HST 3103/4 - Seminar 22:  Witches on Stage (and Screen)

Seminar Aims:
Witchcraft was more often represented on stage in the Jacobean period than at any other time.  We are aware of it most, of course, through Shakespeare’s Macbeth where there are some well-known scenes (one of which may have been written, in fact, by Thomas Middleton) - especially the ‘weird sisters’ and ‘Hecate and the cauldron’ scenes.  But there are several other, less well-known (and less accomplished) dramas as well.  If we were students of English literature, we would be wanting to assess the degree to which they ‘work’ as stage-plays.  That is an issue that cannot be entirely outside our range.  But we are more immediately interested in what impact such plays are likely to have had on their audiences; whether the relationship to the witchcraft that we have now studied is an accurate one (and, where relevant, how the dramatists used contemporary cases of witchcraft to give them their dramatic material), etc.  We shall read some scenes from two such play-texts in particular: The Witch of Edmonton (1621), co-written by William Rowley, Thomas Dekker and John Ford; and Thomas Heywood and Richard Brome The Late Lancashire Witches (1634), which draws on the witchcraft trials in Lancashire that we have already studied.  If we want to, we can stay on and watch Arthur Miller’s The Crucible afterwards in the film version by Nicolas Hytner (1996).

Questions to Consider:
1.  Can we reconstruct anything about the impact of these plays upon their audiences?  What can they tell us about contemporary Jacobean taste in theatre?

2.  What are these plays trying to say about: witches; the supernatural; human nature; the world?

3.  What dramatic devices are used in these plays to represent the supernatural?

4.  Who are the heroes?  Who are the vilains?  Is public authority presented in a positive light?

Primary Texts:
Extracts from:

Macbeth (c.1605)

The Witch of Edmonton (1621) and the pamphlet on which it was based: Henry Goodcole, The Wonderful Discovery of Elizabeth Sawyer, 1613).

The Late Lancashire Witches (1634)

We shall take parts and read some passages of these in the seminar

Secondary Reading:
Stephen Greenblatt, 'Shakespeare Bewitched', in Shakespeare's Tragedies: Contemporary Critical Essays, ed. by Susan Zimmerman (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1998).

Roy Booth, 'Witchcraft, Flight and the Early Modern English Stage', Early Modern Literary Studies, 13 (2007), 1-37.

Heather Hirschfeld, 'Collaborating across Generations: Thomas Heywood, Richard Brome, and the Production of the Late Lancashire Witches ', Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 30 (2000), 339-74 [available online].

Francis Dolan, Dangerous Familiars: Representations of Domestic Crime in England, 1550-1700 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), chapter on ‘Witchcraft and the threat of the familiar’.

Leonora Brodwin, 'The Domestic Tragedy of Frank Thorney in the Witch of Edmonton', Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, 7 (1967), 311-28 [available online].

David Atkinson, 'Moral Knowledge and the Double Action in the Witch of Edmonton', Journal of English Studies, 1500-1900, 25 (1985), 419-37 [available online].

Anne Lancashire, 'The Witch: Stage Flop or Political Mistake', in "Accompanyinge the Players": Essays Celebrating Thomas Midleton, ed. by Kenneth Friedenreich (New York: AMS, 1983), pp. 161-81.

Anthony Harris, Night’s Black Agents: Witchcraft and Magic in Seventeenth-Century English Drama (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1980).

There is a brief account of a performance of The Witch of Edmonton at the Southwark Playhouse in 2000 at: http://extra.shu.ac.uk/emls/07-1/revnicol.htm and

On Nicolas Hytner’s film version of Arthur Miller’s The Crucible (1996), see the following by way of background:-

Margo Burns, 'Arthur Miller's the Crucible: Fact & Fiction (or Picky, Picky, Picky...)' <http://www.17thc.us/docs/fact-fiction.shtml> [Accessed 11 November 2008].

Sharon Howard, 'Early Modern Resources: The Crucible' <http://www.earlymodernweb.org.uk/emr/index.php/early-modernity-on-film/hunting-the-witch/the-crucible/> [Accessed 11 November 2008].
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