will be used to refer to characters like Jack Dapper whose sexual 

activity is noted to be w ith other males. By Renaissance concepts, they have 

acted on the potential for debauchery open to all humanity.
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The easy answer for Middleton's treatment of characters involved in 

homosexuadity is that it concurs w ith his treatment of other debauchers and 

of debauchery in  general. If Penitent, Gratiana, Sir Walter W horehound, 

Theodorus Witgood, and the Courtesan can all experience God's grace, 

debauchers all, then Richard Easy's experience of grace is not unusual 

within M iddleton's canon. Without considering the vexing Calvinist 

conflict between free wül and election and damnation, Middleton claims 

that salvation is anyone's possibility: "The treason of the first Adam p u t the 

second to death, and the death of the second, quitted all the sonnes of the 

first" {The Two Gates Blv). And while observing the correspondence 

between leprosy and sinfulness in chapter two, I noted Middleton's 

annotation of M atthew 8: 2-4: "fri this, Christ shews, that he abhorreth no 

sinner, that comes unto him, be he never so uncleane" (D2r).

Most of M iddleton's homosexual characters do not receive grace. Yet 

among the debauchers who neither receive grace nor are shown to suffer for 

their doings. Sir Beauteous Ganymede and Sir Thomas Long (both of The 

Roaring Girl) offer no immediate or evident dangers to their social settings. 

In contrast to them are the Allwits, who intend to open a brothel and who 

are also unpunished for their debauchery. Although the portrayal of all 

these characters is satirical, the portrayal of the Allwits is more biting, and 

they represent greater dangers to their social setting.

Yet if theoretically sodomy is just one kind of debauchery among 

several kinds, if the temptation of sodomy is common, and if M iddleton's
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view that "Christ abhorreth no sinner that comes unto him" is a common 

view (with salvation open to all), then the salvations, conversions, or 

repentances of homosexuals or sodomites are seldom recorded, w hether in 

literary texts or in historical accounts in the Renaissance. Not so the 

conversions of other debauchers, from St. Augustine on down to 

M iddleton's characters. This is not to suggest that there were no 

conversions or repentances of sodomites to record. Other possibilities are 

that their sins would have been noted by more general terminology 

(including "debauchery" itself)/ or that at this yet early date in gay studies, 

records of such religious experiences have not yet attracted attention. 

W hatever the reason may be, Middleton's practical consideration and 

literary portrayal of grace as it applies to those who commit sodomy appears

rare for the Renaissance.^^

Practical is, of course, in the eye of the beholder. But Middleton does 

situate his considerations of grace in contexts including botti the recorded 

practices of homosexuals and the commonly held beliefs of his society 

regarding sodomy. Sodomy in the representations of Renaissance English 

popular culture involves prodigality, the activities of gallants, transvestism, 

demonology, the activities of the Jacobean court, and the relationships of 

masters and servants. Sodomy also raises epistemological questions about 

sex and gender, the distinctions between w hat is natural and unnatural, and 

thus, questions about human nature itself. Everything Middleton portrays
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of homosexuals and sodomy can be examined with reference to other texts 

which consider or portray homosexuals in corresponding ways. 

Furdierm ore, tiie verisim ilitude M iddleton's representations would have 

had w ith his Jacobean audience would have been heightened in The 

Roaring Girl by the appearance of the notorious female transvestite Moll 

Cutpurse as a character, and in at least one recorded instance, an appearance 

of Moll Cutpurse herself a t a performance.

There are then three prim ary reasons for M iddleton's interest in the 

subject of sodomy. The first is that sodomy serves in the Renaissance as a 

shorthand signifier for much that sin is and encompasses, the most 

debauching of debaucheries. M iddleton does not portray sodomy as that 

extreme; his homosexuals have their equals (at least) in  his other 

debauchers. But if M iddleton can dem onstrate on the stage how grace 

applies to homosexuality, then he argues for possibilities, and therefore 

probabilities, for grace beyond its usual representations. Grace becomes

more fiian a merely theoretical construct.^!

