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Abstract

The main characters in Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair go to the fair to
taste freshly-roasted pigs. This essay begins with the query of why this is so,
investigating the relationships between the sale of festive roast pork, commodified
sex, and commercial theater in the emerging capitalist economy. Jonson makes
close connections between the Puritan admonition against roast pig eating,
the Puritans’ anti-theatrical discourses, and male surveillance of women and
their chastity in Renaissance England. Past researches of Puritan anti-theatrical
discourses reveal that what worried the Puritan elders most was the theater’s
potential to lure through sexual fantasies and whet erotic desires. They sus-
pected that theater provided a resort for men and women to meet and com-
mit fornication. In Jonson’s satire, the Puritan husbands are so occupied with
their own businesses that they neglect their wives, who are tempted by ela-
borate costumes and material delights and even become whores. Moreover,
in both the upper-class heiress’s and the middle-class widow’s choice of
husbands, the men’s inability to control women’s virginity and chastity is dis-
played. Allin all, Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair presents a world of emerging
capitalism where everything—including art, women, and even marriage—can
be traded. In this world, theatrical productions are harshly attacked and strict-
ly censored due to its possible connections with prostitution, but religious
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and juridical institutions fail to discipline debauched wives; and most impor-
tantly, capitalist values starkly subvert conventional moral boundaries.

Keywords: Ben Jonson, Bartholomew Fair, commercial sex, marital transactions,
anti-theatrical discourses
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At the outset of Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair, John Littlewit, a proctor
of an ecclesiastical court, is anxious to attend Bartholomew Fair because he has
secretly written a puppet show and is looking forward to seeing its production
there. To bypass the objections of his Puritan mother-in-law, Dame Purecraft,
Littlewit suggests that his pregnant wife, Win, feign an insatiable longing for
roast pig (1.5.1 52).! Dame Purecraft, however, persuades her daughter to resist the
temptation of “the unclean beast, pig” (1.6.8). Failing to curb her daughter’s desire
for eating freshly-roasted pig, Dame Purecraft then consults her Puritan suitor,
Busy, hoping that he can think of any excuse to legitimize Win’s eating roast pig
at the Bartholomew Fair.

What makes eating roast pig in Bartholomew Fair give the fairgoers in Re-
naissance England such an ambivalent, love-and-hate sensation? In 7he Politics
and Poetics of Transgression, Peter Stallybrass and Allon White find that eating
Bartholomew pig produced a festive sensation for early modern Londoners be-
cause “fairs in which pigs were the sole or principal commodity were extremely
rare in England” (44). Unlike sheep, horses and cattle, pigs could not be driven
over long distances and so were usually disposed of at small, weekly markets, or
slaughtered and sold at local farms. At a time when freezing technology was still
underdeveloped, fresh pork was a rarity, and commoners typically consumed
salted meat. For those who rarely had a chance to taste freshly grilled pork, eating
roast pig was particularly enjoyable; however, the Puritans considered eating roast
pigs at Bartholomew Fair an act of “idolatry” because the way the roast pig was dis-
played at Bartholomew Fair resembled a sacrifice on a pagan altar (Marcus 51).2

The stout Puritan Busy’s deep anxiety about eating roast pig at Bartholomew
Fair is rooted in the Bartholomew pig’s resemblance to a sacrificial offering. How-
ever, the danger of eating roast pig and the symbolic connotation that the pork
flesh conveyed goes far beyond Busy’s condemnation of paganism and idolatry.
In Eating Right in the Renaissance, Ken Albala finds that “according to Galen, pig’s
flesh is the substance most similar to human. The similar internal anatomy pro-
bably prompted this idea, and Galen is known to have used pigs for illustration
of human anatomy” (70). Albala’s research reveals that people in the Renaissance
were aware of the resemblances between pork and human flesh, and that Jonson’s
Bartholomew Fair illustrates the emerging capitalist economy by connecting the
sale of festive roast pork, commodified sex, and the commercial theater. This essay

! Subsequent quotations of the play are cited from Bartholomew Fair in English Renaissance Drama,
eds. David M. Bevington, Lars Engle, Katherine Eisaman Maus, and Eric Rasmussen, New York & London:
Norton, 2002. 961-1066.

