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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis is based on the author’s experience of directing J. Ford, Th. 

Dekker, and W. Rowley’s play The Witch of Edmonton (1621) in Divadlo DISK in 

February 2012 as a final performance in his Directing Master Studies at the 

Theatre Faculty. What is at stake in reviving such a little-known play from the 

Jacobean era, and performing it in Czech Republic? Can a text written as a 

reaction to a precise event (a real witch trial) and built as a quasi-documentary 

depiction of the society of the time, within the aesthetic codes of the time, be 

relevant material for a performance today? This thesis argues that yes, and that 

The Witch of Edmonton can actually be the starting point of what can be “political 

theatre” in a form not only belonging to a long tradition of committed 

entertainment (the play’s prologue promising us “mirth and matter”), but 

especially relevant to today’s audiences and artistic stakes. The first part of the 

thesis is a detailed contextual analysis of the play, the historical period in which 

it was written, the conditions of performance of the time, the material it is based 

on and the way it was dramaturgically built as “political”. The second part 

focuses on the author’s analytical attempts to extract the text from its historical 

context, in particular through comparative history and history of ideas and using 

the concepts of Brecht’s epic theatre, depicting also how this research served as 

a preparation for the concept of his performance, a concept that is then 

explicated in detail. The third and last part is a short account and reflection 

about the rehearsal process and its outcome from the director’s point of view, 

making a final statement on the achieved practical work. 
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ABSTRAKT 

 

Tato práce je postavena na autorově zkušenosti s režií hry J. Forda, Th. 

Dekkera a W. Rowleyho Čarodějnice z Edmontonu (1621) v Divadle Disk, v únoru 

2012, jakožto závěrečné inscenace při studiu magisterského oboru Režie 

činoherního divadla na Divadelní fakultě Akademie múzických umění v Praze. Co 

je v sázce při oživování téměř neznámé, jakobínské hry a při jejím uvedení 

v České republice? Může být text psaný jako reakce na konkrétní událost (reálný 

soudní proces s čarodějnicí) a vystavěný na kvazidokumentárním líčení 

společnosti v určité historické době, bez znalosti estetického kódu té doby, 

vhodným materiálem pro živou a aktuální inscenaci?  Tato práce tvrdí, že ano, že 

Čarodějnice z Edmontonu může být odrazovým můstkem divadelního tvaru, 

který můžeme nazvat „politickým divadlem“ a to ve formě, která nejenže náleží 

k dlouhé tradici angažované zábavy (hra nám v prologu slibuje „zábavu i 

závažnost“), ale je hlavně také divácky i umělecky aktuální. První část práce je 

zaměřena na kontextuální analýzu hry, historického období, ve kterém byla 

napsána a podmínek pro inscenování v té době. Tento materiál vychází z toho, 

že text byl napsán jako „poltický“. Druhá část se soustředí na autorův analytický 

pokus o vytržení textu z historického kontextu, zejména prostřednictvím 

srovnávací historie a historie a dějin idejí a používáním pojmů Brechtova 

epického divadla. Líčí také, jak tento průzkum slouží jako příprava konceptu 

inscenace a tento koncept je potom do detailů vyložen. Třetí a poslední část je 

krátký výčet a reflexe procesu zkoušení a jeho konečného výsledku z pohledu 

režiséra. Také přináší závěrečné konstatování dosaženého praktického výstupu. 
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 INTRODUCTION 
 

“With this obsession of degrading everything, which we all have 

these days, ‘cruelty’, when I first spoke this word, immediately meant 

‘blood’ for everyone. But ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ means a theatre which is 

difficult and cruel for myself, to begin with.” 

Antonin Artaud1 

 

Knowing the aim is both a practical exercise and the writing of this thesis, 

choosing the material for a final production in my master studies meant creating 

a bridge between my work as a director and my theoretical concerns. My first 

impulse was exploring Antonin Artaud’s Les Cenci (1935), which was for me of 

particular interest, since it is its author’s only completed attempt to bring to the 

stage his concept of “Theatre of Cruelty”, the pillar of all his theoretical writing 

on theatre, which has been so inspiring for myself as for many theatre-makers 

since it was first published. But the Cenci project having been turned down by 

the teachers’ board, I started looking for another play, and Artaud’s interest for 

Elizabethan and Jacobean drama as a state of theatre previous to the pure 

domination of text and psychology in Western theatre inspired me to make 

research in that repertoire: in his Premier manifeste, Artaud suggests working on 

a play by Shakespeare’s contemporaries (for instance Middleton’s The Revenger’s 

Tragedy, 1606), his own curiosity having been awaken by Maeterlinck’s version 

(1894) of John Ford’s ‘Tis pity she’s a whore (c. 1629), in which he saw “an 

example of absolute freedom in revolt”2 against the whole of society and its 

moral norms, even the universal taboo of incest being broken. Maeterlinck’s 

translation, and Artaud’s later enthusiasm, were crucial steps in the modern 

rediscovery of non-Shakespearian English Renaissance drama, a process which is 

 
1 “Avec cette manie de tout rabaisser qui nous appartient aujourd’hui à tous, “cruauté”, quand j’ai 
prononcé ce mot, a tout de suite voulu dire “sang” pour tout le monde. Mais “Théâtre de la 
Cruauté” veut dire théâtre difficile et cruel d’abord pour moi-même.”, in Le Théâtre et son double 
[1935], quoted from A. Artaud, Œuvres, Gallimard, p. 552. 
2 “… un exemple de la liberté absolue dans la révolte…”, in “Le Théâtre et la Peste” [1933], op. cit., 
p. 519. 
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still on-going today —and to which I feel we are participating by performing The 

Witch of Edmonton (1621) for the first time in Czech Republic. 

I do not believe, however, that the play I finally chose was in any way less 

challenging than Artaud’s. The challenges were obviously different: finding 

theatrical solutions Artaud himself seemingly didn’t achieve on the premiere of 

Cenci, based on his writings and acting work for instance, would have been 

another task than finding a way to revive a play as scarcely performed since its 

premiere as The Witch of Edmonton. There are, of course, similarities: both 

construct a dark vision of mankind through a meditation on the birth of evil (so-

called “monsters” vs. ordinary criminals), and challenge the concept of innocence 

(embodied in one case by Beatrice, in the other by Susan – and the Witch); both 

work on the concrete influence of hierarchical structures of power in society 

(especially the family cell: “It’s family that corrupted everything. […] No human 

relationships are possible between beings that were only born to replace each 

other and that burn from the desire to devour each other.”3, states Cenci, as 

could Frank Thorney who’s story originates in his relationship with his father); 

and both are based on true stories that had attracted big public attention: 

respectively, Beatrice Cenci’s trial in Rome in 1599, for her responsibility in the 

murder of her father who had sequestrated and raped her, and the witch trial of 

Elizabeth Sawyer in London in 1621. Both plays are fictional reconstructions of 

the events that led to the trial they are concerned with, a dramaturgical feature 

essential to their political dimension (to discuss what is hidden but concerns us 

all). The most striking difference would of course seem to be that Artaud writes 

from a distance of more than three hundred years, and through the already 

fictionalized scope of Shelley’s verse drama (1819), and that the authors of The 

Witch of Edmonton react to a case no older than a few months only: the 

perspective on the actual inspirational events, or on Renaissance society in 

general, is necessarily different. This matter will be one of the main concerns of 

this thesis, as will the compensated distance we are adding to the text by 

performing it today. 

 
3 “C’est la famille qui a tout vicié. […] Pas de rapports humains possibles entre des êtres qui ne 
sont nés que pour se substituer l’un à l’autre et qui brûlent de se dévorer.”, in Cenci, II, 1. (A. 
Artaud, op. cit., p. 615) 
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Nevertheless, this connection with Artaud faded away quickly as I started 

reading the text more carefully –this connection, one could say, doesn’t come 

from what is specific in Artaud’s thinking, but rather something that primitively 

belongs to theatre itself in its very origins: the way a community deals with evil, 

and specifically murder, is a subject matter common to Noh theatre and to 

Ancient Greek tragedy. But The Witch of Edmonton and Artaud do have in 

common a return to this original mission: The Witch tells the story of how a 

community creates monsters and then puts them to death, this material and 

symbolic process taking two parallel forms: a major malfunctioning of the social 

patterns (Frank Thorney) and scapegoating and its consequences (the Witch). 

For Artaud, the audience and the actors themselves are supposed to go through 

this process: “Theatre, as plague, is a crisis, which unfolds either with death or 

with recovery.”4 This could in a way, as we shall see, be applied to The Witch, 

but we must admit that this play couldn’t be this “typical and primitive theatre”5 

Artaud was calling for (a theatre which would have been far less text-centered 

than Jacobean drama in general and this play in particular). 

Indeed, it is only through a process of distillation that one could extract 

from the long and complex Witch of Edmonton the elements for the kind of 

performance Artaud imagined, which would perhaps be less a drama than a 

ritual, less a statement than an incantation, and which would have a direct 

sensorial influence on the audience. The very dramaturgy of the play pointed to 

me an almost opposite direction: that of a careful analysis of the situations, in 

which none of the possible criteria is forgotten (including elements that are 

surprising in retrospect, centuries before the development of sociology and 

psychoanalysis), and everything expressed and commented through a varied, 

developed and sophisticated use of language. Therefore, despite strong 

Artaudian themes, the form and content of the play appeared to me as actually 

more closely connected to the roots of modern political and more specifically 

documentary theatre, meaning the theory and work of Brecht and Piscator. 

 
4 “Le théâtre comme la peste est une crise qui se dénoue par la mort ou par la guérison.”, in Le 
Théâtre et son double, “Le Théâtre et la Peste”, op. cit., p. 521. 
5 “… théâtre typique et primitif….”, in “Le théâtre alchimique” [1932], op. cit., p. 533. 
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Exploring the text with the lens of Brecht but being haunted by Artaud definitely 

opened unexpected artistic tensions. 

This political and documentary aspect of The Witch of Edmonton is what I 

will begin this study with, from a historical and dramaturgical point of view. But, 

to keep on developing external theatrical references and parallels, it would be 

artificial to make a complete separation between form and content: the parallel 

of the storylines, the above-mentioned situation-making, the depiction of an 

entire community through a large set of characters, and many other 

dramaturgical elements I wish to study in the second part prove that a Brechtian 

scope is relevant to understand and stage this play. Outside from a work on the 

various historical contexts which I believe is eye-opening, I hope to clearly 

enlighten how the form itself is guided by a distinct anthropological view: unlike 

Cenci, or Giovanni (Ford’s character that Artaud admired), the characters of The 

Witch of Edmonton do not endorse full responsibility for their fates: they are 

progressively losing control of them –but they are doing so not for reasons that 

we would need to explain with concepts of external Devil or Fate, but through 

causes that we can objectively define as human, meaning caused by themselves 

or other characters in the play. This is what gives to this play its appealing time-

defying aspect, making it still, unlike purely documentary theatre, “topical as 

fire”6 as Artaud himself would phrase it –but this general impulse needs to be 

deepened by more precise work on text and context, which is the matter of this 

thesis. I will show in the same part how I used this work on the text to create my 

concept for the performance as a director, trying to stay truthful to the program 

defined by the Prologue to the first edition of the play, announcing: “Here is 

mirth and matter”, meaning both entertainment and material for the audience to 

process, which could also sum up Brecht’s approach of political theatre. My final 

notes in Part III will be more specifically concerned with the rehearsal process of 

The Witch of Edmonton for Divadlo DISK, leading to a premiere in February 

2012. 

 

 
6 “… actuel comme le feu…”, a phrase used by Artaud to define the subject matters of his theatre: 
concerned with topics that never cease to be “topical”. In “Premier manifeste” [1932], op. cit., p. 
564.  
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1. THE WITCH OF EDMONTON  

    AS POLITICAL THEATRE  
 

My intent here is to deepen the historical and dramaturgical research I 

started developing during my first personal readings of The Witch of Edmonton 

and the preparation of the performance, a work which is necessary in the 

process of “reviving” an ancient play. This work is nevertheless more demanding 

than the preparation of a Shakespearean play, because of the profusion of 

studies and critical editions about Shakespeare, his works, and generally 

speaking Elizabethan theatre (according to the narrow definition, the theatre of 

the time of Queen Elisabeth I’s reign, from 1558 to 1603). Even though it would 

be artificial to assume a radical break in theatre history due to the change of a 

monarch, however great his or her political and symbolic power, many studies –

which I will quote hereafter– emphasize the changes in British society during the 

reign of King James I (1603-1625), and subsequent evolutions of contemporary 

theatre, two aspects I need to highlight in my study of the play, even more so 

when dealing with a play explicitly based on real-life events and commenting 

them. I will attempt to approach Jacobean drama in its originality, even though I 

will help myself with more general knowledge about English Renaissance theatre 

and especially Shakespeare, whom I will treat as a guide into the theatre of this 

period –an aspect I tried to work with in the performance, as shall be exposed in 

Part 2. My aim is to show that Jacobean society not only is crucial material for 

the playwrights in question, but also a reality they try to describe and analyze 

acutely, which makes their play “political” in its intents and content. 

 

1.1. CONTEXT OF PERFORMANCE     

Unlike contemporary plays labeled as tragedies or histories, The Witch of 

Edmonton is not dealing with kings or dukes, would they be real or fictitious, 

English or foreign... Official figures of power are no characters here, and the 

“public life” of the time is seemingly not addressed. Two allusions are 

nevertheless relevant: the Constable’s words during the arrest of Warbeck and 
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Somerton, “in the King’s name” (III.4.59), and the Justice’s claim that Elizabeth 

Sawyer “is a subject” like everyone else, meaning she is equally entitled to legal 

procedure (IV.1.73). These are the two explicit interventions of an official State 

power into the events of the town of Edmonton, supposedly making it clear that 

we are not in a small archaic medieval community ruled by individual conflicts 

and group movements, but a strong Kingdom, where the society’s order and 

stability and everyone’s rights and dignity are safeguarded by the wise authority 

of the divinely appointed monarch. But it is clear from the situations that this 

only is an ideal: the scarcity of the allusions indicates how distant and absent the 

State power is from people’s lives (Old Banks doesn’t even know exactly who this 

delegate of official authorities is and how to call him: “Master Justice What-do-

you-call-’um”, IV.1.54), and these two interventions are everything but 

expressions of trustable institutions and law: the Constable comes to arrest two 

innocent men, and the Justice, after a few attempts at objectivity, is clearly 

hostile to Sawyer and backing the socially higher-ranked Sir Arthur Clarington.  

* 

This underlying vision of State power is, I believe, a suitable introduction 

to the context and the way it influenced the authors of the play. Satirizing the 

flourishing of injustice under the King’s reign was commonplace at the time, as 

R.A. Foakes explains in his Introduction to Middleton and Tourneur’s Revenger’s 

Tragedy (1606): “James I practiced and encouraged extravagance at his court, 

allowed or ignored increasing corruption, sold knighthoods […], fostered the 

practice of selling lands in order to make a show at court…”7 The most famous 

case, in 1613, is that of Lady Frances Howard, a noblewoman whose first 

marriage James had dissolved in order for her to marry his favorite, Robert Carr, 

also having an opponent to the marriage imprisoned in the process –the plot led 

to this opponent’s poisoning. Howard and Carr were sentenced to death for 

murder, but pardoned by the King. This case was of course very much criticized 

and satirized, and “probably no single event […] did more to lessen the general 

reverence with which royalty was regarded in England”8. The excesses of the 

 
7 R.A. Foakes, “Introduction”, p. 6, in The Revenger’s Tragedy, Manchester University Press, 1996. 
8 G. Davies, The Early Stuarts, 1603-1660, Oxford University Press, reed. 1959, p. 20. 
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court seemed all the more scandalous because James was the one who 

introduced absolutism and the concept of “divine right of the king” into English 

monarchy (he had theorized the subject in his treatise The True Law of Free 

Monarchies already in 15989): considering he defended a vision of the king as a 

superior individual, creator and master of the law (“the husband”, in his own 

words in his first speech to parliament in 160310), the contrast with the reality of 

his ruling was shocking. 

At a time when some form of real political opposition was starting to 

emerge from the parliamentary system, creating the possibility of a balanced 

leadership, James was holding back this challenge to his authority: he dismissed 

parliaments when they refused to vote financial help to his expenses, and in 

1621, when The Witch was written and performed, he had ruled for seven years 

without a parliament. This tension between the crown and the two parliamentary 

houses kept developing during the reign of James’s son Charles I, and turned 

into armed conflict in 1642 with the breaking of the English Civil War. The 

outcome, as is well known, was the execution of Charles I in 1649, and the start 

of a purely parliamentary leadership. It is important to bear this long-term 

tension in mind while thinking of 1621: it has been analyzed by historians as a 

major underlying movement of the period. For instance, Marxist historian 

Christopher Hill describes the Civil War as “a class war”11 between on one side 

the King, the Church of England, and the conservative landlords, and on the 

other side the Parliament and the Puritans, supported by the rising middle-class, 

this conflict resulting in the victory and coming to power of the second. This 

social grid is extremely useful to understand the structure of society as depicted 

in The Witch, and especially the interactions of the Old Thorney / Old Carter / Sir 

Clarington triangle (as will be explained in 1.4). 

* 
 

 
9 A theory supposed to be legitimized by the New Testament, for instance St Paul: “Let every soul 
be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: and the powers that be are 
ordained of God.” (Romans, 13,1, King James version) 
10 Quoted by M. Hattaway, “Drama and society”, in English Renaissance Drama (eds. A.R. 
Braunmuller & M. Hattaway), Cambridge University Press, 2d edition, 2003, p. 103. 
11 Ch. Hill, The English Revolution 1640, Lawrence & Wishart, 1940. (Consulted on the digital 
Christopher Hill Archive.) 
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This summary of the two opposite tendencies brings to surface important 

divisions inside Jacobean society. 

The first major division I want to describe is socio-economical. England 

went through many economical crises during the Jacobean period, leading to 

peasant riots. The most famous one is the Midland Revolt of 1607, a peasant 

protest against the rise of corn prices, and the subsequent poverty and famine. 

Shakespeare, for instance, addressed the matter in an parabolic way (using the 

story of secessio plebis, the plebeian riot against the economical oppression of 

the patricians, in the early Roman Republic) in his tragedy Coriolanus (ca. 1608). 

The peasant revolts illustrate an interestingly modern frustration12: that of the 

commoners’ complaint about the inflation of prices caused by the lack of 

regulation in the corn market, controlled to their own advantage by merchants 

and resellers (and amplified by the weather conditions). The State authority is 

held responsible for the lack of regulation, and thus for the rise of the prices, 

hence the riots. It has been analyzed that this deduction had its roots in a deep 

vision of society as united by a “moral economy”13 in which authorities have the 

responsibility to ensure the commoners’ material security in exchange for their 

labor, which is the basis of the economy. James’s royal proclamations of 1608 

and 1609 were encouragements to moral economy, but were viewed as 

insufficient because no attempt was made to regulate the food prices and 

prevent withholding of grains in stocks, to the disadvantage of the starving 

commoners. 

As an enlightening illustration, I shall mention that this paternalistic 

structure is reflected in the opening scene of Coriolanus, in a dialogue between a 

senator and plebeians in revolt: “… You slander / The helms o’ the state, who 

care for you like fathers, / When you curse them as enemies. — Care for us! 

True, indeed! They ne’er cared for us yet: suffer us to famish, and their store-

houses crammed with grain; make edicts for usury, to support usurers…” 

(I.1.74-80). The debate then revolves around the classical metaphor of society 

 
12 Studied by E. Y. Chang in her paper “Moral Economy and the Politics of Food Riots in Coriolanus”, 
University of Kaohsiung, Taiwan, 2010 (http://www.concentric-literature.url.tw/issues/M/2.pdf). 
13 An expression used for instance by A. McRae in God Speed the Plough: The representation of 
agrarian England, 1500-1660, Cambridge University Press, 1996. 
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as a body, a body that cannot function if the organs refuse to work together, 

which is what happens in civil war. This analogy took later in history the form of 

functionalism, a doctrine made more scientific and less metaphorical by modern 

sociology, for instance the studies of Émile Durkheim. Even though this 

metaphor never appears explicitly in The Witch (which deals only with 

individualistic points of view, precisely because it deals with individualism and 

the inner mechanics of the social fabric), it is important to know that it was 

common at the time, and served as an early form of philosophy of society. 

But the reality of society as viewed by the State power was not that of 

such a “social contract” of mutual reliance, but as a leadership based on control. 

As the English economy evolved in the XVIth century, the feudal system fell 

gradually apart as more and more commoners moved from serfdom to wage-

labor, the hereditary pieces of land being bought by speculating farmers and 

citizens14. They were therefore gradually exploited mainly by the rising class of 

yeomen (to which John Carter belongs in the play), who hired people for 

seasonal work. This created a growing mass of “masterless men” considered 

vagrants, an uprooted mass that seemed threatening to the authorities because 

it wasn’t under the control of the existing social grid15. Official body markings 

(holes in the ears) and punishments (whipping) were created to make the 

vagrants’ status immediately recognizable, and little by little, “an elaborate 

system of licenses and passports was developed to control the movements of the 

poor”16. This is only an extreme example in a society obsessed with the outer 

“readability” of social status, which took many forms. Another form of monarchic 

control was the use of the channel of the Church (placed under the sovereign’s 

control) to divulgate ideology: Queen Elizabeth promulgated “sermons or 

homilies appointed to be read in churches” (which James later had reprinted), 

one of which states: “every man [should] behold and consider his own vocation: 

 
14 Karl Marx studied this economical transition in Das Kapital, Band I [1867], chpt. 24, “Die 
sogenannte ursprüngliche Akkumulation”, § 4, “Genesis der kapitalistischen Produktion”. 
15 The philosopher and statesman (with Puritan leanings) Francis Bacon, a supporter and advisor of 
James –who in turn ennobled him– defended the view that beggary is “a burden, an eye-sore, a 
scandal, and a seed of tumult in the State”, as he wrote in a text advocating charity, including 
schools and hospitals for the poor under the control of preachers (“Advice to the King touching Mr 
Sutton’s estate” [1611], in The Works of Francis Bacon, vol. III, London, 1824, p. 388). 
16 J.E. Howard, The stage and social struggle in early modern England, Routledge, 1994, p. 26. 
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in as much as God hath appointed every man his degree and office, within the 

limits whereof it behoveth him to keep himself. Therefore all may not look to 

wear like apparel, but everyone according to his degree, as God hath placed 

him”17. It appears that such a “social dress-code” was taken very seriously by 

authorities, and was considered a physical expression of the stability of social 

order. (This aspect has of course concrete significance in our modern thinking of 

costumes for a play of this period, even when the approach is not “historical”.) 

Historian Jean E. Howard (quoted above) states that in these conditions, some 

forms of variations in clothing were viewed as a threat: female fashion (erasing 

differences between chaste women and prostitutes), the trend for women to 

dress like men (alluded to in The Witch through Old Carter’s naïve remark when 

discovering Frank’s “page” is Winnifred in disguise18), and of course theatre, the 

place of continuous shifting of the signs in clothing, and cross-dressing. This is 

one of the points made by many “antitheatrical” pamphlets of the time19. 

The second major division I believe it is relevant to mention was brought 

by religion, not as a purely spiritual experience, but as a political matter. 

Religion as such in not much of a direct subject in the play: the clergy is 

not represented or satirized as was common at the time. The notion of God is 

used only in colloquial interjections (“God-a-mercy, Sue!”, I.2.107, “O, gods!”, 

III.2.53), all characters preferring the more symbolic reference to “Heaven” (18 

occurrences in the play, see Appendix 1 for the specific uses of the word), 

viewed as a protective transcendence and promise of an after-life: religion 

appears as something that strongly impregnates society, and guarantees its 

stability through morality. I shall analyze the various views on religion in the 

play, as developed on this background, in section 1.4. 

This securing force was highly political because it was under direct control 

of the King through the Church of England. I mentioned Puritans concerning the 

Civil war, and need now to explicate this topic, which is crucial in the Jacobean 

context. 

