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INTRODUCTION 

The nature of the subject of this thesis and the 

recent appearance of the playwright are such as to make 

requisitei a careful statement of purpose, a strict def­

initive section, a proof of the importance of the subject 

and author, and an analysis of what has been done thus 

far on the subject and author by others. 

I. - The Purpose of the Thesis 

The purpose of this thesis is to discover and to 

interpret the elements of Elizabethan content and style 

that Christopher Fry has given rebirth to in his dramatic 

works- his plays. The content will refer to the tragic 

and comic elements which resulted from both Pry's and the 

Elizabethan's outlook toward life and death. £*et It be 

carefully noted that the Elizabethans did not confine their 

concern with the problems of life to dramatic efforts} 

however, it is considered that the drama of their period more 

adequately revealed what was in their minds and hearts than 

did the prose. Furthermore, Pry, whose efforts thus far are 

in the dramatic medium, will be, for the purposes of this 

thesis on common ground with his Elizabethan predecessors, 

the playwrights. 
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It is also a purpose of this thesis to show that Fry has 

not only seized and held the basic elements of Elizabethan 

thought but that he has interpreted it in Elizabethan style. 

Much of his metaphor and forms of verse are in the tradition 

of that period, 

tfhile the thesis,will concern itself with a comparison of 

tragedy, comedy, death, decay, humor and vitality, which this 

work will contend are harmoniously blended by both Fry and the 

Elizabethans, it is firmly stated that no political, 

educational, philosophical and theological systems are the 

specific subject and object. At the same time, it is not 

contended that Fry reproduces, either accidentally or by 

intent, an artlflcal copy of Elizabethan language, meter, 

rhythm or imagery. It is maintained that the style he uses 

is that which is the best vehicle for his thought? that best 

vehicle has strong Elizabethan style forms, 

II.- The Plan of the Thesis 

The plan of the thesis is, for the interests of unity, to 

break the thesis down into two main divisions. The first will 

concern itself with that element of Elizabethan rebirth in 

Fry that deals with the thought of the period. Under this 

will come chapters on tragedy, comedy, death, humor and the 

marching spirit. The second main division will deal with 
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the elements which are common to both in the expression of 

that thought. The second pnrt of this work, therefore, 

deals with Elizabethan style found in Fry, It must be urged 

that it is realized that this separation of form and content 

involves some artificiality and implies a limitation ©n each. 

It is also realized that to do full justice t6 the author's 

thought, the expression of that thought with its overtones, 

suggestions, ironic and sincere moods, ligrht and serious 

touches should be necessarily combined, 

III Definitive Considerations 

it is considered necessary to define certain terms 

which may connote more than one meaning. The first is that 

of ''Elizabethan Thought". It mny well be urged that the 

thought of that period was characterized by a puzzling 

diversity, that there are conflicting elements in politics, 

dramatics, poetry prose and religion, that there is no 

single clear stream that points the way to what can be 

called "Elizabethan Thought1'. The crucial point is that 

very vigorous diversity of opinion and thought, together 

with the action that sought to implement these, is the 

heart of the definition. Considerable study and research 

huve brought about certain objective evaluations of the 
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e s s e n t i a l thought of the per iod. This thes i s w i l l r e s t 

upon the common d i s t i l l a t e of such au tho r i t i e s as Voode1 , 

Legonis imft Cazrmiin^, ^n6 Sampson** who consider the KHz-

ftl^than period to mnge from 'ho lnnt our.rter of the s i x ­

teenth century through the f i r s t f i f th of thp seventeenth 

century. They character ize the thought of the period as 

one of r i chness , v a r i e t y , experiment, love of l i f e , concern 

with death, pa t r io t i sm, courage and vigor . I t Is considered 

to be an age whose thought and action reveal a hitherto un­

para l le led concern with a l l aspect® of r j l walks r nd ranks 

of l i f e . " 

The term "Elizabethan Rebirth i s to mep.n the 

r e b i r t h , in the dramatic thought and s ty le of Christopher 

Fry, for the f i r s t time since the seventeenth century, of 

the q u a l i t i e s of thought and s ty l e tha t character ized the 

Elizabethan period. The Puritan inter lude from 1640-1660 

squolched the flame e n t i r e l y . Following the r w i t a n 

inter lude cam© the l i cen t ious Restoration which marked 

man's concern with f lesh alone, 

lGeorg® rB, 'floods, e t a l , The l i t e r a t u r e of Tmg3mdr 
Chicago, i c o t t , Foreman, 2 v o l s , I W l j x I l i - 1 2 0 0 p , xiv-lir/> n. 

2 
Legouis and Cazaminn, A History of Rmrllsh - i t -

e ra tu re , London, J , It, Dent, 1926, xi-2400 p# 

3Sampson, The Concise Cambridge History of KrurtiBh 
L i t e ra tu re , Cambridge, The Universi ty j ' r e s s , 1941, xlv-1^94 p . 
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The Neo-Classic period of the eighteenth century 

enthroned the r a t i o n a l and denied the eclect icism of the 

Renaissance; the revo l t of romanticism agains t the 

anthropoaentrism of t h i s l i t e r a t u r e resu l ted in the pan­

theism of the f i r s t ppr t of the nineteenth century. The 

Victorian period with I t s concern with prose and poetic 

treatment of matters i n d u s t r i a l , educational and p o l i t i c a l 

led a trend to the u l t ra - rea l i sm of the twentieth centtiry. 

This realism has advanced from individual discontent to 

the "isms" of soc ia l and group thought in l i t e r a t u r e . 

Fry, then, with h i s a l l around concern with man in h i s 

self-development through a t t i t u d e s toward l i f e , has 

brought back refreshing matter and form of the Elizabethan 

era pa r t i cu l a r l y in drama. 

The dei?inition of the term "tragedy" w i l l r e s t 

pr imari ly on the concept implied in the morali ty p lay , 

l a t e r daveloped and refined by Marlowe and Shakespeare, 

The au tho r i t i e s r e l i e d on, Bradley4 , Chambers5 and Caz-

amian,6 consider tragedy to be a conf l i c t of abs t rac t ions 

^A, C.iiradley, Shakespearian Tragedy. Hew York, 
MacKillnn, 1910, 1938, xiv-547 p . 

K.K. Chambers, 71111am Shakespeare. Oxford, Claren­
don Press , 1930, 2 vo l s , xvii-.r>76p, xix-f>87 P. 

^Staile Legouis and Louis Cazamipm, op. c i t e r e . 
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in which the good contend with the e v i l for possession 

of man's immortal sou l . The individual has within himself 

the free w i l l to choose the one or the other and to abide 

the consequences. The conf l i c t a r i s e s between the universa l 

and the p a r t i c u l a r . The universal represents the law of 

God, the law of natur®, something Insautable, unchangeable 

and ba s i c . The p a r t i c u l a r repreoente the w i l l of the 

individual . The conf l i c t a r i ses and i s resolved through 

man's attempt to intrude h i s w i l l on and over the un ive r sa l . 

In tragedy t h i s must f a i l , This i s p rec ise ly the sense in 

which tr«&edy is discussed in t h i s t h e s i s . 

Christopher Fry has formulated, without explanation, 

his o'vn def in i t ion of tragedy, US London's V^elphft, Magazine, 

he w r i t e s . . . , " In tragedy every moment i s e terni tyf in 

comedy e t e r n i t y i s a moment...M? This theais wi l l hold t h i s 

statement tc be no contradict ion to the def in i t ion given 

before but will consider th«* tragedy mentioned by Fry to 

mean tha t the dividing l ine between good and evil has been 

irrevocably crossed and tha t the tragedy he mentions is 

ac tua l ly completed. 

In defining comedy as used in t h i s t h e s i s , the 

7 
Christopher Fry, quoted from an interview contained 

in the .̂delph;! Magazine of Lor.don, Vol, IT, ITo,7, issue 
of October, 1960, p. 16 et s©q. 



BfTRCDUCTintf x i 

same yards t ick of the conf. let between the universal find. 

the pa r t i cu l a r i s in use . The universal in comedy w i l l 

r e f e r to the law of man, soc ie ty , mores and customs, uhtJe 

the pa r t i cu l a r i s a^rain he .11.1 of the individual . As the 

supernatural elements are not a t s t ake , sometimes the 

universa l triumphsj sometimes the individual , I t ir, true 

t ha t the range of comedy in the TJlizabethnn em IG wide, 

even under the above l i m i t a t i o n . 

The: q u a l i t i e s of comedy best charac ter iz ing Fry 

and the Elizabethans nret q u a l i t i e s of tenderness and 
i 

grace in feminine por t raya l s , romantic conedy, sparkling 

wit and dialogue which r a i s e s the conedy into the realm 

of imagination while keeping the fee t .'Irmly planted in 

r e a l i t y , but which, while treading the <i«ry heights of 

fancy, deals with r e a l i t y . These elements plus the more 

d i f f i c u l t elements of tragi-coraedy cons t i tu te the cor<? 

of t h e i r conedy. 

In the a r t i c l e before c i t e d , Try dwelt on h is 

def in i t ion of comedy along with tha t of tragedyt 
Comedy is an escape, not from t ru th but from 
despai r ! a nnrrow escape Into f a i t h . I t be* 
l ieves In a universa l or*use for de l i gh t , even 
though knowledge of the cause i s always twitched 
away from under u s , . . In tragedy every moment 
i s e t e r n l t y j In conedy e t e r n i t y i s a moment.,.8 

8Christoph. r Fry, in the Adelohl Magatfoe of 
London, op, c i t e r e . 
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Here Fry is speaking 

of the dividing line between comedy and tragedy. Some 

Elizabethan comedy steers far away from this line; some 

remains at it. Both of these elements are present in 

Fry but it will be shown that that of tragi-comedy 

predominates. Here again, there is no contradiction 

of definitions; Fry is pointing out the extremely thin 

ice that involves man in his attempt to enjoy the tempore1 

life without imperilling his ultimate end. 

In defining the term humor as applicable to 

Fry and the Elizabethans, the thesis rests its com­

parison on the following humor extant in the earlier 

periodt first, the robust brawling earthy humor that 

resulted from a willingness to come to grips with and 

to be amused by the commonplace; second, the humor that 

resulted from situations involving incongruities; third, 

that sparkling humor that came from play of wit on wit; 

fourth, and most profound of all, the humor that the 

Elizabethan and Fry can both feel in situations where 

the tragic pnd comic elements are barely in balance. 

It is that humor, states Cazaraian that has "the positive 

virtue, the shrewdness that perceives the actual paradoxes 

of experience, and the agility that allows one to think 
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on two d i f fe ren t p lanes ." 

IV,- Previous *'ork In t h i s Field 

At th i s date but one book has been wr i t ten on 

F r y j 1 0 i t i s an appreciat ion of Fry with emphasis on Fry ' s 

person and on h i s plays as stage-worthy. Ho comparative 

analysis i s made in the super f i c i a l treatment with a 

purpose to ©scertaining h i s l i t e r a r y place. The over a 

hundred per iodica l reviews which have appeared to date 

hrve confined the bulk of t h e i r comments to three phases; 

f i r s t , they a r e , for the most pa r t c r i t i c a l l y appreciat ive 

of Fry ' s r i ch work imagery. I t i s f a i r to s t a t e t h a t the 

majority l iken i t to the Shakespearian Imagery; second, 

there i s considerable column space devoted to the re f resh­

ing optimism which is contrasted with T.S. P i l o t ' s 

frustrat ion-motif5 t h i r d , there are a few per iod ica l s , 

notably English q u a r t e r l i e s , tha t have endeavored to 

give him a place in some dramatic group, i t i s with 

the l a t t e r group of primary sources tha t t h i s thes i s 

wi l l bu t t r e s s or refute as the oase may be. 

I t i s c ruc i a l to th i s work tha t Fry is 

J.ouis Cazaraian, The Development of English Humor. 
1930, 1951, Durham, Duke University .Press, v i i i - 421 p . , p . 6 , 

10Derek Stanford, Christopher Fry. \n Appreciation. 
London, ffevill, 1951, 2£0 p . 
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eva lua tec wi th the Kalzabethans fo r thought and form as 

a r e s u l t of r e f l e c t i v e studyf t h e r e i s no a t tempt h e r e i n 

to eva lua te the two wi th r e s o e c t to t h e i r s u i t a b i l i t y fo r 

^udience consumption, i t w i l l be r e a d i l y g ran ted t h a t 

p lays a r e p r i m a r i l y produced to be seen . However, "while 

men worship and respond emot iona l ly enmasse, they 

ph i lo soph ize and r e f l e c t a l o n e . " 1:L This philosophizing 

•*nd reflection on the dramatics of *V*y and his predecessors 

of the sixteen century Is the key-note of this thesis. 

It is true that the popular American periodicals, 

especially, Time., Hew York Times Book "Review -Section. 

Commonweal.,, the Nation and some others of a weekly nature, 

ascribe such adjectives as "Chapman-1ike","31iz^bethan 

metaphor", "reinstatement of the comic spiri t" , 

"loveliness framed in laughter", "Twentieth century idiom", 

"verbal excitement", "medieval richness" ind the "be­

dazzled audience". There has not, ?s yet, been any 

serious American attempt to evaluate Fry's form nnd 

content in a system."tic and signifies at manner. 

The earlier English reviews ran much nlon" the 

same but more restrained lines-they have exhibited °> 

"wait rmft l e t ' s see more attitude." In the l"st year a 

1Tfrtthew Arnold, The Portable tetthew Arnold. 
edited by Lionel Trilling, Mew York, The Viking iJress", 
1946, xvi-659 p . , pr.rar>hr"se of a section in Arnold's 
introduction. 
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few "serious a r t i c l e s have been wr i t t en , a r t i c l e s which 

nust be noted hero. The two reo tn t public?1 t ' ^ns of the 

Tj-iglish World Heview h v o excel lent ly considered a r t i c l e s , 

The f i r s t c l a s s i f i e s ?Vy AS an "abortive Georgian". This 

is in con t ra - I s t lnc t l^n to th i s thesis* view. ^Ue next 

edi t ion o." the "for Id Review13 refute 1 J- th.'e "Georgian C 'a ta" . 