2 Leah S. Marcus notes that Busy identifies Bartholomew pig as “a spice of idolatry” consumed in “the

high places” of paganism (51).
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explores the interconnections between the Puritans” admonition against roast pig
eating, their anti-theatrical discourses, and the Renaissance Englishmen’s surveil-
lance of women and control over virginity and chastity. In doing so, I argue that
living in the changing world of proto-capitalist economy, Jonson responds to his
social milieu by presenting a topsy-turvy theatrical fair in which everything is
market-oriented: moral values are inverted, Puritans are hypocritical, wives are
debauched, and everything can be traded.

Although Jonson’s theatrical Bartholomew Fair is filled with a diverse array
of booths and stalls, barrows and baskets, belonging to different vendors from
everywhere, at the center of his fair stands the booth of the pig-woman, Ursula.
Although eating roast pigs in Bartholomew Fair is a delightful pleasure for the
fair-goers, the preparation and cooking takes time and labor, and the working
conditions in a temporarily built booth are unbearably hot, muggy, and crowded.
The pressure and fatigue Ursula suffers results in her excessive consumption of
alcohol, meat, and tobacco, and her immoderate consumption of luxuries that
commoners could not easily acquire in Renaissance London insinuates that she
is making easy money through the flesh trade. In the play, Justice Adam Overdo
calls Ursula “the sow of enormity” and considers her booth “the very womb and
bed of enormity” because Ursula has been “punk, pinnace, and bawd, any time these
two-and-twenty years, upon the record i'the Piepowders” (5.6.61-62; 2.2.75-77).
His comments clearly reveal that Ursula has been involved in the sex trade for a
long time and uses the backside of her booth as a brothel. The pig-woman sells
not only roast pork, but also her own flesh, as well as other women’s.

Aside from her propensity to commercial sex, Ursula also represents the un-
ruliness of an economically independent woman that most Renaissance men fear.
Her consumption of luxury goods, such as alcohol and tobacco, seems to be ex-
tremely extravagant because these commodities, especially tobacco, are fairly ex-
pensive for the laboring class in this period. She explains to her tapster Mooncalf
that she employs “special techniques,” such as charging patrons for more ale
than they can actually drink (2.2.93-108). She also instructs Mooncalf the skills
of selling overpriced roast pigs, “Five shillings a pig is my price, at least; if it be
a sow-pig, sixpence more; if she be a great-bellied wife, and long for’t, sixpence

3 Past criticism had noticed the criminal potential of Ursula’s booth and her predilection to trading
human flesh. Jonathan Haynes points out that Ursula’s booth is the main harbor of criminal activities
in the play. It not only sells overpriced roast pigs, falsely-measured ale and beer, and adulterated tobacco
but also covers Edgeworth and Nightingale’s theft ring, Whit’s prostitution activities, and Knockem’s
thievery (649). G. M. Pinciss notes that Ursula’s booth provides a “home” for “all the sins of the flesh—
wrath, gluttony, greed, and above all, lechery (as represented by prostitution here) (353). Tan McAdam
considers Ursula a representation of Eve, who tempts man to fall (428).
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more for that” (2.2.113-15). There is no doubt that Ursula is deft at coaxing
money from her customers’ purses, including the stout Puritan figure, Busy.

Despite Busy’s die-hard Puritan proclamations, he is very fond of eating, and
he definitely cannot resist the scent of Ursula’s roast pigs. When Dame Purecraft
confers with him about Win’s longing for roast pork, he readily finds an excuse to
rationalize and thus legitimize roast pork eating: “Verily, for the disease of longing,
it is a disease, a carnal disease, or appetite, incident to women; and as it is carnal,
and incident, it’s natural, very natural. Now pig, it is a meat, and a meat that is
nourishing, and may be longed for, and so consequently eaten. It may be eaten,
very exceeding well eaten” (1.6.50-55). And, especially when Littlewit urges him
to take stock of his priorities and to consider the safety of a pregnant woman
and her unborn child first, Busy instantly demurs that everything is “subject to
construction” and decides that roast pig “may be eaten, and in the fair, I take i,
in a booth, the tents of the wicked. The place is not much, not very much; we
may be religious in midst of the profane, so it be eaten with a reformed mouth;
with sobriety and humbleness, not gorged in with gluttony or greediness” (1.6.69;
1.6.72-77). Using a pregnant woman’s desire for a culinary rarity as his pretense,
the hypocritical Busy resolves that “by public eating of the swine’s flesh,” he can
profess his “hate and loathing of Judaism,” so that he will go and “eat exceedingly”
(1.6.94-99).