 
17 “Sermon against excess of apparel”, in Sermons or Homilies appointed to be read in Churches in 
the time of Queen Elizabeth, Ellerton & Henderson, 1817, p. 285. 
18 “How! How! A woman? Is’t grown to a fashion for women in all countries to wear the breeches?” 
(IV.2.175-176) 
19 See J.E. Howard, op. cit., p. 33 
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The Puritans were a radical and “purist” (hence their name) movement 

amongst English Protestants, who considered the doctrine and practice of the 

Church of England as not strict enough and too tolerant, a reason for which they 

were very early on considered political opponents by the monarchy, even more 

so because they gathered in various groups (such as educational foundations, 

and later parties) and had strong contacts with those deputies of the Parliament 

who challenged the monarchic authority. Their rise was such that when James 

came to power in 1603, he was immediately approached by the Puritans who, in 

the form of the “Millenary Petition” signed by one thousand of them, offered 

propositions to reform the Church, mostly to erase the remaining signs of 

Catholicism in rites and prayers. But their most political move was to demand a 

reformation of the very structure of clergy, replacing Episcopacy (a very 

hierarchical structure, which links each parish to the centralized Church through 

bishops) with Presbyterianism (the form of governance developed by Calvin, 

based on an archipelago of assemblies, each one choosing its ministries). When 

discussing these propositions at the Hampton Court Conference in January 1604, 

James stated how opposed he was to the latter reform idea, which would 

diminish the direct power he possessed through the hierarchy of the clergy: “No 

bishop, no king!”20 –a statement of his vision of monarchy, and theology, a 

discipline he had studied and put to contribution in his political thinking. The 

fields in which the Puritans were willing to intervene were obviously those James 

was interested in to begin with, as was demonstrated in the publication of a new 

translation of the Bible (now known as “King James Bible”, published in 1611), a 

puritan project he took under his protection. 

But outside from this, the King and the Puritans were opposed on a 

philosophical level, and the consequences were political: Puritans hated all forms 

of performance, feast or even adornment, in religious service as elsewhere. They 

advocated for minimalistic architecture in churches, simplification of the rites, 

and even removal of music instruments (church organs were massively 

destroyed during the Civil War). They insisted on strict observance of Sabbath on 

 
20 Quoted by William R. Elton, King Lear and the Gods, Kentucky University Press, 1988, p. 285. 
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Sunday and forbade feasts and recreations on that day21, as well as all forms of 

carnival, like the Morris dance which is featured in The Witch of Edmonton. King 

James, on the other hand, was a lover of theatre, who supported acting 

companies, had great revels organized at court (see section 1.2), and defended 

the right to Sunday recreations. Even his positions on Church service were 

opposite, reintroducing Catholic forms of ceremonialism, and giving important 

duties in the Church of England to those who supported his views (such as the 

bishop Lancelot Andrewes) and who helped him defend Episcopalism against 

Presbyterianism and sacrament against preaching, which was the main channel 

of Puritan ideology –all of which was of course very much resented by the 

Puritans22. 

The conflict of power that opposed monarchical power to the Puritans 

gained more and more momentum, and became increasingly explosive under 

Charles I, especially with archbishop William Laud’s (one of the chief anti-Puritan 

fighters, who had many of them convicted for sedition) attempts to impose the 

episcopacy in Scotland, which resulted in violent protests and increased the 

monarchy’s unpopularity. This struggle that lasted many decades resulted in the 

Puritans’ taking of total political control in 1649, and government hand in hand 

with Oliver Cromwell’s military regime until the Lord Protector’s death in 1658. 

The Jacobean period saw the slow rise to power of the Puritans, from municipal 

authorities to the political domination of the Parliament in 1624, and, through 

preaching, the seduction of the lower-class and the emerging middle-class, and 

especially protesters to the King’s absolutist practice of power, who kept growing 

in number under Charles’s reign. 

* 

This broader cultural context of the Jacobean era was offering a perfect 

mold for demonology and witch-hunts, which the play is obviously dealing with 

more directly. 

 
21 A Puritan cause that had a lasting influence in Europe, as shown by M. Jerry Davis in “The 
Puritans and the Sabbath”, Spectrum Magazine, vol. 1, no. 3, 1969, pp. 51-55. This study also 
emphasizes James’s strong objection to this doctrine. 
22 See Francis J. Bremer & Tom Webster (eds.), Puritans and Puritanism in Europe and America: A 
Comprehensive Encyclopedia, ABC-CLIO, 2005, vol. 1, pp. 428-429. 
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It is not of small importance that James himself, already as King of 

Scotland before coming to power in England, was obsessed with witchcraft, 

which he considered a serious threat to his country. He was dedicated enough to 

the fight against it to write a treatise called Daemonologie (1597) to advocate 

witch-hunting: “The fearful abundance at this time in this country, of these 

detestable slaves of the Devil, the Witches or enchanters, has moved me 

(beloved reader) to dispatch in post, this follow treatise of mine”23. James’s 

paranoia on the subject originated in his experience of being caught, during a 

journey overseas in 1590, in a storm of exceptional length, which was considered 

supernatural and interpreted as some form of magical terrorist attack, as we 

would say nowadays. This resulted in the spectacular so-called North Berwick 

witch trials: dozens of suspected witches were arrested and tortured (including 

under the supervision of James himself); many confessed murderous intents 

towards the King and were executed. Needless to say, this peculiar interest was 

well known, and James brought a witch fashion with him to England: many plays 

dealing with witches were performed after his coronation, the most famous one 

being Shakespeare’s Macbeth (ca. 1605-1606), which has been said to draw 

direct inspiration from James’s Daemonologie.24 Another play using folkloric 

depiction of witches is Thomas Middleton’s The Witch (ca. 1609-1616), also 

based on the demonology of the time, and from which material –precisely 

concerned with witchcraft– was actually taken and included into the text of 

Macbeth after Shakespeare’s death. 

But the matter of witchcraft at the time is of course much deeper than the 

simple belief in magical powers, which is crucial to acknowledge in order to 

understand why The Witch of Edmonton is still relevant today. At the time the 

play was written, witch-hunts had become much scarcer than earlier: “the peak 

number of witchcraft convictions had passed and the number of acquittals was 

 
23 Opening lines of James’s Daemonologie, which can be consulted online in the Project Gutenberg 
library (I modernized the spelling here). 
24 The whole play has actually been interpreted as a tribute to James, Shakespeare’s company’s 
patron, due to the Scottish setting, the witch characters, and the character of Banquo, who was 
then believed to be James’s direct ancestor, which legitimated his accession to the throne of 
Scotland. Cf. W. Shakespeare, Four Tragedies, edited by D. Bevington, Bantam Classics, 1988, p. 
714. 
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rising”25. We can nevertheless mention three common topics related to witchcraft 

accusations still at the time. 

• Marginalization. The type of the “witch” is a socially isolated person, not 

connected to the community by family, social bonds, property, and often a 

cripple. Therefore, this type needs to be linked to the earlier mentioned matter of 

vagrants, whose number grew immensely with the privatization of common 

lands. The religious debate also was crystallized in the matter of beggary: 

“Catholics alleged that the dissolution of monasteries [between 1536 and 1541] 

had removed a major source of assistance for the poor, which had not been 

adequately replaced by Protestant philanthropy”26. The “unattached” were 

viewed as a threat to society, which had to be addressed seriously (see above 

how this was indeed done by the monarchy and Puritan statesmen like Francis 

Bacon). What could possibly make an isolated person even more powerless 

would be to be a woman. In his study about “witches” in the XVIth and XVIIth 

centuries, Robert Muchembled emphasizes the direct connection between social 

isolation (including the rise of systemic antifeminism at the time27) and the 

modern wave of witch-hunts. Therefore, economically and socially marginalized 

women were often accused of witchcraft, and the complete model for it is 

Elizabeth Sawyer in The Witch of Edmonton, an old, poor and crippled woman, as 

she describes herself in her first monologue (II.1). 

• Lechery. Sexual desire was another important identifier of witchcraft. It is 

here important to mention how important the concept of Devil was to the English 

society of the time, and especially to the Puritans. The Devil is the tempter, and 

he attacks men in their fragility, meaning first of all in the corruptibility of their 

bodies, by “poisoning” them with lust28, resulting in impurity of the soul, and of 

course fornication and adultery, which are not just spiritual issues, but also 

threats to the social fabric secured by the links of monogamy. Lechery, especially 

 
25 M. Hattaway, op. cit., p. 117. 
26 S. Porter, Shakespeare’s London: Everyday Life in London 1580-1616, Amberly, 2011, p. 173. 
27 R. Muchembled, Sorcières : Justice et société aux 16e et 17e siècles, Imago, 1987, cf. especially 
on this topic Part I, chapter II, § 3: “Du bouc émissaire à la femme soumise ?” (ie. “From the 
scapegoat to the submissive wife?”). Muchembled emphasizes, p. 68: “Avec l’infanticide, la 
sorcellerie est en effet le seul crime qui mette en scène une majorité de femmes.” (“Together with 
infanticide, witchcraft is indeed the only crime involving a majority of women.”).  
28 Puritan writings on the subject are quoted by Darren Oldridge in The Devil in Tudor and Stuart 
England, The History Press, 2010, p. 68. 
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caused, again, by the general corruption of the female gender, was considered 

as a sickness of society: “examination of the records of church courts reveals a 

large and rising number of defamation and slander cases which reveal the 

tensions that afflicted real places in ‘merry England’ –one in seven of the 

population was denounced for various kinds of sexual deviance.”29 In The Witch 

of Edmonton, sexual deviance is clearly attributed to the action of the local witch, 

as it appears in the countrymen’s individual complaints about sexual disorder in 

IV.1, and in their more general accusations: “Rid the town of her, else all our 

wives will do nothing else but dance about other country maypoles.” (IV.1.12-

14). 

• Fear. In a more general sense, the belief in magic is obviously a way to 

explain the unexplainable, the presence of malevolent forces in the universe. In 

country life, the greatest threat is corn and animal diseases, which is in The 

Witch of Edmonton not only the first accusation directed to Elizabeth Sawyer 

(“Our cattle fall…”, IV.1.15) but also the main power which is given to her by the 

Devil himself, following the country folklore (“His cattle / and corn I’ll kill and 

mildew…”, II.1.170-171): the character’s curses are, generally speaking, wishes 

for sickness (especially “plagues”), even before she has the actual power to 

make them efficient (to Old Banks: “Now thy bones ache, thy joints cramp, and 

convulsions stretch and crack thy sinews!”, II.1.27-29), showing that she is 

aware of the superstitions about witches and plays with them in a provocative 

way. The fear of sickness and everything it represents (pain, danger of death, 

starvation and economical ruin when it comes to agriculture…) is typical of how 

fear is given a name in witchcraft. Analyzing the role of superstitions in the 

Weltanschauung on English Renaissance tragedies, Robert N. Watson makes a 

lucid statement: “People turn to therapists, exorcists, or even historians, when 

their changing worlds place them in impossible and even inarticulable conflicts. 

The role of tragedy, ideally, is to acknowledge those conflicts, to represent them 

in their unconquerable complexity, and to offer no solution except endurance on 

the part of the hero and awed sympathy on the part of the audience.”30 It is the 

 
29 M. Hattaway, op. cit., p. 111. 
30 R.N. Watson, “Tragedy”, in English Renaissance Drama, op. cit., p. 331. 
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case of the two men of the older generation, Old Banks and Old Ratcliffe, who 

respond immediately, when the young Cuddy dares to argue with them and 

vouch for Elizabeth Sawyer: “He’s bewitched.” (IV.1.265), or in the similar 

example taken by R.N. Watson, Brabantio refusing to admit that his daughter 

Desdemona could disobey him out of genuine love for Othello, and believing 

instead that the Moor must have used some sort of “witchcraft” to come to this 

result31: in these two examples, witchcraft appears as the only possible 

explanation to conservative characters dealing with the loss of their authority 

over the younger generation. 

 A global interpretation of all these factors makes us understand how 

useful the witch accusations were to exteriorize the responsibility of the local 

disorders and the global instability of the community. In many cases, the 

appointment of a witch “appears as a rite of evacuation of the fears, something 

like a response to the buzz of sacredness and violence that invades the whole 

region. It is targeted against scapegoats, chosen amongst commoners, often 

poor or living a mediocre life, and usually deprived of solid social bonds. The 

local judges and the witnesses, simultaneously similar to the accused and 

different from them, put them in charge of re-establishing, through their 

sacrifice, a strongly threatened social cohesion.”32 We are clearly dealing with a 

more universal phenomenon of scapegoating, which exists in all societies on 

many levels, but which appears with peculiar clarity in the witch-hunts of the 

time or for instance in the Greek pharmakos, a human scapegoat who was 

expelled from the polis at times of natural or social disaster. We could already 

list how all the relevant factors of this phenomenon are explicated in The Witch 

of Edmonton, and how superstitious and folkloric elements are put to distance 

through the dramaturgical device as it was done earlier by Shakespeare in 

Othello (1604), a play dealing with social and racial biases. 

 
31 “She is abused, stol’n from me, and corrupted / By spells and medicines bought of mountebanks; 
/ For nature so preposterously to err, / Being not deficient, blind, or lame of sense, / Sans 
witchcraft could not.” W. Shakespeare, Othello, I.3.62-66. 
32 “… elle apparaît comme un rite d’évacuation des peurs, comme une réponse au bourdonnement 
du sacré et de la violence qui envahit toute la région. Elle vise des victimes émissaires, choisies 
parmi le commun peuple, souvent pauvres ou vivant médiocrement, et généralement dépourvues 
de liens de solidarité solides. Les juges locaux et les témoins, à la fois semblables aux accusés et 
différents d’eux, les chargent de fonder à nouveau, par leur sacrifice, une cohésion sociale 
fortement menacée.” R. Muchembled, Sorcières, op. cit., p. 189. 
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It seems logical to finish this overview of the historical background by 

mentioning the concept to which the witch gives a human face: the Devil. The 

Devil had been a major figure in medieval religion, and it took as such many 

folkloric forms, the representations of which in pictures and on stage are well 

known. These superstitions are referred to in The Witch of Edmonton through the 

words of the clowns (“The devil cannot abide to be crossed. – And scorns to 

come at any man’s whistle.” II.1.101-102) and in the character of the Devil 

himself, a trickster appearing in an animal form (furthermore as a dog, which 

was a famous reverse pun on the word god), which was thought to be common 

as he explains himself when describing his shape-shifting skills to Cuddy (V.1). 

Even though these superstitions were tending to fade away at the time, with the 

spreading of modern rationalism and especially the more abstract Protestant 

vision of the Devil, they still were a strong basis of interpretation of the world, 

and even Robert Burton, who has scientific goals in his famous treatise The 

Anatomy of Melancholy (published the year The Witch was written, in 1621), 

speaks in a serious way of demons and exorcism. This can be simply explained 

by the fact that the concept of Devil was extremely convenient in the 

safeguarding of morality, and had become inseparable from the concept of God: 

by justifying and explaining the existence of evil in a world created by an all-

benevolent God, it helped supporting “the idea of an inevitable fight between 

Good and Evil, resulting in the certain final victory of the former, allowing to 

illuminate the dark path of mankind by giving it the assurance that the Creator 

punished it but didn’t abandon it completely”33. 

For this reason, Puritans had an ambiguous relationship to the Devil, both 

condemning superstitious beliefs and “sometimes tacitly [endorsing] folkloric 

ideas about the Devil”34 because they were useful in the spreading of their own 

ideology. And this not only through preaching: Puritans were great practitioners 

of exorcisms, as was demonstrated in the possession case of a teenage 

Londoner, Mary Glover, in 1602. The Puritan John Swan conducted her exorcism; 

 
33 “L’idée d’un affrontement inéluctable entre le Bien et le Mal, pour aboutir à la victoire finale 
certaine du premier, permettait d’illuminer l’obscur chemin de l’humanité en lui assurant que le 
Créateur le punissait mais ne l’abandonnait pas entièrement.” R. Muchembled, Une histoire du 
diable, Seuil, 2000, p. 209. 
34 D. Oldridge, op. cit., p. 184. 
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in his report, “Mary Glover, initially a rebellious demoniac, is eventually re-

absorbed into a godly Puritan community, her demonic words now replaced by 

the words of Psalm 116”35, as scholar Jan Frans van Dijkhuizen explains in a 

study devoted to Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors (ca. 1595), which features a 

parodic exorcism scene (IV,4), showing that the practice had already then 

somewhat ‘medieval’ connotations. 

These elements are useful to understand the double meaning of the 

presence of the Devil himself in The Witch of Edmonton: at the time, on a 

conceptual level, the idea is spreading that “the demon is only a symbol of the 

Evil present in the human being”36, which is also our modern interpretation; but 

the way the Devil is depicted and written as a character is referring to a set of 

folkloric elements, which is in itself meaningful as to the philosophical and 

sociological implications of the play, which we will analyze later. 

* 
 

 To sum up, England under the reign of James I was a deeply unstable 

society, undermined by an economical transition, religion conflicts, the autocracy 

of the King’s leadership, and all the confusions and uncertainties these elements 

could possibly generate. In 1621, the patterns of the old society are falling apart, 

and everyone had to find their way in a world without security, where hereditary 

possession had given place to deprivation, struggle for life and individualistic 

ambition (at court and everywhere else). The similarities between the time when 

The Witch of Edmonton was written, very much reflected by the play, and our 

own time of instability, is a major motivation to perform the play today –and 

even more so the mechanisms of public catharsis that existed to soothe global 

pressure, and which have become proverbial in the word witch, these 

mechanisms being deconstructed with extreme clarity in the play. 

 

 

 
35 J.F. van Dijkhuizen, “Demonic Possession and Selfhood in The Comedy of Errors”, in F. Laroque & 
F. Lessay (eds.), Enfers et délices à la Renaissance, Presses de la Sorbonne nouvelle, 2003, p. 180. 
36 “… l’idée selon laquelle le démon n’est qu’un symbole du Mal présent en l’être humain.”  
Muchembled, Une histoire du Diable, op. cit., p. 211. The title of the chapter I am quoting is in 
itself relevant: “Le crépuscule du diable” (“The Twilight of the Devil”). 
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1.2. PERFORMING IN THEATRE IN 1621 

Prior to analyzing the specific material of The Witch of Edmonton and the 

dramaturgy of the play, it is necessary to examine the forms of theatre of the 

period in which the play was written, and the theatrical language of the time, to 

approach the aesthetics of this specific text in its peculiarity. To fully understand 

the theatrical context, it is necessary to expand our knowledge beyond what we 

know about Shakespeare, and which usually sums up how we understand the 

theatre of his time. But to begin with, The Witch was written a decade after 

Shakespeare’s retirement; and as it is important to underline, “Shakespeare 

alone –despite the enormous reputation he has acquired in subsequent 

centuries– offers material for a very partial picture of Renaissance theatre”37, 

even though it is also important to notice that Shakespeare’s latter period 

belongs to the Jacobean era and is also under the influence of some of its 

characteristics, as we already have noticed about Macbeth, and need to 

acknowledge in a broader sense, because this theatre is easier for us to 

understand in its originality through the scope of Shakespearean drama. I was 

interested in grasping the specificity of Jacobean drama, which was one of my 

motivations in choosing to stage The Witch of Edmonton. 

* 
 

In his lifetime, Shakespeare saw the crucial change of the theatre world in 

London. In the end of 1570s and the 1580s, the touring acting companies were 

forced to settle in their own purpose-built premises, in order not to be subjected 

to the above mentioned anti-beggary legislation. Because of the lack of 

respectability of the profession and the city authorities’ attempts to regulate the 

business, these playhouses were established outside the city, or in its margins, 

on the Bankside, meaning on the southern side of the River Thames, the city 

center being then on its northern side. The architectural model was a large open-

roof polygon, mimicking the design of the inn-yards where the companies had 

usually been performing previously38. In these years, four major houses were 

built in London according to this model: the Theatre, the Curtain, the Rose and 

 
37 J.E. Howard, op. cit., p. 7. 
38 R.A. Foakes, “Playhouses and players”, in English Renaissance Drama, op. cit., p. 3. 
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the Swan. When Shakespeare’s company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, had 

gained sufficient funds, they had their own theatre built, the Globe, which 

opened in 1599. In the 1600s, at the peak of Shakespeare’s career, there were 

mainly two competing and successful companies: the Lord Chamberlain’s Men 

(who became the King’s Men when James took them under his protection) at the 

Globe and the Lord Admiral’s Men at the Rose. These two venues were the 

“public playhouses” that we generally associate with Elizabethan theatre: huge 

open-air arenas (the architectural model of which is mainly known not from the 

Globe but through the sketches that are left from the Swan), “accommodating 

probably between 2,000 and upwards of 3,000 spectators”39. Even though these 

big playhouses were richly decorated with sculptures, the rectangular “blank 

space”40 of the stage used minimal stage decoration (plain-colored hangings, 

minimal properties like chairs, tables, beds, or even chariots), although this 

subject is very much debated amongst historians. The rear of the stage, the 

“tiring-house” in which props where stored, served for entrances and exits, and 

its façade could be used to create levels in the stage, and suggest a house, the 

battlements of a city, etc. Even though it will never be proven how bear the 

stage actually was, it is clear that the visual elements were used to suggest 

rather than to represent, and that much was left to the imagination of the 

audience, through the suggestive power of words. The material conditions of the 

Globe have often been used to understand Shakespeare’s stage poetry: for such 

a large, noisy and unfocused audience, “there was a lot of action, of shouting, 

one had to captivate the public”41. The text was spoken quickly, without 

interruption in the performance: “The spectator had the illusion of an imaginary 

world, an actual flux of which the actors on stage were the visible signs.”42 The 

word “signs” is meaningful: this fluid unity didn’t mean illusion of reality, since 

the prop-managers were preparing the stage for the next scene in full view of 

the audience. This is the basic aesthetic paradigm of the Elizabethan stage as we 

 
39 R.A. Foakes, op. cit., p. 9. 
40 R.A. Foakes, op. cit., p. 12. 
41 Peter Ackroyd, Shakespeare, quoted from the French edition, Philippe Rey, 2006, p. 329. 
42 P. Ackroyd, op. cit., p. 501. 



 25 

know it, and all of Shakespeare’s plays were written for this type of arena 

playhouse. 

But Shakespeare witnessed the rise of a new trend, brought by the “boys’ 

companies”, prepubescent boys performing semi-professionally in indoor spaces 

(he mocks them in the actors’ scene in Hamlet (ca. 1601)43, proving that he took 

the competition seriously very early on). These companies’ repertory was moving 

from morality plays and pastorals to new plays written specially for them by such 

successful authors as Ben Jonson, John Marston, Thomas Middleton or Thomas 

Dekker, who wrote for the two main boys’ companies, the Children of Paul’s and 

the Children of the Chapel; the latter settled in their own permanent playhouse, 

the Blackfriars Theatre, which was an in-door venue. Visiting the Blackfriars 

became a very fanciful event: the young actors gave the impression of a more 

delicate performance, they played less often (there were daily performances in 

public theatres, although Sunday performances were forbidden in 1583 due to 

Puritan pressure), for a smaller audience (the capacity of the theatre was 

supposedly around 50044, and the seats were more comfortable), and the new 

generation of dramatists explored a more learned and literary type of writing. 

The socio-economical result being that the entrance fee was six times more 

expensive than that of a public theatre, and therefore not attracting the same 

type of audience: this wasn’t anymore the roaring mass asking for spectacle, 

but, as Marston puts it himself in the Prologue of a play he wrote for the Children 

of Paul’s: “select, and most respected auditors, / [who] for wit’s sake do not 

dream of miracles”45. The whole performance was more refined: it was divided in 

acts (“because the candles needed to be trimmed”46), and music was played 

during the intervals, a music that the more intimate acoustics allowed to be more 

refined than the drums and trumpets of the Globe: a small orchestra of pipes, 

flutes, and plucked and bowed string instruments47. The stage itself was of 

 
43 “… there is, sir, an eyrie of children, little eyases, that cry out on the top of question and are 
most tyrannically clapp’d for’t. These are now the fashion, and so berattle the common stages…” 
W. Shakespeare, Hamlet, II.2.1426-1429. 
44 R.A. Foakes, op. cit., p. 25. 
45 J. Marston, Antonio and Mellida (1599-1600), Prologue, 3-4. 
46 R.A. Foakes, op. cit., p. 26. 
47 R.A. Foakes, quoting the testimony of a German visitor, Frederic Gerschow, op. cit., p. 26. 
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course smaller, and the necessity of artificial lighting led to the development of 

more sophisticated technologies. 