The second and third reasons for Middleton's interest in sodomy are 

tied together: there was homosexuality in London's theatrical community, 

and it received attention from the opponents of the ttieatre. The 

homosexuality of actors and the sodomy caused by the viewing of plays are 

emphasized by the antitheatrical writers of Middleton's time, becoming yet 

further decisive points, fiiese writers suppose, in dam ning the stage. In the
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most succinct of these arguments. The Anatomy o f Abuses (1583), Philip 

Stubbes writes,

Marke the flocking and running to Theaters & curtens, daylie and 
hourely, night and daye, tyme and tyde to see Playes and Enterludes, 
where such wanton gestures, such bawdie speaches, such laughing and 
fleering, such kissing and bussing, such clipping and culling, such 
winkinge and glandnge of wanton eyes, and the like is used, as is 
wonderfull to behold. Than these goodly pageants being done, every 
mate sorts to his mate, every one bringes another homeward of their 
way verye friendly, and in Üieir secret conclaves (covertly) diey play the 
Sodomits, or worse. And these be the fruits of Playes and Enterluds, for 
the m ost part. [LSr and v]

In The Overthrow of Stage-plays (1599), John Rainolds, an Oxford

divine, argues for "the prohibition of men to pu t on women’s raiment"

because "men's natural corruption and viciousness is prone to monstrous

sin against nature " (E2v). Earlier in the text, citing Socrates, Rainolds is

more explicit about the issue:

W hen Critobulus kissed the sonne of Aldbiades, a beautifuU boy, 
Socrates saide he had done amisse and very dangerously: because, as 
certaine spiders, if they doe but touch men onely w ith their mouth, 
they pu t them to wonderfull paine and make them madde: so 
beautifuU boyes by kissing doe sting and powre secretly in a kinde of 
poyson, the poyson of incontinencie. [Dlv]

Although Rainolds" text comes from letters he exchanged w ith the

playwright William Gager in 1592, the publication date of 1599 corresponds,

probably significantly, w ith the time when M iddleton was briefly a student

at Oxford.

Just over thirty years later, the most hyperbolic and hyperventilating of 

the theatre’s opponents, William Prynne, continues the same argument in 

Histriomastix (1633). Laura Levine summarizes his argument:
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Ever graphic, William Pryime insists that dressing like women is 
always the necessary stimulant to homosexuality: the "male priests of 
Venus" always oblige their companions the "passive beastly sodomites 
of Florida" by going clad in women's clothing, the "better to ellidate, 
countenance, act and colour their unnaturall &cecrable uncleanesse " 
W hat this conviction implies of course is that the heterosexual 
titillation is pretext and the homosmcual response what is "real." What 
this spectator is "really" attracted to when he looks at the stage is a man. 
[961

Although our sympathies are not w ith the opponents of the theatre,

their association of sodomy with the theatre is not merely a delusion.

Homosexual liaisons are also noted by relatively objective observers (in

comparison to the theatre's opponents) or by those who are even friendly to

the theatre. Bray cites an account by Lucy Hutchinson, the wife of a

Roundhead colonel, who notes some differences in the court of Charles

from the court of James:

The face of the Court was much changed in the change of the king, for 
King Charles was temperate, chaste, and serious; so that the fools and 
bawds, mimics and catamites of the former court grew out of fashion 
and the nobility and courtiers, who did not quite abandon their 
debaucheries, yet so reverenced the king as to retire into comers to 
practice them. [Bray 55; emphasis added]

About this passage, Bray notes, "A 'mimic' was a burlesque actor; the usage

is now obsolete but was current in the early seventeenth century and is here

the only reading of the word that fits easily " (55).