Failing to resist the aroma of Ursula’s roast pigs, Busy encourages Littlewit to
be bold and satisfy his wife’s frailty and longing for roast pig flesh because it is a
“sin of obstinacy, great obstinacy, high and horrible obstinacy, to decline or resist
the good titillation of the famelic sense” (3.2.84-86). In fact, Win does not want
to enter any roast pig booth so quickly because she wants to browse other booths
first; however, Busy is so tempted by Ursula’s roast pigs that he tries to justify his
patronage of her booth with the pretense that they are attempting to escape the other
“vanities” in the fair (3.2.94). For Ursula, these Puritan guests are just “sippers
o'the city” who will not be big spenders; however, for the pimps of her brothel,
Knockem and Whit, they are gullible dupes, and the pimps are happy to turn
themselves into tapster and waiter to serve them. Though proclaiming himself to
be a true Puritan, Busy commits one of the Seven Deadly Sins of being a glutton.
His justifications become so absurd that even the morally degenerate pimps take
him as a potential victim to be exploited.

Jonson’s theatrical Busy certainly reminds his audiences of the contemporary
foes of his trade—the Puritan anti-theatrical polemicists. First, the fact that Busy
was originally a baker who made cakes to serve wedding feasts and Maytime festi-
vities becomes humorous fodder for a counterattack on his dogmatic Puritanism
(1.3.115-23). What can be more deplorable than to see a person whose former
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trade was primarily supported by the “profane feasts and meetings” in the popular
tradition denounce these very feasts and festivities that sustained his former liveli-
hood (1.3.122-23). Here, Jonson points out that the Puritan elders antagonism
toward popular festivities does grave harm to the trades and commercial activities
that depended upon fairs and festivals. He warns that any crackdown would de-
prive the livelihood of many innocent workers. Moreover, the names Jonson attri-
butes to his Puritan characters, such as Zeal-of-the-land Busy and Win-the-Fight
Little, imply the Puritans’ hostility to the popular entertainment and disclose the
playwright’s displeasure at the Puritans’ hypocritical opposition to the theater.

In Jonson’s time, Puritan anti-theatrical discourse derived mainly from socio-
economic concerns. Puritan elders were worried that the gathering of crowds from
all walks of the society in the theater would help spread the plague, provide whores
and pickpockets with opportunities to ply their trades, lure apprentices and
journeymen to escape their work, and so forth. For fear of creating even more
social problems, the most austere Puritan polemicists denounced the theater and
threatened to permanently shut it down, not only because Sunday performances
kept people away from their sermons, but also because in their view, plays, like
May games and other traditional festivities, were a survival of Roman Catholic
idolatry (Heinemann 31-32). The fear that theatergoing and theatrical perfor-
mances would arouse lewd, licentious, illicit, and erotic desires in the minds of
audiences was one of the most primary concerns.

Joseph Lenz argues in “Base Trade: Theater as Prostitution” that from the
beginning of the professional theater in the 1570s until its prohibition in 1642,
the opponents of the theater, such as John Rainolds, Stephen Gosson, William
Prynne, and John Northbrooke, “consistently associated the theater with prosti-
tution” (833). In Anatomy of Abuses (1583), Philip Stubbes criticizes theater for
luring women to lose their virginity and chastity and for provoking lewd, bawdy
thoughts:

Do they not maintain bawdry, insinuate foolery, and renew the remembrance of hea-
then idolatry? Do they not induce whoredom and uncleanness? Nay, are they not
rather plain devourers of maidenly virginity and chastity? For proof whereof mark but
the flocking and running to Theaters and Curtains, daily and hourly, night and day,
time and tide, to see plays and interludes, where such wanton gestures, such bawdy speeches,
such laughing and fleering, such clipping and culling, such winking and glancing of wanton
eyes, and the like is used, as is wonderful to behold. (qtd. in Heinemann 20)