Shakespeare, as a theatre manager, saw the potential of this new form of 

theatre, and with the other shareholders of the Globe, decided in 1608 to rent 

the Blackfriars theatre, evicting the Children of the Chapel, disgraced in the eyes 

of James after performing a play by George Chapman, who was then writing 

many dramas on French contemporary history. The King’s Men therefore became 

the first adult company performing indoor, in addition to the fact that having two 

venues for themselves confirmed their supremacy in the London theatre world. 

We can observe the necessary dramaturgical adaptations brought by this 

transition: “It is natural that Shakespeare adopted [the act-division] in his last 

plays. […] To be able to introduce it, he even revised the structure of earlier 

plays as A Midsummer night’s dream and King Lear…”48 His company also worked 

with other authors who would write for this specific new space, like Jonson, 

Beaumont and Fletcher, the latter becoming Shakespeare’s collaborator for his 

last plays, thus indulging in the typically Jacobean trend of collaborative 

authorship, meant to improve the efficiency of playwriting. 

The “private playhouse”, modeled on the Blackfriars Theatre, became the 

new paradigm of theatre: “after 1614 no more public arena theatres were 

built”49, and the Jacobean era saw the building of new indoor theatres, the most 

successful being the Cockpit Theatre in Drury Lane, converted from an actual 

cockpit in 1616-1617 probably under the supervision of Inigo Jones, to serve as 

a second venue to the Queen Anne’s Men, who were based in the outdoor Red 

Bull Theatre. They moved back permanently to the Red Bull upon losing their 

patron (the Queen), in 1619: at this date, the Prince Charles’s Men moved into 

the Cockpit; this company, placed under the protection of the King’s son (the 

future King Charles I), was not considered a major one, like those of the Globe, 

the Fortune and the Red Bull; but it had William Rowley as a dramatist and 

clown, and performed The Witch of Edmonton at the Cockpit in 1621. It is 

difficult to estimate how many actors belonged to the company, and we can only 

 
48 P. Ackroyd, op. cit., p. 654. 
49 R.A. Foakes, op. cit., p. 30. 
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speculate on the principle that “plays were constructed with the doubling of parts 

in mind”50. It is estimated that “Shakespeare wrote for between thirteen and 

sixteen actors throughout his career”51. 

 Public playhouses were associated with popular entertainment, jigs, 

roaring devils, artificial lightning… to sum it up, “sensationalism of staging”52. But 

interestingly enough, the private stages paralleled this aspect with their own 

means, compensating: “the refinement and sophistication included a taste for a 

sensationalism of content in plays that deal with sexual perversity or deviance, 

and toy with rape, incest, and adultery”53, which gives the tone that is usually 

associated with Jacobean theatre, and which interested for instance Artaud (see 

Introduction). 

* 

As previously stated, the renewal of the theatre world, with a new 

generation of playwrights, writing for different performance spaces, was 

influenced by these different conditions, and the development of theatre as an 

industry: not only did the population of London double between 1600 and 1650, 

but the amount of theater-goers also rose subsequently54, in a period when there 

were between four and seven companies playing daily in London, most of them a 

different play every night, and performing some plays only once. Many of these 

plays were not even being published, and only a minority of them survived until 

our time. Dramatic texts were written quickly, usually to indulge the trends of 

the moment, and were full of topical jokes: they were not considered as fixed 

work that should be treated like a poet’s perfect achievement55, but as material 

that could be freely modified (as many examples in Shakespeare can show, and 

for instance the aforementioned case of the interpolations in Macbeth). 

 
50 R.A. Foakes, op. cit., p. 47. 
51 R.A. Foakes, op. cit., p. 48. 
52 R.A. Foakes, op. cit., p. 34. 
53 R.A. Foakes, ibid. 
54 S. Porter, op. cit., p. 243. 
55 When Ben Jonson published his plays under the title Works (1616), this title seemed for many a 
pretentious claim, and the following anonymous epigram was spread: “Pray, tell me, Ben, where 
does the myst’ry lurk? / What others call a play, you call a work?” Quoted by Line Cottegnies in 
Théâtre élisabéthain, t. II (eds. L. Cottegnies, F. Laroque, J.-M. Maguin), Gallimard, 2009, 
“Introduction”, p. XVIII. 
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How topical, how context-based this theatre was, is what we need to know 

to perform it today. It had been common for authors of the generation of 

Marlowe and Shakespeare to question national history, an indirect way to 

question the legacy of the society they were living in. But the trend of history 

plays ended on June 1599 with the Bishops’ Ban, installing a State censorship of 

satires, plays and histories, controlling very carefully what vision was given of 

national history. Jean E. Howard insists on the power of the representation of 

monarchical power in theatre, through the representation of its symbols: “This 

stripped those symbols of their sacred aura, making it more possible for 

spectators to have a critical, rather than a merely reverential, attitude toward 

them.”56 This had mainly three consequences as for the political impact of 

theatre at the time: 

• James himself was extremely conscious of the potential of the use of 

theatre and theatricality in the exercise of power. Jonathan Goldberg points out 

how the King took inspiration from the Ancient Roman style to claim “deity as 

the emperor had done before him”57, using “writing as an instrument of royal 

power”58, and staging his own body, a process Goldberg sees reflected in the 

Roman tragedies of the time (Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and Coriolanus, 

Massinger’s The Roman Actor) where the ruler’s body, “both opaque and 

transparent”, shows “the inherent theatricalization of political power and the 

rhetoric of power in the Jacobean period”59. We already mentioned the example 

of Macbeth perhaps written to legitimize the position and policy of James, but the 

most elaborate form of this use of performance was the grand spectacle referred 

to as masque. A masque was a splendid performance offered personally to the 

King, using a series of allegories, served by sliding flats, mechanical sets and 

many effects such as cloud machines and flying devices, the most famous ones 

being collaborations of Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones at the Court of James. The 

“dramatic situation” of these performances was the conflict between the King and 

his opponents (in The Masque of Queens (1609), witches, or in Love Restored 

 
56 J.E. Howard, op. cit., p. 31. 
57 J. Goldberg, James I and the Politics of Literature: Jonson, Shakespeare, Donne, and their 
Contemporaries, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983, p. 46. 
58 J. Goldberg, op. cit., p. 55. 
59 Pascale Aebischer, Jacobean Drama, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, p. 62. 
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(1612), a Puritan…), and it resulted in “the victory of royal authority, 

[…] represented as instantaneous and effortless”60. Inigo Jones’s sophisticated 

stage inventions associate spectacle with the magnificence of power: “Every 

masque is a ritual in which the society affirms its wisdom and asserts its control 

of its world and its destiny. The glories of the transformation scene express the 

power of princes, bringing order to human and elemental nature, partaking 

thereby of the divine.”61 Another performance form dealing with power were the 

city pageants, forms of masques devised not for the Court, but for the City and 

its populations: in the continuity of medieval forms of street theatre, processions 

were pulling chariots on which again allegorical dramas were performed, 

concerning matters of the City, figures of Triumph, Virtues, etc. Many 

playwrights of importance such as Heywood, Dekker, Webster or Middleton wrote 

texts for these occasions, and used the material (which had then become 

popular) in their theatrical plays, thus creating a link between collective events 

related to the collective topicality and more elaborate dramatic constructions.62 

• We already mentioned how opposed the Puritans were to the monarchy 

and its ceremonialism on one hand, and to theatre in general on the other. This 

hate first expressed itself famously in minister John Norbrook’s Treatise against 

dicing, dancing, plays and interludes, with other idle pastimes (1577) and 

culminated in the closing of all theatres in 1642 by the Parliament allied to the 

Puritans. In between, this resentment found many expressions in pamphlets, a 

famous one being Pynne’s Histriomatrix (1632), which attacked not only the 

theatre and actors, but also the Queen’s taste for theatre and dancing, the 

reason for which Pynne was condemned as a “seditious libeler” and received 

body markings.63 Puritans were “antitheatricalists” in all senses, blaming 

theatricality in church, in monarchy, and even in everyday life, meaning people 

playing roles through costumes. They didn’t only condemn playhouses (places of 

perversion, especially before Sunday performances were banned, in the time 

 
60 Martin Butler, “Private and occasional drama”, English Renaissance Drama, op. cit., p. 144. 
61 S. Orgel & R. Strong, Inigo Jones, Sotheby Parke Bernet, 1973, p. 13. 
62 M. Heinemann, “Political drama”, English Renaissance Drama, op. cit., p. 188. 
63 He repeated the offense five years later with another pamphlet explicating his obsession with 
“Popery and Jesuitical plots”, showing how antitheatricalism and fanaticism were intertwined. Cf. 
Antonia Fraser, Cromwell, Our Chief of Men, Phoenix Paperback edition, 2008, p. 68. 



 30 

when people would attend a performance rather than a service) but generally all 

forms of feasting, carnival and fairs. For playwrights, this made Puritans favorite 

targets of satire, and one of the most elaborated examples is Ben Jonson’s 

Bartholomew Fare (1614), a very detailed recreation of the atmosphere and 

activities of this famous fare, in which a ridiculous Puritan character, Zeal-of-the-

Land Busy, tries to preserve himself and the others from the stain of this unholy 

bunch; the climax is a puppet show (the essence of popular theatrical 

entertainment) which Busy interrupts, scandalized, accusing the puppets of being 

“idols” (V.5.4), and debates the matter with one of the puppets in person: “… my 

main argument against you is that you are an abomination: for the male, among 

you, putteth on the apparel of the female, and the female of the male” (V.5.99-

102), referring to the condemnation of cross-dressing in theatre by Puritans. But 

he is convinced when he discovers that puppets have no sex, and declares: “Let 

it go on. For I am changed, and will become a beholder with you!” (V.5.120-

121), and everything ends well. Another line by this character reflects how much 

Puritans despised all folklore and superstition of pagan origins: “Thy Hobby-horse 

is an Idol, a very Idol, a fierce and rank Idol!” (III.6.58-59), denouncing the 

ungodliness of the all-too popular Morris dance. Another famous criticism, more 

serious and political, underlies the whole plot of Shakespeare’s Measure for 

Measure (ca. 1604): Angelo, to whom the Duke of Vienna leaves the power, is a 

figure of the hypocritical and ambitious Puritan, and the play has been said to 

illustrate “what would happen if power were to be entrusted to the godly”64, 

meaning the rise of a dictatorship. 

• Political drama in a general sense took a variety of forms in the Jacobean 

period, because “the main form of political drama in the 1590s [had been] the 

English history play”65, and this form was now very difficult to realize. On one 

hand, authors found other foreign times and places to address political matters 

(all Shakespeare’s plays from the period can serve as examples: he moves from 

English kings to the exotic settings of his later tragedies, comedies, and 

romances to discuss the problems of power), and on the other they started 

 
64 P. Lake, The Antichrist’s Lewd Hat: Protestants, Papists, and Players in Post-Reformation 
England, Yale University Press, 2002, p. 626. 
65 M. Heinemann, op. cit., p. 175. 
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describing more and more directly real and recent events. We already mentioned 

the Children of the Chapel being disgraced after performing plays by George 

Chapman; the latest incriminated play was the two-part Conspiracy and Tragedy 

of Charles, Duke of Byron (ca. 1608), telling the story of a French diplomat 

executed for high treason in 1602. Margot Heinemann sums up the general tone 

of the time: “Spies and informers, driven by poverty and lack of political 

preferment, serve in dissolute courts under rules shown as corrupt or even mad, 

aided by unscrupulous churchmen. The Italian, French, Spanish, or Roman 

settings distance all this and make it acceptable for the censor.”66 John Webster’s 

dark tragedies, such as The White Devil (1612) or The Duchess of Malfi (ca. 

1613), belong to the genre, the whole point of such plays labeled as “revenge 

tragedies” (of which Hamlet is a famous example) being to “demonstrate that 

political realities do not match theological ideals”67: the individual doesn’t have 

hope for justice, since the source of justice (the State) is polluted. Plays also 

reflect nostalgia for the time of Elizabeth, who herself becomes a character in 

plays, as in Heywood’s If You Know Not Me, You Know Nobody (1604). During 

James’s reign, plays became more and more topical and “openly involved”68 in 

State controversies, such as the planned royal Catholic marriage, and other 

matters of national policy and strategy: Fletcher and Massinger’s Sir John Van 

Olden Barnavelt (1619) was written a few months after the execution of a Dutch 

statesman of that name, who was accused of conspiracy with the Spanish enemy 

(Holland was England’s ally, as a Protestant country), and thus commenting on 

very topical geostrategic subjects, a reason for which the Bishop of London used 

his right for censorship against it; the most famous case is Middleton’s A Game 

at Chess (1624), representing the negotiations for the Spanish marriage in the 

form of a chess board in which known public figures are pieces of the game: a 

huge popular success, quickly suppressed by James himself. Both plays were 

performed in everything but underground conditions: by the King’s Men at the 

Globe, which indicates how naturally the stage could be used as a political arena. 

Many other equally polemical plays were performed in places such as the 

 
66 M. Heinemann, op. cit., p. 184. 
67 M. Hattaway, op. cit., p. 104. 
68 M. Heinemann, op. cit., p. 190. 
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Cockpit, who’s “mainly élite audience”69 was interested in critical commentaries 

on State affaires. The trend was nevertheless tempered by a royal interdiction of 

public talk of affairs of State. 

This political orientation of theatre is paralleled by the renewed exploration 

of form. The London theatre world, as it grew and developed, became 

increasingly self-referential, as is common in a broad cultural industry: we 

mentioned private jokes in Hamlet, but more open comments on the theatre life 

were made in an earlier instance that was the rivalry between Jonson on one 

side, and Marston and Dekker on the other, which has been called “War of the 

Poets” (1599-1602). This atmosphere, and the growing of the learned audience 

of private theatres, led to the development of parodies, the first one being 

Beaumont’s Knight of the Burning Pestle (1607), a crazy theatre-within-theatre 

concept inspired by Don Quixote, playing with the audience’s knowledge of the 

plays of the period, and starting with a theatralization of the performance 

conditions in the theatre, completely disintegrating what would later be called 

the fourth wall. Writers like Beaumont, through subversion of known material, 

“challenge the traditional separation and hierarchy of genres”70, as Shakespeare 

did in his plays of the same time, even though the tradition strongly tends to 

classify his plays with strict labels71. This play on the form emphasized the 

English tradition of “mixing comic and tragic elements” to give birth to “the 

century’s most popular dramatic form, tragicomedy”72. The taste for tragicomedy 

indeed remained a typical English feature, which was never fully adopted in 

French baroque theatre for instance. 

The mixture of genres “called in question a traditional symbolic ordering of 

the world that supported rigid social as well as artistic categories”73, a 

representation of men through genres which was clearly established in Aristotle’s 

Poetics: “Comedy aims at representing men as worse, Tragedy as better than in 

actual life.” (I,2) From this separation is deduced that there are characters of 

 
69 M. Heinemann, op. cit., p. 191. 
70 L. Bliss, “Pastiche, burlesque, tragicomedy”, English Renaissance Drama, op. cit., p. 235. 
71 A tradition that starts with the First Folio (1623), which classifies Shakespeare’s plays (without 
his supervision) into three categories: “Comedies”, “Histories” and “Tragedies”. 
72 L. Bliss, ibid.  
73 L. Bliss, op. cit., p. 251. 
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“higher type” and of “lower type” (ibid.), and that each speak their own type of 

language. These basic principles are the basis of writing of tragedies and 

comedies in the modern era too, which creates a clear social grid that is 

endangered by the very concept of tragicomedy; the point exactly of what 

Marlowe does in his plays, or Shakespeare’s equivocation of the King and the 

Fool in King Lear (ca. 1606). One of the most radical gestures in this direction is 

the mixed genre that was called “domestic tragedy” –a name that seems itself an 

oxymoron, since it indicates that the purpose is to write a tragedy about civil 

households, rather than about kings and queens. The philosophical idea which it 

seems to contain, and which is extremely powerful on a political level, is that 

anyone can be a tragic figure. This idea is already expressed by Cleopatra herself 

in Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra (ca. 1607): “No more than e’en a 

woman, and commanded / By such poor passion as the maid that milks / And 

does the meanest chares.” (IV.15.3255-3257). The explicit meaning is that the 

pain of passion is the same for a queen and for a maid, and therefore that a 

maid could also be the heroine of a tragedy. 

This genre doesn’t express a trend localized in time, but rather a strong 

sub-current in English drama, drawing its themes from morality plays, by 

showing people dealing with moral principles in trivial situations. The first known 

example used to be attributed to Shakespeare: Arden of Faversham (1592) is 

based on a true story of adultery and murder from 1551 (narrated by Holinshed 

in his Chronicles). It dramatizes a topic we saw was crucial: how Arden, a 

“gentleman of blood”, is given by higher-ranked lords lands that belonged to the 

community for common usage, multiplying the number of his enemies who 

conspire to get him killed, through two incompetent and grotesque killers who 

are ironically the comical relief of the play. The main conspirators are Arden’s 

wife, Alice, and her lover, Mosbie, a butcher who started working as a servant to 

earn a better living. Alice’s defense of free love is extremely challenging for the 

common morality and the institutions that protect it (“Love is a god, and 

marriage is but words.”), and the characters doubt even their own motivations 

(during an argument, Alice and Mosbie question whether they are murdering 

Arden for love or for money), showing a many-sided reality. Another, later 
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example is Thomas Heywood’s A Woman Killed With Kindness (1603), again a 

story of adultery: parallel plots present us with the choices of John Frankfords’s 

wife, Anne, who doesn’t resist the seduction of a visitor, and who ends up 

starving herself to death in penance, and of the virtuous Susan, whom her 

brother tries to prostitute to clean away a debt, in vain. In both cases, marriage 

is considered as the basic bond in the social fabric (from an anthropological point 

of view, as studied later for instance by Claude Lévi-Strauss in Les Structures 

élémentaires de la parenté) and questioned from both a psychological and 

sociological point of view, in works that use the theatrical means of the time (the 

division between prose, blank verse and rhyme to identify social ranks, multiple 

plots reflecting each other, tragic irony…) to question the current society and its 

changes. The focus is clearly on the content rather than the adornment of the 

form: Arden’s Epilogue states “Gentlemen, we hope you’ll pardon this naked 

tragedy”, and Heywood’s play’s Prologue makes the same excuses: “Look for no 

glorious state, our muse is bent / Upon a barren subject, a bare scene.” 

It this no wonder, then, that The Witch of Edmonton was later 

characterized as belonging to this same category of domestic tragedies: “It was 

characteristic of domestic tragedy that a sensational crime, usually a murder 

associated with the breaking of marriage bonds, provided the play’s central 

incident.”74 The play does indeed capitalize on the interest aroused by horrible 

crimes as well as it does replace the then non-existing media to reflect on 

relevant events of the society theatergoers were living in; domestic tragedies 

were “crusading documentaries”75, in a theatre life that was, as we 

demonstrated, heavily politicized, from masques and civic pageants to elaborate 

plays dealing with matters of collective life and “clearly designed to influence 

current ideas and political action by the crown, in parliament, and even in the 

streets”76.  

* 

 
74 P. Corbin & D. Sedge, “Introduction” to The Witch of Edmonton, Manchester University Press, 
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75 M. Hattaway, op. cit., p. 111. 
76 M. Heinemann, op. cit., p. 168. 
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To finish this contextual presentation, it is necessary to introduce the three 

known authors of The Witch of Edmonton. 

Thomas Dekker (ca. 1572-1632) was the oldest of the three, and the most 

experienced, as we could realize by describing the theatre world of the time, in 

relationship to which we already mentioned his name a few times. He 

participated in the “War of Theatres” at the turn of the century as an ally to John 

Marston, meaning he was an early champion of children companies and therefore 

private theatres. He was then also writing for notorious adult companies such as 

the Admiral’s Men, who had Marlowe’s plays in their repertory. His play The 

Shoemaker’s Holiday (1599) is labeled as a citizen comedy, meaning a comedy 

dealing with the life in the City, especially concerned with the middle-class. He 

was very much associated with this subject, even though he wrote plays of many 

genres in trying to indulge in the fashions of his time; but his output as a 

pamphleteer, which is still used by historians as a testimony of the life of the 

lower-class in London at the time, as well as many of his plays, show that he had 

a somewhat militant vision of his work as a writer. His other famous play The 

Roaring Girl (1607-1610), written in collaboration with Thomas Middleton, is 

directly based on the life of Mary Frith, a notorious pickpocket virago, paralleling 

this real-life character with a romantic plot to produce a radical social criticism: 

“The Roaring Girl critiques marriage precisely because it gives men too much 

power over women”77. This criticism sprung from Dekker’s own militant 

Protestantism (his earlier play The Whore of Babylon (1606) was “violently anti-

Catholic and nationalistic”78 and as such was also a criticism of James’s policy) 

and was categorized by Lionel Charles Knights as belonging to the “enlightened 

conservatism”79 of the authors of his generation, starting with Jonson and his 

satire of the greed of his contemporaries. It is also interesting to mention that 

Dekker spent seven years (1612-1619) in prison for debt, a time he used to 

write pamphlets; and that before as much as after this time, he kept writing for 

the theatre, often in collaboration with other authors; his biography is very 

interesting as it shows the career of a “non-mainstream” author, in comparison 
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to Shakespeare’s for instance. As for his involvement in The Witch of Edmonton, 

critics generally agree that “Dekker was the overall leader of the project, having 

the main responsibility for the Elizabeth Sawyer area of the play”80. 

John Ford (1586-ca. 1639) is the best known of the authors, even though 

he was, at the time when the play was written, the youngest and the less 

experienced: The Witch of Edmonton was his first work as a playwright. He is 

generally considered to be the main author of the Frank Thorney plot, by 

comparison with his later writings, not only in style, but also in its bloody theme, 

that later reached a climatic form under the influence of Webster in ‘Tis Pity 

She’s A Whore (ca. 1633), his play of incest and revenge, also performed at the 

Cockpit Theatre, and which is what the modern audience generally knows from 

post-Shakespearean English Renaissance theatre. He also revived the genre of 

history play, dealing with the reign of Richard III in Perkin Warbeck (1629-

1634), again at the Cockpit, and demonstrating “the instability of [the] process 

of monarchical legitimation”81, showing how much more freely Ford wrote in the 

form of estranged stories rather the real-life chronicles.  

William Rowley (ca. 1585-1626) is more famous for collaborations, but he 

was as such a key-collaborator to celebrated playwrights such as Middleton, 

Fletcher, Webster and Heywood. He is crucial in the team of The Witch of 

Edmonton, since he was the dramatist of the premiering company, the Prince 

Charles’s Men, and usually wrote clown roles for himself. For this reason, it is 

more than likely that he wrote and acted himself the character of Cuddy Banks. 

He used to clown for many companies and ended up joining the prestigious 

King’s Men at the Globe, where he acted notably in Middleton’s scandalous A 

Game at Chess. 

It is also noteworthy that the same trio was joined by Webster to write in 

1624 another play based on real-life sensations (a murder and a marriage), Keep 

the Widow Waking. Other plays in the 1620s were attributed to combinations 

from this successful pool of authors, showing how all of them were involved in 

the theatre-life of their time and in the development of new forms of drama. 

 
80 P. Corbin & D. Sedge, op. cit., p. 6. 
81 J.E. Howard, op. cit., p. 17. 
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1.3. “A KNOWN TRUE STORY”     

It is useful to shortly mention the concrete material that was used as a 

starting point to the writing of The Witch of Edmonton. The real Elizabeth Sawyer 

was executed in London on April 21st, 1621, and the play was premiered eight 

months later, when this sensational event was still fresh in everyone’s memories, 

guaranteeing the public’s curiosity for the show. This opportunity for good 

advertising was a good reason to dramatize the subject and to do it quickly, even 

though I hope to show that the text is deeper than an opportunistic attempt to 

box-office success; this aspect is emphasized by the title page of the 1658 (first) 

edition of the play, which obviously has the purpose to drive interest, stating: 

“The Witch of Edmonton: A known true story composed into a tragicomedy by 

divers well-esteemed poets, William Rowley, Thomas Dekker, John Ford, &c. 