Others who observe the association of sodomy and the theatre include

Edward Guilpin, Ben Jonson, Thomas Dekker and Middleton himself. In

Skialetheia (1598), a book of epigrams and satires, Guilpin writes of a gallant

"Who is at every play, and every night/ Sups with his Ingles, who can well
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recite,/ Whatsoever rhymes are gracious" (Epigram 38, lines 11-13). In 

Jonson’s Poetaster, Ovid's father worries about his son becoming a 

playwright: "What, shall I have my son a  stager now, an ingle for players?" 

(qtd in Orgel, "Nobody" 19). Dekker dedicates his plague pamphlet News 

from Graves-End to "The now-onely-onely-Supper-maker to Enghles & 

Plaiers-Boyes, Syr Nicholas Nemo, alias Nobody" {Plague Pamphlets 65). 

M iddleton makes the connection in Father Hubbard's Tales, when a young 

gentleman is advised "if his humour so serve him, to call in at the 

Blackhriars, where he should see a nest of boys able to ravish a man" (VDI: 

77). None of these are antitheatrical complaints against the stage; yet when 

they associate sodomy with the theatre, they do concur with Philip Stubbes, 

John Rainoldes, William Prynne, and others who oppose the theatre.

Both Michaelmas Term and The Roaring Girl need to be read w ith the 

charges of sodomy against the theatre in mind. For example, the 

homosexual characters inMichaelmas Term are not crossdressers, pointing 

to the existence of homoerotic activity independent of the theatre and its 

transvestite practices. Yet for some antitheatricalists, the theatre is the 

source of sodomy. The redemption of Easy also stands broadly for the 

possibilities of redemption Middleton suggests are available to others like 

him. These possibilities are never suggested by the antitheatricalists, so 

Michaelmas Term is a general counterpoint to their arguments.

In The Roaring Girl, however, M iddleton (and Dekker) directly 

confronts the charges of the antitheatricalists by making the play exactly the
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kind they would most loathe—an exuberantly transvestite play, a veritable 

market of baw dry (in the market scenes), the playing of several sodomites, 

and, as noted earlier, the appearance of a woman on stage. Lest a reader miss 

the point, M iddleton offers a dedicatory epistle to the first edition (1611), 

beginning, "To the Comic Play-readers: Venery and Laughter." The sexual 

pun on "venery" as both "good hunting" and "the practice or pursuit of 

sexual pleasure" (MulhoUand's annotation) is used throughout the play, 

including when Laxton says he will act "like a puny at the inns of venery"

(H. i. 140). The Roaring Girl is an argument for eras against the charges of 

antitheatricalists, bu t eras, as Middleton portrays it, w ithin the blessing of 

marriage. The sodomites in The Roaring Girl are used to make this 

argument, and the play seems to be Middleton's effort to redeem the theatre 

from antitheatricalism. I will consider first the two early satires,

Microcynicon and Father Hubbard's Tales, before examining the two plays 

in detail.

n. "Time was I loved Pyander well": The Wide Indication of Sodomy in
M iddleton's Satires

M iddleton's earliest extant works, his juvenilia, are never praised, but 

sometimes the condemnation of the critics is immoderate. Their 

expectation seems to be that between the ages of sixteen and twenty, when 

M iddleton wrote his first three published works, he should have already 

been a skillful w riter. But these three works—'The Wisdom of Solomon 

Paraphrased (1597), Microcynicon (1599), and TTie Ghost of Lucrece
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(1600)—might best be explained as writing projects or exercises, where the 

accomplishment is more in their completion than in their art.

Microofnicon resembles Joseph Hall's Virgidemiarum (1597-1598); both 

works start w ith a few stanzas of "Defiance to Envy" and an author’s 

prologue (Barker 29). The body of Middleton's text consists of six satires of 

London character types, types he would return to throughout his later 

dramas: Insatiate Cron the miser is ttie precursor to Sir Bounteous Progress 

and H arry Dampit; Prodigal Zodon precedes Richard Follywit, Theodorus 

W itgood, and Richard Easy; Cheating Droone calls to m ind a number of later 

cozeners, Quomodo among them. Of Middleton's early works,

Microcynicon is closest in spirit to his mature artistic vision. If it does not 

achieve greatness, parts of it, as Richard Barker claims, "succeed in being 

readable and even lively" (29).