His notion was echoed by Stephen Gosson and in his 7he School of Abuse
(1597), Gosson denounced playwrights for turning commercial theater into
channels of licentious fantasy and illicit desire: “they arrange comforts of melody,
to tickle the ear; costly apparel, to flatter the sight; effeminate gesture, to ravish the
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sense; and wanton speech, to whet desire to inordinate lust” (qtd. in Lenz 833).
Here, Gosson furthers Stubbes” notion of erotic arousal and purports to show that
theater evokes it by connecting bawdy performances on the stage with the prosti-
tutes’ enticing customers in the street. For him, the erotic sensations a player and
a prostitute could arouse were virtually the same: both intended to lure citizens
and whet their sexual appetites.

In a very short time, these critiques evolved into a direct and detailed criticism
of the costumes of stage players. In A Treatise Against Idlenesse, Vain Playes, and
Enterludes (1598), John Northbrooke deplored that the stage players’ elaborate
costumes, the swan feathers on their heads, the silk and golden apparel, and the
performance of the roles of pagan deities made them “fully in the kingdome of
Sathan” (73). In addition to pointing out stage plays’ potential revival of classical
paganism, Northbrooke also criticized stage plays’ potential to arouse erotic desires:

He that looketh on a woman, and desireth to have hir, he hath committed adulterie al-
redie in his heart . . . I dare boldlye say, that few men or women come from Plays and
resorts of men with safe and chaste minds . . . . Those filthie and unhonest gestures
and movings of the Interlude players, what other thing doe they reache, than wanton
pleasure, and stirring up of fleshly lustes unlawful appetite and desires? With their
bawdie and filthie sayings and counterfeit doings. (64-65)

According to Northbrooke, playgoing provides men and women a publicly
accessible venue to plant the seeds of carnal desires. Even if a male playgoer did
not physically touch a woman in the audience, as long as he is staring at her, his
erotic desire has been aroused. Moreover, the sensational gestures and amorous
discourses of the stage players would further encourage viewers lustful appetites.
For Northbrooke, the theater is a bawdy house that runs a base trade, snaring
viewers visual desire to watch unlawful things, hear filthy speeches, and commit
whoredom:

You behold in an open theatre a place where the soule of the wise snared and con-
demned: in those places though seest not onely unlawful thynges; but also hearest
filthie speeches, whereof is the beginning of whoredome, and the habite of all evilnesse
and mischiefe, where thou shalt by hearing divelishe and filthie songs hurt thy chaste
eares, and also shalt see that which shall be grievous unto thine eyes; for our eyes are
as windowes of the mynde. (61)

Following this logic, these abominations pointed to the practice of cross-
dressing on the English stage and the possibility that it instigated homosexuality.
In The Overthrow of Stage Playes (1599), John Rainolds considered cross-dressing
actors adorned with feathers and silks as sinners with “a lewde intent of commit-
ting whoredome, beguiling, and deceiving” (14-15).
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Even as late as 1729, John Disney, in his A View of Ancient Laws Against Im-
mortalities and Profaneness, condemned romantic comedy as sexually provocative,
claiming that its “argument is generally some lewd intrigue of fornication or
adultery; the wit and language made up of profaneness, double entendres of ob-
scenity, and the contempt of whatever is grave and serious; the main drift, is to
instruct people in the arts of debauching and the opportunities of being debauched”
(305). All in all, these Puritan polemicists coupled playhouses with brothels and
feared that the sexually provocative performances of the stage players and the chance
of heterosexual commingling in the theater would elicit debauched behavior
among the audience.