Acted by the Prince’s Servants, often at the Cockpit in Drury Lane, once at Court, 

with singular applause. Never printed till now.”82 One of the many elements 

meant to be attractive here is the label “a known true story”, which reminds us 

of the overused “based on a true story”-tagline of our film posters. But even 

though it wasn’t uncommon, as we mentioned, for a play to hint at current 

affairs and comment them, this was usually done in disguise, even in the scarce 

tradition of domestic tragedy: to highlight this aspect, and thus to define the play 

as a dramatization of a real-life event, or –to paraphrase the words of the title 

page– a (re)composition of a true story by poets, was highly unusual.83 

The only direct source we can trace is a pamphlet published by a minister, 

Henry Goodcole, The wonderful discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer, a Witch, late of 

Edmonton, her conviction and condemnation and death. (Together with the 

relation of the Devil’s access to her and their conference together.) (1621) The 

pamphlet relates Goodcole’s conversation with Sawyer in the prison of Newgate, 

three days after her condemnation and four before her execution. Goodcole 

 
82 I modernized here the spelling and unified the typography of the original title page (printed by J. 
Cottrel for Edward Blackmore, London, 1658), but this page is in its very setting an interesting 
document on the “original” show and context, the reason for which I include it here as Appendix 2. 
83 The example was later imitated, most famously by Thomas Heywood and Richard Brome in The 
Late Lancashire Witches (ca. 1633), a play dramatizing an on-going affair, extensively using court 
documents, perhaps even prompted by the Lord Chamberlain. 
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doesn’t express any doubt in his presentation: Sawyer was an actual witch, 

visited by the Devil, and brought to justice by God himself. She “had wished and 

endeavoured to happen” various forms of destruction to her neighbors and 

“witched unto death”84 one of them, a crime for which she was finally convicted: 

the accusation of murder was technically essential to sentence her to death. 

Goodcole narrates the judiciary process, the key-characters of which were 

introduced in the play, as was necessary, to connect the fiction to the reality it is 

supposed to explicate (see the Introduction of this thesis and the comparison 

with Artaud’s treatment of the Cenci trial): 1) “Agnes Ratcleife”, the neighbor, 

whose soap was licked by Sawyer’s sow, which Ratcleife stroke in return (these 

circumstances are exactly quoted in the play by Sawyer (IV.1.183-185) 

concerning the fictional equivalent, Ann Ratcliffe, but the revenge is more 

“theatrical” in the play: Ann Ratcliffe dies within minutes with spectacular 

symptoms of dementia, whereas Agnes Ratcleife died after four days of 

mysterious sickness); 2) “the husband of the above-named Agnes Ratcleife”, in 

the play Old Ratcliffe, who reports both in play and in reality his wife’s dying 

accusation against Sawyer; 3) the character of the Justice, anonymous in the 

play, is described in further detail by Goodcole: “Master Arthur Robinson, a 

worshipful Justice of Peace dwelling at Totnam, had often and divers times, upon 

the complaints of the neighbours against this Elizabeth Sawyer, laboriously and 

carefully examined her and still his suspicion was strengthened against her that 

doubtless she was a witch.”85 Other details about the procedure were omitted 

from the play, for instance the accusation that the Witch bore a “private and 

strange mark” on her body, a diabolical sign that was reported to be found after 

examination. 

Other elements were used: 

• Sawyer narrates her first encounter with the Devil, who appeared to her 

while she was “cursing, swearing and blaspheming”, and said: “Oh! Have I 

now found you cursing, swearing and blaspheming? Now you are mine.”86 

 
84 H. Goodcole, The wonderful discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer…, in The Witch of Edmonton, 
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85 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 139. 
86 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 141. 
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The dramatists use these exact circumstances and almost exactly these 

words (“Ho! Have I found thee cursing? Now thou art mine own.”, 

II.1.128).  

• They also use the terms in which Sawyer describes the Devil’s demands: 

he “demanded of me my soul and body, threatening then to tear me in 

pieces”87 (“… command me / Do any mischief unto man or beast, / And I’ll 

effect it, on condition / That, uncompelled, thou make a deed of gift / Of 

soul and body to me. […] If thou deniest / I’ll tear thy body in a thousand 

pieces.” II.1.137-141 and 143-144). The detail of the Devil’s prayer 

(“Sanctibicetur nomen tuum.”88) mentioned by Sawyer is also used in the 

play. 

• The Devil would appear “always in the shape of a dog”89, but the real 

Sawyer mentioned this dog appeared equally as black or as white, while 

the dramatists give a symbolical meaning to these colors: the Dog is black 

during the whole play, and white when it comes to announce the Witch’s 

fall. The Dog’s nickname, Tom, also is an authentic detail.90 (Also, in 

Goodcole’s report, the relationship between the Witch and the Devil lasted 

eight years, and was obviously compressed to a much shorter time-span 

in the play, perhaps less than a week.) 

• Goodcole’s report goes into big detail about the Devil’s habit to suck 

Sawyer’s blood, because of the importance of this confession to prove she 

bore a physical mark from the Devil. The dramatists refer to this folkloric 

motive as something that everyone knows about the Devil’s doing (Sawyer 

herself before the appearance of the Devil, Sir Clarington when accusing 

her (“… she’s bruited for a woman that maintains a spirit that sucks her.”, 

IV.1.104-105), and even Cuddy blames the Dog for what he heard from 

rumors: “to creep under an old witch’s coats, and suck like a great 

puppy!” V.1.186-187), but this vivid image is given more developed 

metaphorical and erotic implications in the play. 

 
87 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 143. 
88 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 146. 
89 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 143. 
90 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 144. 
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• Sawyer tells how the Devil “would do for [her] whatsoever [she] should 

require of him” and hurt “bodies of Christians and beasts”.91 This is the 

matter of the first dialogue between Sawyer and the Devil in the play (see 

above). But the real Sawyer confesses having been responsible for “many 

Christians’ and beasts’ death”, including “two nurse-children”; in the play, 

the only death she is made responsible of is Ann Ratcliffe’s, which the real 

Sawyer, in turn, denies in Goodcole’s report, as she does in the final scene 

of the play (“I never did her hurt.” V.1.33).92 

• Sawyer’s words in the final scene are directly inspired from her model’s 

last words in the report: “I [speak] to clear my conscience. And now 

having done it I am the more quiet and the better prepared, and willing 

thereby to suffer death. For I have no hope at all of my life although, I 

must confess, I would live longer if I might.”93 Which becomes in the play: 

“I was well resolved / To die in my repentance. Though ‘tis true / I would 

live longer if I might, yet since / I cannot, pray torment me not; my 

conscience / Is settled as it shall be.” (V.2.42-46). 

The character itself was built out of Goodcole’s description: “her face was 

most pale and ghost-like without any blood at all”, “her body was crooked and 

deformed, even bending together”94, she was continuously “cursing, swearing, 

blaspheming and imprecating”95 (this is indeed how she appears constantly in 

presence of the countrymen, see II.1, IV.1 and V.2), and “she was a very 

ignorant woman”96. She uses almost the same exact words to describe herself in 

her opening monologue: “’Cause I am poor, deformed and ignorant, / And like a 

bow buckled and bent together…” (II.1.3-4). Interestingly, she immediately puts 

this pejorative description into another perspective: she was deformed “by some 

more strong in mischiefs than [herself]” and her “bad tongue” was “by their bad 

usage made so” (II.1.5 and 11). Very early on, she introduces the radical idea 

 
91 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 142. 
92 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 142. 
93 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 147. 
94 Goodcole also mentions explicitly that Sawyer what one-eyed, something that was considered a 
physical characteristic of witches, and to which a clown alludes (“let her curse her tother eye out”, 
II,1, 96-97). 
95 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 137. 
96 H. Goodcole, op. cit., p. 141. 
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which is of course not in Goodcole’s report that the others made her the outcast 

she is now, and that those who call her a witch “teach [her] how to be one” 

(II.1.10). “Unlike Goodcole’s pliant prisoner, Dekker, Ford, and Rowley’s Mother 

Sawyer is aware of the socioeconomic conditions that marginalize an 

impoverished, old woman as a criminal, and she is highly critical of them.”97 The 

result is obviously a vision of the character very different from the one Goodcole 

gives, and the play therefore doesn’t have the same agenda as the minister who 

claims to publish the material for the edification of all “Christians”98, who must 

avoid to follow Sawyer’s example.  

* 
 

It is interesting to notice that, even though historians haven’t found any 

historical event that would have been a direct inspiration to the story of Frank 

Thorney in the same way as to the Witch plot or some other “domestic 

tragedies”, this story does have the appearance of a possible “news story” of the 

time, which we would nowadays phrase for instance as: A young man from 

Edmonton (Essex) was brought to marry simultaneously a maid he believed he 

got pregnant and the daughter of a rich yeoman with whom his father forced him 

to make a money-marriage to prevent bankruptcy; unable to deal with the 

pressure of the situation, he killed his second wife during an attempt to flee the 

country with the first one, and was confounded when the murder weapon was 

found in his coat by the victim’s family; he was sentenced to death and executed 

in London. (A more detailed article would mention the realistic details about the 

Carter and Thorney families and the role Sir Clarington plays in the story.) This 

illusion of reality is crucial in the overall aesthetics of the play: this story looks 

real or plausible because it could happen in the society we live in. We could even 

state, more radically: this is a real story, because it happens all the time. 

* 

Even though it doesn’t refer to a specific event, the Morris dance is an 

important element of “reality” in the play, since it inserts into the dramaturgy a 

 
97 E.Y. Cheng, “Marginalizing Women: Forced Marriage, Witchcraft Accusations, and the Social 
Machinery of Private Landownership in The Witch of Edmonton”, Concentric 36.1, 2010, pp. 120-
121. 
98 H. Goodcole, “Conclusion”, op. cit., p. 149. 



 42 

faithfully reconstructed performance of a folkloric ritual (choice of the 

instruments, hobby-horse, allusion to “Maiden Marian”). The Morris belongs to 

the real-life elements, also clearly locating the action in early spring, around 

May-day (as does the reference to Maypoles, IV.1.14). 

We can also add a few comments about Cuddy. His first-name/nickname is 

apparently derived from the word cudden (a clown; a low rustic; a dolt), which 

illustrates the blend of traditional clown, Shakespearean fool and realistic village 

idiot of the character. The name Banks is perhaps inspired by William Banks, a 

famous showman who had exhibited his “dancing horse”99 called Marocco in 

London inn-yards in the 1590s (amongst many others, Dekker mentions the 

“horse that went up” in his pamphlet The Gull’s Hornbook100) and almost 

sentenced to death for witchcraft. Cuddy’s love for his hobby-horse and the jokes 

he makes about it as if it were a living horse (III.1 and III.4) could hint at the 

well-known performing horse and his master, the fact that Cuddy’s horse is a 

fictitious one adding to the comical touch of the character. 

 

1.4. A POLITICAL DRAMATURGY     

 Even though I already have mentioned elements of The Witch of Edmonton 

connected to the socio-political or theatrical reality of the time, I now want to 

show more precisely why the set of characters the play presents creates a truly 

political dramaturgy. The multi-plot structure emphasizes that we are dealing 

with a lively town, where many parallel stories take place, and individual 

trajectories create a complex picture and cross in various moments. 

 To begin with, it can only strike the reader or viewer how complete the 

picture of the community of Edmonton is in the play: all the social layers of 

society are present, from the local knight who has money and connections with 

the official authorities (Sir Clarington) and well-living gentry (Warbeck and 

Somerton) to the simplest farmers who have nothing but cattle and a piece of 

land to harvest (Old Banks and Old Ratcliffe), and of course the outcast who has 

nothing at all (Elizabeth Sawyer). This doesn’t equate to a static map of a stable 

 
99 The expression is used notably by Shakespeare in Love’s Labour’s Lost, I,2, 51. 
100 Th. Dekker, The Gull’s Hornbook [1609], reed. McKerrow, 1904, p. 37. Other allusions can be 
found in Dekker’s works. 
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society, of course, since characters in motion are presented as well: John Carter, 

a yeoman who saw his fortune grow in his life-time and is the stereotype of the 

self-made man who built his position by using the evolution of the capitalistic 

economy, taking pride in not being born with money (Cf. his first speech, “No 

gentleman I…” I.2.3); and a man going the opposite direction, Old Thorney, who 

owns an estate but will have to make “a present sale of all” (I.2.141) if he 

doesn’t get quickly the money to secure it, the only way he can think of being to 

marry his son to Carter’s daughter; the son in question, Frank, sees how his 

young years are jeopardized by his family’s economical problems: he has to earn 

his living by serving Sir Clarington, lowering himself to the level of servant to 

which Winnifred belongs. The Thorney family represents the collapse of the 

hereditary economy, and the dialogue between Old Carter and Old Thorney 

makes very clear how the two men are opposed because one’s rise goes hand in 

hand with the other’s fall: this relationship condenses in a nutshell the state of 

the English economy at the time as I explicated it in section 1.1. The whole 

marriage talk between the fathers really is an actual business bargain, showing 

the economical stakes: “the words [they] use, such as ‘security’, ‘bonds’, ‘bills’, 

and ‘present payment’, are similar to those financial terms people employ in 

modern-day business negotiations (1.2.1-19).”101 Moreover, the Thorneys are 

not the only ones aiming at Carter’s money, even fortunate gentry as Warbeck 

and Somerton wish to make money-marriages with his daughters, even though 

they display a great deal of disgust for the business (Warbeck keeps on bragging 

about his estate and openly despises Susan’s taste for Frank: “Marry / A serving-

man? Mew!” I.2.120-121) and, as Sir Clarington’s guests, show they are 

culturally much closer to aristocracy then to the family they approach in the 

search of a good dowry (III,4). Sir Clarington himself is the quintessence of this 

aristocratic spirit: Warbeck’s social contempt and belief that everything can be 

bought by money are amplified (he gets rid of Winnifred’s pregnancy by giving 

her a dowry, and from the trial by paying a fine), and his higher status provides 

him supposed total authority upon people in his land (he assists the Justice in 

interviewing Mother Sawyer) and especially his servants (he considers he has all 

 
101 E.Y. Cheng, “Marginalizing Women…”, op. cit., p. 124. 
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sexual rights over Winnifred, and can continue his affair with her even after her 

marriage with Frank): he possesses basically all the features of the caricature of 

the aristocrat. In this he completes a triangle with Carter and Thorney: the latter 

considers him as a moral authority (he sent his son to serve him and considers a 

letter form him sufficient proof that Frank is not lying about not being married), 

the former considers him first with polite, slightly ironical respect (“How does the 

right worshipful knight, Sir Arthur Clarington, your master?” I.2.110-111) and in 

the final scene is the only one to tell him in a straightforward way what everyone 

thinks but nobody dares to say: “… you are worthier to be hanged of the two, all 

things considered; and now make what you can of it” (V.2.7-9). This is an 

extremely powerful move: not only demonstrating once more Carter’s honesty of 

speech we knew from the beginning of the play, it portrays him, the self-made-

man, as the challenger of aristocracy, foreshadowing the outcome of the class 

fight (landlords vs. middle-class) that exploded in the Civil war and even the 

further evolution of society after Renaissance. This is not just a theoretical 

background, of course, but suggests that what we witness on stage is something 

like a fight for survival, an analogy that must have been in the mind of the 

Jacobean audience, in a time when theatres were in the vicinity of bear pits and 

sometimes “themselves were dismantled for bearbaiting”102, not to speak of the 

fact that the Cockpit Theatre itself, where the play was first performed, used to 

be a cockfighting ring, as its name keeps on reminding; this metaphor is, I 

believe, crucial for the understanding the play, and I shall come back to it.  

 We can also observe that this social structure is deeply patriarchal, since 

its main poles are the men I discussed above. Nevertheless, women play a 

crucial part in the play, in the characters of Winnifred, Susan, Katherine and 

Elizabeth Sawyer of course. So what is the status of women in this structure? 

Obviously, they are property. I mentioned the way Carter, Thorney and Warbeck 

discuss of Susan’s marriage essentially in economical terms. The same applies to 

Winnifred in the dialogue between Frank and Sir Clarington (I.1), who discuss of 

her dowry in her absence in a way that “her personal inclinations as well as 

affections are totally ignored; she is simply a piece of merchandise on the 

 
102 R.W. Elton, op. cit., p. 234. 
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market for bidding”103. This completely reflects what historians can reconstruct 

from the patriarchal ideal of woman as passive and silent. “Silence, the closed 

mouth, is made a sign of chastity. And silence and chastity are, in turn, 

homologous to woman’s enclosure within the house.”104 This is exactly what 

Elizabeth Sawyer is the antithesis of: a lonely woman (even though Goodcole’s 

report mentions she is married, the play never uses this element, emphasizing 

her isolation), who wanders constantly in the public space (and even other 

people’s private spaces) and isn’t afraid to answer to men who attack her, 

through curses as well as elaborate speech. The challenging of patriarchy is a 

common motive in witch accusations at the time, since “marriage and power are 

strongly connected in the village”105, and the control of women by the patriarchy 

is viewed as a necessary criterion for the community’s stability. These views are 

clear in the opening dialogue between the Countrymen in the beginning of Act 

IV: the men are mostly concerned with their wives’, daughters’ and 

maidservants’ sexual misbehavior (IV.1.15-16), and basically describe the falling 

apart of patriarchy, which can only be the black work of the Witch, whom 

typically Old Banks calls “hot whore” when she appears (IV.1.29). Sawyer herself 

is lucid on how commonplace this treatment is, as she explains to the Justice: 

“Now an old woman / Ill-favoured grown with years, if she be poor / Must be 

called bawd or witch.” (IV.1.135-137) Interestingly, we see the beginnings of the 

same kind of behavior with Winnifred, who is treated by Clarington as a sexual 

servant, then as merchandise, then again by Carter as a “trull” (IV.2.194), and 

is, as a lonely pregnant woman, saved from marginalization only by Carter’s 

charity in the final scene, for the sake of the happy ending. But her Epilogue 

expresses her isolation, and suggests that she may well be the next social 

outcast, meaning perhaps the next witch of Edmonton. Her dismay during the 

whole play finds very little ways of expressing itself, and is in a way released 

when she betrays Frank. In the same way, the character of Susan is a full 

 
103 E.Y. Cheng, “Marginalizing Women…”, op. cit., p. 125. 
104 Peter Stallybrass, “Patriarchal Territories: The Body Enclosed” in Rewriting the Renaissance: The 
Discourses of Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe (eds. M.W. Ferguson, M. Quilligan, N.J. 
Vickers), University of Chicago Press, 1986, pp. 126-127. 
105 “Mariage et pouvoir au village sont donc fortement liés...” R. Muchembled, Sorcières…, op. cit., 
p. 66. 
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depiction of innocent love, discovering dependency towards another person and 

wondering what is wrong with herself when nothing happens on her wedding-

night (Cf. II.2). The play is remarkable in showing these facets of female points 

of view inside an overly male structure –this was one of the great innovations of 

domestic tragedy, which “brought psychological issues and female protagonists 

to the fore in the Jacobean period”106. 

One of the main victims of the social mechanics is nevertheless not a 

woman. A male “forced marriage”107 is not a common subject on stage. Frank 

explains himself to Winnifred how he is treated like merchandise, and even 

forced to treat himself as such: “When I was sold, I sold myself again – / Some 

knaves have done’t in lands, and I in body – / For money, and I have the hire…” 

(III.2.26-29). In the light of these words, it may seem ironic that he justifies his 

murderous intents to Susan by the words: “Because you are a whore.” (III.3.26) 

This insult looks like a Freudian “projection” (Projektion), and it illustrates an 

interesting chain of power: having suffered from the psychological pressure put 

on him by both his father and Sir Clarington that led him to feel like a prostitute, 

he exteriorizes this awful feeling on a person on whom he has himself authority. 

It is therefore not just a psychological chain, but a social mechanism we are 

dealing with, and I would compare it for instance to the much later Woyzeck 

(1837) by Georg Büchner, a play entirely based on the depiction of social 

pressures: Franz Woyzeck being subjected to all forms of pressures from people 

higher than him in the hierarchy, he ends up destroying the single person lower 

than him: Marie, the woman he loves. I wouldn’t insist on the parallels between 

two such different plays, that belong to such different contexts, but it is 

interesting to isolate this single mechanism, which was studied more explicitly in 

Romantic and Realist literature, knowing the corruption of man by the 

surrounding society is also a Jacobean topos, expressed for instance by John 

Marston in The Dutch courtesan (ca. 1604): “… wretched man / Whom national 

 
106 R.N. Watson, op. cit., p. 305. 
107 The expression is never used explicitly in the play, but it appears in a tagline-like epigraph that 
what printed in the first edition of the play, entitled The whole argument is this distich: “Forced 
marriage, murder; murder blood requires. / Reproach, revenge; revenge hell’s help desires.” 
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custom, tyrannous respects of slavish order, fetters, lames his power / Calling 

that sin in us, which in all things else / Is natures highest virtue.” (II.1.73-77). 

I have already insisted as an introduction to section 1.1 on the irony with 

which State power is presented in the play. This very allusive satire could have 

been a direct warning addressed to the persons of power, since The Witch was 

first performed at court, on December 29, 1621. In this respect, it may be 

interesting to compare it with the ending of Tartuffe (1664), in which Molière 

uses the King himself as deus ex machina of the play, sending a King’s Officer to 

arrest Tartuffe and praise in a long speech the monarch’s sense of justice and 

awareness of inequities around him (“We live under a Prince who is an enemy to 

fraud...”108). The speech, in the shape of an eulogy, describes an ideal (like The 

Witch’s Justice: it is interesting to notice that what we now call a judge bore the 

name of the virtue he is supposed to protect), which the audience is free to 

compare with the reality: it can thus act discreetly as a reminder to Louis XIV of 

what he ought to be as the King. The authors of The Witch didn’t make the 

message as personal, and thus clarified the contrast between the ideal justice 

and the reality of injustice in the play itself, rather than leaving it outside of it. 

Also, the King is not described as directly responsible for justice in his kingdom, 

and his representatives (amoral people like Clarington whom he ennobles, the 

Constable, the Justice, and even greedy “men of law”109) are the ones that are 

satirized. The criticism is nevertheless clear: the King should be more careful 

about those to whom he delegates power. As stated earlier, this message had 

the possibility to be communicated directly to the King, in order to offer him a 

testimony of what was happening in the small towns of his kingdom he didn’t 

know anything about, of lives of people he never met and should care about, 

because all of them are his “subjects” (we already noticed this is how the Justice 

calls Sawyer), which is one possible purpose of any form of “documentary 

theatre”. The biggest difference with Tartuffe is perhaps that The Witch doesn’t 

just deal with one man’s authority, but includes in its criticism the hierarchy and 

the whole social fabric, not limiting the play to the subject of a pamphlet, but 

 
108 “Nous vivons sous un Prince ennemi de la fraude…”, Molière, Tartuffe, v. 1906 et sqq. 
109 This criticism is one of the many points made by Elizabeth Sawyer in her great diatribe 
(IV.1.143). 
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rather containing a series of “micro-pamphlets” about all levels of society. This is 

characteristic of domestic tragedy, and by comparing The Witch with Arden of 

Faversham and A Woman Killed With Kindness (cf. 1.2) we notice that State 

power has little space in these plays, taking only the form of its extreme 

representations: prison and gallows. Such a metonymy speaks for itself in terms 

of criticizing the ways in which the State intervenes in society. 

* 

The subject of religion, which has etymologically the sociological function 

to religare (link up, bind) the society, is relevant to understanding the political 

meaning of the play. I already mentioned that religion as such is not much 

addressed in the play. “Heaven” seems to be a distant transcendence, present in 

language as a folkloric element, but absent as a deity, due to the implementation 

of Protestant beliefs and looking more like the Lutheran deus absconditus than 

the traditional personified God protecting men in everyday life. Skepticism is 

viewed as a major influence amongst Jacobean intellectuals110, especially 

through the reading of Montaigne, whose Essays were famously translated by 

John Florio in 1603. Montaigne expresses the idea of a God who doesn’t 

intervene in human matters and doesn’t help men, “placed here amidst the filth 

and mire of the world”: “Oh, what a vile and abject thing is man, unless he raise 

himself above humanity!”111 This dark vision is crucial in the philosophical 

background of Jacobean drama, especially after Shakespeare’s King Lear (1603-

1606), for instance in Fords ‘Tis Pity She’s A Whore, which starts with a parody 

of religious speech against “devilish atheism” (I.1.8) and culminates in the 

demonstration of natural (incestuous) love as opposed to social and moral 

conventions. But even though this Weltanschauung can acutely describe the 

overall vision of many texts of the time, and specifically that of The Witch of 

Edmonton as well, the play contains a few different religious views. 