In his l a t e s t book, r-ric i 'ortridge*^ h' a a chapter on TVy's 

language, -uoh co?:«Iderati -n i s given to word i r r r c r y 

which Is re la ted to ;hakes^e«re for wi t , <"nd to ^one in a 

s p i r i t u a l nn :iotaphyr>lcol r.ensn. 

"testing u^on 'he au thor i t a t ive defin.LM.ns ^J 

to r..izai.ethan thought ' nr s t y l e , comedy, tragedy ^m1 

i • ' 

humor t h i s thee is v i l l by textual anniy is e s t ' b ' i s h the 

kinship, of ?i%y "no the rillzab^thans. 

V»-The laportrnce >-nd Timeliness of t h i s 
The.o Is , 

The increasing import* nee of Fry r.s a playwright 

1LTI9* P . J I, Fi tgeralr t , "The Verse Pin ye of Christopher 
->y", in the orlfl, fl»?view.. Alio volume), issue of ^ r i l , 19.V7, 
p,* 4 e t se^ , 

- R o b e r t G i t t i n g s , "Christopher *ry", in the '.orlfl 
Jteyfow of England, (no volume) issue of Ju ly , 195".p, hr e t ,*en 

l 4 , ' - r ie Pa r t r idge . From r.amfcr i t t̂ o .ar,-,glif London, 
Hamilton, 19513, x i v , 146 p . 

http://defin.LM.ns
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is attested to by the sale of his works as well as the 

increased demand for theatrical presentation. Sufficient time 

has elapsed for reflection and study of his thought and 

form. To d~te, no other the;sis- on his place among the 

schools of dramatists has been nresented, although a work 

on his dramatic stage presentation has been prepared at 

Vanderbilt University in June, 195r. *rith the future 

~opear~nce of a plry that Fry is now engaged on, wenry II, 

the front ier of knowledge of Fry must be extended to 

inquire deeply and to report upon the question of the 

uralir'ity of suggestion that he is "Elizabethan". If so, 

then the coming chronicle play may well be of tremendous 

signif icanee to the academic literary world. xt is as 

important to attack the evaluation of Fry as a refreshing 

aAtidote to the cynical materialism and frustration of 

the modern stage plays, and to souelch superficial 

periodical reports as to his "novelty v^lue" on the 

stage as to classify him as a dramatist. The one precedes 

the other. 

VI.- Biographical Sketch of 

Christopher Fry. 

In order to adduce Fry 's background °nd his ideas 

on dramatic theory, a br ief account of the man and his 

effor ts i s noted. Christopher Vry was born in B r i s t o l , 

"England in 1907- He i s the son of a lay missionary who 
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labored many years in t ry ing to a l l e v i a t e the miserv of 

humanity found wallowing t h e i r existence in the slums 

of B r i s t o l . 

Me attended the -Bedford Modern Gramaer school 

where he wrote c red i t ab le poetry ^nd a verse drama a t 

the age of eleven, a& l e f t school a t eighteen to 

commence the teaching to i t . Tiring of t h i s , he j ined 

the Bath Repertory company where he made a stubborn 

l i v i n g , \ f t e r t rying to e d i t a magazine, he turned hir 

hand toward wri t ing popular songs. In 1936, he accepted 

the posi t ion of Director of the /e l l s Repertory thea t re a t 

Tunbridge Wells. He found considerable d i f f i cu l ty in 

wr i t ing drama u n t i l he ha pened to see John Gielgud 

play Shakespeare's Richard I I . \ss a r e s u l t of t h i s 

inspi r ing and i n s p i r i t i n g experience he wrote a play for 

Dr. Bamado'e homes. 

He toured England for two years with t h i s pHay, 

t f t e r marrying Phyllin Hart In 1937, he wrote, in 1938, the 

Bov v i th a Car t . This was a pageant of a f i f ty -year old 

v i l lage cl.urch. Hie next play was The To\ s r t a humorous 

and l y r i c a l play about Tewksbury \bbey. HIB next pJay, 

Thursday's Child went on .'-,t, Uber t I>11. In 1939, In-

becaiac Director of the Oxford Playhouse, '<ith the n<)vor.t 

of ^orld 'Var I I , h i s wri t ing cer sed for five ye r s . :>uri' ;: 

file:///fter
file:///bbey


INTRODUCTION x v i i i 

the war, which he entered in 1941, he asser ted h is 

'Quaker objection to bearing arms by c lass i fy ing himself 

as a conscientious objector. T-'or t h i s , he vas assigned 

to t.\e Pioneer Corps in 'vhich corps he dist inguished 

h l - e e l f in loyal and dangerous se rv ice . 

At the end of the war, he s t a r t e d to write in 

earnest ; for h is work, he chose verse as h is medium. 

After h is discharge in 1944# he wrote, in 1946, A 

Phepnix Too Frequent;. I t vas successful a t the Mercury 

and \ r t s t hea t r e s . The short play i s the adaptation of 

a s to ry from Petronious of a Roman widow who f a l l s in 

love with a sentry guarding her husband's tomb. 

The tragedy, The F i r s t Born was wri t ten and 

produced in 1946f th i s play t r ea t s of the theme of Moses, 

Pharoah -=nd the plagues of Fgypt. In 1948 came his 

second tragedy, Thor t ' i t h Angels* t h i s t r e a t s of the 

impact of Chr i s t i an i ty on the J u t e s . In 1948 came the 

play v/hich made him famous: The Chaw prize for the best 

play of the year went to FTy* a The Lady's Not For Burning. 

The theme of witch-hunting in a r u r a l English town of the 

f i f teenth century is the background of both a romantic 

and tragi-coraedy. His next play.-Venus Observed has an 

autumnal a i r as compared with the spring a i r in the 

Lady'8 Not For Burning. I t is a magic vehicle in the 
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Elizabethan t rad i t ion , of l i f e , death, autumn but l i f e 

e t e rna l . I t i s , In many r e spec t s , comparable to The 

Tempest,. 

His l a t e s t p l ry , 1051, .sleep of Prisoners is 

as near to tragedy as "t is possible to get without a 

surrender to the forces of e v i l ; the best appelation 

coui'' be the coined phrase of "tragedy in abey rnce," 

:>t the present t i n e , he is engaged in wri t ing a drama, 

Henry T J . 

The in te rpre ta t ion of his vorks receives l i t t l e 

or no help from him. His s t a te ->ents h-̂ ve been terse and 

few. Other than h is definH Ion of conedy and tragedy 

bpfore c i t ed , the only pointed di rec t ion is from two 

d i r e c t quotat ions! f i r s t , 

"hat T am trying to say Is that l i f e i t s e l f i s 
r e a l and the most miraculous of miracles . In 
roy pl^ys £ want to look a t l i f e - a t the common­
place of existence as if -ve had j u s t turned a 
corner and run into i t for the f i r s t t ime. . . . -^ 1 

the secondi 

I lay the acceptance of poetry in th'1 theatre 
nowadays to two th ings . One i s the react ion to 
the long hold of "surface reaj ism" with i t s sparse , 
spare, cut and dried language. The other* i s tha t 

^"The Lady's Not For Burning", in Timet of 
the United S t a t e s , Vol. ft6, No. 58 . issue of November 
20, 19o0, p . 46 et seq, (Fry reouoted on p^pe 49) 
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world i t s e l f seems rather c u t down a b i t -we have 
a l l f e l t t ha t since the war-'nd poetry provides 
something people lack and wish for ; a r ichness and 
a reaff i rmation. l b 

Again and again, 

throUi h the medium of his p lays , Fry wil l affirm tha t 

l iv ing l i f e to i t s utmost with i t s solemn promise of 

death and i t s dependence on the free w i l l of man are 

the only r e a l values . In t h i s , he is Elizabethan in 

raetter and form. 

VII . - Summary 

By use of such primary sources as Pry 's and the 

El izabethan 's drama t e x t s , and through examination of 

the more thoughtful per iodical a r t i c l e s , the thes is 

wi l l attempt to prove that Christopher Fry has come up 

with Elizabethan Heblrth in his p lays- in m t t e r and 

form. The def in i t ions of Clizabethan Rebirth and thought 

r e s t on establ ished au thor i t i e s before noted. 

The plan is to deal f i r s t with the matter? tragedy, 

comedy, death, decay, humor " nd vigor; then next with 

the s ty le rncl form J raet"phor, imagery, ve r s i f i ca t ion 

mci tone qua l i t y . The importance and t imeliness Is 

.iob -rt ^evis , "Christopher Fry- -xponent of 
Verse I3lays", feature in the New York rim^s tea^zir-e, 
(no volume), (no number), Issue of \ .u ' i l P.3, 10.^0, 
p .3 e t seq. 
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attested to by lack of academic consideration of his 

place in literature and by his popularity as the 

harbinger of a refreshing note in the theatre of today. 
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C-WTENT 

cm^im am 

l/hlle Greek' tragedy had been ra ised to a high 

standard of perfection some two thousand yclars before 

the IJiizabethalwr, i t i s v i t a l to r ea l i ze tha t .Elizabethan 

and Greek tragedy-are not'comparable. *'hile the" basic 

technical tenets are the same, the philosophy and 

theology ofiGreek ana Elizabethan were so divergent as 

to give tragedy a d i f ferent conception. The eummum 

bonum of l i f e for the Qreeks was a physical well-being.-

i£vil"*dQing to another was reprehensible -n^ punished 

by r e t r i b u t i o n ; " b u t ' t h a t i t was so punishable was due 

to the fac t t h a t the physical well-being of the victim 

was threatened. In the Greek world the universal 

law was the sanc t i ty of the ind iv idua l ' s temporal 

exis tence. 

This was not" t rue of the Chris t ian conception 

of tragedy. This 'conception, brought to n high a r t by 

the Kllzabethane, focused on the struggle for , ,vn's 

soulr by the forees of good and evi l , ' ' The wi l l ing 
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surrender to, an individual w i l l of e v i l against the 

universal , force of r i gh t was the essence of Elizabethan 

tragedy. 

I t i s in t h i s sense of tragedy tha t Fry w i l l be 

considered to have brought back the elements of Elizabethan 

tragedy, Hf̂  as the Elizabethans, was concerned with the 

innate a b i l i t y and duty of the individual to confront and 

contend with l i f e without usurping universal va lues , before 

proceeding to concrete examples of the two, I t Is necessary 

to consider the elements of tragedy tha t occur in drama 

since the Elizabethans and which vary so g rea t ly . 

Commencing with the Seo-Classie l e t s whose anthropo-

centr ic ideals l e f t l i t t l e room for supernatural va lues , 

passing through the "escape-minded" romanticists and ending 

with the compromising hypocrisy of the Victor ians , one 

finds no dramatic tragedy. George S l i o t ' s admitted t rag ic 

bent reveals an a l l too-apparent u t i l i t a r i a n i s m . 

Commencing with Ibsen and pe r s i s t ing through the 

mid-twentieth century, there have been t ragic dramatic 

vehicles tha t purport to reveal an Impersonal so r t of 

tragedy. This takes several forms* f i r s t , there i s the 

blind evolutionary force or tne anaw-cian wnicn sweep the 

individual on to his doom; second, there i s the soc ia l 

tragedy tha t r e s u l t s from man's heredi ty; t h i r d , there 
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i s the tragedy tha t r e s u l t s from man's s t ruggle against 

h is physical environment; fourth, there is the 

psychological tragedy tha t makes man a victim of h is 

sub-conscious elements; and, f i f t h , there is the tragedy 

tha t makes man a victim of the "isms"- nat ional ism, 

coramonisra, social ism, and so fo r th . The tragedy tha t ia 

labored in the twentieth century i s t h a t the world is so 

ordered tha t man's ef for ts are p u e r i l e , f u t i l e and hope­

l e s s ; s truggle can ava i l nothing; man i s enslaved by 

his own I n s t i t u t i o n s , 

Commencing with the soc ie ty of the old miracle and 

moral i ty p lays , and Intensif ied by the Elizabethan 

soc ie ty , man was l i t t l e less than the angels . Having 

a s inful na tu re , but also, having the powers of se l f -

redemption, he faced rigorous l i f e with the knowledge 

tha t tfcs worth depended on the zest for the s truggle 

with the physical world, and a r ea l i za t ion of h i s 

ul t imate end in the supernatural world. In view of 

t h i s high e s t a t e of the individual , he car r ied h i s 

dest iny in h is own hands. In order to s t r e s s the 

i/eighth of the act ion the Elizabethans end Fry ra ised 

/ thei r characters to men of high pos i t ion . In Gorboduc, 

-'•Saekville and Norton, Gerboduc. 1562 
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The Spanish Tragedy2. Tamburlaine the Great3. The 

First Born4 and ThorT with Angels
5
t the main characters 

are of hish birth and position. Tamburlaine, at first, 

a shepherd, later becomes a great pdwer. 

In both Fry and the Elizabethan dramatists, "the 

men (and women) are highly intelligent, physically 

powerful and action-minded. They are not the pawns and 

slaves of heredity and environment. Each, In his or her 

contention In love, hate, jealousy and ambition knows 

the difference between right and wrong. After e-struggle, 

the forces of evil are chosen over universal values of 

good. At no time is the question of what "ought" and 

"should" be hidden from the character. Good an<̂  evil, 

right and wrong, reward and punishment, and heaven and 

hell are before each. 