The association between playhouses and brothels would not have been a
fanciful, foreign idea to Jonson’s audience. Steven Mullaney shows in 7he Place
of the Stage that in Renaissance England, playhouses and brothels located outside
the city walls of London, in the Liberties that housed “marginal spectacles” ranging
from “hospitals and brothels to madhouses, scaffolds of execution, prisons, and
lazar-houses” (31). The fact that Renaissance theaters and brothels were neigh-
boring facilities further supports Andrew Gurr’s and Ann Jannelie Cook’s research
that the theater was frequented by prostitutes—to solicit customers or simply to
watch plays themselves (Gurr 57; Cook 217-18). A similar situation occurred at
market fairs, especially the fairground of Bartholomew Fair. According to Wallace
Shugg in “Prostitution in Shakespeare’s London,” the fairground of the Bartho-
lomew Fair, Smithfield (Cock Lane), was a “natural home for prostitution” be-
cause “the foregoing law was very likely a concession to the needs of the crowds
that came to the Smithfield horse and cattle market and to the fights, tournaments,
and executions that regularly took place there over the centuries” (293). Assuredly,
the horse and cattle traders and customers did not merely come there for the market,
but also for the prostitutes.

Therefore, it would not surprise Jonson’s viewers that the playwright locates
the focus of his play at Ursula’s roast pig booth. It is not only a shop to sell roast
pigs, but also “the very womb and bed of enormities” that covers various criminal
activities: it receives the purses that Edgeworth and Nightingale steal; it houses
Whit and Knockem’s prostitution ring; and it creates an arena for drunken brawls
so that Knockem can seek advantage of the confusion to steal customers’ clocks.
Ursula herself is an interestingly androgynous woman who smokes a pipe, drinks
ale, swears horribly, and quarrels fiercely. A woman endowed with masculine
attributes, her existence, not to mention her involvement in the sex industry, is
already a challenge to the patriarchal authority.

After the Littlewits and their party have finished their feast of roast pig, Lit-
tlewit tries to convince his wife that they will not be able to see anything unless
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she, being pregnant, desires it. He then persuades Win to insist that she longs to
see hobbyhorses, drums, rattles, dogs, fine devices, the bull with the five legs, the
great hog, and most important of all, the puppet show that he has written for the
fair. However, when Purecraft tells Busy that her pregnant daughter is once again
anxious to see the other commercial delights in the fair, the already full-bellied
preacher immediately orders them to leave the fair because this is a place of idol-
atry and impurity (4.6.40-43). Upon hearing this, Ursula’s pimp, Knockem,
sarcastically comments on Busy’s hypocrisy:

An excellent right hypocrite! Now his belly is full, he falls a-railing and kicking, the
jade. A very good vapor! T'll in and joy Ursula with telling how her pig works; two and
a half he eat to his share! And he has drunk a pailful. He eats with his eyes, as well as
his teeth. (3.6.44-48)

Knockem points out that Busy only remembers his Puritan admonitions after
he has eaten two and a half roast pigs and drunk a whole pail of ale. Having stuffed
himself, Busy proclaims that he is again moved by the spirit to censure the wicked
and foul abuses of the fair (4.6.82-92). He compares Leatherhead to Nebuchad-
nezzar 11 (605-562B.C.E.), the proud Chaldean ruler of Babylon who forced his
subjects to worship idols* and rails at the hobbyhorse merchant’s toys because
he considers them rank idols. He also destroys Joan Trash’s gingerbread men be-
cause he considers them a nest of popish idols and images. Having been bribed by
Littlewit for a shilling and annoyed with Busy’s diatribes, Leatherhead leads a group
of officers to arrest him.

Having gotten rid of Busy, the Littlewits are finally by themselves. However,
Win’s overeating and excessive drinking gives rise to an urgent need to relieve herself.
Because they are too far away from home, Littlewit suggests his wife go back to
Ursula’s booth and use her chamber pot there. He leaves Win at Ursula’s booth
and goes to see whether his puppet show is ready or not. Because Ursula’s booth
is “for want of fowl” (lacking prostitutes), she asks Knockem and Whit to per-
suade Win to become a prostitute, and she herself will convince Dame Overdo
to join in this trade (4.5.14).

Whit first tries to convince Win that an honest womans life is a “scurvy dull”
one and intends to tempt her with the delights that she can enjoy as a whore, “Ay,
and ride to Ware and Rumford idy coach, shee de players, be in love vit ‘em; sup vit
gallantsh, be drunk, and cost dee noting” (4.5.37-39). Win naively thinks that
she can be a whore and keeps her chastity: “What, and be honest still> That were
fine sport” (4.5.42). Convinced by Whit and Knockem’s beautifully packaged

4 This allusion is taken from Daniel 3 in The Holy Bible, King James Version.
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lies and tempted by the luxurious clothing they promise, Win agrees to become
a whore.

