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Asked to Bear Their Part: Redefining the Audience in Renaissance Drama
Recent literary criticism approaches the Renaissance audience from a demographic perspective, following Alfred Harbage and Andrew Gurr’s research on theatergoers.  Harbage writes, “We cannot be right about the soul of Shakespeare’s audience if we are wrong about its body, that the number, kind, conduct, and visible response of the spectators are relevant factors, that we need a scaffolding of fact for the building of conjecture” (Shakespeare’s Audience 4).  In other words, they focus on the physical composition of Shakespeare’s contemporary playgoers in order to learn more about the stage, play, and audience.  Even though I agree that demographics are important when discussing the Renaissance theatergoers, I believe this type of research does not encapsulate the many representations and effects of the audience found in Early Modern dramas.  Audiences portrayed in a play within a play as well as the broader concept of actors as audience members are not taken into consideration.  Furthermore, the studies are often based on historical findings, confining discussions of the audience to the contemporary Globe theatergoers and omitting the modern or classroom audience’s interaction with the drama. The lens through which we currently view the audience is simply to narrow.  We must enlarge our discussion in order to understand the ways in which Elizabethan and Jacobean drama understood and approached the audience.  Perhaps this perspective will help us to understand why we are still discussing, reading, and examining these texts today.     

 The following dissertation explores the various approaches to and usages of the “audience” in Early Modern drama.  Instead of examining the audience from the common demographic perspective, I instead approach the audience through their representations on and from the stage.  Renaissance dramas are filled with references to theatergoers (and theatergoing), observers, auditors, and watchers, placing an emphasis on what the audience thinks and how they participate in the production.  Moving away from mere demographic analysis also allows us to observe how these dramas apply not only to their contemporary audience, but also to the modern reader, student, and theatergoer.  These texts require an immediate audience response and interaction regardless of the audience that is hearing or reading the play.  I argue that the period’s obsession with the audience highlights the collaborative qualities of dramatic composition and ultimately shows us the ways in which audience mattered and still matters today.              

I have grounded this study in the works produced and performed in the private and public theaters of London.  This particular atmosphere continuously places various representations of the audience on the stage and discusses the relationship of the playgoers to the performance. For example, in the prologue to The Woman Hater, Francis Beaumont refers to the audience as “auditors” while Ben Jonson’s prologue to The Alchemist addresses the “judging spectators.”  Each remark denotes the different roles the audience plays and suggests how the audience influences the play’s meaning and composition, a discussion fully examined in Chapter Two.  Furthermore, these texts are used more frequently in the classroom than other Early Modern court or university performances.   

Chapter One: Introduction
Chapter One entails an introductory discussion of my argument and supporting theorists.  I begin with Stephen Greenblatt and his view of criticism’s limited perspective of the writer, comparing the perception to the relationship between a subject and his monarch:  

In literary criticism Renaissance artists function like Renaissance monarchs: at some level we know perfectly well that the power of the prince is largely a collective invention, the symbolic embodiment of the desire, pleasure, and violence of thousands of subjects, the instrumental expression of complex networks of dependency of fear, the agent rather than the maker of the social will.  Yet we can scarcely write of prince or poet without accepting the fiction that power directly emanates from him and that society draws upon this power.  (4) 
This “collective invention” that Greenblatt discusses is a broad term, capturing the complicated workings of society, history, and politics; my research involves only a portion of the “collective invention”: the audience.  I believe my study will ultimately show that the audience serves as a collaborator in the dramas.  In order to understand this perspective, I reassign the power of the author, making the writer more of a cooperative worker than an absolute monarch.

 In addition, the works of composition theorists Andrea Lunsford and Lisa Ede influence my reading of the audience.  In their “Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked: The Role of Audience in Composition Theory and Pedagogy,” Ede and Lunsford examine both sides of the “audience addressed/audience invoked” debate.  The term “audience invoked” denotes the audience as the writer’s creation: “Those who envision audience as invoked stress that the audience of a written discourse is a construction of the writer.”  Furthermore, “The writer uses the semantic and syntactic resources of language to provide cues for the reader—cues which help to define the role or roles the writer wishes the reader to adopt in responding to the text” (160).  Audience Invoked is the equivalent of the monarchy effect that Greenblatt discusses and that has dominated literary criticism. 

The term “audience addressed” exemplifies “the concrete reality of the writer’s audience,” and those who portray their audience as addressed “also share the assumption that knowledge of this audience’s attitudes, beliefs, and expectations is not only possible (via observation and analysis) but essential” (156).  For example, critics could take Jonson at his word in The Alchemist when he refers to his audience as “judging spectators” who controlled the construction of the play.  Describing the audience as addressed places too much power in the thoughts of the audience while portraying the audience as invoked gives too much power to the writer. Ede and Lunsford declare that neither Audience Addressed nor Audience Invoked accurately distribute the power inherent in the writer/audience relationship: 

We do not see the two perspectives on audience described earlier as necessarily dichotomous or contradictory.  Except for past and anomalous audiences, special cases which we describe in paragraphs hence, all of the audiences roles we specify—self, friend, colleague, critic, mass audience, and future audience—may be invoked or addressed.  (165)  

The actual power lies in the balance between the two models, a term Ede and Lunsford describe as “Rhetoric and Its Situation.”  I shall use Ede and Lunsford’s terms and definitions to de-center the author, redistribute his power, and redefine the audience.  