In the Elizabethan Gorboduc, a play, similar in 

many respects to Shakespeare's King I»eart tragedy results 

from different causes to the several characters. Gorboduc, 

the elderly king, chooses to present adulation of his sons 

2Thomas Kyd, The Spanish Tragedy. 1586 

3Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine the Great, 1588 
4 
Christopher Fry, The First Born. 1946 

5 Thor. with Angels. 1948 
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over h is sacred dut ies to h is subjec ts ; the jealousy of 

%kB e lder son, Ferrex, i s s tronger than his f i l i a l du t i e s ; 

the pass ionate , power-driven nature of Porrex leads him to 

murder h i s brother , Ferrex; and the Queen, Videna, gives way 

to hate and passionate revenge in the murder of Ferrex. At 

no time are any of these persons in doubt as to the ul t imate 

values; in each case they surrender to mid-doings. F r y ' s , 

TbjB F i r s t Born has many t rag ic elements in common with 

Gorboduc. King Lear and Tamburlaine. Fry ' s play, which 

a t f i r s t glance, seems to be a noble rendi t ion of the 

f l i g h t of the sons of I s r ae l from the Egyptians, i s , in 

e f fec t , the tragedy of a number of the charac te rs , Anath, 

Pharaoh's s i s t e r , suffers the tragedy tha t r e s u l t s from a 

se l f i sh f i e rce and possessive love; S e t i , the most 

powerful figure in the p lay , has put h is w i l l to, power 

over humanity; Miriam, cynical and ca l lous , has put her 

f a i th in God as ide ; Shendi, Miriam's son, has preferred 

posi t ion to loya l ty ; and Moses, i ron ica l ly enough, in 

choosing tp free the I s r a e l i t e s s t a r t ed them on the road 

to centur ies of wandering and slavery. For Moses, in h is 

obdurate and wilful nature ins i s ted on subs t i tu t ing 

revenge for char i ty , 

Sach of these characters - as with E l i o t ' s 
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Bulstrode6 knew the r i g h t ?nd universal values to be 

followed, but willed to follow his individual d e s i r e s . 

The point to grasp is tha t they were not swept along 

t h e i r course by a bl ind and unfeeling dest iny, 

Teusret , Pharaoh's daughter, has much in common 
7 

with Cordelia ; both have pa t ience , f a i t h and compassion. 

Harasses, Pharaoh's son, may be well likened to the noble 

Edgar. 3 e t i and Moses represent the forces of e v i l as 

c l ea r ly as Edmund and Cornwall ,1 0 Both plays are as 

much the representat ion of good and ev i l as they ore of 

pa r t i cu la r persons. 

The storm, severe and powerful note of the passion 

of the individual wi l l to power, tha t i s no small pa r t , 

of the s t i r r i n g tamburlaine is equally strongly marked in 

F r y ' s , The F i r s t Bom, The sheer determination of the 

Pharaoh, S e t l , and the I s r a e l i t e , Moses, to over-r ide a l l 

opposit ion, na tu ra l and supernatural I s the dominant 

chord in both these drama®. I t was not t h a t Trraburlaine 

^MUlstrode is the c l a s s i c sh i r ac t e r In Ueorge 
a l l o t ' s Middlemarcht having tremendous capacity for good, 
he elected to wreck several l ives by doing e v i l , 

Cordelia, heroine In Shakespeare's King Lear 
Q 

Edgar, noble personage in King Iiear 

%dmuiid, ev i l force in King Lear 
10 
Cornwall, evil Duke in King Lear 
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was ignorant of God and h is laws; r a t h e r , knowing t h a t 

they were in force , he chose to subs t i t u t e h i s own. 

His abducted wife, Zenoerate, knowing fu l l well the ev i l 

of her passion for Tamburlaine, and ecm»lly well rware 

of her duty and honor, Ins is ted on her own damnation, 

3 e t i , warned again and again of the Will of God, refused 

to bow h i s w i l l to the grea ter good, Uven under the 

grea t a f f l i c t i ons of locusts tha t have been v i s i t ed on 

his kingdom far h is obstinacy, he wi l l s to power* 

*v'e can look forward to t ha t , anc* the change 
of fortune .which I sh* l l force present ly , 
I haven*t by any me^ns 
Put ray policy as ide , 

Than, but l i t t l e l a t e r , 

he c r ied i " I made l i f e In your mother to h^nd me 

strength when i should need i t . . . I made you exactly for 
12 th i s time and I find you screeching to escape i t " . 

i f Se t l was bent on securing the power of Egypt 

through any means, Moses was no less bent on del iver ing 

the I s r a e l i t e s . In themselves, the In tegr i ty of one was 

as important as the other; however, in tragedy, i t i s 

the means expressed by "Individual wi l l tha t determines the 

conf l ic t with the universa l . The t ru th may well r e s t in 

C h r i s t o p h e r Fry, The F i r s t Born, I I , i i , 11, 117-21 

^ Ib id lum, TI, 11 , 11, 252-55 
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the f&tot tha t t h i s play is more than h i s t o r i c a l account of 

the au thor i ta r ian behavior of the majority toward a 

minori ty , of the Egyptian to the I s r a e l i t e , i t i s an 

examination of the e th ics of several personages involved 

In the h i s t o r i c a l account. The danger inheres in the 

fac t tha t the reader , from theological considerat ion 

may find himself pre^prejudlced in favor of the I s r a e l i t e ; 

or tha t he may adept a protect ive ro le for the^under-

dog". 

Thus, in his obduracy and self*r ighteousness , 

Moses i s much to blame and is a t rag ic figure in the 

en t i r e episode. If , on the one hand, he may be regarded 

as a courageous hero who challenges the power of an 

empire; on the other hand, he i s a d i s loya l t r a i t o r who, 

fostered on Egyptian kindness, refuses aid in her hour 

of need. Mis murder of the Egyptian over-seer for the 

beating of a hebrew br ick- layer i s a criminal cold­

blooded homicide. The death of the blameless ^erases 

i s as Piuch a p a r t of Moses evi l -doing as t h a t of S e t l , 

the Pharaoh. In no instance is there an attempt to 

solve the problems of the I s aae l i t e s by reason. From 

the beginning, Moses is h o s t i l e . To the Idolizing 

Ramseses, looses c rue l ly crushes a friendship* 
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We're not enemies so much 
as creatures of division. You and I, 
Rameses, like money in a purse, 
Ring together only to be spent 
for different reasons.13 

Certainly, there 

is the super-egoism of Tamburlaine and Macbeth*4 in the 

rolling pronouncement of Moses to Setl* 

I am here by fury and the heart. Is that 
not a law? I am here „to appease the unconsummated 
Resourceless dead, to join life to the living. 
Is that not underwritten by nature? Is that 
not a law? Do not ask me why 1 do it* 
I live. I do this thing. I was born this action. 
v/ho can say for whom, for what ultimate region 
Of life? A deed is what it becomes. And yet 
"'hat are the laws? Despite you, through you, 
upon you, I am compelled, 15 

Here is individualism, 

deliberate and responsible. At the end, when Moses, 

realizes, with striking horror, that Rameses life is 

forfeited by the struggle between himself and Seti for 

power, he admits the greater power of God* 

God, now good h-̂ s turned on itself and becomes 
Its own enemy. Have we to say that truth is 
only punishment? .;/hat must we say to be free 
of the bewildering mesh of God?16 

^Christopher Fry, The First Born. I, ii, 11. 400-4. 

* Macbeth, tragic figure of Shakespeare's Macbeth 

16Christopher Fry, The First Bom, 1,111, 11. 408-18. 

16Fry, Op Citere, III, 11, 11. 352-6. 



REBIRTH OF ELIZABETHAN TRACE' <Y HI FRY 10 

This is in startling 

contradistinction to his determination early In the play 

to spare Rameses, This passage shows two things* first, 

his knowledge that his course of action would deliberately 

cause pain and death, second, that he knew of the innocence 

of Rameses* 

..........Good has a singular strength 
Not known to evil; and i, an ambitious heart 
Needing inter]>retation. But not through this boy, 
Never through this boy, I will not use himj17 

But he didl 

It cannot be soundly argued, it is suggested here, 

that Moses weuld sacrifice the individual life to the group, 

for he speaks in the spirit of the Elizabethans when he 

states * 

It is the individual man 
It Is his individual freedom who can mature 
Vita his warm spirit the unripe world. 
That would you make of man? If you diminish him 
To a count.of labouring limbs, you wi'l also dwindle 
And be an unmeaning body, decomposing 
Imperceptibly under heavy ornaments.^ 

Thus, when he 

rea l ized tha t his wil I was gained a t the expense of 

innocense and r ighteousness, he rea l ized , as in the 

case of Shakespeare's repentant Edmund* 

1 7 l M d , , I , i i , 11.570-6, 

^ I f e l d , , I , 1, 11.686-693. 
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. , . , , , , , , , , . , T h o u has spoken r i g h t , ' t i s t r u e ; 
The wheel i s come, f u l l c i r c l e ; 1 aa h e r e , 1 8 

Although Fry did not gain wide recognit ion u n t i l 

the production of h i s p l ay . The Lady*6 Not for Burning, 

t h i s tragedy, The F i r s t Born, i s one of h is f inos t pi'^ye* 

Th*»re have been but two s ign i f ican t art icl 'o^ wr i t ten on 

t h i s p lay , which Is s t ead i ly gaining in fnvor. In h is 

book on Fry, Stanford rerek s t a t e s tha t Fry i s " . . .showing 

the ev i l r e su l t i ng from cen t ra l i sa t ion" 1 ^ In h i s tragedy, 

The F i r s t Born. In t h i s statement, i t Is f e l t t ha t 

Stanford is f a l l i n g into the er ror of grant ing such a 

thing as a "group mind", a " s t a t e mind" as causing 

tragedy. Fry, himself, repeats the thought expressed on 

page ten of t h i s thes i s t ha t i t i s the individual mnn 

who stands or f a l l s In his dealing with temporal and 

s p i r i t u a l mat ters . Ian does not act and s-e-k through 

a group mind or wl.:i . H@ has an individual noul, respon­

s ib le to the universal lav* for I t s self-redemption from 

e v i l . 

The second s igni f icant statement i s from 1'. <l 

P.f, F i tge ra ld 2 0 who s t a t e s that* 

18 
Shakespeare, King L»ar t V, i l l , 11 , 172-3 

-^Ct-mford, op c i t e r e , p , 2C.» 
207). .'} P. M, Fitgerald, "The Verse PI-JVS of 

Christopher Fry, in the *'orld Review of England, (no 
vol.) issue of *uly 196':, p, 7, 



••«• it would.have been better to wait, for this 
tragedy of the Plagues of Egypt in which, 
incredible as it seems Moses never confronts 
Pharaoh squarely, is a wishy-washy piece...,,. 
the authority is made so weak and unsure of 
itself that the clash dissolves away Into 
endless words. 
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Fi tzgera ld has fa l l en into the same er ror as Stanford, 

f a r the play is ne t a tragedy of the Plagues of Egypt 

but the tragedy ©f individuals who, In t h e i r individual 

w i l l s , place tae p a r t i c u l a r over the un ive r sa l , In 

t h i s sense i t i s Impossible for Moses to confront 

Pharaoh *$nar«ly for both have only the individual 

w i l l In common. A t rue understanding of the play 

hinges back to the elements, heretofore described 

of Rlisabethan tragedy. The next consideration i s 

Fry*s second tragedy, Thorf with Angels. 

IN the t r u* Elizabethan t r a d i t i o n , Fry leaps 

across time and spftee-dfroBi the Holy Land to the Sngland 

of the s ix th century. While classed by Stanford as a 

r e l ig ious f e s t i v a l play, i t I s , in e f fec t , a trfcgedy. 

To Cymen, a Jmtish leader , comes a revela t ion of the 

apecif ic Chris t ian v i r tues of mercy and s a e r i f i c e . As 

in the Shakespearian and Marlowlan tragedy, the elements 

of tragedy focus on one or two charac te r s . Cyaien'e 

he s i t a t i on and speculation reveal an agonizing doubt 

between c rue l ty and murder on the one hand, and mercy 

and love on the o ther . His ul t imate surrender to ev i l 

I s the more horr ib le In view of the simultaneous 

recognit ion of Chr i s t i an i ty by the J u t e s , and by the 

Angles. Tadfrld, the second t r a g i c character wi t t ing ly 

surrenders h is need for obedience to h i s des i re for blood. 
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In t rue Elizabethan fashion, there are f o i l s to 

the t r ag ic f igu res , Hoel, the Br i t i sh pr isoner , and 

Martina, the daughter to Cymen represent two forces of 

good which Cymen and Tadfrld r e s i s t , "/hlle the other 

characters assent and aid In the murder of Hoel, during 

Cymen1s absence, i t i a Tadfrid who know® th# difference 

between the r i g h t and the wrong, J-t is & condition of 

Chr is t ian tragedy tha t the f igure must know the difference 

and then de l ibe ra te ly choose the value beneath the 

universa l law, 

Ih Shakespeare's Hamlet, I t i s Hamlet's hes i t a t ion 

between the good and the e v i l t h a t makes h is ac t the more 

horr ible* I t la t&e same hes i ta t ion of Cymen tha t ensures 

Heel 's murder, although the blow is not struck by Cymen 

himself. Cymen, l i k e Hamlet, could not accept Chris t ian 

mercy ~nd defeat of revenge; in the l a s t analysis both 

a s s e r t the w i l l to Individual s t rength and triumph. Fryf 

through no kindness, permits Cymen to l ive on and suffer 

the more subt le and hor r ib le death in l i f e . This may be 

due to a g rea te r refinement in thought of both the 

modern playwright >̂nd audience. If so, the refinement 

i s none the lo t* more ho r r ib l e . The Elizabethan dramatists 

were not prone to allow much time fpr repentance, 

Shakespeare, grea t dramatist tha t he was, s ^iaeti es was 
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too s t a r k and s e v e r e . There were t imes in which he d id 

no t &fty enough. However, t h i s charge could no t be l e v e l l e d 
21 a g a i n s t the .Ulizabethans, Greene, Webster and £«arlowe. 