The use of religious language by Frank is interesting, since he is the less 

morally behaving character. The belief in predestination was very fashionable, 

 
110 R.W. Elton, op. cit., p. 30. 
111 “… logée ici parmi la bourbe et le fient du monde…” and “O la vile chose, et abjecte, que 
l’homme, s’il ne s’esleve au dessus de l’humanité !” M. de Montaigne, Essais, II,12, quoted here in 
Florio’s translation. 
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and especially promoted by Puritan preaching. “Drawn from the works of St Paul 

and St Augustine, this concept was embraced by Martin Luther and the followers 

of the second-generation French reformer, John Calvin.”112 The way Frank uses 

repeatedly this belief (for instance while manipulating his father, aside: “But on I 

must: / Fate leads me; I will follow.” I.2.199-200) demonstrates its exact 

danger: diminishing the power of free will, and therefore the sense of 

responsibility. We see a man who is trying to put to execution an extremely risky 

plan, but who actually doesn’t have full control of it and who is avoiding to think 

of the consequences of his course of action, and the outcome of this loss of 

control is a murder, as well as the discovery of his crime. 

The play’s women’s religiosity is more pious. Susan’s last monologue has 

the appearance of a sincere prayer, emphasizing the concepts of virginity (“I 

come / A crystal virgin to thee”, III.3.52), “soul’s purity” (ibid.), “Mercy” 

(III.3.53), “Innocence” (III.3.54), “charity” in the sense of Christian 

reconciliation before death (III.3.61) and finally forgiveness (III.3.63). Such a 

speech could seem completely genuine if it wasn’t overloaded with religious 

vocabulary and aiming for Susan to describe herself as a martyr: the audience’s 

feelings can only be ambiguous as to whether her piety actually helps her 

overcome the fear of death, and whether this vocabulary corresponds to the 

reality of a merciful after-death, especially since it is put to distance and even 

ridiculed by Frank who stabs her again when he sees she keeps on speaking 

endlessly, angered by the tragic topos of the “dying monologue” (“Not yet 

mortal? I would not linger you, / Or leave you a tongue to blab.” III.3.55-56). 

Winnifred’s religious language when “breaking up” with Sir Clarington is quite 

interesting as another form of traditional piety: she announces her intent to 

“change [her] life / from a loose whore to a repentant wife” (I.1.191-192), 

describes her body as “a temple hallowed to the purity / of holy marriage” 

(I.1.207-208), starts using a bigot language of repentance and religiosity (“Good 

angels guide me!”, I.1.211), which reminds of Puritan vocabulary and ideology –

for them, “the conversion, the calling by God, was all-important”113– and 

 
112 D. Oldridge, p. 18 
113 A. Fraser, op. cit., p. 47. 
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demonstrates the influence of this type of discourse on the lower-class she 

belongs to. This attracts the sarcasm of Clarington, who is, as the type of the 

decadent aristocrat, impermeable to Puritan ideology, in the form of a 

Shakespearean reference which is still savory for contemporary audiences: “Get 

you to your nunnery” (I.1.209114). Since this language is used by Winnifred in 

this scene only, it appears all the more artificial: with Frank, her main argument 

is the future of her child. Winnifred’s motivations remain mysterious to some 

extent: she is far less consistent in her speech and choices as any of the other 

characters, and we never have direct access to her thoughts through tirades, 

monologues or asides like we do with Frank and the Witch. By combining various 

clues, it appears she is truly aiming to some form of normalized material comfort 

and happiness, secured by the moral values which are advocated by puritan 

ideology. In which case, the subtext of a simple-hearted person being seduced 

by this conservative religious discourse is very interesting as to the cultural 

context, and actually topical today, in a materialistic world where many turn 

back to religion precisely for the same reasons. 

We can also mention Old Thorney’s despair of having a “graceless, godless 

son” (I.2.165), who does his best to convince him he is not an “atheist” 

(I.2.178). Religion is here shown as having the function of safeguarding morality, 

even though its excess may be dangerous: Cuddy Banks says his violent, 

conservative father is “a kind of God-bless-us” (II.1.209). But an ironic point is 

made by the Devil, who explains that Banks’s form of religiosity is not shocking 

inside the community, even though it reveals its violent side when confronted to 

some form of difference which the Witch embodies: “Though he be curst to thee, 

/ Yet of himself he’s loving to the world, / And charitable to the poor…” (II.1.166-

168) It is a closed, intolerant vision that comes with some form of religiosity 

(including the puritan one, and its violent anti-Catholicism) that is satirized, if 

discreetly. 

There is only one direct reference to Puritans in The Witch, Sawyer’s 

criticism of the Devil’s looks when he appears as a white dog rather than as the 

usual black one: “I do not like / Thy puritan paleness; glowing furnaces / Are far 

 
114 Cf. W. Shakespeare, Hamlet, III.1.119: “Get thee to a nunnery!” 
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more hot than they which flame outright” (V.1.54-56). This can be read as a 

simple joke, easily understandable for the audience of the time: it was common 

to satirize Puritans as overly cold. But one must connect it to the context of the 

situation: the White dog presents himself as “a forerunner to light” (V.1.48), 

nothing less than some messenger of justice, through which “villanies are 

stripped naked” (V.1.49) and the Witch punished for her sins. The least would be 

to say these words sound ironic, coming from the Tempter, the source of these 

“villanies”, the Devil himself. When this creature is called “puritan” by Sawyer, 

the analogy becomes clear with those hypocrites who present themselves as the 

very pure guardians of good, but actually represent a form of hidden evil. And 

the use of the furnace-metaphor not only expresses Sawyer’s feelings (she feels 

this coldness as more aggressive and hurtful than explicit violence), but brings 

the statement to a more general, and therefore political, level: those who appear 

as tamed and civilized in the outside are more dangerous than the explicitly 

aggressive forces that can be fought against. This can only be understood as a 

criticism of the latent danger of the underlying forces of conservatism and 

fanaticism in society, embodied by the growing influence of the Puritans who 

slowly seduce the population with their ideology. The “respectable” puritan 

values of morality and unity of the community actually contain the burning fire of 

more radical ideas: protectionism, intolerance and in the end repressive violence. 

These few lines thus reveal the broader agenda of the whole play, under the 

harmless appearance of humor and situation-specific psychology. The parody is 

easily decipherable for the audience of the time, since Puritans present the Devil 

as a tool of God, who “could employ Satan as an instrument to purify and 

chastise His people”115, which is exactly the concept of the duality between the 

black dog and the white dog (we explained in section 1.3 this motive was taken 

from Sawyer’s original testimony, but given a symbolical meaning by the 

dramatists only, suggesting they had a precise purpose in doing so). 

This view also matches the common association between Puritans and 

hypocrisy116, and makes sense in respect to the witch theme: the marginalization 

 
115 D. Oldridge, op. cit., p. 19. 
116 W.R. Elton, op. cit., p. 118. 
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that gives birth to the Witch can be attributed to puritan-like thinking: “many 

Puritans tended to consider the expropriated and homeless poor as outcastes, 

beyond both church and law”117, and their positions against hospitality (as a 

Catholic value) was much criticized early-on, for instance by the Elizabethan 

pamphleteer Thomas Nashe: “… diverse poor men shall die at riche men’s 

doors”118. But the view that private property prevails and that the poor shouldn’t 

be assisted could please Old Banks, who refuses to let Sawyer take the wood he 

doesn’t use from his field (the situation from which violence starts in II.1), and 

also matches another countryman’s position that their lustful wives will “do 

nothing else but dance about other country maypoles” (IV.1.13-14) if they don’t 

get rid of the Witch: even though the maypoles are here taken as a sexual 

innuendo, they were, as a traditional practice, the subject of the Puritans’ hate, 

and one of them, Philip Stubbes, calls them “stinking idols” in his Anatomy of 

Abuses (1583)119. He and other Puritans reject all these folkloric celebrations of 

pagan origins, including Morris dances. It is thus meaningful that the dramatists 

introduce as the climax of Act III a Morris dance scene which is symbolically led 

by the Devil’s fiddle, since Stubbes calls the Morris “the devil’s dance”120. In the 

play, besides the hint that may have been obvious to the audience, the dance 

creates a very strong image of evil being at the center of the community, and it 

is brilliant to send simultaneously such a powerful message and to do it while 

satirizing puritan clichés.  

* 

It is necessary to analyze more precisely the Devil’s function in the play. 

This character obviously has a different status than all the others, who belong to 

the social hierarchy of Edmonton and its surroundings, with the notable 

exception of the Justice, who is another kind of outsider. Apart from the Devil, 

everyone seems to evolve in a realistic, if not documentary universe, which could 

be a depiction of the reality of a town like Edmonton in 1621, with the 

 
117 W.R. Elton, op. cit., p. 228. 
118 Quoted by W.R. Elton, op. cit., p. 287. 
119 Quoted in Théâtre élisabéthain, t. II, op. cit., p. 1840. 
120 Ibid. 
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stylizations in form required to bring it onto the Jacobean stage. But it is the 

presence of the Devil that seals the unity of this portrayal of the community. 

Indeed, inviting the Devil on stage inside this sophisticated depiction of the 

social fabric introduces the question of the “enemy” (which is the literal meaning 

of the Hebrew word ha-Satan). Society seems obsessed with defining who this 

enemy is. The “human” enemies that come to be officially singled out (the witch, 

the murderer) and the village idiot seen as a protective character (the clown) 

have a special relationship to the Devil, the ultimate enemy: he appears to them 

in emotionally strong moments (being beaten up and humiliated; escaping death 

by drowning; being in a situation that seems a dead-end where all the plans are 

about to fail; being consumed by remorse) and often succeeds in making them 

cross the line of criminality. 

The question we of course ask ourselves as modern readers is how real 

this Devil is meant to be; if the authors have the intent of showing that the Devil 

actually takes animal forms to appear to humans: this could be a possible 

interpretation, since their source material is a direct testimony of how the Devil 

really works. But this seems extremely unlikely in the intellectual context 

described above, and even more so in a cultural context in which the folkloric 

believes about demons were decaying. We already said that Dekker himself (who 

supposedly wrote the character121) was a militant Protestant, meaning he didn’t 

believe in the medieval vision of a world full of magic forces, but rather in the 

Lutheran dogma of a fight between Good and Evil that was taught at the time.122 

Besides, from his first appearance, the character is openly parodic: the 

negotiation with Sawyer is very quick, its terms are surprising (the topos we find 

in Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus123 (ca. 1590) is that one sells his “soul” (I.4.88) to 

the Devil, when Sawyer is asked for both her “soul and body” (II.1.141), an 

adjunction that seems comical even though Goodcole himself mentions it), the 

 
121 We can also mention that the other devil character his wrote, in his play If this be not a good 
play, the Devil is in it (1610), already parodic in its title, is a satire of the misconduct of the clergy, 
mocked through its own demonic folklore. The play also features Dekker’s only direct portrayal of 
Puritanism. 
122 R. Muchembled, Histoire du diable, op. cit., p. 210. 
123 Marlowe’s play remained the reference in terms of theatrical demonology at the time, and it is 
worth noting that additions to its text were made by Samuel Rowley, a dramatist and actor who 
was presumably William Rowley’s brother, a presumption that is reinforced by the fact that the bits 
of Doctor Faustus that are attributed to him are the clown scenes. 
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moment of the blood-contract is overly theatrical (the text asks for “thunder and 

lightning”, cliché spectacular effects that were more characteristic of open-air 

venues than of the sophisticated private theatres such as the Cockpit), and 

followed by the Devil’s confession that he cannot do everything the Witch asks 

for (this impotence, as well as the moral reasons his gives to them, are ironic, if 

not comical, cf. above), the scenes with Cuddy are of course farcical since the 

Devil pretends to be a nice friendly dog and is treated as such by his partner… 

And of course, as a climax, the Devil’s final conversation with Cuddy takes the 

unexpected form of a lecture on the Devil’s modus operandi, that looks both as a 

classical morality and as a Puritan lesson on how evil are “oaths, / curses, and 

blasphemies” (V.1.138-139), lies (V.1.140), “slandering, bearing false witness” 

(V.1.143), “stabbing, stealing, cozening, cheating” (V.1.144), which all bring out 

the Devil within us: our “evil purposes / are ever haunted” (V.1.141-142). This 

lecture is interrupted by the naïve questions of Cuddy, who is fascinated by the 

practical matters of the ways the Devil works, forcing him to come to a detailed 

description of his transformations: the great morality lesson becomes a set of 

folkloric bedtime stories. This can be considered as a satire of the Puritans’ way 

of indulging in the superstitions they fought against when it supported their 

preaching (a practice mentioned above) –and, to the least, it doesn’t help make 

the character of the Devil demonic or terrifying.  

Hence, rather than taking literally the real Elizabeth Sawyer’s testimony to 

create a document about demonology, the authors seem to have used the type 

of the devil-trickster to embody a more abstract vision of the Devil as the evil 

immanent to men. Which doesn’t mean the character can be explained 

“rationally” of “realistically” as some form of hallucination, since the actual 

folklore is really put to contribution (destroying corn, killing cattle, ghosts…) –we 

have already stated the agenda behind it. The Devil’s main field of action in the 

play remains the soul, especially in moments of extreme emotions, and up to its 

most radical disturbance: madness, which strikes Ann Ratcliffe, who in this 

occasion is the only character outside from the witch, the murderer and the 

clown to see the Devil. 
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The authors give a symbolic meaning to the fact that the Devil appears as 

a dog (a detail that also comes from the Goodcole report): outside from the 

traditional dog/god pun, the dog, a creature between man and wolf, is the 

perfect animal to represent the latent bestiality in men, this savage component 

that can be awoken in extreme situations. This untamed part is what outside 

pressure can bring out, and the play shows how. This interpretation also makes 

sense with the erotic relationship between the Devil and Sawyer, which is made 

explicit at many moments: Sawyer addresses the Dog as a lover, offering her 

blood to moisten his “sweet lips” (IV.1.169), asks for kisses (IV.1.170) and 

tickles124 (IV.1.173), calls him “my dainty, / my little pearl” (IV.1.175-176), 

amongst other tender names, expresses jealousy when she discovers he has a 

relationship with Cuddy, and then offers to go “home and play” (IV.1.295), which 

can also be understood erotically. In his absence, she then presents all the 

symptoms of burning desire (“I am on fire, even in the midst of ice” V.1.10) and 

uses the language of an abandoned lover (“Oh, my best love!”, “Come then, my 

darling!”, “Could I run / like a swift powder-mine beneath the world, / up would I 

blow it all to find out thee, / though I lay ruined in it.” V.1.9, 12 and 20-23), and 

her final dialogue with the Dog reminds of a break-up scene. Therefore, Sawyer’s 

evolution indicates the Devil unleashed in her a powerful erotic energy (the 

untamed wild force in all people), which is also coherent with the vision of the 

Devil at the time, associating him, especially in Puritan scriptures, with 

“temptation” and “fornication”125. Another more modern and related element it 

reminds of is the mechanism of addiction, which is also relevant to the theme. 

Such is the individual level of the Devil’s action. But the play’s coherence 

is to show how these individual devils (disguised in folklore) are in great part 

triggered by external forces that come from society, in the cases of the two “evil” 

characters, Elizabeth Sawyer and Frank Thorney. The play deals, step by step, 

with how these “official enemies” are made, pointed out and eliminated, and also 

includes criticism of this process: Cuddy makes lucidly the Devil responsible for 

Sawyer’s fate (“’tis thou hast brought her to the gallows”, V.1.111-112) and Old 

 
124 Which had a common sexual connotation according to P. Corbin & D. Sedge, The Witch of 
Edmonton, op. cit., p. 102n. 
125 D. Oldridge, op. cit., p. 68. 
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Carter says bluntly to Clarington: “you are worthier to be hanged of the two” 

(V.2.7-8). And of course, only Cuddy’s naivety and first-degree common sense 

allow him, the village idiot, to be the one who chases the Devil out of town, 

because he is not deceived by social prejudices and doesn’t participate in the 

collective scapegoating. 

* 

Now that we have a clear understanding of the play’s agenda and of the 

components that translate it into drama, it is necessary to underline how the 

structure of the play serves it on a theatrical level. Only on the larger scale can 

we understand if we are, or not, dealing with a play that has a moral. 

The main dramaturgical peculiarity of The Witch of Edmonton is its three-

plot structure. I already mentioned how relevant this form was to describe in a 

dynamic way the complexity of the life of a town such as Edmonton. It reminds 

of course of the structure of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1590-

1596) in which the human realm of Theseus is paralleled with the fairy kingdom 

of Oberon, and the actors’ plot works as a comic relief and a reflection of the 

“world as a stage”, through the process of theatre-within-theatre. The clown 

scenes have a similar function, and actually follow the same structure: the 

excitement of a performance in front of a high-ranked audience 

(Theseus/Clarington), a boasting fool cast in the main role (Bottom/Cuddy) who 

in the end comes late to the show, the performers having to endure the 

mockeries of their aristocratic audience… But the characterization of the Morris 

dancers makes them more explicitly clowns in the Jacobean sense of the word, 

from the amount of topical jokes, the typical stylization of the dancers (who are 

supposed to leave the stage fearfully “in strange postures” (II.1.105.1) when 

they see the witch, and their possible Morris costumes, which made them 

immediately recognizable as stage clowns of the time, always dressed in motley 

costumes and wearing bells. Historically, clowns were a very loaded symbol of 

protection of society against the Devil (as was the village idiot: Cuddy is 

therefore a clown in two ways, and acts as both a jester, and an effective 

protection when he chases the Dog out of town), and as performers they had a 

strong political function: Richard Tarlton, the precursor of Elizabethan clowning, 
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was “very much a political comic, using his protective fooling on occasion to 

parody the corruption of power in church and state, and sometimes in trouble 

with courtiers for doing so”126, uniting the two aims of a play such as The Witch 

as proclaimed in the Prologue, “mirth and matter” (see Introduction). Cuddy is 

indeed a character who is able to say things bluntly, truthfully, as he sees them. 

The other clowns belong to another type, closer to the one used by Marlowe in 

Doctor Faustus: they are simple-minded characters who “underscore the 

stupidity”127 of the serious characters, mainly by amplifying the common sense of 

fear and contempt directed towards Mother Sawyer. Also, the Morris dance itself 

is a much more political performance than Shakespeare’s meta-theatrical 

parody: by performing a traditional dance during a ritual collective celebration 

which was attended by all social classes, “the morris men create a mythical world 

of idealized neighbourliness”128, which is corrupted by the fact that it is led by 

the Devil, and which is anyway ironic when placed in the context of such an 

unfriendly community as Edmonton. 

As for the two main plots (Elizabeth Sawyer’s and Frank Thorney’s), their 

equal treatment (in development if not in length) are not akin to A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream but rather to King Lear, in which the stories of Lear and his 

daughters and of Gloucester and his sons are developed on parallel levels and 

keep on echoing each other. In Shakespeare’s work, “Lear alone […] has a fully 

developed and apparently repetitive double plot”129, making the use of this 

structure very meaningful: we are shown different and complementary takes on 

one same theme. This way of writing became more commonplace with the 

blending of genres in the Jacobean era and the rise of multi-authored writing, 

and its obvious consequence is that such plays are not just interested in 

exposing a single plot (possibly echoed locally by all the baroque techniques: 

theatre-within-theatre, stories told by the characters, allegorical interludes, 

etc.): a higher aim is immediately created by the need to compare the parallel 

plots, which are juxtaposed in a demonstrative fashion. This is exactly what 

 
126 M. Heinemann, op. cit., p. 173. 
127 R.N. Watson, op. cit., p. 327. 
128 M. Hattaway, op. cit., p. 118. 
129 W.R. Elton, op. cit., p. 336. 
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happens in the case of The Witch of Edmonton: we are offered two variations on 

the theme of the birth of evil in society, and its destruction by the same society. 

Both plots expose the process step by step, but what we are waiting for is 

of course the outcome, as in any morality play (“this is what happens if you act 

that way”). The Witch is obviously hinting at the medieval form, in showing 

crimes and their punishments, and in involving a traditional-like figure of the 

Devil. And the form of the ending is what we expected, and might even be called 

a paradigmatic morality plays ending: a trial, in which each crime is punished 

with equity. All the elements are present: the Justice speaks the sentences, all 

the characters are gathered for the finale, and we are even treated to the 

repentance of the two rogues (“such last-minute conversions are conventional 

[…] in English Renaissance domestic tragedy”130). But the morality of the scene 

ends up being surprising: Sir Clarington, who is partly responsible for Frank’s 

situation and who participated in the Witch’s indictment, in both cases for 

completely individualistic motives, only gets a fine. Elizabeth Sawyer, who’s 

responsibility is at least ambiguous, and who started her course of action as a 

reaction to the scapegoating she was subjected to, is once more cursed by the 

crowd, and made responsible for all the problems of the community, including 

Frank’s crimes. And Frank himself, finally, receives universal forgiveness and pity 

from all those he lied to, cheated on, or almost had executed. This complete 

inequity of treatment really gives a strange tone to the moral ending the 

audience was expecting, a strangeness underlined by the conventional 

reconciliation of the group and the message that “life must go on” expressed by 

Old Carter, almost as if nothing happened. The traditional form and the 

expectations it creates are subverted by the dramatists to create a deeply 

disturbing “moral” to the play, sealing a highly political play. This extremely 

modern function of political theatre I now want to study from a less contextual, 

theatrically and historically more modern perspective, with the hope of creating a 

method for the creation of a contemporary staging of the play. 

 

 
130 W.R. Elton, op. cit., p. 146. 
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2. CONSTUCTING A MODERN POLITICAL THEATRE 

    FROM THE PLAY  
 

Possessing the keys to understanding the political project of the play in its 

1621 context, and the theatrical means by which it was then realized, is 

obviously not enough to stage it for our contemporaries. I shall now expose the 

material of my preparation, step by step, from the broadening of my theoretical 

approach to the text, to the dramaturgy and directorial concept of the 

performance to be, Čarodějnice z Edmontonu. 

 

2.1. CONCEPTUAL KEYS TO MODERN POLITICAL THEATRE     

 When first reading The Witch of Edmonton, I was struck by the vivid 

depiction of the complete inner life of a community, and the way its many 

malfunctions were alluded to, or even subjected to an extremely meticulous 

demonstration, which I explicated in the first part of this thesis. This brought me 

early on to consider the play as pre-Brechtian in many ways, in the first place 

because its elaborate structure reminded me of Brecht’s analogy of a theatre 

that would try to give “always better representations of people’s ‘living together’ 

in society” with a planetarium, as opposed to the classical mechanics he 

compares to a carousel.131 In order to fully understand the implications of a 

Brechtian approach, I needed to deepen the comparison between Jacobean and 

Brechtian theatres, which is what I want to quickly summarize here. 

 The first meaningful element of the analogy lies in the similarities between 

two historical periods: the 1620s and the 1920s. Comparative history can be a 

far-fetched discipline, but I believe it is helpful to better understand the stakes of 

the earlier period which we know least, and most importantly, interesting to 

reveal the most universal themes of the play –and comparing these two periods 

allows us to add a third one, the most relevant in our work: the time we are 

 
131 “… immer mehr verbesserte Darstellungen des gesellschaftlichen Zusammenlebens der 
Menschen”, B. Brecht, “K-Typus und P-Typus in der Dramatik”, in Der Messingkauf, quoted from 
Schriften zum Theater 5, Suhrkamp Verlag, 1963, p. 62. 
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living in now. The similarities between our contemporary world and these two 

periods is the key to the play’s relevance today, apart from the belief that some 

themes are universal, and never stop being topical, as Artaud would put it. Some 

elements of analogy between Jacobean England and the Weimar Republic are 

obvious: we are dealing with two times of huge economical instability and 

insecurity, of explosion of social fights, in two countries placed in a very tricky 

diplomatic situation in Europe, increasing the feeling of protectionism. These are 

also times of incredible artistic creativity and renewal of forms132, in which all the 

accepted codes of art are challenged, and theatre especially is put to the service 

of political ideologies, either in spectacles dedicated to the mass (public 

playhouses and pageants / the Volksbühne, Piscator’s theatre) or in smaller 

forms dedicated to a more select and educated audience (private playhouses / 

cafes). These forms had the explicit purpose of reflecting on society and its 

driving forces, meaning also, in each case, the rise of a strong authoritarian 

power, in one case the Puritans, and in the other totalitarianism. This is of course 

extremely schematic, since the political situation in the Weimar Republic was 

driven by much more diverse forces, especially communism, which doesn’t have 

a philosophical of political equivalent in Jacobean England (as one could argue 

was the case on the continent with figures also linked to religious reform in its 

sociopolitical implications, such as Jan Hus and Thomas Müntzer). 