Win’s craving for luxurious clothing and a comfortable social life is not
merely a theatrical fancy for Jonson’s audience. In “Foreigners and Urban Space
in Westward Ho,” Jean E. Howard points out that during the first decades of the
seventeenth century, due to the rapid increase in England’s import trade, English
consumers, especially women, were tempted to live above their social status and
purchase luxurious foreign fashions and other goods (151). Earlier in the play,
when the Littlewits are putting on their outfits for the fair, Littlewit is greatly
impressed by Win’s elaborate outfit: her velvet hood and her “fine high shoes,
like the Spanish lady” (1.1.23). As a well-to-do proctor, climbing up the social
ladder, Littlewit is very pleased with his financial ability. Although Littlewits
pride demonstrates middle-class mobility in the early seventeenth century,
Howard also notes that this penchant for luxurious foreign fashion was attacked
by the preachers as well as the polemicists (151).

In Renaissance England, daughters of the middle and merchant classes
were regarded as male possessions to be safeguarded for their chastity’s sake and
dressed in conservative fashion. However, as E. J. Burford’s research on pre-
modern London’s Bankside brothels has shown, no one bothered much about
the apparel of laboring-class women, except for prostitutes and courtesans who
always led the fashion trends. To attract potential customers, early modern
whores were likely to be more adventurous, or at the least, less conservative, in
their costume; foreign visitors were impressed with their cleavage-baring styles
and remarked upon it in their letters home (Burford 165-66). Win’s craving for
fashion and her willingness to be a whore demonstrates the commercial allure of
the early seventeenth century’s luxurious fashion. However, the conspicuousness
of her costume would no doubt spark hostility in her laboring-class counterparts.
In the play, Dame Overdo needs the toilet, and she asks Ursula’s pimp, Whit, for
help. At first, Ursula is hostile toward her and resists lending her chamber pot
to a woman who is wearing a velvet hood: “Let her sell her hood and buy a sponge
with a pox to her! My vessel is employed, sir. I have but one, and 'tis the bottom
of an old bottle” (4.4.210-2). However, when Knockem suggests that Dame
Overdo might be amenable to becoming a prostitute for Ursula, the pig woman
finally agrees to let Dame Overdo use her chamber pot.

The competition among whores over luxurious fashion can be seen from the
complaint that, Punk Alice, the common whore, makes to Ursula. Alice angrily
beats Dame Overdo because her “caps and hoods of velvet” will lure the poor
common whores’ customers and “lick the fat” from them (4.5.67-69). Hearing
Alice’s protest, Knockem agrees that Win and Dame Overdo’s costly outfits will
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deprive other whores of their business, and they urge Ursula to open her wardrobe
to fit them with green gowns and crimson petticoats—the conventional costumes
for prostitutes.

Jonson’s play in its focus on costuming suggests that Ursula’s roast pig
booth in Bartholomew Fair is like a contemporary playhouse that lures customers
not only to commerce but also to the sex trade. However, were there any actual
connections between the theater and brothels in Renaissance England? In his study
of theater and brothels, Lenz argues that the purpose of staging erotic desires and
prostitution were the same—money; both of them were commercial activities
(833). The commercial theater sold much more than eroticism; nevertheless, it is
“viewed with prostitution-seeking eyes because the audience is seeking prostitutes”
(Lenz 837).

Furthermore, in this play, Jonson demonstrates that the traffic of women’s
flesh is not merely restricted to the sex trade. The upper-class heiress and the
middle-class widow cannot escape becoming a commodity of patriarchal trans-
actions. At the beginning of the play, it seems that Grace Wellborn is unable to
control her own fate and is doomed to marry Justice Overdo’s idiotic brother-in-
law, Bartholomew Cokes because Overdo has purchased her marriage rights from
the royal Court (Kay 306), and as her legal guardian, has prepared a marriage
between her and Cokes, so that Grace’s valuable estates will be kept in the Overdo-
Cokes family. If she should refuse, she would be subject to a steep penalty for the
value of her land. However, Grace’s disgust with her fiancé grows as his childish
irresponsibility gets him into scrape after scrape, and she is determined to leave
him, even at the risk of losing her inherited lands. At the fair, she finds herself
wooed by Winwife and Quarlous, who are ready to fight to win her. For Grace,
marrying either gentleman would be the same to her, so in order to prevent un-
necessary duels, she decides to choose one of her two suitors by lottery, and she
leaves this job to the madman Troubleall, who happens to pass by.