The in t ense concern with man's sou l i s nowhere b e t t e r 

fteveaied in* 

how thou has but one bare hour- to j_ive, 
Ajnti. then thou must be damned p e r p e t u a l l y ! 

, , O r l e t t h i s hour be but 
A y e a r , a month, a week, a n a t u r a l day , 
That Faus tus may r ecen t and save h i s s o u l , 2 2 

f r y l eaves a l i f e 

t ime of agony fo r repen tance to Cymen* 

Al l make a l l * 
For whi le i l eave one xauscle of my s t r e n g t h 
Undis turbed , or hug one co in of ease 
Or p r i v a t e peace while the huge debt of ppin 
Mounts over a l l t h e e a r t h , 
Or f e a r i n g for myself , take h« l f a s t r i d e 
j'here I could l e a p ; whi le any hour raria i n s 
I n d i f f e r e n t , 1 have no r i g h t or reason 
To r a i s e a e r y a g a i n s t t h i s b lunder ing c r u e l t y 
frf man, s ^ 

Tadfr i ' i , l o s t , does 

no t r e p e n t , ' n d l i k e Macbeth, f e ; r s but the i l l s of the 

temporal wor ld . 

2 1Marlowe, His to ry of Dr. * 'aus tus , Scene XIV, 
l i n e s 65 e t s en . 

2 2M^rlowe, H i s to ry of Dr« F a u s t u s . Scene XiV? 

l i n e s 65 e t seq . 
23 

Fry , Thor, Mfrh Angels , p . 5 3 , l i n e s 18ff. 
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luring him to the t r e e ; w e ' l l off him 
In " 'oden's way, the 'Voden d e a t h . Co.ie on; 
W e ' l l be w e l l out of our f e a r . 2 ^ 

Yet , Tadfr id i s 

more t o be p i t i e d than Cymen, who, s t and ing in the c l e a r 

l i g h t of God's In junc t ion t o mercy and l o v e , h e s i t a t e d 

whi le p r e f e r r i n g h i s e a r t h l y l o y a l t i e s , i t i s Cymen, 

who l i k e a l l the t r a g i c S l l aabe than c h a r a c t e r s , a l s o 

f a i l e d in deeds of t i m e . Like the E l izabe than c h a r a c t e r s , 

he was a n o b l e , a man born t o l e a d , a f i g u r e with g r e a t 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , an i n d i v i d u a l w i l l . Having r e v e r l e d 

unto him the powers of mercy and l o v e , he s t i l l 

p re fe r red to deny them, fo r a t h e a r t he w i l l e d to be 

" the mas te r of my own v o i c e . " 2 6 

In summary, then , F r y ' s t r a g e d i e s , The F i r s t Born 

and Thor ,wi th Ingels should be apprehended in the s p i r i t 

of the C h r i s t i a n and El izabe than t r a g e d y . That I s , the 

main concern i s the con ten t ion of e v i l and good fo r man's 

s o u l . Superna tu ra l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s are the •• 11- Impor tan t , 

Man has wi th in himself the powers of se l f - redemot ion from' 

h i s f a l l e n s t a t e . 

2 4 I b i d , , p , 50 , l i n e s 6-9 , 

^ ^ y t Thor, 71th Angels, p , 29 . 
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There is no group mind, no social mind, no blind 

force of destiny that determines man's ultimate end. His 

salvation depends on his individual will to prefer the 

universal good to the individual desire. His salvatV n 

can only be assured when the individual wiD 1 is in harmony 

with universal good, 

Moses and Set! are not the forces of nationalism, 

socialism, authoritarianism, but two rational individuals, 

who, faced with responsibility to do the right elect to 

do what each prefers - all to the exclusion of the greater 

good. In the same way, Tadfrid and Cymen fail, at the 

critical moment, to do right for righteousness sake. Fry 

uses the Elizabethan yardstick. 
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Because Fry has wri t ten more comedy than tragedy, 

because of the treatment his comedies have received on the 

stage and In reviews, and because of the large element of 

tragl-oomedy In h is play®, t h i s sect ion must be quite 

•artens ive, 

*%sieally, the difference between co*nody -*nd tragedy 

i s that the values t ha t Inhere In the salvat ion of man's 

soul are not a t s t ake . The universal In comedy re fe r s to 

modes, customs, fashions, and so fo r th . The conf l ic t i s 

Intense; sometimes the fashion wins, sometines the 

Individual w i l l triusftos. In e i t h e r C P S , I t doesn ' t 

s e t t e r , v i t a l l y , 

ftoath seldom occurs; If so , i t Is off st^ge and 

handled in «n innocuous mrm®!*. The play ends on a 

hapny note ; the rtpf'&r fee ls tha t a l l comes out wel l . 

The nlay general ly He*Is with the three temporal "K ' s" -

raoney, marriage 'n<\ manners; by nrnnprs, one re fe r s to 

soc ia l pos i t ion , i f the hero achieves a sMcc<-fisful 
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marriage, i f he has suf f ic ien t money and if he acquires 

a su i t ab le s o c i a l pos i t ion , he has h i s reward. These 

are the "good" of comedy. I f he loses the heroine; i f 

fee lands in bankruptcy and i f he f a i l s to achieve soc ia l 

s tanding, these are considered to b«" the r e s u l t s of 

temporal ev i l s r e su l t i ng from his own na tu re . This, of 

course, i s an oversimplification; there are many twis ts and 

turns to comedy* One of the M's i s often achieved fae^ily 

a t the expense of the o thers . Money i s usual ly considered 

of l ees value than marriage, In shor t , a l l act ion and 

conf l ic t stops shor t of the imperi l l ing of the soul . 

There are various degrees of conedy; 1here are 

special types* Elizabethan comedy is Chris t ian comedy, 

Jn such comedy, there i s always revealed, by approaching 

supernatural va lues , the difference between temporal 

and e te rna l happiness; between man's wordly and h is 

ul t imate end. For t h i s reason, there i s the r a the r 

intense morsl note in th i s comedy, "?hat then, i s not 

Chris t ian and Elizabethan comedy. The comedy of manners 

of the Restoration Period i s not for i t was immoral. I t 

permitted adultery -nd l icentiousness to f lour ish and to 

be successful . The modern social comedies of toward, 

Shaw, Kauffraan and others of tha t i lk >̂re not . The humor 

depends on a stabbing s a t i r e tha t r i d i cu le s the moral 
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i n s t i t u t i o n s of man. Even when marr inge i s s u c c e s s f u l , 

i t of ten appears as the r e s u l t of n e c e s s i t y and as something 

to g r a t i f y p h y s i c a l p - s s i o n a lone . The dynamic m a t e r i a l i s m 

of the t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry has given r i s e to a. type of comedy 

t h a t has the t r app ings of t r u e comedy but a decadent c o n t e n t . 

For example, in Shaw's Caesar and Cleopatra f the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 

of a s a t i a t e d middle-aged bus iness man and an immoral and 

p u e r i l e c h i l d , C l e o p a t r a , borders on the obscene. The 

b r i l l i a n t s a t i r i c a l s a l l i e s mask t h e Shavian theory of the 

"urge t o becomlngness". A becomlngness in which man Is a 

bl ind ins t rument of a c q u i s i t i v e n e s s , pass ion and decadence! 

The f rank , b r u t a i l real ismjfound in Noel Coward's Hands \ 

Across the 3ea^- r e p r e s e n t s f r i v o l i t y , t a s t e l e s s n e s s , ^ 

a f f e c t a t l v e n e s s and a r rogance . The G i l p l n s , who have been \ 

extended every cou r t e sy in a t r i p to Malaya, r e v e a l the 

rea l i sm beneath an appa ren t ly c o r d i a l exterior* vhen t h e i r 

benefactors v i s i t Englandt 

Peter* You know p e r f e c t l y we l l I h a v e n ' t t i n e 
to take mothers and f a t h e r s anrt daughters with 
bad l e g s round the dockyard-

FiggieJ i t wouldn ' t take a minute , they t< 
a l l over t h e i r rubber plantat ion.*^ 

^Noel Coward. From Tonirh t a t 8*30 t Hew York, 
Boubleday and Doran, 193G. 

2 i b i d . 
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This conedy is to 

represent a s a t i r e on the customs of the t yp i c r l English­

man. In refu ta t ion of "11 t h i s , Elizabethan co-iedy is as 

ind iv idua l i s t i c as i t s tragedy. As the individual has 

within" himself the po ten t ia l for h is self-development in 

tragedy, so does he have within himself the power to 

"achieve happiness on a temporal sphere. 

In Elizabethan conedy, he, an individual s t r i v e s 

for the e le ren t s desired in comedy so tha t h is temporal 

experience may be tha t of happiness. He believes in the 

holiness and sanc t i ty of marriage, ^e believe in love, 

although he may s s often be in love with love as the 

object of h i s love. To him, (and to her) there was 

ce r t a in ly enough real ism. The world was d i f fe ren t , 

decay and death were inevi tab le ; but the individual in 

romance, marriage, posi t ion and gain had the opportunity with­

in himself to s t r i v e to obtain these from l i f e in a 

joyous and zes t fu l combat. This is the romantic and moral 

element of Elizabethan comedy whose aspec t s , i t will, be 

shown, as grasped by Christopher Fry. 

In the zeal of con f l i c t ; in the in tens i ty of 

desire and in the coming to grasp with these worldly, 

matters , man often treads per i lous ly close to the 

forbidden borderl ine of the e t e rna l , \s the dramatists 
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matured, they brought t h e i r dramatic vehicles c loser to 

t h i s l i n e , i t i s i n . t h i s sense that the word " t r a g i c -

comedy" i s employed. Shakespeare and Fry, both, hover 

a t the precise point where the characters in t h e i r s t r i v i n g 

for the wordly emj^eril t h e i r souls by the means they employ, 

i t i s in t h i s sense tha t Fry ' s remark tha t "comedy is 

e t e rn i ty in a moment"^ i s employed, i t i s not an especia l 

kind of comedy; i t is a per i lous degree of comedy. That 

which keeps i t comedy i s the fact that a t the precise 

fract ion of time that the individual would surrender his 

ult imate happiness for h i s temporal, he withdraws. In 

both the cases of the Elizabethans, and Fry, there i s an 

intermingling, in most of hia, plays of .both the romantic 

and the tragi-comic; in pa r t i cu la r plays the tragi-comic 

predominates* -, The f i r s t consideration w i l l be the 

romatic elements of Elizabethan comedy tha t Fry has 

revived in h i s own p lays . What are some of the romsttic 

elements in the Elizabethan plays-of the comedy type! 

John Lyly4 refined the coarse humor tha t was 

well en i t s way to dominating the morali ty p lays . He 

gave the sentiments a del icacy, a refinement and a 

Christopher Fry, op c i t e r e (in introduction) 
4John Lyly, (1554-1606) an Elizabethan author, 

and dramat is t , noted ( for refinement and wit in comedy. 
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grace. To this, Hobert Greene0 added definite romatic 

dialogue. Both of these were combined in varying degree 

by Shakespeare, Fry ihas combined these two elements, more 

noticeably in Venus Observed and in The Lady's Not for 

Burning. To these two varieties the earthiness of Udall6 

was seasoning. Permeating all these elements that gave 

rise to romatic Elizabethan comedy is the concentration 

on the individual- t! e individual dominates the play. 

Despite the euphisms, and the Monologues, there 

is still a refreshing strerî gih born of the individual in 

Lyly. In his Campaspe, Alexander reveals, apart from 

pretty sentimentalism, ° lively quality. Loving ̂ ampaspe, 

he loves his duty more and marries her to another, beneath 

the daintiness of the dialogue, Alexander has the 

Elizabethan staunchness in comedy. 

And since you have been always partaker of my 
triumph, thou shalt be partaker of my torments. I 
lovel Hephestion, I love J I love Campaspe. An 
eclipse in the sun is more than the falling of a 
star; none can conceive the torments of a king 
unless he be a king, whose desires are not inferior 
to their dignity...If the agonies of love be 
dangerous in a subject, whether they be not more 
deadly unto Alexander... 

^Robert Greene, (1560-1592) whose writings and 
plays introduced a personal and romantic note of charm. 

Nicholas VJdall, (1506-56) whose Ralph Rolser 
Do ister.although writing in the laws of classical drama 
has gaiety PRO vigor. 

7 
John Lyly, Campaspe. II, ii, 11.55 passim. 
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Much of Fry ' s dialogue 

i s also dainty, graceful and addressed to the i n t e l l e c t u a l . 

Nevertheless I t s t i l l has a r inging soundness; in Fry ' s 

A Phoenix too Freciueftt, the guard, Tegeus Chromis, i s torn 

between love for Dynamene and h is duty* 

If only 
I did. If only you knew the ef for t i t costs me 
To mount those steps again into an untrustworthy, 
Unpredictable, unenlightened n igh t , 
And turn my back on-on a s t a t e of a f f a i r s , 
I can only c a l l i t a v i s ion , a hope, a promise, A -
By tha t I mean loya l ty , enduring passion. 
Unrecking bravery and beauty a l l in one. 8 

Certainly the language 

and thought of Lyly and Fry is fa r removed from the te rse 

b i t ing realism of today's p lays . Nevertheless there i s a 

digni ty and worth in the former that are missing in the 

l a t t e r . 