As cautious as we should be in paralleling any ideology to murderous 

totalitarian systems, I think it is useful to compare the rise of the Puritans to that 

of fascists in Europe, not only because it helps decipher the play, but also 

because it is close to the conservative wave we are witnessing in Europe in our 

time, and to which I have been specially sensitive in the period of preparation 

and rehearsal, since it affects dramatically my two countries of citizenship, 

France and Finland. The two most famous instances of Puritan political power 

were extremely “authoritarian and nationalistic”133 and can be defined as 

 
132 I was surprised to find the analogy in writings about English Renaissance drama: “[The 
dramatists who follow Marston and Jonson create] the crescendo of fashions common in artistically 
inventive and politically volatile eras like late Elizabethan London or, more recently, Weimar 
Germany.” A.R. Braunmuller, “The art of the dramatist”, in English Renaissance Drama, op. cit., p. 
54.  
133 The characteristics of a fascistic regime according to the Oxford Dictionary of English. 
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totalitarian: firstly, their leadership with Oliver Cromwell during the Interregnum 

and, even more strikingly, the Massachusetts Bay Colony, which was born from 

the Puritan migration to the New World, and was entirely based on their strict, 

authoritarian and exclusive government. Interestingly, it is also in this latter 

context that the most famous witchcraft executions in history took place, during 

the Salem witch trials of 1692-1693, an example that shows (a posteriori in the 

case of The Witch of Edmonton) that witch-hunts are a relevant analogy to 

describe the functioning of fascistic mechanisms in society (as Arthur Miller 

understood when dramatizing the subject in The Crucible in 1952). As Georges 

Bataille explains in analyzing fascism while witnessing its rise, in his essay La 

Structure psychologique du fascisme (1933), societies aim to a form of 

“homogeneity”, leading to the exclusion of heterogeneous elements, such as “the 

lowest social classes, which usually provoke repulsion and cannot in any case be 

integrated by the totality of people”, who identify as the “normal man”134, much 

like the countrymen who say “we” in the play. A State policy can have two 

possible reactions to ensure the homogeneity the community calls for: 

adaptation, if it will open its definition of homogeneity to a greater diversity, as 

in a democracy; or authority, if it excludes marginal individuals and groups to 

ensure the continuity of the restricted definition of homogeneity.135 The latter 

category of course describes fascism, which seduces masses by promising a 

restricted homogeneity, and it also describes perfectly the “psychology of 

Puritanism”, as the example of witch-hunts demonstrates. 

Since we are dealing with two periods during which Puritans nor fascists 

are yet ruling, but slowly and firmly rising to power and gaining the population’s 

trust, what the dramatists of each period could observe was their strategies in 

doing so, and they are quite similar: both dismiss the current leaders as not 

strong and authoritative enough but nevertheless abusive (as I pointed out in the 

case of Puritans in section 1.1), present themselves as victims of this power to 

 
134 “… les couches sociales les plus basses, qui provoquent généralement la répulsion et ne peuvent 
en aucun cas être assimilées par l’ensemble des hommes. […] l’homme normal.” G. Bataille, La 
Structure psychologique du fascisme, reed. Lignes, 2009, p. 24. 
135 G. Bataille, op. cit., p. 19. 
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draw public sympathy136, claim to defend values of morality and security, and 

interestingly, spread their ideology through the power of speech to the masses: 

the Puritans’ emphasis on preaching can be paralleled with Hitler’s use of public 

and recorded speeches as well as small-committee meetings in which he had the 

reputation of galvanizing his audience.137 The dangerous power of speech is, 

more generally speaking, demonstrated in the play by the character of Frank 

Thorney, a virtuoso liar who uses long blank-verse tirades and careful rhetoric to 

manipulate everyone around him, until the last scene in which his manages the 

tour de force that is obtaining everyone’s forgiveness. The most parodic example 

is his love-speech supposed to calm down Susan’s suspicions (II.2), using Greek 

mythology in fashion in gallant literature as well as rhymed couplets138, the 

authors making obviously a satire of a rhetorical use of speech aiming to 

hypnotize the listener –a meaningful gesture in a theatre based on the principles 

of Roman rhetoric. 

Expanding this historical comparison, for instance by analyzing Hitler’s 

fascination with the figure of Luther, would require a thesis of its own139, but I 

believe it is interesting to mention in order to grasp the atmosphere of the 

Jacobean time, as well as the dramatists’ awareness of an authoritarian political 

drift, and also, once more, because these strategies are very similar to those 

used nowadays by rising far-right political groups, despite the differences 

between the three periods and their various ideologies: the pretexts to exclusion 

of specific individuals or groups are what vary in time, as well as forms of power: 

for instance, Puritans were very different of Nazis in the sense that they strongly 

rejected spectacle in politics and elsewhere, as well as the cult of the leader, 

which are strong characteristics of Hitler’s regime. 

* 

 
136 A. Fraser, op. cit., p. 68. 
137 See the famous picture of Hitler in the headquarters of his party, the Braun Haus in Munich, 
addressing the completely fascinated crowd of his followers. 
138 The speech is similar in parodic form and purpose to Hermia’s speech in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream (“I swear thee, by Cupid’s strongest bow…”, I.1.176 et sqq.). 
139 For instance, the historian Zeev Sternhell, when studying the conceptual origins of fascism, 
describes how it considers “pessimism and Puritanism” as “virtues” (Z. Sternhell & alii, Naissance 
de l’idéologie fasciste, Gallimard, 1989, p. 63). 
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 How does a dramatist address his time in this atmosphere of insecurity 

and danger? As a matter of fact, Bertolt Brecht himself seemed to be aware of 

the analogy between what he was witnessing and English Renaissance, since he 

took inspiration from Measure for Measure, a play which, as stated above, is 

based on the hypothesis of Puritans coming to power, to write Die Rundköpfe 

und die Spitzköpfe (premiered in 1936), a dark satire of Nazi leadership written 

in the early 1930s before it even became a reality, the hint to Shakespeare being 

made even more obvious by the use of blank verse. English Renaissance theatre 

was actually a life-long inspiration for Brecht, from the seminal episode of 

discovering his style of theatre while staging his version of Marlowe’s Edward II 

to the project of a political rewriting of Coriolanus (1951-1953), a play with 

socio-political concerns in its time as was already mentioned, and also his 

participation in a Broadway adaptation of Webster’s Duchess of Malfi with W.H. 

Auden. The analysis of social mechanisms, which I hope to have shown is 

attempted in The Witch of Edmonton and other plays of the time, was precisely 

the task Brecht assigned to theatre140, and I tried, in Part 1, to apply to the play 

a socio-political reading in way similar to the one I suppose he might have 

attempted himself. Even though I obviously tried to avoid a dogmatic reading in 

this endeavor, it is interesting to notice that many historical class-conflicts 

relevant to the dramaturgy of the play were pointed out by Marxist historians I 

quoted, such as Christopher Hill and Jane E. Howard. Brecht himself viewed the 

Marxist theory as a great tool to analyze society and schematize it in theatre: 

“There is a science about people’s ‘living together’ in society. It is a grand 

doctrine that deals with causes and effects in this field. [...] – You probably 

mean the Marxist doctrine?”141 The rationalist and pragmatic philosophy of the 

play could also have appealed to him: The Witch shows the dangers of belief in 

providence, in the same way that Brecht advocates a full understanding of the 

forces driving the world, and free-will based on this knowledge: “What is human 

should not remain out of human control, and the causes of these tragedies are 

 
140 He also saw Büchner’s Woyzeck, which I already compared to The Witch, as one of his key 
experiences, along with Wedekind and Valentin (B. Brecht, op. cit., p. 140). 
141 “Es gibt ein Wissenschaft über das gesellschaftliche Zusammenleben der Menschen. Es ist eine 
große Lehre über Ursache und Wirkung auf diesem Gebiet. […] – Du meinst wohl die marxistische 
Lehre?” B. Brecht, op. cit., p. 46. 
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human.”142 This view doesn’t just appeal to me in general, it also appears to fit 

The Witch of Edmonton like a glove, and helped convince me Brecht was a better 

guide to the material than Artaud’s expertise in invisible forces. 

English Renaissance theatre and especially Shakespeare are constant 

references in Brecht’s theoretical writings143, because he saw in them elements 

of the “epic theatre” he was trying to create, namely a political purpose and a 

non-naturalistic style of writing, acting and staging, for instance making the 

audience active by calling for its imagination to supply with what is not imitated 

on stage. His historical knowledge of that theatre also was inspirational to his 

relationship to text: he justified his way of freely “borrowing” material from other 

authors through the example of Shakespeare, and took inspiration from him to 

create elements of stylization, such as blank verse, quick switches between 

tragedy and comedy, or more broadly the idea of expressing an explicit 

(questionable) moral to the audience: the rhymed poems and songs in many of 

his plays remind of the capping couplets of Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, 

these rhymed verses that end a line or a scene on a high note, often addressed 

directly to the audience, and also abound in The Witch. The play on the form of 

morality plays starts with Marlowe’s Edward II (its “murderous detachment and 

rejection of easy moralistic patterns was partly what attracted” him144) and 

becomes especially explicit in Brecht’s Lehrstücke, but it takes a particularly 

complete form of social satire in Die Dreigroschenoper (1928), a play based on 

another parody of morality plays, John Gay’s Beggar’s Opera (1728), depicting 

an overall corrupt society in which, in the end, the liars and cheaters rule. 

The comparison between The Witch of Edmonton and Die 

Dreigroschenoper was eye-opening to me when first figuring out the play I was 

preparing to direct: the cynical and materialistic vision of a society where the 

conditions don’t exist for “moral behavior” seemed to match perfectly the intents 

and form of the Jacobean play. Furthermore, this comparison helped me go 

 
142 “Menschliches kann nicht außerhalb des Machtbereichs der Menschen liegen, und die Ursachen 
dieser Tragödie sind menschliche.“ B. Brecht, op. cit., p. 41. 
143 Brecht intently studied the aesthetics of the time, and to dismiss naturalism quotes for instance 
Bacon’s statement about art’s ability to “condense” (drängen) reality rather than simply copy it, in 
the Novum Organum Scientiarum, published the year before The Witch of Edmonton was written. 
(B. Brecht, op. cit., p. 28) 
144 M. Heinemann, op. cit., p. 179. 
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further than what could appear to be the biggest problem in staging the play: 

written in a specific context and referring to then recent events, does it still 

make sense today, in our time, for our audiences? Brecht kept the Beggar’s 

Opera’s English setting, without trying to transpose it in the 1920’s Berlin, and 

he stayed true to this principle in most of his plays, precisely because the 

distance that was created interested him. Putting the action to distance (by its 

setting, as well as through a stylized use of language and of the stage) was for 

him necessary to the audience to work on analyzing the social mechanisms it 

describes, and understand by itself the meaning of the analogy. This in my 

opinion couldn’t work as an absolute principle with a play that is debating 

matters that are very much topical to its time, and in codes that have become 

undecipherable for us. But since I was convinced (as I tried here to demonstrate) 

that the play is still extremely topical to us in content, it seemed to offer 

everything that was needed for a contemporary performance staged with a 

Brechtian scope, political in its demonstration of how evil is born in a society that 

needs to create its own enemies, and warning everyone from the “glowing 

furnace” (in the Witch’s words) of conservatism and mechanisms of exclusion. 

 The political force of English Renaissance drama is what attracted so many 

radical theatre artists, leading to the revival of this repertory in the last century, 

if not of other forms of theatricality of the time (the Bread and Puppet Theatre 

used the form of the pageants, perfectly understanding its political power): 

Lugné-Poë and Maeterlinck revived Fords ‘Tis Pity She’s A Whore at the Théâtre 

de l’Œuvre in 1894, Copeau reintroduced Heywood’s A Woman Killed With 

Kindness at the Vieux-Colombier in 1913, Europe rediscovered Ben Jonson 

through Stefan Zweig’s and Jules Romains’s version of Volpone (staged in 1928 

by the Cartel des Quatre director Charles Dullin, who also staged ‘Tis Pity She’s A 

Whore in 1934), and I described quite lengthily how inspirational and crucial this 

rediscovery was to Brecht and Artaud, as it was later to Declan Donnellan for 

instance (Cheek By Jowl staged plays by Webster, Ford, Middleton and Rowley). 

Intellectuals such as T.S. Eliot contributed by many essays to make these plays 

better known, including The Witch of Edmonton, which had “at least seven British 
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productions in the twentieth century”145. I think it was an important step to bring 

this play to Czech Republic, a country where it had never been performed before, 

and that has such a vivid tradition of performing Shakespeare, also as a political 

playwright, as the various versions of Hamlet by great Czech directors show: for 

instance, Hilar’s performance that served as a manifesto of civilism (1926), E.F. 

Burian’s cry for freedom of creation (Hamlet III, 1937), or Pleskot’s (1959) and 

Krejča’s (1965) variations on a lonely man’s fight against a corrupted state and a 

dehumanized world; we could also mention Jan Grossman’s production of 

Webster’s Duchess of Malfi (1984) as part of the revival of non-Shakespearean 

Renaissance drama, that paralleled the play’s form of horror with contemporary 

fascination for violence and blood. It is symptomatic that theatre turns back to 

texts written in times of insecurity and fear at times of fear and insecurity, and 

this is why I think we can find great material in The Witch for our audiences, who 

can welcome the surprise of the play’s modernity, its formal freedom, and the 

way it can potentially work with Verfremdung, by showing us a world that looks 

like ours more than we are ready to accept. This is, I believe, both in form and 

content, perfect material for a political theatre in the Brechtian sense: meaning 

not a theatre of dogma, aiming to give all the answers in a propagandistic way, 

but rather asking the community important questions, studying a problem rather 

than illustrating an opinion, and using theatrical entertainment as a means of 

making the audience intellectually active and reactive, an aim claimed of course 

by Brecht, but also by the Prologue of The Witch (“mirth and matter”). 

 

2.2. FROM THE WITCH TO ČARODĚJNICE 

 The process of preparation was launched very quickly after I discovered 

the text of The Witch of Edmonton, in the end of January 2011. Immediately 

after the premiere of our production of Jean Genet’s Les Bonnes in Czech 

(Služky), the choice of the play for my final performance was the main subject of 

my consultations with both my tutor Jakub Korčák and my dramaturgy teacher 

Jana Kudláčková, and both were very keen for this choice to be made as quickly 

as possible, as was of course Daniel Hrbek, the teacher of the actors’ class, who 

 
145 P. Corbin & D. Sedge, op. cit., p. 19. 
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wanted the planning of the season to be complete. I already described in the 

Introduction of this thesis the process that led me to discover The Witch of 

Edmonton and to decide to stage it; this solution pleased everyone both because 

introducing Jacobean theatre was an interesting contribution on many levels, and 

because we all saw the potential of the play for the whole group. The first 

discussions were full of the positive energy left from our Služky: I knew exactly 

how I wanted to cast the three actresses I had been working with on that project 

(Anna Císařovská, Pavla Dostálová and Nina Horáková), had a strong desire to 

work with male actors in which I saw potential and with whom I already had had 

interesting discussions (Vuk G. Čelebić and Michal Švarc), and it seemed clear 

that we would again collaborate with Markéta Machačíková, who had been an 

excellent dramaturge and interpreter for Služky, which she had translated into 

Czech and which we adapted together to the needs of the performance. The only 

disappointing news for this small group was the announcement that our show 

would be the fourth and last one of the season, meaning that it would play for a 

shorter time and for a smaller amount of performances and –the most frustrating 

from my point of view– that the rehearsals would start only ten months later. 

 But this time was, to say the least, needed. I used this whole period that 

was given to me to develop my primary intuition of the play’s quality and 

topicality, digging simultaneously into dramaturgical and theatrical thinking and 

the historical and theoretical research that inspired and supported it, and which I 

summarized in the first part of this thesis. Another time-consuming matter was 

of course translating the play into Czech for the first time: Julek Neumann 

accepted this mission. Even though he couldn’t devote himself to it before the 

summer because of other commitments, he immediately put his erudition and 

dramaturgical sensibility to the service of the project, and we had many 

discussions on my vision of the play and my concept of performance, which he 

tried to take into account in his work. He had finished a first draft by the end of 

June, which Markéta and Mrs. Kudláčková took time to revise in detail. It is also 

based on this version that the three of us started making cuts that seemed 

necessary to bring the performance to a more usual duration. However, while 

admiring their dramaturgically insightful suggestions in cuts, I was trying to 
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restrain their passion for concision, being myself so much interested in the 

original form of the text, a flow not always aiming at dramatic efficiency, and 

driven by a baroque vision of time which I thought could be fascinating in 

performance. The Italian baroque style, using sliding flat wings and sophisticated 

set machinery we usually associate it with, didn’t become part of English theatre 

until a few decades later146, and we already mentioned drama theatre was based 

on quite bare theatre spaces. Nevertheless, I think it is important to understand 

the baroque nature of a play such as The Witch of Edmonton, especially the 

perception of time as a continuous flow fragmented by individualities. As 

opposed to a classical Aristotelian form, people and events don’t converge 

towards a concentrated space and time where problems are created and solved, 

but move in different times and places, from which the audience’s perception 

slides, consistent with the famous expression of the time, theatrum mundi. The 

action doesn’t need to unfold before sunset, but characters are fighting against 

an entirely human time instead: Sir Clarington is surprised by Frank’s quickness 

to marry Winnifred, and Frank in turn is pressured by the deadlines set by his 

father, who wants the wedding with Susan to happen as soon as possible, and so 

Frank never stops asking more time from the people he manipulates (he argues 

he needs to leave Winnifred “for a little time” and “must” travel away from Susan 

“for a time”). The Morris dancers celebrate an ancient, cyclic vision of time: 

spring returns every year, so does the time to perform. Cuddy uses the topos of 

relative perception of time, which seems exceedingly long for the lover (III.1). 

Time compresses and expands in a logic that we can perceive from the music of 

that era, based on flowing repetitions and variations, far more abstract in 

structure than the romantic music on which our modern sensibilities are based, 

driven by a linear dramatic development. In a similar fashion, the structure of 

the play is not constructed on the idea that an original problem needs to unfold 

in a limited amount of time, this basic scheme only describes the global 

development of the play: in details, in the “stage time”, we are dealing with 

scenes that are closer to a “theme and variation” structure, never failing to 

 
146 Paul Kuritz, The Making of Theatre History, Prentice Hall College Div, 1988, p. 169. 
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temporize with digressions and interludes only loosely contributing to the global 

dramatic drive (a criticism that has also been made about Hamlet and King Lear 

for example), and following patterns that could be described as musical. For 

instance, the structure of the second part of the play (Acts IV and V):  

 

1) Witch Plot: aggressive crowd, tense trio, love duo, madness solo, 

aggressive crowd; 

2) Thorney Plot: melancholic duo, aggressive love duo, tense hypocritical 

quartet (with the bassline of the entire scene being haunted by the “ghost” 

of Susan); 

3) Witch Plot: solo, duo, crowd, duo; 

4) Tutti: resolution of each plot one after another, on a crowd 

background/bassline. 

 

We can observe the constant alternation of number of characters, motives, 

moods, etc. which would require a more detailed analysis, but which appears as 

developed as a musical score, with moments more violent and others more 

intimate, and even meditative, as Frank and Katherine’s discussion about 

yearning for death. Such a scene, for instance, of course cannot be abstracted 

from the dramatic situation (Frank is tormented by his deed, and hiding in the 

house of the woman he killed), but also has its own slow pace and atmosphere, 

given by long discussions and speeches, and even by soft lute music the stage 

directions are calling for: it is not solely driven by the need to solve a situation. 

This was for me one more good reason to use Brechtian aesthetics as an 

alternative model, for instance accepting that the dramaturgical function of the 

text is not always to “illustrate or bring forward the action” but sometimes to 

“interrupt it”, in the words of Walter Benjamin analyzing epic theatre147. I was 

fascinated by the thought that the text was providing the material of a specific 

stage time, which is a stylization of a perception of time we are not expecting to 

see developed on stage, where we are used to seek dramatic efficiency, as a 

 
147 I am unfortunately quoting Was ist das epische Theater (1) [1931] from the French translation, 
not having access to the original; from W. Benjamin, Essais sur Brecht (trans. Ph. Ivernel), La 
Fabrique, 2003, p. 21. 
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result of most of our experiences of drama theatre, a theatre that is itself a 

result of our contemporary vision of time as precisely counted and compressed 

towards greater efficiency –as opposed to baroque perception of time, both in life 

and on stage (the performance being an afternoon’s event). I thought searching 

for this baroque perception of time would be a challenging and meaningful 

endeavor. Therefore, the logic of cutting elements because of their “uselessness” 

didn’t seem the right approach to me, and I still had in mind some actresses’ 

demands of cutting Jean Genet’s text because of its many repetitions, that I did 

not myself attribute to dramaturgical clumsiness, but to a logic of composition 

close to that of music (who would cut on “repetitive” material in a phrase of 

baroque music, or for instance in the music of Mozart, who was Genet’s 

everlasting reference?). I was therefore trying to accept the inner logic of 

composition of this new text as well, and our trio finally ended up with a new 

version which I believed to be reasonably reduced, without damaging what I felt 

was the play’s formal idiosyncrasy. 

 The more I worked on the play’s dramaturgy, preparing myself and 

discussing the matter with Markéta, Julek Neumann and the teachers, the more I 

was convinced my first intuition was correct: The Witch of Edmonton, as rooted 

as it is in the context it reflects and comments on, was a play to which a new 

production could give a full relevance today, provided the artistic and intellectual 

ambitions were high and the work done with care and cleverness. Part of it 

admittedly is seemingly outdated: the place of religion, for instance, is difficult to 

make work, because the feelings on the subject are so different now, and the 

whole contextual conflict between religions can hardly be understood in a 

contemporary context, even though superstition and fanaticism, for instance, are 

still topical subjects. On the other hand, this play has implications the dramatists 

couldn’t anticipate in their time, such as the influence of various forms of 

“propaganda” in our society, as we can find in contemporary political writing that 

has similarities, in its aim to topicality, with what Dekker, Ford and Rowley could 

write. For instance, Falk Richter talks in these bold words of Caryl Churchill’s play 

Far Away (2000), which he staged in the post-9/11 context: “Churchill’s play […] 

destroys the official fictions of reality, for instance the assertion that before this 
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terrorist attack, we were living in peace. This fiction staged by the propaganda 

these days is delirious: there are those responsible, the bad guys, who are 

responsible for the terrorism, and once they are not there anymore, everything 

will be fine again. This model Tony Blair and Bush are building is grotesque: the 

world is divided into good and evil.”148 Even though this opinion seems slightly 

too schematic, this is a theme our play addresses directly, and I happened to be 

preparing the dramaturgy in the period when the assassination of Osama bin 

Laden (in April 2011) was widely commented in the media. I couldn’t help but 

think about how for a decade, a global climate of fear had been created, 

revolving around the figure of the Islamist terrorist, leading to many forms of 

ordinary racism (as well as official ostracism) directed to Muslims considered as 

“outsiders” and “terrorists” as some sort of homogeneous group, and was 

shocked by the people’s reaction as shown on television: many interviewees 

genuinely believed that now that bin Laden had been taken out, the terror was 

over, the war had been won, and everything would be well again. This could only 

remind me of the pervasive climate of fear of the play, and the way the 

community of Edmonton uses isolated individuals, outsiders, as scapegoats, and 

then believes in the end everything will be all right after eliminating them. My 

first thought was to make the parallel obvious: in the same way that Piscator 

used a “newsreel curtain-raiser depicting the Nazi heyday”149 in his production of 

Sartre’s Flies (Les Mouches) to emphasize that the play really isn’t about Greek 

mythology, I considered using television-material as interludes, inspired by my 

intuition that Piscator and Brecht were closer to the spirit of the play than any 

usual cliché on the nature of English Renaissance drama, and the way it should 

be performed. I constructed what I called a “dramaturgy of fear” based on what 

people could see in media between 2001 and 2011, not only terrorism, but also 

violence against Romani people (particularly topical in Central Europe) and more 

glamorous elements that have a strong symbolical meaning in our society (such 

as the wedding of Prince William and Kate Middleton, which happened to take 

 
148 Interview of 2001 with P. Laudenbach, published in French on Falk Richter’s web pages: 
http://www.falkrichter.com/logic/article.php?cat=83&id=3106. 
149 According to Lester Bernstein’s review of the production in The New York Times (April 18th, 
1947). 
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place in the same period of time as the assassination of bin Laden, and also 

amazed me in the way it catalyzed popular fantasies, in the same way as a 

young woman like Susan dreams of marriage), ending of course with the killing 

of the public enemy. However, gathering the material was complicated and none 

of my collaborators could really advise me in my search within Czech television 

archives; also, this work seeming at best secondary during the rehearsal 

process, I dropped it quite early on. 