Blaming Cokes for his inability to keep his personal belongings, Wasp takes
the box that holds Grace’s marriage license from him. Winwife and Quarlous watch
everything from a distance and call Edgeworth to them. They promise not to betray
Edgeworth to the law under the condition that he steals from Wasp the little
black box that holds Grace’s marriage license. The cutpurse gladly undertakes this
mission. Edgeworth finally finds Wasp in a drunken brawl with Puppy, a wrestler,
and Nothern, a clothier. In the ensuing chaos, Edgeworth manages to filch the
black box that holds Grace’s marriage license and passes it on to Quarlous.

Quarlous, now in possession of Grace’s “warrant”—her marriage license via
the cutpurse, Edgeworth—decides to split the interest with Winwife. Namely, since
Quarlous has the marriage license, he can act as Grace’s guardian and demand
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that she pay him the value of her land if she marries Winwife instead of Cokes;
however, he wants to split the interest with Winwife: Winwife gets Grace and
Quarlous gets her fortune. As he frankly tells Justice Overdo:

I thank you sir, for the gift of your ward, Mistress Grace: look you, here is your hand
and seal, by the way—Master Winwife, give you joy! You are Palemon, you are possessed
o'the gentlewoman, but she must pay me value; here’s warrant for it. (5.6.88-92)

Although, as an upper-class woman, Grace is not like the whores who sell
their own flesh to brothel-goers, she is, in a way, auctioning off her bodily self in
the name of her inherited lands. Her marriage license represents her value, and
she can be traded by whomever is in possession of it. Renu Juneja points out that
for most women marriage remains a terrible gamble and the marital relationship
in the Jacobean period is seen through an economic prism of human transaction
(350-52). However, Katherine Gillen’s observation is also pertinent: Grace’s choos-
ing her future marriage partner by a madman’s lottery is an acknowledgement of
her commodified status and her wisdom to acquire an agential self via manipu-
lating commercial dynamics (311-12). Although Grace may obtain partial free-
dom through her strategy, she still has to subject herself to the patriarchal strictures.
Her marriage, in the end, remains a human transaction.

The same is true for the rich widow, Dame Purecraft. In late afternoon at
the fair, Quarlous persuades Troubleall to lend him his ragged robe, and in the
disguise of a madman, he discovers that it is the fortunate Winwife, not he, who
was chosen to marry Grace. Meanwhile, Quarlous finds himself followed by Dame
Purecraft, who remembers a prophecy that she will marry a madman and now
earnestly proposes to him. She tells Quarlous that she does not consider Busy an
ideal marriage partner because he gained his wealth by cheating the heirs of the
deceased brethren that the inheritance had been unconditionally gifted to him
(5.2.66-70). Since Winwife luckily gets Grace, why shouldn’t Quarlous choose
the widow that possesses six thousand pounds? Again, the widow’s possession of
six-thousand pounds wins her a husband who suits her social status. Although
she is not a whore, her marriage to Quarlous carries out a six thousand pounds
market gain to her husband.

In his study on the early modern theater and prostitution, Joseph Lenz argues
that though the Puritans had long linked the stage to prostitution, it was not until
the 1590s that the Puritan polemicists began to attack wanton behavior on the
stage. Lenz notices that Philip Henslowe’s leasing a Bankside brothel in order to
build a playhouse may have contributed to the Puritan polemicists’ coupling of
theaters and brothels. According to Philip Henslowe’s records, on March 24,
1584, Henslowe acquired the lease for the Little Rose, a brothel with extensive
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grounds in Southwark. The Little Rose was one of the original Bankside brothels
licensed by Henry II in 1161, and two years later, Henslowe signed a partnership
agreement for his new theater, to which the Little Rose lent its grounds, its name,
and also, its reputation. Henceforth, Henslowe was the owner of both a playhouse
and a brothel. As a merchant, he traded in theatrical entertainment and also in
whores.