Not only did Greene introduce a personal and 

intimate note of charm to Elizabethan comedy, but he had 

the qua l i ty of tenderness r equ i s i t e to the del ineation 

of feminine pur i ty . In Fr iar -Bacon. Fr iar Bungay, Greene 

gave the f i r s t effect ive por t rayal of a pure woman in love-

Margaret, The charm of u t te rance , l ^ t e r more fu l ly 

^Christopher Fry, A Pheonix too Frequent, London, 
Ho11is and Car te r , 1946, 70 p . (page 33) 
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developed by Shakespeare Is r e v e a l e d i n : 

Margare t : As i t p l ease Lord L acy; but l o v e ' s 
f o o l i s h looks 
Think f o o t s t e p s mi les and minutes to be hours 

J fe rgare t : Then, g e n t l e s , no t e t h a t love ha th 
l i t t l e s t a y , 
Nor can the flames t h a t Venus s e t s on f i r e 
Be k i n d l e d but by f a n c y ' s m o t i o n , 1 0 

Consider wel l the 

moving charm and beauty of Marga re t ' s fo l lowing avowal 

of p u r i t y J 

I s n o t heaven ' s j oy before e a r t h ' s fad ing b l i s s , 
And l i f e above sweeter than l i f e in l o v e . 

F r y ' s Al izon , smi t t en with love f o r Richard c r i e s 

ou t : " I ' v e an Apr i l b l i n d n e s s . You're hidden in a cloud 
f T O 

of crimson c ^ t ! e r i n e whee l s . " l a t e r she echoes her 

honest love fo r the same Richard : 

But whenever my thoughts a re cold and I l ay them 
Agains t R i c h a r d ' s name, they seem to r e s t 
On the warm ground where the summer s i t s 
As golden as a bumblee . 1 3 

Fry i s in the bes t t r a d i t i o n of Greene and 

% o b e r t Greene, F r i a r Bacon. F r i a r Bungay. I l l , 1 1 , 
1 1 . 154-5 

1 0 l b i d i u m , I I I , i i i , 11.51-54 
i : L I b i d . , V , i , 11.75-76 
12 

Chr i s tophe r Fry , The Lady 's Not For Burning, 
I , l i n e 141-2 

1 3 I b i d . , I I I , 11 .5°8-32 . 
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Shakespeare when the lovely individual, Alizon, gives 

expression to the depth, the vigor as well as the moral 

quality of her love: 

I have become 
A woman, Richard, because 1 love you, I know 
I was a child three hours ago. And yet 
I love you as deeply as many year could make me, 
But less deeply than many years will make me. 
, i Everything X loved 
Before has come to one meeting place in you 
And you have gone out Into everything X love 

We must never leave each other now, or else 
^e should perplex the kindness of God.l4 

The Elizabethan 
15 Dekker refined and polished the roughness of the 

pre-Blizabethan tJdall; His cheerfulness, his freshness, 

his rollicking humor are in the best Elizabethan and 

Shakespearian tradition. The vigorous -, yet decent, 

expressions of Elizabethan comedy are best revealed in 

Dekker's, The Shoemakers* Holiday. The lively 

journeyman Firk in his intelligent foolishness echoes 

the characteristic note* 

Master, I am as dry as dust to hear my fellow 
Roger talk of fair weather; let us nray for good 
weather, and let clowns and ploughboys and those 

14Christopher Fry. The Lady's Not For Burning. 
Act III, 11. 550 and passim. 

•^Thomas Dekker, writer of the gayest Comedy in 
the Elizabethan era. The Shoemakers' Holiday was his best. 
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that work In the fields prry for brave days. 7e 
work in a dry shop; what care if it rains*3-6 

The humorous 

imagination of Firk i s rooted in a p r a c t i c a l sense of 

what i s reaL»rea l l ty . The same qua l i ty i s re f lec ted in 

the sp r igh t ly Hiehol&s of F ry ' s The Lady's Not for 

Burning. "Underneath the rough, uncouth ex ter ior there 

i s a sparkling Imaginative character which never loses 

s ight of r e a l i t y . 

Come in , come In- ' l izon dear , t h i s Richard 
Is a l l V9?y well* But I was conceived as a hammer 
And born in a r i s ing wind. I apologize 
For boast ing, but once you know my q u a l i t i e s 
I can drop back Into a quite b r i l l i a n t 
Humility. God have mercy upon me, 1 7 
You have such l i t t l e hands. 1 knew I should love you. 

The feminine counterpart 

of Nicholas c^n be found in the l i ve ly , exhi la ra t ing Doto 

of P ry ' s A Phoenix too Frequent. Another term t h - t can 

describe such people in the Elizabethan comedy, as well as 

tha t of Fry, i s the i r r ep res s ib l e individualism tha t keep© 

bubbling up* Doto, forced to accompany her mis t ress to the 

tomb of the l a t t e r ' s l a te departed husband, r evo l t s sharply 

IS 
Thomas Dekkerm The Shoemakers' Holiday.II. ill, 

11.25-29 
1 ? 5ry t the Lady'* Jfoft For,, Burning, London, 1948, 

Oxford Universi ty Press , 97 p , (p, 9, 11.35ff .) 
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agnin©t doath while there I s s t i l l the urge to .'ive* 

Honestly, 1 would r a the r hr>ve to sleep 
'Uth a bald bee-keeper who was wearing h i s boots 
Than to spend more day© fas t ing and t h i r s t i n g and crying 
In a tomb* 1 shouldn ' t have said t h a t , ^retend 
l d i d n ' t bmrp myself. But l i f e nd death 
Is c a t and dog in t h i s double-bed of a world. 
tiy imcter , my poor maeter. was a dan 
**4iose noae was as s t r a i g h t as a l i t t l e b u t t r e s s , 
\nd now ha has taken i t into ^lysiura 
'Vhere I t won't be noticed nnony a l l the other 
s t r a ightnes s • •*& 

<hll<8 Dekker, Lyly, rnd Gr®m® were nu&^ters in the i r 

own p a r t i c u l a r s t y l e in comedy, i t was Shakespeare whose 

greatness was such as to blend the ingredients into each 

8ingle p lay, ^ry has done the same thing, i t i s t rue 

that Shakespeare developed h i s a r t -no t a l l of h i s pl>:yo are 

equal; th ia i s no l e s s t rue of Fry. The l a t t e r , «vt the 

beginning of h i s cnrosr-i &"£ s t i l l much nores to develop. 

However, Fry has moved ra the r quickly to t r a g i ­

comedy as the dominant note in h is p lays; while 'hakecpe re 

took some f i f teen ye--rs to reach the s tage . Nevertheless, 

there i s rauch of the romantic In ^ry, Gordon*9 considers 

that a l l Shakespeare's comedies have the double world* 

1 6 Ib id , A Phoenix too Frequent. London, Ho 11 is :v 

Carter , 1946, 70 p . , (p. 0 ,11 . 11 e t seq . ) 
19<ieorge Gordon, 3h.V;ear>earlau Comedy. JnA.S-thflr 

g iudigs . London, <>xfor<i TjnIvorsi ty Wess, 1044. vi-lRfip. 
Gordon i s paraphrased as to hlr, chaoter on "The or id of the 
Corned lea" commencing on pwe 4" , 
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f i r s t , the world of youth, dreams and laughter ; second, 

the workaday world which brings the scene baok to r e a l i t y . 

The love s tory is the p l o t - s e r i o u s , warm and poe t i ca l ; 

the comic s tory i s the under-plot . These plays are r i ch 

and sweet with music, "fhile a l l these q u a l i t i e s may be found 

in , to some degree, a l l the comedies he wrote, they are 

pa r t i cu l a r l y prevalent in Much Ado About nothing. As Yon 

Like I t , A Midsummer Night ' s Dream and Twelfth flight. 

There Is much to p a r a l l e l the qua l i t i e s found In these 

Shakespearian comedies on examining Fry ' s e f f o r t s . 

*h Twelfth Night r the love sentiments of Olivia 

bear happy resemblance to those of Alizon, The 

sheer romantic beauty and poetry of her confession to 

Viola i s seldom surpassed* 

Caesario, by roses of spr ing, 
Byaaldhood, honour, t ru th and everything, 
I love thee so, t h a t , raaugre a l l thy pr ide , 
Nor wit nor reason can my passion h i d e , 2 1 

The sentiments of \ lias on 

before noted are revealed in* 

Alizon, romantic and pure woman in Fry ' s The 
Lady's No1̂  for Burning, op. c i t e r e . 

21ShakeSpeare, Twelfth Wight. I l l , 1, 11.152-5 
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I have become 
A woman, Richard, bee "use I love you, T know 
I was a t ihild three hours ago. 'nd yet 
I love you pa deeply as many years could make me, 
But l e s s deeply than many years w i l l make me, ^ 

Viola, the lovely , 

wi t ty heroine of Twelfth Nighft r e f l e c t s m^ny of the 

q u a l i t i e s of Rennet, F ry ' s heroine and empiricist in 

The Lady's Not for Burning. Viola, tha t ear th ly r e a l i s t 

u t t e r s* 

A blank, ray lord, She never told hBr love, 
But let concealment, like a worm I* th'bu^, 
Feed on her damask eheek; she pined in thought; 
•\nd, with a green and yellow melancholy, 
One sat like Patience in a monument, 
3miling at griedf. ''/as not this love indeed' 
^e men may say more, swear more* but?- indeed, 
Our shows are more than will; for still we prove 
Much in our vows, but little in our love,2*3 

Jennet, as wordly as Viola, but who like her, 

prefers, in the final summation, the fine things in 

life, echoes desire for love* 

By a quirk 
Uf unastonished nature, your obscene 
Decaying figure of vegetable fun 
Can drag upon a woman s he^rt, as though 

*^Op. Citere, page 22. 
2 3Shakespeare, Twelfth ffirrht. I I , iv , 13,30-39 
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Heaven were dragging up the r b o t s of h e l l . 
'?hat i s to be done? Something compels each of us in to 
The t e r r i b l e f a l l a c y t h a t man i s d e s i r a b l e 
And t h e r e ' s no escap ing i n t o t r u t h . The cr imes 
And c r u e l t i e s leave us long ing , and campaigning 
Love s t i l l p i t c h e s h i s t e n t of l i g h t among 
The suns ^nd moons 

I have suddenly co^ie 

Upon my h e a r t and where i t i s 1 see no he lp f o r . 2 4 

2h Venus Observed, a development over the p r i z e -

winning The Lady 's Not For Burning, t he re i s the atmosphere 

of f a l l as compared wi th the l a t t e r ' s sp r ing a i r . Never­

t h e l e s s , t h e same romantic enchantment p r e v a i l s . The 

name of the h e r o i n e , Pe rpe tua , i n d i c a t e s a romantic 

permanence. In the p l a y , A Phoenix too Frenuent.^vnamene-

note the v igo r »nd l i f e of the name-represents the 

romantic force t h a t t u rns from death u n t i l l i f e I t s e l f 

has been a s sayed . Dynamene a s s e r t s her r i g h t to romances 
T?ho a re they who th ink they can d i s c i p l i n e sou ls 

Right off the e^ rth*» What d i s c i p l i n e i s t h a t ? 
^ h r o r i s , love i s the only d i s c i p l i n e 
And w e ' r e the d i s c i p l e s of l o v e . 1 hold you t o tha t* 
Hold you, hold you*25 

The romantic na tu re of 

^e rpe tua , 

2 4 C h r i s t o p h e r Fry , The Lady's Not for Burning. 
op. c i t . , page 59 , 1 1 . 4 e t eeq . 

2 5 C h r i s t o p h e r Fry , A Phoenix Too Frequent , op. c i t . , 
page 6 8 , 11 .9 e t seq . 
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& combinat ion of B e a t r i c e 2 6 and Rose l ine ! 2 7 r e v e a l s 

the romantic e lements of E l i zabe than comedy* 

I ' v e come home to be home 
A p i g e o n ' s r e t u r n - j u s t so s imple , P o p p a d i l l o . 
I wanted to s tand where I f i r s t grew, and to have 
My r o o t s p.nd my branches a l l in one p lace t o g e t h e r . 
/aid t h a t ' s no c u r i o u s t h i n g . Here , swinging 
On my swing, wi th the A t l a n t i c fopm s t i l l r a c i n g 
Under ray e y e l i d s , I seem a t r e s t a l r e a d y . 
And so I s en t no word to say t h a t I was coming, 
because , In the sense t h a t means the most , 
I was here a l l the t ime . 8 

There , as in t h e eore 

of E l i zabe than conedy, i s the b r e a t h - t a k i n g a b i l i t y to 

r a i s e the fact, to the fancy and to m'ke both c r e d i b l e . 

The clowns, the tradesmen and the melancholy 

w i t s of Shakespeare , in p a r t i c u l a r , reduced, on 

occasion the imaginat ive t o the gr imly r e a l , 'Yhile 

Fry has no clovms as such , the c h a r a c t e r s he uses for 

t h i s Purpose d i f f e r in language and r a imen t , bu t n o t 

in thought . The worl t f i iness of Doto 2 ^, the 

The w i t t y ? vol ' t i l e heroine of Shakespeare ' s 
Much Ado About Nothing. 

7 R o s a l i n d , romantic i d e a l i s t of Shakespeare ' s 
As You Like I t . 

2 8 F r y , Venus Observed, London, Oxford P r e s s , 
1949, p . 87-28 

pQ 
' Doto, op. c i t , p . 23 
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unimaginat ive J e s s i e D i l l 3 0 , the " t h i s - w o r l d l y " 
O l o r ) 

Tappercoom , and the rock and s o i l of Nicholas 

a re equal c o u n t e r p a r t s of the E l izabe than a p p r e c i a t i o n 

of man's l e s s e r motives and h i s down- to -ee r thness . 

Together , they blend i n t o the p i c t u r e of z e s t f u l l i f e . 