The documentary aspect was only part of the “political” concept I 

developed from my reading of the play, the other one being to think of it as an 

ensemble’s work, which I believed what quintessential to Jacobean theatre in its 

very form, the play being written for a company of about the size of the group I 

was working with, making doubling necessary. My point was to explore how this 

could be more than a pragmatic necessity: something meaningful. I believe Peter 

Brook expressed quite well the theatrical interest of doubling, in an interview 

about his production of Hamlet: “… for the actors as well as for the audience, it is 

always more joyful to see the same people, because each actor who plays many 

roles then becomes like a story-teller with many heads”.150 Doubling gives the 

feeling of an extremely organic group, that comes to the stage, indeed, as a 

story-teller, to make a point by (re-en)acting a text. I prepared a plan for the 

doubling, which works in such interesting way with the structure of the play that 

I suspect it may be close to the one that was originally used in 1621: some 

remarkable individuals (Elizabeth Sawyer, Frank Thorney, Cuddy Banks, Sir 

Clarington, Old Carter) would have actors devoted solely to them, while the other 

actors’ constant changes would show a many-faced society: the actors playing 

Old Thorney, Susan, Katherine and Ann Ratcliffe would play clowns with opposite 

personalities to their other characters (thus complementing them and showing 

something grotesque about them), and the unpleasant aristocrat (Warbeck) 

would be doubled with the kind countryman (Ratcliffe) and the kind aristocrat 

 
150 “…pour les acteurs comme pour le public, c’est toujours plus joyeux de voir les mêmes 
personnes car chaque comédien qui joue plusieurs rôles devient alors comme un conteur avec 
plusieurs têtes.” Interview with Georges Banu (taken from Banu’s book Peter Brook : de Timon 
d’Athènes à Hamlet, Flammarion, 2001), published on the website of the Théâtre des Célestins in 
Lyon: http://www.memoire.celestins-lyon.org/var/ezwebin_site/storage/original/application/f4ef1d 
14dfdff9532460ef87467c25cc.pdf 
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(Somerton) with the unpleasant countryman (Banks), which created a very 

interesting circle of violence and, for each actor, enriched both characters and 

acting resources in ways that inspire me to use doubling more as a directing 

device in the future151: the brutality of Old Banks who beats up the Witch reveals 

how hypocritical Somerton’s manipulative gallant behavior is, knowing very well 

how to speak to the father and daughter Carter to get what he wants: the money 

of the family, meaning exactly the same as Warbeck, even though the latter 

expresses it in a more direct and rude way. In the same way, the parallel 

between Warbeck and Ratcliffe was eye-opening: both appear as self-confident 

in the ways particular to their respective social classes, and show great fragility 

when they are hurt (when Warbeck loses his hope of marriage and Ratcliffe his 

wife). In contrast, this also allowed to show the complete integrity of the 

character of Carter, to which I decided to apply no doubling, since he appears 

from his first line as the most straightforward and honest character, refusing to 

consider his daughters’ happiness from an economical point of view and even 

breaking his own promises in order to indulge. This typical comical countryman-

character takes a wonderful tragicomical dimension when he loses his daughter, 

even though he never is deprived of his very colorful type of speech. And it is 

darkly ironic from the playwrights that this completely generous man is 

transformed by the tragedy in his life to the extent of becoming the Witch’s chief 

accuser in the final scene, and even behaves quite violently with her, before 

giving his full forgiveness to Frank: even the person best in intents and character 

can, under the circumstances, participate in the process of collective 

scapegoating, when he faces infinite pain and has to find an explanation to the 

unexplainable: why did his daughter die?  

I also imagined a different kind of doubling, intended to be not 

metatheatrical, but entirely diegetic: because both the Devil and the Justice are 

different kinds of characters than the rest of the protagonists (as I exposed in 

 
151 I later discovered this meaningful type of doubling was used in a quite similar way by Jan 
Grossman in his production of King Ubu (1964), performed by a quite compact ensemble, each 
actor playing two or more characters, except for Father and Mother Ubu who are literally playing 
roles as characters. The parallel is interesting, knowing both Grossman’s desire to bring Jarry’s 
play to his time through translation of the context, and the “poor” aesthetics of his production, 
probably under influence of Brecht about whom he was writing essays at the time. 
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section 1.4), I decided that the same actress would play both, not as traditional 

doubling, but as the Devil playing the Justice. I was, when thinking of this 

possibility, amazed by how both characters never meet on stage, one coming 

immediately as the other leaves, and vice-versa: I cannot help thinking that this 

may have been a possibility explored in 1621 as well. It also made complete 

sense as to the vision of justice depicted in the play, and reinforced its structure: 

in the end of the first part, the community is gathered in the Morris dance, led by 

the Devil, around a pagan idol (the hobby-horse); in the end of the play, it 

gathers at the trial, led by the Justice, around the scapegoat (the Witch). It 

seemed natural that this completely corrupt society would once more be placed 

under the control of what represents all its hatred, and it added an ironical twist 

to the apparent optimism that concludes the play: Cuddy Banks may have 

chased the Dog out of town, but it is still there in another, more insidious form, 

which no single individual can fight. I also wished to emphasize the parallel 

between the two collective scenes by showing the more universal meaning of the 

Morris dance, and extracted the symbol of the hobby-horse out of its specific 

historical and folkloric form, by making it a piñata, a feast idol from another 

folklore (the Mexican one), which would be ritually destroyed by the feasting 

community, in the same way the trial of the Witch is a form of ritual collective 

killing –and thus Artaud crept back in. The Devil is then the great organizer, and 

I wanted to make him appear as such throughout the play, helped by an already 

strong presence in the original text: he appears in each scene, even mutely, 

starting from the beginning of Act III, and is involved in all the plots, even 

though he plays quite different roles. And in the same way he tells the Witch that 

Sir Clarington is bitten by the dog of his conscience, I emphasized his role as 

“director” of Frank’s remorse, bringing him nightmares and ghosts.  

All the other adaptations brought by the limited cast were meant to 

emphasize the global unity: I cut out seldom appearing characters (such as mute 

servants or a fiddler) and groups (countrymen, officers, people attending the 

trials), the immediate effect being to concentrate the performance on the 

interactions of a limited amount of characters, emphasizing the readable, 

analytical aspect. It also seemed relevant not to have the extra character of the 
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Constable supposed to come to arrest Warbeck and Somerton appear out of the 

blue, but to make the Devil play him as well, since he is announcing explicitly the 

event to Cuddy, and the whole act is about his masterminding of the events in 

Edmonton (after being seen with the Witch, he encounters Cuddy, then inspires 

Frank to commit the murder, and finally leads the Morris dance). But the biggest 

adaptation was about the Clowns. Even though it may seem dramaturgically 

clear that these characters are something like Shakespearean clowns (a comic 

relief, with a specific type of humor and acting), this doesn’t solve their place in 

the community which the plays depicts –and one cannot expect the audience to 

know about the symbolic role of clowns in medieval and Renaissance societies, 

their supposed protective function, etc. My hunch was to think that the role that 

was then played by clowns is now played by policemen. This appeared to me as 

perfectly functional, on the basis of a long tradition of satirizing policemen in 

clowning (in Chaplin’s movies for instance), and was immediately providing 

material for actors to work with, and for me as director. Because it allowed me to 

merge this group of Clown-Policemen with all the officers that appear elsewhere 

is the play (many arrests are made indeed), this created an omnipresence of 

these characters, which worked perfectly with my theme of a society in fear, 

obsessed with security, and united the play furthermore. And it allowed a 

satirical approach to the theme, since these policemen, even though present 

everywhere, are completely inefficient, and fail to protect anyone from anything, 

being themselves scared by the Witch and solely obsessed, in the first part, with 

their project of performing the Morris dance: this culminates in the dance scene 

itself, in which this rewriting added an amusing irony, the policemen being 

caught by the Constable in the midst of making fools of themselves, when they 

should be arresting the two presumed murderers standing next to them. I 

adapted mostly the first clown scene with Markéta to make it fit my intent: this 

work was anyway necessary to clarify a text full of hardly understandable topical 

jokes, and my concept gave me more freedom (and a direction) to do so. We 

made the situation more evidently an exposition scene, using the first actors’ 

scene from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, inspired as we were by the similarities: 

the merry laborers preparing to act a play in front of Theseus to celebrate his 



 76 

wedding would become merry policeman preparing to perform a Morris dance in 

front of Sir Clarington to celebrate the coming of spring. I gave them names of 

characters I had cut, except for the First clown, the leader, whom I made 

Lieutenant Quince, as an innuendo to his Shakespearean alter ego. I even wrote 

a small emphatic tirade for Cuddy, with the purpose of explaining the meaning of 

the traditional dance, and especially underlining how meaningful it is to him. I 

had therefore gathered more concrete material to direct these scenes, something 

we could start working on together with actors in rehearsals. The use of 

Shakespeare in this scene, as well as the presence of a possible reminiscence 

from Hamlet in the mouth of Sir Clarington (discussed in section 1.1) gave me 

the idea of introducing more similar references, adding to the metatheatricality 

of the performance –Shakespeare being, as I explained in my theoretical 

approach, our usual key to the theatre of that period. All these various 

adaptations and collages were relevant to me as to the very nature of the text, 

multi-authored and full of references, as well as to the free dramaturgical 

approach Brecht himself had, that provided me with a method. Working in such a 

way was in my opinion part of the whole demanding and original process of 

adapting and performing this play. 

Indeed, the process of adaptation was for me the crucial moment in 

preparing myself as director, the opportunity to immerge myself into the specific 

texture, structure and, as previously mentioned, rhythm of the play, and in 

finding how to give it life as a performance rather than a literary curiosity from 

the past. I wanted to give all the space to the intensity of the twelve scenes, 

each one exposing the characters’ complexity and the destructive mechanisms of 

their relationships. The first scene of the play makes this immediately explicit: 

we see three characters (Frank, Winnifred, Clarington) in three short duos (i.e., 

all combinations), and each one of them acts differently depending on the person 

they are speaking to. Frank appears as a self-confident husband with Winnifred, 

and a rightful servant with Clarington; Winnifred is acting with Frank as someone 

who gave him everything, but we understand in her dialogue with Clarington that 

they have been lovers as well; Clarington plays the role of the authoritative but 

magnanimous lord with Frank, and the lustful lover with Winnifred. These 
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changes insist from the onset on the fact that appearances are deceitful, and we 

end up challenging what we thought we knew about each character’s agenda, 

not being anymore sure we, the objective witnesses, know ourselves what is a lie 

and what is sincere. Most of the characters of the play are based on this principle 

and appear therefore as coming to the stage to struggle for their survival. 

For this reason, the concept of the stage as a fighting space was seminal 

to me, and it also is coherent with the Brechtian concept, even though Brecht’s 

favorite analogy is not the bullfight, as in the Jacobean context, but the boxing-

ring (a metaphor used explicitly, among others, in Caspar Neher’s scenography 

for the Mahagonny-Songspiel in 1927). The idea of a square podium came 

naturally to me, as well as the idea of keeping it bare, in the Jacobean fashion, 

and Jiří Karásek was keen on working on this basis. The lights we later created 

were also minimal, only setting atmospheres through light temperature and 

intensity. With this idea, I could already start working on how to express, 

through means of acting and mise en scène, the situations through the idea of 

fight, which is both strong to build dramatic situations and to express the larger 

idea that each character is in struggle through lie, debate, negotiation, 

seduction, law, insult and physical violence: all these terms can apply to both 

Frank Thorney and Elizabeth Sawyer throughout the play, and I believe they are 

characteristic of the vision I had of both characters, meaning individuals who are 

of course full of flaws and misjudgments, but who in the bigger picture can be 

considered as products of the society that surrounds them and pressures them 

into a course of events they cannot control. 

I also worked on the idea of the story of these actors who come to tell a 

story, what we called the “plot zero” of the performance, since this story would 

be the background and the matrix of the story that they enact, being constantly 

present on stage around the “boxing ring”, on two levels: the highest one where 

they sit as actors, and an intermediate level before the actual stage in which 

they enter the situations, occasionally expanding the acting space (as in the 

pond scene in III.1) and on which the Devil wanders as a director of the action 

as a whole. The clowns have the privilege to act on the forestage, as a hint to 

the form of the comic intermezzo. Existing in this global picture, the actors are 



 78 

from the beginning the court judging what happens in the play, and meaningfully 

the whole set is finally used as the courtroom in the final scene. I developed 

further the meaning and preparation of this theatre-within-theatre, as it was 

essential to the use I wanted to make of space, and was meant to take the space 

during the musical transitions for instance. It was also relevant to the concept of 

the costumes: their main task would be to make the doubling readable 

(differences between characters being mainly of social nature, as it was already 

the case at the time, as I explicated in section 1.1), and the quickest changes 

functional. I wanted to explore the theatrical potential of doubling, using it to add 

to the ambiguity of all characters. To this was added the subtlety that some 

doubling was a matter of one actor playing two separate parts, and some 

concerns a character playing a part, which is the case of the Devil playing the 

Justice and the Constable and switching from black to white, but also of 

Winnifred, who is in the text told to use successively various costumes: she is 

supposed to appear first as a maid, then in travel clothes, then disguised as a 

male page, then as a widow. It is part of the character’s shifting and somewhat 

mysterious nature, which I analyzed dramaturgically in section 1.4 and think is 

very interesting in performance (as we worked on it with Pavla Dostálová), never 

to appear without disguise: we never see what a “natural”, “civil” Winnifred 

would look like, as opposed to the other characters who show clear signs of what 

they are in their clothing. This brought many practical questions: how to show 

immediately and clearly that we are not dealing with different characters? The 

same questions must have arisen when King Lear was premiered: the same actor 

was said to have played Cordelia and the Fool, a meaningful doubling which is 

different from that of Kent disguising himself or, furthermore, Edgar acting as a 

fool. The clowns were, likewise, showing the crazed part of everyone of this 

society: it was, acting-wise, an interesting counterpoint to have the actors 

playing the severe Old Thorney and the innocent young women Susan and 

Katherine play ridiculous, frantic characters as the policemen. 

The costumes also had to adjust to the metatheatricality of the concept of 

the “plot zero”: the performance is therefore meant to start with actors of our 

day deciding to tell the story of a “fable community”, which could be Edmonton 
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in 1621, and also contain and concentrate all the elements of our own society. I 

asked Jiří to work with the idea that these actors could create their own 

costumes, reminiscent of Renaissance imagery, out of the rubbish of our own 

society: today’s fabrics, objects of everyday life, etc. This approach, I think, 

incorporated both my concern with topicality and a Brechtian concept of staging 

an ancient play through means of Verfremdung, also coherently emphasizing the 

actors’ and audience’s awareness that we see performers showing us characters, 

rather than pretending to embody them in slices of life. We developed the 

concept with Jiří and his costume assistant Dominika Lippertová already during 

the first weeks of rehearsals, and the process actually ended only at the 

premiere. We brainstormed intensely together, and both Jiří and Dominika came 

up with many creative solutions, using very large shirts, sports socks, and 

especially many kinds of solutions for collars (transformed surgical collars, travel 

pillows…). Different forms of belts and straps, as well as working and medical 

protections (also subverted from their civil use) would transform actors into 

policemen of some grotesque SWAT-team parody. The most challenging 

characters were the Witch and the Devil, whose highly symbolic roles suggested 

something more conceptual: the main idea for the Witch would be to have her 

wear literally rubbish from other costumes (she describes herself as a “common 

sink”, II.1.6), and perhaps this costume to be evolving during the play through 

the other characters’ actions; we spent a great deal of time looking at folkloric 

illustrations from various traditions to find something universal for the Devil, the 

first sketches being very primitive and in a way “shamanic”, and we looked for 

dramaturgical leitmotive to link her physically to other elements in the play (for 

instance the Morris dance’s piñata), but the final solution was instead inspired by 

some form of contemporary “trash” imagery. Both of these solutions were only 

fully realized in the last days before the opening night, along with the make-up 

of these two characters (the most stylized ones). The Devil’s transformations 

also had to be symbolic and different from other costume changes: the Justice 

was early on decided to be represented by a huge red cloth falling from the 

bridge, radically changing the space for this character from the outside; and the 

transformation into the White Dog would be, outside from a change of costume, 
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a cleaning away of black make-up, illustrating the idea of purification, of purge 

from the evil in society which is demonstrated in the play. These overall simple 

ideas allowed many variations, and we could in the end show many possibilities 

even within the characters, for instance that Frank and Winnifred are playing 

servants in the first scene, a role both of them are resenting. A similar idea of 

“faked improvisation” was Jiří’s contribution to the central acting podium we 

decided about, which he wanted to be assembled from real wooden pallets used 

in transport of goods, transformed to create the acting space. Some of Jiří’s 

original sketches from the first discussions are to be found in Annex 3. 

The last component to which I wanted to give a crucial part in the 

performance was the participation of live musicians. Music, as I mentioned, was 

a strong innovation of private playhouses in the Jacobean era, and it also 

seemed fitting both to the idea of a performance with its own sense of time and 

possibly musically rich transitions used also for the projection of the 

Piscatoresque video material, and to the Brechtian idea of the performance put 

to a critical distance by various means, music not being the least in the mind of 

the Dreigroschenoper’s author. I had met the composer Michal Mihok months 

before the beginning of rehearsals; his activities amongst various groups 

indicated to me that he was interested and able to compose in quite different 

styles, and could be fit to the demanding task of composing the music I wished 

for, that would therefore have an important part as rhythmical and stylistic 

element of the performance. This music would have to be of two kinds: first of 

all, the musical transitions between the scenes, going with the projections, and 

giving place to the actors’ meta-plot, and ideally able to produce a commentary 

on the ongoing action. Because I didn’t have a finished version of the text, I met 

a few times with Mihok just to speak myself (which was made difficult by the fact 

that he didn’t speak English and required an interpreter) and explain in detail the 

play, its structure and motives. He appeared very thrilled and inspired by these 

meetings, and I was trusting that he could, from the information I was feeding 

him, directly grasp the spirit of what was needed. The second kind was incidental 

music that would have a function within the scenes, especially songs, again on 

the model of Die Dreigroschenoper, the other reference I wanted to make clear, 
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the complementary pole to the Shakespearean references so to say. This would 

be a useful tool to explicate characters and situations. The most preeminent use 

of songs was associated with Sir Clarington: the idea not being only to take 

advantage of the actor Tomáš Vaněk’s singing skills, but to show by these means 

the character’s extravagant boasting personality by having him sing a cheesy 

romance and variations on pompous baroque music. In the case of Susan’s and 

Katherine’s songs as I mention them below, they were also dramaturgical 

solutions to dramatic situations, in connection with the baroque aesthetics I 

already mentioned as influential: meaning that they didn’t solve situations 

through speeding the resolution of a key-problem, but created close-ups, 

developments of the situation, showing its many-sidedness. I also enjoyed how 

this use of songs would define clear (and even ostensible, since the singing 

required microphones) breaks in the dramatic action, in a purportedly epic way, 

also bringing an equally Brechtian entertaining aspect to a very structured and 

political play (“mirth and matter”!). 

I worked on this with Markéta, the idea being to use the already 

rhythmical material of the blank verse text and to parody other sources, and she 

translated a list for Mihok, which contained approximately these notes: 

• I.1. Sir Clarington sings a (cheesy) romantic song to Winnifred to 

keep her at his side, using the text (and musical elements?) from a love song by 

John Dowland, Dear if you change. A parody of Karel Gott, in the same way 

Brecht and Weill made a parody of a romantic love duet in Die Dreigroschenoper 

(“Siehst du den Mond über Soho?”). This will add a twist of irony to the way 

Clarington expresses his feelings: all too artfully.  

• III.3. Susan’s dying monologue is actually a song. Something 

operatic (she does everything to appear as a martyr, this can only be over the 

top: so all she can do is to sing it, with this artificiality Brecht gives to operatic 

singing in his notes about Mahagonny). Using the actual text (in blank verse). 

• III.4. Sir Clarington sings a welcoming song to his party. Use an aria 

from Purcell’s Fairy Queen, “Hark, how all things with one sound rejoice…” 

• III.4. The Morris dance. Use folk material, but it should go wild, it is 

a pagan feast in which everyone externalizes their suppressed violence. It is 
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meant to be played by a solo violin, but since the Devil himself plays, it should 

be everything but a violin. 

• IV.2. Katherine sings Desdemona’s lullaby from Othello to Frank (a 

similar moment of innocent calm and grace before the ultimate rush of violence). 

The text calls for a lute, meaning the instrumental setting is intimate. 

• V.2. Sir Clarington introduces the trial scene by singing to the 

Justice a variation on a coronation anthem by Handel: “Let Thy Hand Be 

Strengthened”, a glorification of the power of State that holds the truth of 

justice. (Ironical because of the context and because Clarington is a toady.) 

• V.2. The Final Choral. Inspired by Die Dreigroschenoper’s. After 

Frank starts speaking the same Villon ballade, everyone joins in singing a 

Brechtian poem (to be written by David Šiktanc) that condenses the immoral 

morality of the play. 

The final poem I asked David Šiktanc to write, on Markéta’s advice: he is a 

fine poet and knows Brecht well for having directed himself one of his plays in 

the same DISK theatre. This text should have had a huge role, since it was 

emphasizing the parody of the morality play and the overall Brechtian concept, 

which culminates in the final scene where, after sending those responsible to the 

gallows, everyone goes back to normal life, leaving only the next social outcast, 

Winnifred, alone: I saw this scene as a highly cynical “moral” ending, and this is 

how it was ultimately carried out. David was keen on writing the text, and he 

was supposed to take in many elements I offered: the structure, and a refrain, 

again taken from Shakespeare, this time from The Tempest: “Hell is empty, and 

all the devils are here.” Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to do the work due to 

his other commitments, and couldn’t complete the other task he accepted to do 

for us either: adapting the texts of the other songs from the various sources, a 

work Markéta had to do herself. In this part of the musical project I felt the most 

frustrated artistically, since writing and adapting are tasks are usually take on 

myself as a writer/director, and was here limited by my feeble skills in Czech. 

Had I been able to do this work by myself without delegating, the whole project 

could have evolved in a different direction and with a different energy, or at least 

wouldn’t have depended on the many intermediaries and various people’s 
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commitments it was relying on. However, Mihok accepted the task and seemed 

happy with the material. His first offer was to work with a huge orchestra of 

twelve musicians, but had to reduce it to a rock-style quartet, which was much 

more fitting the format and could naturally find a place in the performance 

space, and which our producers did a great job organizing and making possible. 
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3. BRINGING ČARODĚJNICE Z EDMONTONU  

             TO THE STAGE 

 
 

The start of the rehearsals was a thrilling moment, because all of a 

sudden, the text and the concept, which had been a subject of discussion 

between a very small circle of persons, would “go public” and be the matter of a 

whole group, in which everyone would potentially have their own vision and 

bring in their own part of unpredictability. The event was prepared with 

particular nervousness, due to the fact that we were still waiting for Julek 

Neumann’s final draft of the translation a few days before the start of the 

rehearsals, and could get the scripts printed (including the copies of project’s the 

hard core: Jiří, Markéta, Michal and myself) only the day before. The gathering of 

the acting team also had been a complicated process: Daniel Hrbek had been 

waiting to read the latest version of the text to confirm my casting choices, 

which were finally approved, except for two characters I had to switch to give 

place to an actress who hadn’t had enough opportunities in the other 

productions; the other difficulty was that, even with the cuts, the adaptations 

and the doubling, we needed 13 actors and the class only had 11. The first 

additional actor was an easy choice (even though not simple to organize): I had 

been for a long time interested in working with Petr Besta, who had the 

particularity of having collaborated with all three acting departments of DAMU; I 

didn’t believe anyone in the class would be fit to play Old Thorney, and I thought 

his contribution could be crucial in rehearsing the clown scenes, and therefore 

gave him both the roles of the father and of a policeman. The second missing 

double, for Somerton/Old Banks, was harder to find: I had planned to work with 

my director-colleague Robo Kočan, also a trained actor, thinking this could 

emphasize the feeling of an ensemble, but his departure in the start of the year 

left these parts uncast. I had seen a few gifted actors in the lower acting class, 

but their teachers refused to let them act in our productions: it is only when 

Matěj Anděl was left without a practical work for his winter semester, as his role 
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was cut from another production in November, that I could hire him, and was 

happy with the coincidence, knowing Matěj’s type and skills. 