Satire V, of Ingling Pyander, differs from the other five satires by the 

involvem ent of the narrator in the situation he describes. It is unclear 

w hether there is a single narrator or several in Microcynicon, but in the

previous four satires, the narrator is an observer, not a participant.^^ In 

Satire V, however, he offers himself as a victim of Ingling Pyander's wiles. 

His com plaint is that he had fallen in love with Pyander, unaware that 

"she" is a cross-dressing boy. As in the other satires, M iddleton makes the

didactic point explidt^^:

Rash-headed cavaliers, leam to be wise;
And if you needs will do, do with advice;
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Tie not affection to each wanton smile.
Lest doting fancy truest love beguile;
Trust not a painted puppet, as I have done.
Who far more doted than Pygmalion:
The streets are full of juggling parasites 
W ith the true shape of virgins’ counterfeits:
But if of force you must a hackney hire.
Be curious in your choice, the best will tire;
The best is bad, therefore hire none at all;
Better to go on foot than ride and fall. [88-99]

"Hackney" is used here to refer to a prostitute as well as to a horse; to

"ride and fall," therefore, is a double entendre. But ride whom? Taken in

isolation, this passage refers generally to prostitution: The best hackney is

bad, so hire none at all. But if the readers are to "trust not a painted puppet,

as I have done," we know that the narrator has trusted Pyander.

This passage raises the sex and gender confusions associated with cross-

dressing and sodomy. A puppet, for example, is already an imitation of a

gendered being, so does it matter if the puppet is painted? Furthermore,

because puppets have no sex, we may recall how Puppet Dionysius answers

the Puritan Busy's objection of transvestism in Jonson's Bartholomew Fair,

"It will not hold against the puppets, for we have neither male nor female

amongst us" (V. v. 92-94). Earlier when the narrator first reveals Pyander as

the subject of his outrage, he reports.

Sometimes he jets it like a gentleman,
Otherwhiles much like a wanton courtesan;
But, tru th  to tell, a man or woman whether,
I cannot say, she's excellent at either;
But if report may certify a truth.
She's neither of either, but a cheating youth. [23-28]
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In Bartholomew Fair, Puppet Dionysius concludes his argument by 

exposing himself, proving as well that he is neither of either, but not even a 

cheating youth.

The narrator's assertion that "The streets are full of juggling parasites/ 

W ith the true shape of virgins' counterfeits" (94-95) reiterates the 

epistemological problem. W hat, after all, is a "true shape of virgins' 

counterfeit"? The phrase has no literal meaning, only possibilities: The 

true shape of a counterfeit virgin might actually be a virgin, as in the true 

counterpart to that which is fake. It might be a prostitute, the true 

counterfeit of a virgin. The phrase must also include Pyander, a parasite 

with the true shape of a virgin's counterfeit.

While these confusions or ambiguities may inhere in the subjects of 

cross-dressing and sodomy, they are also motivated by the needs of the 

narrator. Unlike the other satires in Microq/nicon, "Ingling Pyander" 

implicates its narrator, perhaps more so than even Pyander himself. Any 

confusion the narrator can raise about Pyander's sex or activities might also 

serve to diminish the reader's sense of his own culpability. But the narrator 

is not exonerated. Indeed, while the narrator considers Pyander's parentage, 

we quickly leam that he is the son of a prostitute that even the narrator has 

consorted with:

Old beldam hath a daughter or a son.
True bom  or illegitimate, all's one;
Issue she hath. The father? Ask you me?
The house wide open stands, her lodging's free: 
Adm it myself for recreation
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Sometimes did enter her possession.
It argues not that I have been the man 
That first kept revels in that mansion. [3-10]

However much the narrator may complain about his mistreatment firom

Pyander, the narrator himself is a debaucher. W hat the narrator argues

against Pyander reverberates back on himself.l^

The equivalence of sodomy with other kinds of debauchery continues

when this brothel the narrator has visited (the mansion) is named:

The tenement hath oft been bought and sold:
Tis rotten now, earth to earth, dust to dust,
Sodom's on fire, and consume it must. [12-14]

I have noted earlier that sodomy in Renaissance usage does not refer

exclusively to male-to-male sexual activity (alfiiough that is its usual

reference). Bray cites several uses of "Sodom" and its cognates that m ust be

taken as having heterosexual references (14,18). Notable are the brothels

Sodom and Little Sodom of Salisbury Court during the Restoration,

remarked upon by John Wümot and John Dryden. More contemporary to

Middleton's work is the use of "sodomitess" as an annotation for "whore"

in the margin of the Authorized translation of Deuteronomy 23: 17. As long

as sodomy could be thought a heterosexual activity, Üien a reader could take

Middleton's narrator (and not only Ingling Pyander) as a sodomite because

he has visited Sodom, the brothel.

If debauchery leads to debauchery firom worse to worst, then we may

also conclude the narrator is a sodomite of the usual sort. The narrator

describes his initial encounter with Pyander in a straightforward manner:
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Walking the city, as m y  wonted use.
There was I subject to this foul abuse:
Troubled w ith many thoughts, pacing along,
It was my chance to shoulder in a throng;
Thrust to the channel I was, but crowding her,
I spied Pyander in a nymph's attire:
No nym ph more fair than did Pyander seem.
Had not Pyander then Pyander been;
No lady w ith a fairer face more graced.
But that Pyander's self himself defaced;
Never was boy so pleasing to the heart 
As was Pyander for a woman's part. [58-69]

The result of the narrator's quick infatuation soon follows:

So far entangled was my soul by love.
That force perforce I m ust Pyander prove:
The issue of which proof did testify 
Ingling Pyander's dam ned villainy.
I loved indeed, and, to my mickle cost,
I loved Pyander, so my labour lost:
Fair words I had, for store of coin I gave.
But not enjoyed the fruit I thought to have. [74-81]

The narrator does not indicate whether his sexual union with Pyander

occurred just after they met in the street, or how long it was until "So far

entangled was my soul by love,/ That force perforce I m ust Pyander prove "

(74-75). But however long this took, the narrator would have us believe

that he always took Pyander for a woman.

This is called into question by his other comments, including one cited

earlier: "Sometimes he jets it like a gentlem an,/ Otherwhiles much like a

wanton courtesan " (23-24). When or how the narrator comes to know

Pyander jetting it like a gentleman is uncertain, but the knowledge itself

suggests either that the narrator knew this before their sexual union, or that

he maintained some contact w ith Pyander even after not enjoying the fruit

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



186

he thought to have (81). This problem of time also arises when the narrator

explains why he is telling about Pyander at all:

What, shall I cloak sin with a coward fear.
And suffer not Pyander's sin appear?
I will, I will. Your reason? Why, I’ll tell.
Because time was I loved Pyander well;
True love indeed will hate love’s black defame.
So loathes my soul to seek Pyander’s shame.
Oh, but 1 feel the worm of conscience sting.
And summons me upon my soul to bring.
Sinful Pyander into view.
There to receive the shame that will ensue! [37-46]

Expressions of "true love ” between men are common enough in

Renaissance texts, and they do not necessarily denote sexual desire.

However, if the narrator’s explanation of the development of his

relationship is to be believed—that he took Pyander for a woman until

"force perforce [he] m ust Pyander prove ” (75), then how is the reader to

believe that "time was [he] loved Pyander well ” (40)?