The p i c t u r e s a r e made by i n d i v i d u a l s , no t f o r c e s , 

In the i n t r o d u c t i o n to t h i s t h e s i s , i t has 

been shown t h a t F ry ' s d e f i n i t i o n of comedy 3 3 r e V t e s 

s p e c i f i c a l l y to t r"gi -comedy. In t h i s , t o be p r e c i s e , 

the i n d i v i d u a l of ten confuses the u n i v e r s a l va lues in 

comedy f o r those In t r agedy , \no ther way of c u t t i n g 

the same th ing would be t o say t h a t in t ragi -comedy, 

the i n d i v i d u a l of ten p r e f e r s the u n i v e r s a l va lues 

(M's) of comedy t o e t e r n a l v a l u e s . This p e r i l o u s 

c l o s e s k i r t i n g in which the i n d i v i d u a l draws back a t 

the l a s t moment i s the essence of t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

deg ree . Vf c o u r s e , a l l comedy, wi th i t s c o n f l i c t , 

SQf ' raa t ica l wom^n in Venus Observed op . c i t e r e . 

3^Tappercoom, bored J u s t i c e in The. Lady's Mot 

3 2 N i c h o l a s , op c i t e r e , p . 23 

Refer to x i in the In t roduc t ion to t h i s t h e s i s 

file:///nother


REBIRTH OF RLIZADKTHAN COK̂ DY U "MY 34 

bears the i n c i p i e n t and p o t e n t i a l e lements of t r "gedy ; 

however, the s t r o n g e r the i n d i v i d u a l s in conedy, the 

more l i k e l y I t i s t h a t sharp and b i t t e r n o t e s w i l l i n t r u d e . 

The s t r o n g emphasis on the i n d i v i d u a l t h a t I s 

e n t e r t a i n e d by Fry ^nd t h a t was c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of 

E l izabe than dr -na r ende r s the elements of t ragedy in 

comedy more n o t i c e a b l e than in ?my o the r era of drama 

which may be S"id to be C h r i s t i a n , I t mty be we l l 

rem--rked t h a t the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y drama wi th I t s 

emphasis on s o c i a l s a t i r e i s more marked with t r a g i ­

comedy than the e n t i r e dramat ic output in Sng l i sh 

^Literature up to t h a t t ime . As Lewisohn s t a t e s * the 

drams , . , p a r a l l e l s the novel in i t s p reoccupat ion 

with s o c i a l p r o t e s t and with sex',' Typica l p lays 

which b^r^ the e x t e r n a l t r app ings of corni-tragedy " r e ! 

Mark R e e d ' s , Yes. My d a r l i n g Daughter . C l a i r e Soothe*s , 

IDlft 'fnmpn, Robert Sherwood's I d i o t ' s l>el ipht t Cl* ford 

O d e t ' s , Awake, and S ing . There a r e many, many, o t h e r s . 

The I n d i v i d u a l f i nds h imsel f in en un fo r tuna te p o s i t i o n 

as a r e s u l t of f ami ly , community or p o l i t i c a l problems 

^Ludwig Lewisohn, The Story, of ,'Vmerlcnn 
L i t e r a t u r e , -New York, r h e Modern L ib r a ry , xxxi-C^O, 
p , 605, 



REBIRTH OF KLIZABBTHAN COMEDY L\' FRY 3ft 

and p r o t e s t s , The world of r e a l i t y i s an ugly p lace 

opera ted by f u t i l e humanity, '-'hen the i nd iv idua l •o-ies 

ou t " a l l r i g h t " in the modern comedy, i t i s u s u a l l y the 

r e s u l t of a c c i d e n t . In C l a i r e B o o t h e ' s , The Somen, the 

feminine i s p r e s e n t e d as being a force of s c a n d a l , 

p « r j u r i e s , l u s t and v i c i o u s n e s s . Although the h e r o i n e , 

through no w i l l power and v i r t u e of he r own, is r e s t o r e d 

to her p o s i t i o n as a w i f e , t he r e i s the imnression l e f t t h a t 

t h i s happy ending i s no t the u s u a l . Jh o the r words, in 

comedy, the hero o r he ro ine of the t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry 

cannot hope, a s an I n d i v i d u a l , to g a i n , through h i s 

own e f f o r t s , e i t h e r temporal or e t e r n a l happ iness . 

This i s n o t the case in El izabe than comedy, 

nor in t h a t of F r y . The I n d i v i d u a l , a f r ee e n t i t y 

insofa r a s having the powers fo r choosing good o r e v i l , 

i s r e s p o n s i b l e f o r , d e s p i t e c l e v e r l y arranged a c c i d e n t s , 

h i s own h a p p i n e s s . Adu l t e ry , f o r n i c a t i o n m d love 

based on a u t i l i t a r i a n b a s i s do no t p rospe r with t h e s e . 

In R e s t o r a t i o n drama, and commencing wi th Shaw's 

ffrsP b a r r e n ' s r r p f e q a i o n , through twen t i e th cen tu ry coraedy, 

these unp leasan t elements do p rospe r . 

i t i s a f a i r s ta tement t h ^ t mo'ern t r a g i ­

comedy i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a t u rn ing a s i d e , more by 

a c c i d e n t , from m a t e r i a l d i s a s t e r and phys ica l dea th . 
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•Mi i s a l s o a f a i r s t a t e m e n t , "nd a necessa ry one, t h a t 

E l izabe than comedy d i f f e r s from o ther comedy on the 

b a s i s of the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y p laced on the i n d i v i d u a l 

f o r the achievement of temporal -nd u l t i m a t e happ ines s . 
l?hat, t h e n , of E l i zabe than tragi-coiaedy? 

In L y l y ' s Campaspe, before c i t e d , the elements of 

t ragedy loom s i g n i f i c a n t l y . . 'hile Alexander nuts a s i d e 

h i s love fo r h i s d u t y , t h e r e a re occasions when h i s w i l l , 

l i k e Tamburlaine toward Zenocra te , i s on the po in t of 

being enforced." At the ,.ast moment, vrhen the balances 

swing p e r i l o u s l y toward e v i l , Alexander chooses r i g h t l y * 
w I pe roe ive Alexander cannot subdue the a f f e c t i o n s of men, 

though I conouer t h e i r c o u n t r i e s . . , . » , i t were a shame 

Alexander should d e s i r e to command the wor ld , i f he could 

not command himself.1*3 5 

In Venus Observed. F r y ' s The Duke of A i t a i r , an 

e l d e r l y noble i s des ign ing to marry -^erpetu", daughter 

of h i s a g e n t , Reedbeck. Perpetua i s going to y i e l d her 

love to the Duke In order to a tone for he r f a t h e r ' s 

d i shones ty t o h i e employer. Meanwhile, the Duke i s 

aware t h a t Reedbeck has been d i s h o n e s t . He i s a l s o 

aware t h a t ^erpe tua i s s a c r i f i c i n g her love for h i s 

3 5 John Lyly, CampaspeT V, i v , 11,141 f f , 
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son , the you th fu l Edgr.r, Xh the many dark moments in 

which, he w i l l s to accep t e v i l means fo r secur ing h i s 

d e s i r e , the mant le of tragi-coniedy t h r e a t e n s to cover 

the a c t i o n . . "t the p r e c i s e moment he avoids the abyss 

of e v i l by acknowledging and renunc lo t Ing* 

I seem to have come to the end of myself 
Sooner than I expected, "So t h e r e ' s to be 
No cl imax and adorable c lose 
" ' i th ego agori is tes crowned and smil ing? 
The s t r a n g e charm of being a l i v e breaks off 
Abrupt ly, wi th no th ing determined, no th ing so lved , 
No a b s o l u t e any th ing . I thought t h i s time 
The.ends of the r i n g would J o i n . But , no , 
I 'm ba c k among :the f ragments ,"6 

In a d d i t i o n to t h e a l r eady-no ted H i s to ry of 

F r i a r Bacon and F r i a r Bungay. Robert Greene wrote another 

s t a r t l i n g t ragi -comedy. James the Four th . In h i s 

p a s s i o n a t e - d e s i r e for a v i r t u o u s duchess , Janes of 

Scotland would d e s t r o y h i s w i fe , Dor©the*. The courage 

a n d - v i r t u e of both tu rn him as ide when, he would f i n a l l y 

commit himself, e n t i r e l y to the fo rces of e v i l f In sp i red 

by her l o f t y sent iraents on h i s behal f as when she pleads* 

"One s o u l e , one essence doth our weal© conta ins* ' ha t 

then e r a conquer him t h a t k i l l s not m e " , 3 7 J*mes bows 

in humi l i t y as he c r i e s : 

'• Chr i s topher Fry , Venus Observed, op. c i t . , 
p . 69 , l l . l S f f , 

37 * 
RhhFJT-t. Greenet-James the Fourth. JTX,i.1i, 

lines 88-86. 
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And prrdon, courteous queen, my great misdeed* 
And for assurance of mine a f t e r - l i f e , 
1 take r e l ig ious vowes before my God 
To honour her for wife.3s 

In Fry ' s The Lady's Not for Burning. Jennet , the 

heroine, Is the object of a witch-hunt, v/hen the flames 

from the stake th rea ten , she has the op or tuni ty of saving 

her l i f e by proffering her body. Jennet , the empir ic is t 

loves l i f e deeply and the pu l l on her i s d i f f i c u l t . 

You mean to give me a choice* 
To s leep with you, or tomorrow to sleep with my f a the r s , 
And i f i value the g i f t of l i f e , 
"/hich, dear heaven, 1 do, I can scarcely r e f u s e . 3 y 

Then, from within 

herself she finds the s t rength to reconcile herself to 

the good* 

tfhat is deep, as love is deep, I'll have 
deeply, What Is good, as love is good 
I'11 have well................ 

the least 
I can do is to fill the curled shell of the world 
With human deep sea sound, and hold it to 
the ear of God, until he has appetite 
To taste our salt sorrow on his lips. ° 

This passage also 

Indicates the essential philosophy of life of Fry as well 

as that of the Sliaabethans. 

'fhlle the elements of tragl-comedy marked the 

^Ibidlum, V, vi, lines 1F.5-1B9. 

39Fry, The Lady's Not For Burning, p. 83. 

Ibidium, page 85-passim. 
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majority of Shakespeare's p lays , i t i s most heavy in 

A l l ' s Well tha t Bnds 'ffellf the narrow escape from d i s a s t e r 

in Measure for Measure and the cynical ruid a a t l r i c Tro i lu s 

and CressIda. As an example of h i s tragl-cooedy elements, 

perhaps the Merchant of Venice Is most r ep le t e with the 

potent ia l of tragedy. An excel lent short summary indeed 

i s t ha t of Edith Sitwell* 

This seems to the reader l ike two p lays , 
loosely bound together . 'Vh^t i s the connecting 
l ink? A golden wall of beaut i fu l , hea l th fu l , 
laughing beings against which an image of 
d i s a s t e r creeps'*^! 

The great conf l ic t ing 

forces are* f i r s t , the sheer hate in the character of 

Shylock and the char i ty of P o r t i a , The force of hate t ha t 

threatened to destroy Antonio and Shylock h i se l f was 

expressed In* "The v i l l a i n y you teach me 1 w i l l execute, 

and i t sha l l go hard but I w i l l be t t e r the i n s t r u c t i o n , " 4 2 

Through the power of P o r t i a ' s love, the damning revenge 

meditated by Shylock i s turned as ide -a t the l a s t moment. 

The supreme vehicle for tregl-coi iedy has been l e f t to 
43 Fry's A Sleep of Pr i soners . The four cha rac te r s . 

Private David King, Private -t'eter Able, Pr iva te Tim 

4 1Kdith S i twe l l , A Notebook on V/illlam Shakesperre, 
London, %c Millan, 1948, x i i -233 p . page 194, 

Wi l l i am Shakesneare, The Merchant of v e n i c e , I U , j , 
43 

Christopher r r y , A Sleep of "r lsonerg, London, 
Oxford University ? r e s s , 1951, '51 p . 
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Meadows -md Corpora l Joe Adams re v i c t i m s of the enemies 

of raankind-the v i c e s t h a t a s s a i l the s i n f u l n ' t u r e of man. 

The church , in which the p lay u n f o l d s , r e p r e s e n t s the 

v i r t u e s t h a t man has a t h i s command f o r h i s own s a l v a t i o n . 

David, t h e man of v io l ence i s enraged by h i s f r i e n d P e t e r ' s 

cheer fu lness and easy-going n ^ ' u r e . In h i s dream, ^avid 

cons iders t h a t he has done to P e t e r what C-in d id to Abel. 

As the cu r se of f r a t r i c i d e f a l l s on him, as 

David, he f i n d s t h a t he has broken h i s own h e a r t when the 

r e v o l t i n g "bsolom i s s l a i n . In h i s dream he then becomes 

Abraham "nd o f f e r s up Isaac in s a c r i f i c e . The harmless 

and innocent son i s saved by God, In t h i s dream Isaac i s 

P e t e r . These dreams a re merely the technique of showing 

how David has w i th in himself fo rces of good whLch f i n a l l y 

defeat h i s v i o l e n c e . 

The C o r p o r a l , -^eter, and David find themselves 

as Abednego, Meshach, and Shadrach who going through the 

c l a s s i c a l t r i a l of f i r e f ind t h a t they a r e n o t de s t royed , 

Tim Meadows, the f o u r t h s o l d i e r , a c t s a s the prophet who 

revea l s the powers man can r e l y on to l i v e the good l i f e . 

