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for Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville’s Gorboduc (1561), a play which, in
spite of being ‘faulty both in place and time... is full of stately speeches and
well-sounding phrases, climbing to the height of Seneca’s style, and full of
notable morality, which it doth most delightfully teach, and so obtain the very
end of Poesy’.” Sidney’s choice of Gorboduc is significant in relation to the
dramas of Mary Sidney and those whose dramatic works she influenced.
According to Andrew Hadfield, it is a part of ‘a long court tradition of drama
that was inherently political in seeking to advise the monarch either forcefully,
or subtly’.® Gorboduc had an explicit political interest in advising the queen to
marry and produce an heir, thus providing a safeguard against the factionalism
and civil discord provoked by a crisis of succession which was dramatised in the
play. The idea that tragedy can be an effective means of engaging in political
debate is also apparent in Mary Sidney’s drama, as shown by Karen Raber’s
argument that by translating Robert Garnier’s Marc Antoine, she ‘draws upon an
emergent tradition of political writing in France.”’ It is not difficult to see why
Sir Philip Sidney’s praise of the ‘notable morality’ of Gorboduc, as well its
‘well-sounding phrases, climbing to the height of Seneca’s style’, has been
aligned to the endeavours of Mary Sidney and her fellow neo-Senecan
dramatists.

The apparently anti-theatrical nature of the coterie dramas has led to a
tendency amongst many critics to link them through the apparent problems they
pose in terms of performability. These plays have thus earned the label ‘closet

drama’, a term which is suggestive of the private nature of any performances

5 1.

Ibid.
¢ Andrew Hadfield, Shakespeare and Republicanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005), p. 4.
7 Karen Raber, Dramatic Difference: Gender, Class, and Genre in the Early Modern Closet
Drama (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2001), p. 85.
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that might have taken place within the estates of the authors and patrons of these
dramas. It is therefore a form of drama that has generally been defined against
the output of the commercial th_eatres.8 Karen Raber has been one of the few
modern critics to preserve the idea of an antagonistic relationship between the
dramas of the public theatre and the neo-Senecan coterie dramas on the grounds
that Mary Sidney’s Antonie must ‘be understood to exploit a class-based
repudiation of staged theatrical spectacle in order to negotiate the interest of
making gender an important factor in discourses about national identity.”® This
is in contrast to the views of Lukas Erne who, with particular reference to Kyd’s
Cornelia, argues that the two forms of drama should be considered
‘complementary rather than antagonistic in the influence they exerted.’ ' Other
recent critics, such as Alison Findlay, Stephanie Hodgson-Wright, and Gweno
Williams, have challenged the idea that many of these texts are unperformable
through both theoretical and practical means, making the term ‘closet drama’
seem somewhat inadequate as an umbrella label for these plays.11 Coburn Freer

also expresses dissatisfaction with the term on the grounds that it ‘suggests

® The closet dramatic form is considered in relation to early modern playreading in Marta
Straznicky, Privacy, Playreading, and Women’s Closet Drama, 1550-1700 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004). For more general comment upon the culture of early
modern playreading, see the essays in Marta Straznicky (ed.), The Book of the Play:
Playwrights, Stationers, and Readers in Early Modern England (Massachusetts: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2006).

? Raber, p. 83.

19 Lukas Eme, Beyond ‘The Spanish Tragedy’: A Study of the Works of Thomas Kyd
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), p. 212.

' See, for example, Alison Findlay and Stephanie Hodgson-Wright with Gweno Williams,
Women and Dramatic Production 1550-1700 (London: Longman, 2000). For the practical
approaches see the filmed productions of early modern women’s plays in Alison Findlay,
Stephanie Hodgson-Wright and Gweno Williams, Women Dramatists 1550-1670: Plays in
Performance (Lancaster: Lancaster University Television, 1999) as well as Stephanie Hodgson-
Wright’s edition of Elizabeth Cary’s The Tragedy of Mariam, The Fair Queen of Jewry
(Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview, 2000) in which the editor is influenced by her practical
experience of having directed a production of Cary’s play.

4
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set during periods of political or constitutional crises and focus upon the plight
of politically marginalised individuals who are forced to endure the events they
are powerless to influence. These features are complemented by the influence of
both the classical Senecan tradition and the more recent appropriation and
adaptation of the form by Robert Garnier.

As a result of the dispersion of the texts which were previously viewed as
constituting a coherent group, we now have the opportunity to reconsider its
membership. If these texts are no longer united by the proposition that they are
unperformable or anti-theatrical, then such performance texts as Daniel’s
Philotas and Jonson’s Roman tragedies, Sejanus His Fall and Catiline His
Conspiracy, can be included. The rejection of the idea that these texts are linked
by their unperformability necessitates, in my view, a rejection of the term ‘closet
drama’ as a means of grouping them together and a preference for the term ‘neo-
Senecan’ dramas. In this study, I intend to adopt the term ‘neo-Senecan’ drama
to denote the dramas written in this neo-classical tradition, exhibiting the
influence of Garnier in particular, and offering a more decorous form of tragedy
with a greater emphasis upon neo-classicist formal conventions than their
counterparts on the public stage. For this reason, such theatrical dramas as
Philotas, Sejanus, and Catiline will also be considered as neo-Senecan dramas
due to their adherence to many of the neo-classical formal features and their
alignmént with the thematic features of the coterie dramas.