For Lenz, it is important that Henslowe was both a theater manager and a
brothel owner because it shows that the association of the theater with the brothel
was not merely a lofty puritanical conceit, but a solid material fact (838). How-
ever, Lenz does not find the coupling between theater and brothel convincing;
he argues that “to seek prostitutes at the theater or even to discover that a theater
owner is also a brothel owner is not the same as to see the theater and the act of
acting as prostitution itself” (838). Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair, to be sure, displays
a similar argument.

The puppet show at the end of the play can best illustrate Jonson’s view of
theater, prostitution, and commerce. At last all the principal characters in the
play meet at Lanthorn Leatherhead’s puppet show, a vulgar mixture of the stories
of Hero and Leander and Damon and Pythias. The author, Littilewit, has worked
hard to modernize the classical stories to make them easier for the audience to
understand. Win and Dame Overdo also mask themselves, dressing in green gowns
and crimson petticoats—the traditional costumes of early modern whores, and
sitting among the crowd to watch the show. Busy condemns Leatherhead with
his stale Puritan arguments against the theater. Leatherhead defends his show
against Busy’s charges of “licentiousness” and “intriguing rebellions” by empha-
sizing that it is “licensed by authority” and that he has “the Master of the Revels’
hand for't” (5.5.13-18). Unconvinced by Leatherhead’s refutation, Busy begins to
argue with the Puppet Dionysius, delivering his chief charge against the theater:
“my main argument against you is that you are an abomination; for the male among
your putteth on the apparel of the female, and the female of the male” (5.5.96-98).
This accusation proves to be Busy’s weakness, for the puppet Dinoyisus refutes him
by pulling up its garment, proving that he has no sexual organs and thus cannot be
accused of cross-dressing: “It is your old stale argument against the players, but
it will not hold against the puppets, for we have neither male nor female amongst
us” (5.5.101-4). Busy is finally convinced and converted, but the show still cannot
be resumed because at this point, Justice Overdo decides to reveal himself and
attacks Leatherhead as a “profane professor of puppetry, little better than poetry”
(5.6.44-45). Just as he is about to pass judgment on the puppet show, he finds
that the puppeteers are mixed up with the prostitutes at the fair and that his
wife is among them. Finally, he recognizes his folly, is reconciled to the theater
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(as represented by Leatherhead’s puppet show), and invites everyone home with
him to supper. Busy and Justice Overdo’s farce in the puppet show reveals that
hostility to the commercial theater goes hand in hand with hostility to the market.
Ultimately, both theatergoing and brothel visitation in Elizabethan-Jacobean
London are commercial activities.

Paul Cantor observes in “In Defense of the Marketplace: Spontaneous Order
in Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair,” that Jonson presents Bartholomew Fair as “the new
world of capitalism in a nutshell” (181). In this theatrical microcosm of early cap-
italist society, everything is commodified for sale. Cantor also notes that within
such capitalist market economy, Jonson finds it is impossible to separate the theater
from the marketplace (207). Indeed, in Jonson’s Induction of Bartholomew Fair,
the playwright compares his theater to a fair and his play a ware sold at the mar-
ketplace (Induction, 1 & 159). Understanding that the audiences will inevitably
evaluate every play by the price of the admission ticket they pay for, the play-
wright hopes that his audiences can evaluate his play by conscience and justice,
not by mutual influences or other people’s opinions (Induction 94-100). The
playwright also hopes that critics of a given theatrical production should be re-
sponsible for their censure. They have to deliberate about what they are going to
criticize so that their criticism will be settled and will not be subject to changes
(Induction 100-105). Jonson’s social expectations toward the critics of the theater
clearly reflect his understanding that his art is also a commodity. After all, every-
thing can be traded in Bartholomew Fair, not only art. Jonson presents the proto-
capitalist world he resides in as a world where theatrical art is harshly attacked and
strictly censored due to its possible connection with prostitution, a world where
religious and juridical institutions fails to discipline debauchery wives, and most
importantly, a world where capitalist values starkly subvert conventional moral
boundaries.
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