 In the attempt to involve the actors personally in the content of the play, a 

complex balance had to be found between historical contextualization (why was 

the play relevant and interesting in 1621?) and a modern reading (why is the 

play relevant and interesting in 2012?). My choice was to leave the former aside 

as much as possible, not to overload the actors with historical elements, to make 

the process lighter and freer, and also to avoid the depressive feeling in the 

group that this play could only be understood with deep knowledge of its context 

(which would mean it is obscure and even irrelevant to our unprepared 

audience). I emphasized general elements extracted from my knowledge of the 

play and its context which I think are relevant today, and are perhaps even 

universal: the portrayal of a society in the midst of a crisis, in which money and 

corruption are found at each level, in which human relationships are dominated 

by greed and individualism rather than generosity and moral values, and 

subsequently ruled by fear and all its consequences (social malfunctioning, 

scapegoating). I tried not only to explain this vision in my speeches, but to 

discuss collectively these contemporary issues, by prompting the actors to come 

up with their own insights about contemporary forms of ostracism. I was 

surprised to witness how little enthusiasm most of the actors displayed towards 

this “forum” approach (if I may parallel it to the techniques of Augusto Boal), 

which I myself found so thrilling, and promising in terms of making the 

performance really meaningful to the audience today, a material for a real 

political (but nevertheless not propagandist) statement. This reaction might be, 

in my opinion, explained by two factors: firstly, the strangeness of such a 

politicized approach for these actors, who are trained to focus mostly on the 

concrete psychological impulses in the text; secondly, a factor that would 

deserve its own sociological study about the individualism of a generation that 

has mostly lost interest in politics, due to its weariness with the lack of great 

ideologies and the generalized corruption of the political milieu. None of these 

two criteria should be neglected, and I think it is relevant that the only actor who 

always had full interest in this approach was Petr Besta: and he happens to be 



 86 

the one actor with a more diverse training, and with experience in social theatre 

(including Boal-type experiences). Some occasional contributions in this direction 

–meaning acute observations of the world translated into concrete stage 

propositions– were made by a handful of other actors: Vuk G. Čelebić, Michal 

Švarc, Anna Císařovská. Vuk, for instance, based his interpretation on his own 

feeling of life through Shakespearian concepts of struggle for power, and he 

immediately could identify in The Witch mechanisms similar to those in Richard 

III for instance: an isolated character deciding to play the role everyone wants 

him to play. But the most difficult part of his work consisted in the incredible 

amount of speech and the huge body presence, which define the character of 

Frank Thorney as a cheater. Even though we carefully built nuances in Frank’s 

subtext to show his fragility covered by the extreme self-insurance meant to 

convince himself and others that everything is under control, Vuk had difficulties 

building it with precision, in which, in retrospect, I could have helped in defining 

a more strict set of conventions, as was usual in the baroque theatre, and which 

helped at the time the actors and audience not to get lost in the various layers of 

meaning. Concepts like true love/deceit, greed, fear, remorse, etc. could have 

found a more codified and stylized form, offering us an alphabet to work through 

the play. 

I had the chance to work in very various conditions in the past, from long 

workshops to situations where a show had to be put together in just a few 

rehearsals, with young and more experienced actors, opera singers, amateurs 

from many countries and very different trainings (psychorealistic actors, physical 

actors, Lecoq trained actors…), in such different countries as France, Finland, the 

United Kingdom or the USA. When speaking with my colleagues of the faculty 

(actors and directors), I realized they usually are used to only one rehearsal 

system, the one they experience in school, and then apply to their own projects. 

Nevertheless, this was a “first time” for me in many ways: the first time I had a 

chance to work with a class of actors in training, and the first time I was dealing 

with something like an ensemble, close to the structure of a repertory theatre, a 

system virtually inexistent in the cultures I was trained in. This led to 

misunderstandings and mistakes on my side: I didn’t fully realize how much 
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these actors needed me to fully “act” as the director, giving them all the tools 

and elements to express themselves, coaching them in their work… tasks that of 

course always belong to the director’s work, but gain a special importance in a 

school context. But the rehearsal system I worked with wasn’t matching these 

requirements: I was instead rather considering we were collaborators of the 

same generation, each one of us offering their skills as an input to the show 

which I coordinated inside my concept. But I was relying too much on the 

supposed unity of the group, rather than putting all my efforts into uniting this 

group myself, which I thought would happen more naturally: I believed that the 

collective work (readings, discussions and exercises), my demand for everyone 

to attend all the first rehearsals, and the strong unity of the concept would be 

sufficient, but I realized that it wasn’t, and that I had been also spending much 

time outside of rehearsals speaking with the main actors. This special search for 

an individual, and even personal motivation was what I didn’t give to some of 

the other actors, therefore not giving them all the keys to be fully involved and 

then create a strongly united ensemble. This has its origins both in my wrong 

analysis of the group, but also my misunderstanding of the individual motivations 

involved: as I said, the political dimension was completely foreign to some of the 

actors, even though it was natural, and even essential, to me.  

Most of the actors also had difficulties accepting the peculiarity of the play, 

having a very rigid vision of what Shakespeare, and therefore English 

Renaissance drama, is, looking in it for the same forms of immediate dramatic 

efficiency as in modern psychological drama. It is clear, when working on stage 

with the text, that its function is not to simply create and solve situations, but to 

develop a criticism of them, through lengthy speeches. Situations can be 

understood as dramaturgical frames, which are frozen, interrupted, commented. 

One of the most difficult scenes to bring to life was the trio scene between the 

Elizabeth Sawyer, Sir Clarington and the Justice in IV.1. It is not enough to 

analyze that we are dealing with a duel between a ruling class willing to repress 

forms of incongruities it fears in the margins of society —but closing 

hypocritically its eyes to this society’s major malfunctions, including 

themselves— (the aristocrat), and one of these incongruities (the witch), the 
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Justice acting as arbitrator, and to see that the whole situation is blurred by the 

fact that the supposedly objective judge is actually entirely on the side of the 

aristocrat and of the ruling classes. The Witch’s speech is composed of a series of 

micro-pamphlets, reminiscent of Dekker’s activities of a pamphleteer, and made 

more powerful by the fact that they are put in the mouth of the absolute 

renegade, who is seizing the one opportunity that is given to her to respond 

rationally to the oppression she is subjected to; when she understands this form 

of resistance is pointless because she won’t ever be listened, she crosses the red 

line and surrenders fully to violence. This is also the point when she entirely 

loses control over her thirst for revenge, and lets the Devil go further than ever 

before, by murdering Ann Ratcliffe. It took us a long time and many different 

solutions with Anna Císařovská to find how she could build this evolution: finding 

in the exhaustion of her useless statement the energy that would allow her to 

move forward, knowing the psychological acting techniques she was utilizing 

weren’t sufficient to give life to such a lengthy scene. This is only one extreme 

example, the text containing many moments that are “larger than the situation”, 

requiring a proclamation that would burst the frames of fiction, speaking directly 

to the audience. Of such nature are Frank’s asides that confide to the audience 

(requiring the ability to shortly extract oneself from the situation to comment on 

it), the Devil’s couplets and speeches that are more general statements (meant 

to the audience, in the fashion of ancient morality plays) and some moments of 

the clown scenes, the address to the audience being a classic of clowning (for 

instance looking for a solution to the problem on stage in the audience, or 

making explicit the grandiloquence of the speech: I insisted on making a clown’s 

promise about refurbishing the hobby-horse, “The horse shall have a new bridle” 

(II.1.80), a typical piece of political promise of renewal of the old, a point of view 

that required to harangue the crowd of the audience). The actors had great 

difficulties working with quick entrances and exits into and out of situations, even 

though we worked on this aspect with Brechtian exercises, and the pedagogues 

ended up telling me that the actors didn’t have the training and the experience 

to work fully with this element, and that wrongly done it would be rather 

distracting to the audience than helping the form of the work (inside the scenes 
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as well as in the “plot zero” of the actors performing the play); I was of course 

disappointed, even though I bore my part of responsibility, my work being after 

all to bring the actors where I needed them to be. The same applied to the 

moments when I wanted to make more explicit the fact that the use of speech 

was highly rhetorical, such as Frank’s seduction speech (II.2), which I wished to 

choreograph parodically. But even though Vuk was one of those who could work 

best with blank verse, the general level in using such a stylized language was 

extremely limited, and this aspect made the work even more difficult, even more 

so because I couldn’t help the actors with it myself due to the language barrier, 

nor technically nor in the finding of the pleasure of such a textured language. 

But apart from these formal limits, some concrete exercises were fruitful in 

the understanding of the text and the creation of stage material: not only did I 

use work on status inspired by Keith Johnstone’s Impro152 and a few games from 

Boal’s Games for Actors and Non-Actors, but applied other forms of creative 

approaches, for instance, when I asked Matěj Anděl (playing Old Banks) to 

improvise the speech of a man justifying lynching of Romani people, or some of 

the group improvisations about police with the five actors playing the clowns. My 

mistake was to keep this work going too long, because I wanted the actors to 

remain active, but neglected the fact that improvisation ceases to be productive 

after some point, a lesson I shall remember for my next projects. 

Difficult was also, for instance, making some actors accept the work on 

intrusive watching of each other, that required actors to remain active in scenes 

in which they were not scripted by the play. Some of them were not interested in 

working with elements of voyeurism in the matchmaking scene (I.2), which in 

my first version was amplified into something like an obscene reality show (not 

crossing any line in the actors’ intimacy however), emphasizing the sickness of 

the intertwining of the young generation’s feelings of love and sexual desire, and 

the older generation’s manipulation of these as a public amusement commended 

by their own lust and money (all the jokes Old Carter freely makes about his 

daughters’ sexuality were a great material for this). Because some wouldn’t trust 

the idea and develop it, we had to return to a far more rigid staging of the scene, 

 
152 A work that had also been useful in the rehearsals of Služky. 
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now set as a game of conventions, another way of staging this aspect we had 

been working on.  

The same can be said about the Witch/Devil relationship. We worked for 

many weeks with as a starting point the energy of the sexual innuendos present 

in the text, which define clearly the relationship as erotic (kisses, games…). 

Working in this direction opened the text in many ways: 1) the erotic energy was 

showing Elizabeth Sawyer’s passage from the state of passive beaten-up victim 

to that of a powerful-feeling and indeed empowered woman; 2) the open 

eroticism of the couple represented something Dionysian which was very much 

fitting the Devil’s role in this society (and lechery symbolizes effectively Sawyer’s 

corruption by the Devil), as I analyzed in section 1.4; 3) the Devil being played 

by a woman, the relationship implied the Witch’s homosexuality, which was a 

very clear form of singularity that separated her de facto from the rest of this 

traditional society (and could even be one explanation to her ostracism). Even 

though I believed this component was very fruitful in the stage work, it was 

blocked by the actresses’ doubts about it, and especially Nina Horáková’s 

feelings about the lesbianism being “embarrassing” (sic), a sentiment that can be 

disputed but must be taken into account in what one asks or demands from an 

actor. Due to the lack of collective enthusiasm (we had worked with exercises 

about bestiality and animals collectively for the characters of the Witch, the Devil 

and Cuddy), this idea couldn’t be carried out well enough, and I returned to a 

more conventional depiction of the Devil as a playful trickster, which came closer 

to the morality play aesthetics and still keeps adding entertainment to the 

performances, thanks to Nina’s strong improvisational skills. 

I see now better that I should have been much more inventive in the ways 

I made the actors work on these insights to make them their own, even though 

in the moment I felt myself limited by their lack of keenness to try and 

experiment, even when I was offering not only dramaturgical thoughts but also 

concrete impulses as those I mention above –but only the director can be 

blamed for the director’s failure to convince. Some of the actors also resented 

the process of being made active and having to develop collectively and 

individually some of the propositions, mirroring a certain vision of the actor’s 
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craft in types of acting jobs they were seeking. After I gave a precise direction 

and elements to work with, I was expecting a serious preparation on their side, 

which they failed to provide, and this angered both me and Markéta 

Machačíková. My mistake, I believe, was to not use the exceptional amount of 

rehearsal time we had (sometimes making three rehearsals a day) to build 

myself things more strictly. My organization of the schedule wasn’t directed to 

full efficiency, and this is also a craft in which I believe to have learned much 

during these rehearsals. I believe I used these rehearsals too much to 

experiment with alternative rehearsal techniques (even though the goal was 

clear, and not subject to experiment), when I should have been much more 

efficient and directive. In the end, we had help of the pedagogues and of director 

Štěpán Pácl to rework many scenes that were weak in their construction, which 

had mainly two consequences: much more radical cuts in the text, bringing the 

whole play to a more usual format and pace, and because of the lack of time, a 

radical simplification of the acting approach, removing the basic Brechtian 

principle of Verfremdung to produce a classical presentation of the dramatic 

situations. I was nevertheless happy to witness that strong traces of it were still 

present and detectable in the performance, since such various persons as Jan 

Hančil, Vlasta Gallerová and David Radok commented on this aspect without me 

telling them about the original concept. 

Another element that subsequently underwent a drastic simplification was 

the music. The timing issues I mentioned in section 2.2 took such proportions 

that Michal Mihok had difficulties completing the pieces and making them evolve 

according to feedback, having developed a rather autarkic vision of his work and 

neglecting both the dramaturgy and the stage work. Not only were the songs 

difficult to use, but they also no longer had space to unfold in the condensed 

version of the performance, and we finally had to give up on using them, giving 

up in the same time on the live band, using only recorded fragments to give 

rhythm and atmosphere to the transitions, and of course to the Morris dance 

scene. As much as I regretted this decision, because of the importance of music 

in my vision of the play as baroque and “epic”, I realized that the songs didn’t 
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anyway even match the original aesthetics of the performance, not to speak of 

the adapted one. 

I was nevertheless relieved to see that at the premiere, and increasingly in 

further performances, all the work we had done together emerged again, thanks 

to the self-confidence everyone had gained, and despite some of the actors’ 

refusal to add new rehearsals to correct and unify the show. Some audience 

feedback proved that one could sense how complex an endeavor the staging of 

the play was, despite the many obstacles in the process and many flaws in the 

result; but as I write, it is only getting better and each audience brings a new 

energy to performances, added to some of the actors’ initiatives to find more 

meaning and more energy within the text.  
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CONCLUSION  

 

This experience was the conclusion to my studies in DAMU. I saw the fact 

of studying directing as an opportunity to delve deeper in my understanding of 

different kinds of theatre-making and the place the director should find in them. 

My three previous experiences had been: 

1. Directing Jean Genet’s Služky, a way of approaching whatever it meant 

to be a French director staging French repertory abroad –interestingly, this work 

resulted in a big adaptation work to bring the play into the Czech context. It also 

confronted the actresses and myself with a text that makes a strongly poetic use 

of language, that needs not only to be analyzed dramatically, but also musically, 

an element that I explained to be important in baroque theatre. 

2. A work with international Erasmus students which took the form of a 

work-in-progress rather than a dramatic performance, an opportunity to explore 

rehearsal techniques, different kinds of improvisations, and exercises from 

different background that I found inspiring and useful to the rehearsals of The 

Witch of Edmonton. 

3. Preparing a concept for a scenography and staging of Anton Chekhov’s 

Cherry orchard with J. Korčák and J. Dušek, which was an opportunity to already 

go through the various states of preparation of a bigger-scale performance, and 

the development of a coherent and global vision of dramaturgy and scenography 

which I applied to my collaboration with Jiří Karásek. 

 It was logical to find a global, total conclusion to these studies. I thought it 

would be fitting to explore Renaissance theatre, and even more so to seize the 

opportunity to study Brechtian theatre, which was indeed very inspiring both in 

preparing the concept and during rehearsals. I hope to have shown in this thesis 

that these associations and inspirations are not merely a series of coincidences 

and personal hunches, but a concrete, documented and coherent vision and 

method that drove the process forward from the choice of the play to the 

opening night. I believe a strong original vision and its rigorous carrying out also 
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in the work with the group is the necessary condition to a form of political 

theatre that is neither a caricature nor propaganda –I think this is what we 

succeeded in creating in the performance, even though parts of it lost their 

original intended radicality. I now hope I will develop more this method of 

theatre by bringing old and new texts to the stage through a structured and 

informed vision that finds its tools in challenging material and trusted 

collaborators, with directorial methods I still need to develop, to bring truthfully 

new dialectics of “mirth and matter” to the stage. 
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APPENDIX 1: THE USE OF THE WORD “HEAVEN” IN THE PLAY 

 

 These categories may seem to artificially separate different aspects of one 

same concept. Nevertheless, the point is precisely to show that this concept is 

rather general, and presents a blurry vision of transcendence which belongs to 

everyday language, i.e. common believes rather than a precise and distinct 

theological vision of God. The very use of such a euphemism reflect this. 

 

COLLOQUIAL (similar to “God-a-mercy” and “Oh gods”) 

“Heaven knows…” (Winnifred) 

“Heaven prosper it, I do intend it” (Frank) 

“Pray Heaven I may deserve the blessing sent me” (Susan) 

“Heaven shield it!” (Susan) 

 

MORAL GUARANTEE (God protector of Good) 

“In view of Heaven and thee, I vow…” (Frank) 

“The sacred oath set on record in Heaven’s book” (Frank) 

“Let Heaven inflict upon my life some fearful ruin” (Frank) 

“… how well or ill he steered his soul by Heaven’s or Hell’s compass” (Frank) 

“To please a father I have Heaven displeased” (Frank) 

 

PERSONAL GOD (again, watching on men’s morality) 

“No man can hide his shame from Heaven that views him” (Frank) 

“Now Heaven reward you ne’er the worse for me!” (Susan) 

“Let me for once be thine example, Heaven” (Susan) 

“I wish Heaven to pay […] that devil Somerton” (Katherine) 

“Heaven send you a new heart” (Frank) 

 

PARADISE (transcendent place or state of ecstasy)  

“now me-thinks I am in Heaven” (Cuddy, mimicking a lover) 

“he that can get up to Heaven in ten days need not repent his journey” (Cuddy) 

“she is in Heaven” (Frank and Old Carter) 
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NB: The dialogue between Frank and Katherine in IV,2 deals explicitly with the 

concept of Paradise without naming it. 

 

In comparison, “Hell” appears little, either as the concept of Evil, opposite 

of Heaven/Good (as in the example quoted above), or concretely as the Devil’s 

realm: the Witch is a “she hell-cat” (Banks), a “base hell-hound” (Clarington), 

dealing with “hell’s merchandise” (Clarington), served by “the dog of hell-gate” 

(Banks) or “dog of hell” (Devil) until she is “ripe to fall into hell” (Devil), and 

believes the officers who arrest her take her “to hell”; abandoned, she cries: “let 

earth cleave and break from hell!”. Katherine is afraid Frank’s soul will go to hell 

if he commits suicide, but is sure Warbeck and Somerton “pawn” their souls “to 

hell”. The belief in Hell is therefore presented as a naïve superstition, a part of 

folklore the personified Devil embodies in the play. 
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APPENDIX 2: THE TITLE PAGE OF THE ORIGINAL EDITION OF THE PLAY 

 

Printed by J. Cottrel for Edward Blackmore, London, 1658. 

For a commentary on the text on this page, see section 1.3. 
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APPENDIX 3: SCENE AND COSTUME SKETCHES 

 

Sketches by Jiří Karásek (November-December 2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. The first concept of space: the stage built from scratch, the two levels for the 
actors, costumes hanging from the ceiling; behind, the space for the band. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. First thought about the appearance of the Justice: a radical transformation of 
the whole space as we knew it, showing the character is from another dimension. 
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3. First concept of Hobby-horse/piñata, destroyed by the actors in an orgy 
atmosphere. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4. Later solution for the Hobby-horse: a transformed horse collar that Cuddy 
Banks can use as a prop during the rest of the performance. 
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APPENDIX 4: PERFORMANCE PHOTOS 
 
 

Photos taken by Michaela Jankulárová (4, 6, 8, 9, 11) and Patrik Chrastil (1, 2, 
3, 5, 7, 11, 10, 12, 15) at the performance of April 17th 2012. Two photos (13, 
14) were taken by Michal Hančovský at the dress rehearsal on February 10th 
2012). 
 
 

 
 

1. Arthur Clarington “betrayed” by Winnifred. (I.1) 
 

 
 
2. The psychological duel between Frank Thorney and his father. (I.2) 
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3. Elizabeth Sawyer unwillingly scaring the Clowns/Policemen. (II.1) 
 
 

 

 
 
4. The Devil teaches Elizabeth Sawyer to be a witch. (II.1) 
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5. Somerton trying to calm Warbeck’s anger after Old Carter broke his promise 
of marrying Susan to him. (II.2) 
 
 

 
 

6. Frank Thorney dealing with Susan being “more fond by far than [he] 
expected”. (II.2) 
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7. Cuddy Banks meets the Devil and treats him like a simple dog. (III.1) 
 
 

 

 
 
8. The Dionysian Morris feast: crazed policemen and aristocrats, and the Devil 
masterminding it all. (III.3) 
 
 



 104 

 

 
 
9. The Devil appears as the Justice with Sir Clarington to calm down the angry 
countrymen and policemen who were about to lynch the Witch. (IV.1) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
10. An example of the use of the intermediate space: Susan’s ghost, directed by 
the Devil, appears in it to torment Frank, without Winnifred seeing her. (IV.2) 
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11. Frank Thorney is confronted by Old Carter with the corpse of the woman he 
killed, in presence of Winnifred in disguise and under the supervision of the Devil 
who watches from outside the stage. (IV.2) 
 
 
 

  
 
12. The Devil, as the White Dog, explaining to the Witch that she is “ripe to fall 
into hell”. (V.1) 
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13. The whole set becomes the courtroom for the final scene. The trial, led by 
the Justice, first condemns Sir Clarington, accused by Old Carter. (V.2)  
 
 

 
 
14. Before walking to the gallows, Frank Thorney manages to win everyone’s 
compassion. (V.2) 
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15. As the actors already left the stage because the play is supposed to be over, 
Winnifred speaks her last monologue, announcing that the cycle of social 
exclusion is starting again, and that she shall be the next victim. (Epilogue) 
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APPENDIX 5: PRODUCTION DATA 
 

Čarodějnice z Edmontonu 

Premiere: 11.02.2012 in Divadlo DISK 
 
Original Czech translation by Julek Neumann 
Text adapted by Aleksi Barrière and Markéta Machačíková 
(with occasional help of David Šiktanc) 
 
Directed by Aleksi Barrière 
Dramaturgy: Markéta Machačíková 
Set and costume design: Jiří Karásek 
Assisted by Dominika Lippertová and Eleni Podara 
Music composed by Mihal Mihok  
Live translation and director’s assistant: Michaela Jankulárová 
Choreographic assistance: Martin Pacek 
Producers: Barbora Adolfová, Daniela Fialová, Tereza Mácová, Kateřina Wechová 
 
Cast: 
Frank Thorney   Vuk G. Čelebič 
Mother Sawyer   Anna Císařovská 
Devil / Justice   Nina Horáková 
Cuddy Banks   Michal Švarc  
Winnifred   Pavla Dostálová  
Old Carter   Václav Šanda 
Susan / Officer Poldavis   Zuzana Volavá 
Katherine / Lieutnant Quince   Kamila Šmejkalová 
Old Thorney / Officer Sawgut   Petr Besta 
Ann Ratcliffe / Officer Hamluc   Anna Losová 
Sir Arthur Clarington   Tomáš Vaněk 
Warbeck / Old Ratcliffe   Patrik Děrgel 
Somerton / Old Banks   Matěj Anděl 
 
 
The work in rehearsals was done under the pedagogical guidance of Jakub 
Korčák (directing), Jana Kudláčková (dramaturgy), Daniel Hrbek, Tomáš Pavelka 
and Apolena Veldová (acting), Alena Hesounová-Livorová (pronunciation), and 
with the help of Štěpán Pácl. 
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