The purpose of this study is therefore to view the neo-Senecan texts as a group,
an outlook rarely - if ever - adopted at any length since Witherspoon’s The
Influence of Robert Garnier on Elizabethan Drama, and argue that the

intertextual affinities that exist between the texts are not, as has previously been
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Pietro: Out upon him! He writ of temperance and fortitude, yet lived like

a voluptuous epicure and died like an effeminate coward.

(John Marston, The Malcontent, 111.i.24-8).”
Although approaching the subject from different points of view, both of the
above extractsA are evidence of the extent to which Seneca was identified with
stoic philosophy and the varying degrees to which his outlook was endorsed.
Tacitus’ account of Seneca’s suicide, acting upon the orders of Nero, served to
cement his claims to exemplarity, particularly in the Renaissance era. It also
emphasises his stoic fortitude and his wish that his followers should adhere to
‘the pattern of my life’® reveals a self-conscious striving to become an
exemplary stoic. However, the positive image of Seneca was not universally
endorsed, as the extract from Marston’s play shows. The origins of such views
lie in the writings of Dio Cassius, whose critique of Seneca provoked Montaigne
to actively refute the claims that he was ‘avaricious, usurious, ambitious,
cowardly, sensual, and a false pretender to the title of philosopher’.29 We shall
see later in this section that the philosophy of stoicism also received a mixed
reception during the late Elizabethan and, in particular, the early Jacobean
period when it had developed its vogue following amongst certain English
courtiers.

Proponents of stoicism during the sixteenth century struggled with the question

of how compatible this essentially pagan outlook was with Christianity. This
problem was not new. Seneca, in particular, had become the lynchpin in many

of these debates; in the fourteenth century, Petrarch had done much to promote

%7 John Marston, ‘The Malcontent’ and Other Plays, ed. Keith Sturgess (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997).

2 Tacitus, XV, p. 376.

¥ Michel de Montaigne, Essays (II, 32), translated by J. M. Cohen (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1987), p. 228.
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counsels, and false and pestiferous doctrines’ are responsible for the ‘calamities
and destruction in Gaul’.* The anti-Machiavellian rhetoric also aligns it with
the Huguenot Innocent Gentillet’s Discours sur les moyens de bien gouverner
(1576). Guillaume du Vair’s La Philosophie Morale des Stoiques (translated
into English as The Moral Philosophy of the Stoicks in 1598) also applied stoic
philosophy to the political situation in France. In all these cases, stoicism is
appropriated as a means of negotiating specifically Protestant interests with
Lipsius and the continental figures he influenced using it to respond to the
events they were witnessing in their countries which were being ravaged by
religious wars.?” It has even been suggested that there are specific links between
the development of neo-stoicism and Protestantism. As Rudolph Kirk argues,
the ‘translation of stoic works seemed to accompany and follow the
Reformation’.*® This was no doubt part of its appeal to Sidney and his militant
Protestant colleagues.

One of the major consequences of the emergence of neo-stoicism was the
reassessment of certain classical sources resulting, most notably, in the rising
popularity of Tacitus. This was due, in large part, to the influence of Lipsius
who had not only extolled the virtues of Tacitus but had also prepared what had
become the definitive edition of his works in 1574. There were also more
practical reasons for Tacitus’ rise to increased prominence. David Norbrook
comments upon the shifts in alignment to certain classical sources:

Throughout Europe, in the later sixteenth century, writers were turning

3 George Garnett (ed.), Vindiciae, Contra Tyrannos or, Concerning the Legitimate Power of a
Prince Over the People, and of the People Over a Prince (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), p. 8.

37 1t must be noted, however, that the appeal of stoicism was not exclusively Protestant; the
recusant Thomas Lodge, for example, had undertaken the first English translation of Seneca’s
complete prose works.

38 Rudolph Kirk (ed.), Two Books of Constancie (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press,
1939), p. 21.
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but still ambitious upper class.”® The appeal of Tacitus in early modern England
was focused upon a similar niche audience. The militant Protestant faction held
socially elevated, yet politically disenfranchised positions in the Elizabethan
political hierarchy. Hopes that the situation would change with the accession of
James I were soon to be dashed. Much optimism was .provoked by such signs as
James’s correspondence with Essex and his rehabilitation and redeployment into
political life of former Essex supporters, including the Earl of Southampton.
However, Cecil’s ability to secure the key position of influence in James’s
government meant that the situation remained largely unchanged from how it
had been during the final years of Elizabeth’s reign. This meant that the militant
Protestants remained the politically disenfranchised class they had been during
the previous reign. It is in this climate that the appeal of Tacitus became most
apparent with its practical examples of how to survive as a politically powerless
individual under a tyrannical system. This was also one of the criticisms levelled
at neo-stoicism by its detractors: its proponents were not living in a tyrannical
state meaning its relevance was somewhat doubtful. James himself had
criticised the stoics in Basilicon Doron (1599), dismissing the ‘Stoicke
insensible stupiditie, wherewith many in our dayes, preassing to winne honour,
in imitating that ancient sect, by their inconstant behaviour in their owne lives,
belie their profession.’44 This official criticism of neo-stoicism further
emphasised its status as a marginal political outlook.

Neo-stoicism had therefore gained a following from a niche group of courtiers

in the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean eras. Its popularity amongst members

B

Ibid.
4 James VI and I, Basilicon Doron in Selected Writings, p. 245. In the 1599 edition James’s
attack took on a far more personal dimension with a reference to ‘that proud inconstant

LIPSIUS’. A summary of some of the early Stuart attacks on the neo-stoics can be found in
Salmon, 222-5.
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