A few lines earlier, the narrator notes the physical points of attraction

Pyander had for him:

Whose rolling eye sets gazers’ hearts on fire.
Whose cherry lip, black brow, and smiles procure 
Lust-buming buzzards to the tempting lure. [34-36]

If there had been a time when the narrator loved Pyander well, we are never

shown when it was. There is no in-between period from when the narrator

is himself a lust-buming buzzard to his creating a cloak for his own sin (or

perhaps a closet?) while outing Pyander; i. e. there is no time when the

narrator loved Pyander well.
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The critical interest so far shown in Satire V of Microcynicon has been

focussed on Ingling Pyander rather than on his lover, the narrator. But do

the narrator's contradictions invalidate his conclusion ("If of force you must

a hackney hire ..." quoted above)? The narrator uses religious language

throughout the text, speaking of sinfulness, shame, and the sting of the

worm of conscience. Most telling, however, is the linking of Old Testament

language to pre-Christian myth. Recall the language when the narrator tells

of the brothel he used to visit:

Tis rotten now, earth to earth, dust to dust,
Sodom's on fire, and consume it must;
And wanting second reparations,
Pluto hath seized the poor reversions. [13-16]

A few lines later, the narrator describes London as "Troynovant, that aU-

admired tow n,/ Where thousands still do travel up and dow n,/ Of beauty's

counterfeits " (29-31). The moral import of this satire comes from within

Sodom or before Christ, as "if of force [one] m ust a hackney hire" (emphasis

added). This satire offers no place outside of the state of original sin from

which to moralize. That is why the conclusion—"Better to go on foot than

ride and fall" (99)—appears like a word of advice rather than a proclamation.

To go outside of this state requires a grace which Middleton considers later,

in Michaelmas Term and The Roaring Girl, in relation to sodomy.

The next significant mention of homoerotic desire in Middleton's

works occurs in Father Hubbard's Tales; or. The Ant and the Nightingale

(1604). The text presents the misadventures of a country youth whose father
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has died and who is wasting his inheritance in London, "metamorphosed,"

significantly, "into the shape of a  French puppet" (VUE: 68). The youth is

accompanied by several of his tenants, and the Ant narrates the tale in the

persona of a ploughman. They fall into the company of an Irish lawyer who

"when in sight of us, he embraced our young gentleman (I think, for a fool),

and gave him many riotous instructions how to carry himself, which he was

prom pter to take than the other to put into him" (Vni: 77). The lawyer's

advice includes how to meet the gallants who spend the most money and

w hat taverns to dine at:

Then after dinner he must venture beyond sea, that is, in a choice pair 
of noblemen's oars, to the Bankside, where he must sit out the breaking 
up of a comedy, or the first cut of a tragedy; or rather, if his hum our so 
serve him, to call in at the Blachfriars, where he should see a nest of 
boys able to ravish a man. This said, our young goose-cap, who was 
ready to embrace such counsel, thanked him for his fatherly 
admonitions, as he termed them, and told him again that he should 
not find him w ith the breach of any of them, swearing and protesting 
he would keep all those better than the ten commandments.
[Vni: 77-78; emphasis added]

Stephen Orgel cites the italicized portion of this and Ben Jonson's 

Poetaster ("Shall I have my son a stager now, an ingle for players?") to note 

both dramatists' acknowledgement of homosexual prostitution associated 

w ith the theatre. He introduces these citations by claiming, "The attitude 

implied in the charge tends to be, surprisingly, liberal and permissive" 

("Nobody" 19). Relative to the usual discourses on the subject of sodomy in 

M iddleton's and Jonson's time, this may be true; neither w riter exhibits a 

high degree of anxiety about sodomites. But if their attitudes may be labelled
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"liberal" (which is likely to be misleading), they cannot accurately be called

"permissive" because rather than denouncing sodomy, they satirize i t  15 

This portion of the Ant's tale should not be read out of the context of the 

conclusion, when the gallant, having lost all his money, is now "the true 

picture of the prodigal" (VDI: 84). The lawyer's advice leads to no good end.

M iddleton also makes his point by punning on the w ord "breach. " "To 

breach," in its primary meaning for this passage, is to break, as in the 

breaking of the commandments. However, "breach" is also a pun for 

"breech," which can mean both a person's rear end and an article of clothing 

to cover the loins. In the Geneva Bible, Adam and Eve "sewed figtre leaves 

together, and made them selves breeches" (Genesis 3: 7); this translation 

caused the Geneva Bible to be known as the "Breeches Bible." "Breeches" is 

also an early form for the Southern colloquialism "britches," for trousers. 