Not only does F ry , as the Slis&abethans, t r ead the t h i n l i n e 

between comedy and t r agedy ; no t only does he use the same 

q u a l i t i e s , love and mercy, to keep man from the chasm of 

e v i l , but he develops a d o c t r i n e , a d o c t r i n e which may w e l l 
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be c a l l e d the d o c t r i n e of the p r e c i s e moment-tho l i n e oi? 

r e s t r a i n t . At the time when i t seems as though they 

must be consumed by t h e i r v i c e s ; " t the i n s t a n t t h a t t he 

bodies a re p a s s i n g over the d iv ide i n t o the land of the 

un repen tan t , the f i r e r e e l s back. The fo l lowing d ia logue 

p re sen t s F r y ' s p o i r t of v i e w * ^ 

Adams* . . . . . . . ' Y h o a re you? 

Meadows * &anj 

Adams* Under vhat command? 

Meadows * God's 

Adams* May we come through? 

Meadows* I f you h^ve the pa t i ence and the l o v e . 

David* Under t h i s f i r e ? 

Meadows* Vei l , t hen , the honesty 

Adams* <?hat honesty'*1 

Keadows* Not to say we do a t h i n g 
For a l l men's sake when we do i t only f o r our own. 
*nd aulck eyes to see where e v i l i s . ' . 'hile any Is 
our own 4 S 

t~e sounrt f i n e words unsoundly. 
Not only does s a l v a t i o n 

r e s t on the p a t i e n c e and love necessa ry to ke^n e a r t h l y 

Not only F r y ' s po in t of view, but the view t h a t 
he feels" i s t he one t h a t each i n d i v i d u a l must have to I ' v e 
n meaningful l i f e . 

A c 3 

Chr i s tophe r Fry , A Sleep of P r i s o n e r s , o:>. c i t e r e , 
page 46 pass im. 
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des i r e from c o n f l i c t i n g wi th h igher v a l u e s , but the 

s ec r e t l i e s in the p r e c i s e moment, when man, a r a t i o n a l 

being, draws back* 

David* So he lp me, in 
The s t r e s s of t h i s furnace 1 can see 
To be s t r o n g beyond a l l a c t i o n i s the s t r e n g t h 
To h a v e . 4 6 

Macbeth lacked the f o r ­

bearance; h i s time of g r e a t e s t s t r e n g t h should have been 

tha t a n t i - a c t which would have s tayed h i s hand in the 

murder of Duncan. The g r e a t e s t s t r e n g t h was t h e love of 

P o r t i a , the fo rce w i th in her t h a t he ld back a t r a g i c even t . 

But l i t t l e has been w r i t t e n concerning the c o n t e n t 

of F r y ' s p l a y s ; a s s t a t e d b e f o r e , the ma jo r i ty of a r t i c l e s 

concern themselves with* f i r s t , the audience r e c e p t i o n of 

his p l a y s ; second, h i s w r i t i n g t echn iques . There a r e a 

few worthy of n o t e , however, on h i s m a t t e r . In so fa r as 

Fry i s concerned, s u f f i c i e n t t r e a t a e n t has been given to 

his idea of comedy as " e t e r n i t y in i moment" which 

treatment has been considered to r e f e r t o t h i s t h e s i s ' 

doc t r ine of the " p r e c i s e moment." 

W, A, Dar l ing ton w r i t e s t ha t* 

^ T b l d l u m , page 4 7 . 
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One important q u a l i t y he seems so f a r to 
l a c k - m - r r a t i v e power. He i s c o n t e n t with l i t t l e 
p l o t , rnd i s no t even g r e a t l y concerned to m--, e 
the bes t of what he has . In "Venus Observed", 
f o r i n s t a n c e , the a c t i o n concerns I t s e l f wi th 
a duke, who, i n t end ing to rmrry one of h i s 
t h r ee e x - m i s t r e s s e s , and not c a r i n g vh ich , 
f i n d ' s h imsel f of h i s s o n ' s r i v a l fo r the 
hand of the fou r th l ady , whereupon one of 
the ex -mi s t r e s se s burns down h i s c a s t l e , so 
he mar r ies h e r , ^ ? 

This i s an e n t i r e l y 

erroneous concept ion of Fry and betokens a lack of 

app rec i a t i on of h i s E l izabe than b e n t . Ventts Observed 

concerns i t s e l f wi th the same s t r e n g t h beyond ? l l 

ac t ion t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e d A Sleep, of P r i s o n e r s , By 

t h i s sav ing choice in the hour of p e r i l , the Duke 

brought h i s sou l s a f e l y through and enabled Perpe tua 

to achieve her r e a l l o v e . 

D & P.M. F i t z g e r a l d s t a t e s t h a t "Poet ry of 
the a m p l i f i c a t i o n k i n d , which sp ins the thought 
out r a t h e r t h i n , . . . a f f l i c t e d the E l i z a b e t h a n s , 
so t h a t i t i s in t h i s way and no o the r t h a t 
Fry resembles them.48 

*ry resembles them in 

many ways, bu t p a r t i c u l a r l y in t h i s s e c t i o n i t has been 

shown t h a t he resembles them in t h e i r blend of comedy. 

The fo l lowing s t a t emen t goes c l o s e r to the t r u t h i 

*7w#A,Darlington,"London b e t t e r " , a r t i c l e in 
The New York Times of America, (no number) , i s sue of 
Sunday, February 12, lpr>n, p-ge X-3, c o l . 1 . , ©t. seoue 

487 D, # P .F . F i t z g e r a l d , on. c i t e r e , 75.7,, c o l . 
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"Fry c a r r i e s echoes of n^ay Poets-moderns l i ke 

Kliot , 19th century row n t i c s l i k e Keatsj but h is 

deepest echoes go further* to the poetic dramatis ts 

of the "l izabethan age*, /oiae of the words he pute In 

Thomas Tendip's mouth sound l ike Hamlet in the ""orest 

of "irdcn, or a most un-melancholy Jacques, 

IUA» Scott-James considers tha t in fry, "there 

Is a r i s i n g dramatiat who has a r e a l understanding of 

nun's varied s t a t e , a creature for the joys of ear th and 

the reward of heaven* a creature of temporal time and 

one f o r - e t e r n i t y . As y e t , there has been no e f for t 

te trace the elements of comedy in Fry on an academic 

basis . The f i n a l t e s t , a t the present stage of 

development in t h i s playwright must be on the tex tua l 

cojap' r lson of his works with the "vlisabethans, (James 

M ŝon Brown claims tha t Fry 's a r t lacks the sweet 

simplic Lty of the olti moral i ty p l a y § 6 i the answer i s 

4^T^^^^x!AJ^atujCor_^iEninj: '% in *£Jmf op, 
c i tere x v l i i " introduct ion", 

6OR#<\,3cotWam©0f "Christopher Fry ' s Noetic 
^rama", Ifati n . Cno volume), no, 7 1 , p.SLO "f , issue ^f 
^ t . 7, I960. 

61JaE»s reason **rown. "Christopher Fry", a r t i c l e 
in the New Republic of \merlca, no. 123, issue of 
November, 2Wt I960, p . 82 e t . sen. 

file:///merlca


REBIRTH OF ELIZABETH .N COI-KDY IN FRY 45 

tha t the E l i z a b e t h a n s , coinmen"tng -vith Try and ending 

with Dekker, developed what was comedy in these pl ' iys 

to the high a r t of the t ime . This Jv'gh a r t I s r ecap tu red 

in t h i s twen t i e th cen tury by ^ h r i s t o p h e r F ry . In summing 

up t h i s second s e c t i o n , which of n e c e s s i t y was longer than 

the f i r s t and longer than those t o fo l low, the ques t ion 

as to the r e b i r t h of E l izabe than coraedy in Fry r e s t s upon 

t e x t u a l comp-'risions fo r the most p a r t . 

Comedy i s defined as the c o n f l i c t for temporal 

happiness , Involving money, marr iage -nd mrnnerc. -H h"s 

i t s u n i v e r s a l laws , which, however, nerd not always 

triumph. The common ground fo r Fry and the E l i zabe thans 

r e s t s on the z e s t of t h i s c o n f l i c t and the e s s e n t i a l moral 

s tandards by which the c o n f l i c t was waged. E t e r n a l v~.lu.es 

are always p r e s e n t ; in f a c t , they loom so important t h a t the 

element of t ragi-comedy i s c r u c i a l , 

±t i s a s s e r t e d t h a t try has developed the d o c t r i n e 

of the " p r e c i s e moment" in t r ag i -conody to a h igh de; ; ree. 

I t Is t h a t moment a t which the s t r u g g l e for e a r t h l y 

mat ters muat y i e l d to the p o s s i b l e damnation of the 

human sou l , -"-t i s aver red t h a t I t i s important to no te 

tha t in both E l izabe than Comedy and in t h a t of Fry t h a t 

i t i s C h r i s t i a n in concept as 1B t h e i r t r agedy . 

Audience a p p r e c i a t i o n i s no t the c r i t e r i a for 

http://v~.lu.es
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the cor rec t evaluation of t h i s comedy insofar as content 

is concerned, A careful academic comp'-rison is necessary 

pnd v i t a l . As th i s time no c r i t i c has published such rn 

academic comparison. 



SECTION ONE 

CONTENT 

CHAPTER THREE 

RBDTRTR OF ELIZABETHAN DE^TH AND 
DECAY IN FRY 

*«mong the diverse elements of the Elizabethan 

era were such d i s t r ac t ions as war with the I r i s h , the 

Spanish \rmada, re l ig ious controversy between Catholic 

and Pro tes tan t , Protestant and Pro tes tan t , Chris t ian 

against pagan, lovely sonnets from Shakespeare, and 

Sidney, word music and paint ing by Spenser, p o l i t i c a l , 

clashes withLn England, the execution of % r y , Queen 

of the r>cots, explorations to ^11 par ts of the new 

world-in fac t a resurgence of action in a l l f ie ld of 

human endeavor. Together with the s p i r i t tha t made 

them glad to l ive commingled disease and death from 

poor s an i t a t i on , i l l n e s s , war and maritime hazards* 

The average age for the period was some thir ty-two 

years, Mi l i e the l i f e of the Anglo-Saxon and Norman 

period was melancholic and shor t ; tha t of the 

Elizabethan was more joyous and adventurous-but equally 

short . 

file:///rmada


REBIRTH OF ELIZABETHAN DEIllT AND DECAY LY FRY 48 

E l i zabe than drama r e f i n e d and developed the 

mora l i ty and mystery p l a y - t h e s e d e a l t p r i m a r i l y with 

the I n e v i t a b i l i t y of p h y s i c a l dea th ' nd the t h r e a t of 

s p i r i t u a l a n n i h i l a t i o n . Even with the comic g e s t u r e s , 

l i f e was p r i m a r i l y a s h o r t span of t r i a l on t h i s e a r t h 

in p r e p a r a t i o n f o r the n e x t . The E l i zabe thans improved 

on these ideas in two waysj they made l i f e on t h i s e a r t h 

worth l i v i n g in i t s e l f f and they a l s o acqui red the a b i l i t y 

to concern themselves wi th the temporal world as we l l a s 

express ing v i t a l concern with t h e i r u l t ima t e end. The 

way In which they were ab le to do t h i s was to in t roduce 

a t r a g i c n o t e i n t o temporal a f f a i r s , and a l i g h t note 

a long wi th t h e i r acceptance of e t e r n a l a f f a i r s . Thus, 

they could d i s c u s s l i f e and d e a t h in the same sentence 

wi thout any Incong ru i t y , 

Fur thermore , wi th t h e l e s s e n i n g inf luence of 

the Ca tho l i c Church i|ji England, men found h i s own 

support a weak and u n c e r t a i n one, with the power of 

Rome to encourage him in h i s p e r i l - l a d e n l i f e , the 

p re -E l i zabe thans gave l i f e what they had, and what 

they gave was tremendousj i t was more of ten n o t 

enough, £*ut i t was always enough to make l i f e , in 

the f i n a l a n a l y s i s , something worthwhile c l i n g i n g t o , 

J aques , d e s p i t e h i s melancholy complaints i s con ten t 
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to s tay and ac t the £ thing tlirough to i t s en>V', In ills 

weaker moments, he sees that* 

All the world 's a stage 
And a l l the men and won en merexy p layers ; 
They have t h e i r ex i s t s and t h e i r e n t r a n c e s , . . 

Last scene of a l l , 
That ends t h i s strange eventful h i s to ry , 
Is second chi ldishness and mere obl ivion, 
Sans t e e t h , sans eyes, sans t a s t e , sans everything. 

.Protestant or Cathol ic , the Elizabethan®, as a 

whole, had a very grea t fe- r of he l l -»nd the f ina l judgment* 

How much they had is well s ta ted in ChakebpeareV Homlflt. 

The Earl of Warwick in Henry the 3 ix th t i a r t 1-1, spoke 

the true philosophy of the Elizabethan, «e Aived Ms 3 if «* 

to the utmost; he tas ted the joy of power, the t h r i l l 

and horror of b ^ t t l e j he experienced true and i l l i c i t 

love; he savoured of the Joys of walks, p-rks ana 

manors-he l e f t l i f e r e luc t an t ly , but in f u l l knowledge 

of the inevi table d issolu t ion of the corporeal bodyJ 

Lof now my glory smeared in dust and blood! 
My p - r k s , my walks, my manor® tha t 1 had, 
liven now forsake mej and of a l l my I'-nds 
Is nothing l e f t me but ray body's length! 
VhyJ what i s pomp, r u l e , reign but ear th and EnstV 
«*n&, l i v e we how wo can, yet die we must45 

*et , the oar t " l ive 

how we can" Is as vital a part of the speech a« "y®t 

*illlam Shakespeare, As Ypu &ike it, II, vii, 
11, 13Pff. 

2Chakespeare, ̂ enry VI, Part Three, v, ii,pff, 
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die we must". 