Also, I will draw upon M.M. Bakhtin’s discussion of the “utterance” in his The Dialogic Imagination, where the meaning of language is a conglomeration of the speaker and the hearer.  The intentions and thoughts of the participants interact to form meaning.  In addition, I will also include the works of Renaissance theorist Jeffrey Masten and of composition theorists Louisa Rosenblatt and Rebecca Moore Howard.  
Chapter Two: “For ‘tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings”: The Writer/Audience Dynamic on the Early Modern Stage
Chapter Two concentrates on the prologues of Early Modern drama, investigating the ways in which the prologues’ position and function parallel the audience’s relationship to the stage.  Both act as insiders and outsiders to the performance.  Here I focus on several prologues, including the prologue to Henry V, The Roaring Girl, and Cynthia’s Revels.  In each of these examples, the writer speaks to the audience’s participation in the composition and production processes.  In this chapter, I focus on the theatergoers as the audience and challenge our usual perception of audience response.  The prologues, I argue, depict an audience that participates in the production, and an audience that is not easily manipulated or prone to persuasion.  I conclude that the prologues highlight the collaborative tug-of-war between the writer and the theatergoers.      

Chapter Three:  Asses and Audiences in A Midsummer Night’s Dream

In this chapter, I focus on a single text, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and its uses of the audience.  A Midsummer Night’s Dream continues to discuss the relationship between the playwright and the audience; however, this time I explore Shakespeare’s use of John Stow’s A Survey of London when constructing his midsummer night, invoking common knowledge between the audience and the writer, entwining the audience’s past experiences in the actions of the play and adding to our view of collaboration.  Furthermore, A Midsummer Night’s Dream introduces a new audience, an imagined audience.  The previous chapter focused on playgoers; this section of my dissertation expands what we mean by “playgoers.”  The term “imagined audience” refers to the audience created in a play within a play, a common device on the Renaissance stage.  The rude mechanical’s production of Pyramus and Thisbe and the comments of Theseus and his guests make up an imagined audience.  This audience brings a new layer to our concept of theatergoers and our perception of playgoing and meaning making.  I support my claim not only with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but also with Hamlet, The Spanish Tragedy, and The Taming of the Shrew. Furthermore, the play within the play reemerges in Chapter Five and its examination of The Knight of the Burning Pestle.         

Chapter Four: Turning Metal to Gold and Actors into the Audience in Jonson’s The Alchemist
In contrast to Chapter Three, Chapter Four takes into account the triangular relationship between the playwright, player, and playgoer, including the actor in the audience and serving as a bridge between the actors as part of the audience in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the chaotic actor/audience relationship in The Knight of the Burning Pestle.  In Jonson’s The Alchemist, the writer uses the actors to portray the writer/audience relationship: “If the alchemist and his co-conspirators are like playwrights and actors, their clients are comparable to theater spectators” (Maus 864).  In this relationship, the actors are working for the audience, similar to the way Subtle works for Mammon and Tribulation.  Also, Subtle, who plays upon his acquaintance with Mammon, invokes and addresses his audience.  Furthermore, the audience and writer’s expectations are carried out on the stage.  Subtle convinces Mammon that any metal can be turned into gold in the same way that Jonson asks the theatergoers to imagine the Globe as Lovewit’s house.  The actors, who interpret and perform, are representing the audience for the writer.  Through these examples, I will show how the playwright acknowledges the creative force of actors as audience members in their own right, reshaping, yet again, our notion of audience.  

Chapter Five: The Audience in an Uproar: Beaumont’s The Knight of the Burning Pestle
If the collaborative relationships of the writer, audience, actor, and internal audience are complicated, then the arrangement of Francis Beaumont’s The Knight of the Burning Pestle is even more enigmatic, manipulating the actor, audience, writer relationship beyond the previous dramas while maintaining a balance between the writer and audience.  This play has an overlapping four part plot structure: George and Nell, The London Merchant, Rafe’s adventures, and the overarching The Knight of the Burning Pestle.  George and Nell, two audience members who move from their seats at Blackfriars to the stage, show how the audience can dictate the plot of a play.  As they find their creativity, George and Nell rewrite the play they paid to see, The London Merchant; their antics serve as the first section of the plot structure.  The London Merchant makes up the second part of The Knight of the Burning Pestle, borrowing its plot from the biblical parable of the prodigal son and invoking Shakespeare’s use of Pyramus and Thisbe for the final scenes of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  As the parable is performed, George and Nell construct the third portion of the plot, known as Rafe’s adventures.  Rafe, George and Nell’s servant, becomes an actor playing the part of a knight.  This story line exploits the plot conventions of medieval romances.  Finally, the plots of George and Nell, The London Merchant, and Rafe’s adventures collide to form Beaumont’s The Knight of the Burning Pestle.  

In the complicated structure of The Knight of the Burning Pestle, the audience appears to take control of the entire play, yet Beaumont attempts to manipulate the actual audience in the private theater.  This continues the collaborative tug-of-war exemplified in the prologues of the era.  The play ultimately depicts the very real control the audience has over the composition and production of a play and the writer’s attempt to sway this control.           

Chapter Six: Conclusion
This dissertation asserts that reevaluating the audience betters our understanding of the theater and our position in the play.  Though I am not suggesting that our perception of the audience is now complete, I am, nevertheless, offering a fuller picture of the nuances of Renaissance drama, especially its prologues, actors, and imagined audiences.  In addition, this research advances our views of collaboration; playwrights alone did not turn a weaver into an ass, metal into gold, and a servant into a knight.  Furthermore, I hope these discussions will explain our continued fascination with Early Modern dramas.  We are a part of the play and what we bring to the play encapsulates its ongoing meaning.         
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