Thus, if the gallant will not be found w ith the breach of any of the lawyer's 

fatherly admonitions, then he will be found in someone's breech.

Immediately after leaving the lawyer's company, die young gallant was 

"of a sudden ... encountered by a m ost glorious-spangled gallant, which we 

took at first to have been some upstart tailor, because he measured all his 

body w ith a salutation, hrom the flow of the doublet to the fall of the 

breeches " (VUI: 78). This tailor is the young gallant's com panion through 

the rest of his dissolution. Keeping the lawyer's admonitions will indeed 

mean the young gallant keeps them  better then the ten commandments.
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and his fall by breaching the commandments is caused in part by the fall of 

his breeches.

Further problems w ith the tone of this t®ct (liberal and permissive?) 

arise w hen we consider the relationship of the author himself to w hat he 

writes here and in Microq/nicon. Why, for example, does M iddleton 

specifically mention the boys a t the Blackfriars? Most of his city comedies 

were performed by the Paul's boys. At the Blackfriars were the Children of 

the Revels, who perform ed Your Five Gallants and A Trick to Catch the

Old One (1606).l^ We cannot yet determine whether the Children of the 

Revels were rivals to M iddleton's personal interests (a lth o u ^  they were 

rivals to the Paul's boys), or whether he was already working with them  in 

1604 when he wrote Father Hubbard's Tales. Even if he were working with 

the Blackfriars boys, was he satisfied with their performances? Jonson, we 

may recall, criticizes the actors of his plays. Shakespeare also complains of 

the "aery of children, little eyases" who perform plays {Hamlet H. ii. 339). Is 

M iddleton's reference to the nest of boys at the Blackfriars able to ravish a 

m an an insult, a joke, an attem pt at retribution, or a simple statem ent of 

w hat Middleton believes about them?

If Middleton is reporting what he believes to be true about the 

Blackfriars boys, that hardly solves the interpretive problem because the next 

question is whose homoerotic desire is being remarked. First it is the 

lawyer's in the text. "Ravish " complicates this question because the reader
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does not know who would be ravishing (to) whom. If "ravish" here means 

rape, then this expresses the homoerotic desire of the nest of boys, who are 

"able to ravish a man." But "ravish" also means to delight or fill with 

ecstacy; by this meaning the homoerotic desire is of the viewers, the lawyer

and the young gallant, delighted by gazing on the boys.l^

The problem of deciding whose homoeroticism is being noted w ithin

the text is matched by the problem of situating M iddleton's comments

within the social context. If Middleton is reporting, do his words express a

commonly-held judgement about the Blackfriars boys, his opinion of w hat

constitutes erotic desires for sodomites, his own homoerotic desires, or

something else? Contemporary records do show that the Blackfriars boys

had a reputation for their dissolute ways. Leinwand notes a 1601 Star

Chamber case in which

Henry Clifton, a Norfolk gentleman residing in London, complained to 
the Queen that his thirteen-year-old son and sole heir, Thomas, had 
been violently carried to the "play howse in the Blackftyers" where he 
was "committed ... amongste a companie of lewd & dissolute 
mercenary players." What especially exercised Henry Clifton was that 
"yt was not fîtt that a gentleman of his sorte should have his sonne & 
heire ... to be soe basely vsed." Indirect evidence suggests that the Star 
Chamber justices agreed with Clifton, not on the general issue of 
impressing boys for playing and profit, but insofar as the "taking vp of 
gentlemens children against theire wills and to ymploy them for 
players" was worthy of censure. [""Redeeming " 60]

But the question of how to read M iddleton s comment remains and can be

expanded to include Microcynicon: even if we distinguish between

Middleton and his Microcynicon narrator (whose voice is older than
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