For sheer in t ens i ty of the death, r o t and horror 

of m°n's short and turbulent span, Webster is the most 

s t r ik ing of the Elizabethan l i f e and death theme. His 

three grea t playsj The ffhite Devil , The Duchess of Halfi 

and .tpnlus and Virginia^ reek with murder, desi re for 

l i f e , i n t ens i ty of passion, revenge, kindness, and over­

a l l , the never absent smell of dungeon, j a i l , blood and 

ro t t ing corpses, Tebster has, however, a more sombre 

'outlook toward temporal l i f e than his contemporaries. 

These were wri t ten by John ".Tebster (1575-1624) 
in the ear ly decade of the 17th century. 
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In the comedies of t h a t e r a , t h e r e i s the heavy 

s p r i n k l i n g , o f g e r i a t r i c thought a long with love and 

romance s 

Bndy»ion? What do I here? What, a gray beard , 
hollow eyes , wi thered body, decayed limbs and a l l 
in one J tnigh£, 

...Thy name l do remember by sound, but 
thy fayor •*• do n o t y e t c a l l to mind5 only d iv ine 
Cynthia^ to whom t ime , f o r t u n e , d e s t i n y , and death 
a r e s u b j e c t , I see and remember and in a l l humi l i t y 
,1 r ega rd and r e v e r e n c e , 4 

While death had a sober ing 

e f fec t on them, the E l izabe thans l o s t l i t t l e time in 

Sowing back to t h e i r world of r e a l i t y } the thought i s 

e x c e l l e n t l y expressed i n : 

0 man, t h i s was the ghos t of the poor man t h a t 
they kept such a c o i l to bury; and t h a t makes him 
t o h e l p the wandering kn igh t so much. But come, 
l e t us i n , tfe w i l l have a cup of a l e and a t o a s t 
t h i s morning, and so d e p a r t . 5 

The same deep f e e l i n g fo r 

death but the n e c e s s i t y for c a r r y i n g out to i t s f u l l 

the ? temporal l i f e i s noted i n : 

Lambert: Conten t , keeper5 send her unto u s . 
'fhy, S e r l s b y . i s the wife so l a t e l y dead, 
Are a l l ,thjg, *°ves so l i g h t l y passed over . 
As thou c a n s t wed before the year be out* 

i n " 1 1 ' ' • " ' ' — — — * 

4John Lyly, Undymion, The Man in the Moon, V,i,47ff 

5George Peele, The Old Wives Tale, line 910-914, 
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Eer lby : I l i v e n o t , Lambert, t o c o n t e n t the dead, 
Nor was l wedded bu t fo r l i f e to her} 
The gr&ve ends and begins a marr ied s t a t e , 6 

The sudden b u r s t i n g i n t o bloom of l i f e and. i t s t ak ing 

away, i t s dea th were expressed by E l i zabe thans g e n e r a l l y , 

but i t remained f o r Shakespeare t o show the d i f f e r e n t 

aspec ts of t he thought . He turned i t toward love* 

0 , how t h i s sp r i ng of love resemble th 
The u n c e r t a i n g l o r y of an A p r i l day , 
'fhich now shuws a l l the beauty of the sun , 
And oye and bye a ©loud t akes a l l away. ' 

- - • -to Measure For M e a g r e . 

Shakespeare, through t h e Duke, d e l i v e r s the t r i a l s of 

l i f e and the e v e r - p r e s e n t f e a r of the i n e v i t a b l e - d e a t h s 

Be a b s o l u t e fo r death} e i t h e r dea th or l i f e 
S h a l l t he reby be the swee te r . Reason thus with 
L i f e : 
I f I do l o s e t h e e , I do lose a t h ing 
That none bu t foo l s would keep} a b r e - t h thou a r t , 
• • Thoxi a r t by no means v a l i a n t 
For thou d o s t f e a r the s o f t and t ender fork of a 
poor worm. 

Thou h a s t nor youth 
nor age , 
Thou h a s t n e i t h e r h e a t , a f f e c t i o n , l imb nor 
Beauty, 
To make thy r i c h e s p r e s e n t , ' h a t ' s ye t in t h i s 
That bears the name of l i f e ? Yet in t h i s l i f e 
T i e h i d more thousand d e a t h s : ye t dea th we f e a r , 
That makes these odds a l l even® 

# i l l i a m Shakespeare , TJCO Gentlemen from Verona, 
I , i l l , 65ff . 

8 
I b i d , Keasure f o r MeasureT I I I , 1 , 7-28 pass im. 
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to which Claudio r e p l i e s : 

" to sue to l i v e , I f ind 1 seek to d i e , ;-nd seeking d e a t h , 

f i i d l i f e i l e t i t coae on ' 1 , 9 

Even in l i f e ' s b r i g h t e s t 

moments, the knowledge of the decay of t h i s world i s a t 

hand: 

How sweet the moonlight s i t s u~-on t h i s b^if:! 
Here w i l l we s i t and l e t the sounds of music 
Creep in our e r s ; so f t s t i l l n e s s a id the :iirrht 
Becomes the touches of sweet harmony, 
>it J e s s i c a , Look how the f l o o r of heave,! 
I s th ick i n l a i d wi th b r i g h t p a t i n e s of gold 

But w h i l s t t h i s muddy ves tu re of decay -i^ 

Doth g r o s s l y c l o s e i t i n , we cannot he i t , " 

Fry w r i t e s in t h i s 

t r a d i t i o n . 

F r y ' s most p e r s i s t e n t and most moving theme i s the 

pe roe tua l d ia logue between des:> i r ' nd hope, the dea th 
11 wish, ?m^ the l i f e u r g e . The Lady's Not For burn ing , 

in p a r t i c u l a r i s r e p J e t e ( ' i th the theme developec' in t h i s 

c h a p t e r . 

J u s t sec ne 
I s I am, me l i k e a perambulat ing 
Vegetable , patched i-ith inconse'-ni >n t ' a l 
H a i r , looking out of two small j e l l i e s fo r the means 

9 IbLd , l i n e s 33-36 , 

^ " B i g - L a d y ' s Njt ?or bu rn ing" . o.;. c i t e r e , x v i i i 
of I n t r o d u c t i o n , ^Kage; 4 8 , c o l , 2 , of t h a t i ssue of Time. 

Ibidium. --
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Of life, and balanced on folding bones., 

I defend myself against pain and death by pain 
And death, and make the world go round 
They tell me by one of my less leth;-l appetites-
Half of this grotesque life I spend in a state 
Of slow decomposition using 
The name of unconsidered God as a pedestal 
On which i stand and bray that I am best 
Of beasts, until, under some patient 
Moon or other, 4--fall to pieces, like 
A cake of dung. 

Jennet, representing the love, appreciation and 

desire for temporal life, plthough realizing its draw­

backs, replies to Thomas: 

By a quirk 
Of unastonished nature,:your obscene 
Decaying figure of vegetable fun 
Can drag upon a woman's heart, as though , 
Heaven were dragging up the roots"of"hell," 

You may be decay 
And a platitude of flesh, «• _^ 
But I have no other such memory of life.1,3 

/ithin each 

individual , then, there comes the answer to the 

determinism of l i f e - t h a t l i f e must cease- that l i f e , as 

i t i s , Is v i t a l l y worth considering., Even Thomas. 

recognises the paradox of l i f e and death as r e a l , 

"B©dyV You ca lcu la t ing piece of c l ay" 1 4 "Clay" and 

Fry ' s The Lady s Not For Burning, p . r>£, passim, 
This section of the dialogue i s by Thomas to Jennet and 
represents two aspects rf an Individual in his thoughts of 
l i fe as they intermingle a t the one time 

^ ^ T , The Lady's Not For Burning, op. c i t . , p . 58, 
14 

Ib id . p . 1. 
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" c a l c u l a t i n g " r e p r e s e n t a t once r e a l c o e x i s t i n g opoos i tesJ 

That same "would-be-scep t ic" f Inds himself unable 

to escape the v i t a l i z i n g f a c t of l i v i n g , f o r , while l i k e n ­

ing himsel f to the blackened, b l a s t e d and c h i l l e d preserved 

f lower-death and l i f e - he , d i s g u s t i n g l y enough must admit* 
15 " I b r e a t h e , I e p i t , I am." «Vhile saying on the one hand* 

"take no n o t i c e " , in the nex t minute , he s t a t e s , wonderous-

l y , " I ' l l j u s t nod in a t the window., l i k e a r o s e , " 1 

Despite the ultra-gloomy view of death and decay, Thomas 

cannot avoid the words of joyous life} "laugh," "spring 
17 

s u n l i g h t " , "hope" and "a lways" . 

J-t remained fo r Margaret in the Lady's, Not For 

fturnifig to speak the i n t e g r a t e d view of l i f e . She h-.s 

a b e l i e f t h a t God runs the un ive r se w e l l ; t h a t th ings 

come a t the proper t i . ie -md p l a c e . A t i s for humanity 

to accept the sp r ing rnd autumn-youth and age in the 
proper p e r s p e c t i v e . 

Margaret* Oh n o . I hfive always been sure 
That when i t cones i t w i l l come in the autumnI the 
Day of Judgment) 
Heaven, i am q u i t e s u r e , wouldn ' t d i s appo in t 
The b u l b s . 1 8 

^ I b l d , p . 4 
16 

I b i d , p . 4 
: Ib id 

18 ̂ y » The L y i y ' s Hot For Burning, p . 32 . 
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In the s t e m , u n y i e l d i n g . The F l r r t Born. 'Vy 

Vkes on the no te of Vebster, JWrlo^e "nd a "ha1 on ^ T O 

in h i s da ^ e r mood, Tt i s r.ot the death of fir" i l i t y "nf1 

f r u s t r a t i o n but the dea th from v i o l e n t . Toco -ct the 

checkcr-bo^rd landscapes 

»*y blond hear"*" my Moo'1 weoT,in*; 
7' r o**f i r * e the swinni r of fe> * un e r th •> sr-' f 
The sobbing -<t n i r h t belov the gnrden. " h< " 
l»:y blood weeding**9 

For Moses, as shown before, 

the trfige' y i s the w i l l to live* and s t r u g g l e to f u l f i l ? a 

dest iny In l i f e j but t h a t f u l f i l l m e n t w i l l r e q u i r e t h a t to 

"be s t r ong beyond a l l a c t i on in the s t r e n g t h to h' v e " 2 0 . 

Because n e i t h e r &osa&, nor l e t l have t h a t s t r e n g t h , <\c < th 

and decsy r e r u l t . 

Yet , Mosen, In h i s sanes t moment speaks the t rue 

worth of mm °nd l i f e , E?d he held to the ide of I iv !n;-

to thp utmost ir. - , r t r e c i ~I n of the th^'ngn of th in wor ld , 

while va lu ing those of the n e x t , the need f o r dea th by 

violence would have be«»n obviated* 

I t i s the i n d i v i d u a l nan 
"a hi.* Ind iv idua l freedom who e n mature 
" I t h h i s warm s > i r l t the unr ipe world'- ' 

1 8 r , ry» The ' t r s t , : o rn . op, c i t . , a. : 3 . 
2 0 " > y , aiJBJCuaiL 'rjsn.torri, op, c i t , , p , 47 , 
S I I r y , The F i r s t Born, op, c i t e r e , p , 17 , 
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toother way of making t h i s 

po in t i s to cons ide r t h a t Hebraic inf luence vhtch makes 

e l l t h i s world s i n and magnif ies out of p ropor t ion 

" s t r i c t n e s s of consc ience" as opposed to the He l len ic 

conception of l i f e adontcd by both the "Elizabethans and 

Fry, In t h i s l e t t e r , the appeal i s to both mind and 

h e a r t - " spon t ane i t y of c o n s c i o u s n e s s " . 2 2 

Rameses, the v ic t im of G e t i , who had no concern 

for the nex t world and of Moses who had l i t t l e concern for 

t h i s , r e p r e s e n t s , in h i s L i d i v i d u a l i t y , the s a n i t y and 

propor t ion t h a t con see tho need for a c t i o n and a l so t h a t 

of r e s t r a i n t from ac t ion* 

\ f r a i d , why should I be? The sweet p a r t of the 
w o r l d ' s over , but t h a t ' s n o t h i n g , i t h 'd to go . 
My mind had l u t e s and harps and nodding musicians 
who drowned my days with c a s u a l t u n e s . They have 
been ray voice r a i s e d in dea th ly qu i e t . 1 - 3 

I'hen, f ac ing d e a t h , but 

having enjoyed l i f e , he showed a w i l l i n g n e s s to make an 

adventure of d i s s o l u t i o n * 

" T h e terms " s t r i c t n e s s of conscience" • nd 
" spon tane i ty of consc iousness" "ire from I-'atthev rno l r - ' s 
Cul ture .nd Anarchy. The chap te r e s p e c i a l l y : pp l i c ab l e to 
t h i s theme i s "Webx* ism • n^ He l l ln i sm" . In The Fj rBt Born. 
Moses r e p r e s e n t s "Hebraism" and Hameses, '1He'llinism". The 
l a t t e r took a more harmonious view of l i f e in i t s t o t ~ l 
" spec to . 

F ry , The F i r s t Porn, op. c i t . , pare 96, 

file:///fraid
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, , . , , . , '\nd we have to enac t a d a y l i g h t 
For t h i s unsuspec t ing beauty . How easy i s t h a t ? 
'Veil , f o r t he s t a i r s , then . ' ' e ' l l meet h e r . " 4 

in A Phoenix Too Frequent , Doto i s another of 

F r y ' s i n d i v i d u a l s who can a p p r e c i a t e dea th , enjoy l i f e a 

f e e l , ' t h a t i t I s a l l worth whiles 

Yes, I 'm s u r e . But never mind, mnd-im, 
I t seemed o u i l c l i v e l y then . •'Xnd. now I kno^ 
I t ' s what you say* l i f e i s more than a bed 
Arid f u l l of mi rac les and mys te r ies l i k e 
One man made fo r a woman, e t c e r a , e t c e t e r a . 
Lovely. I f e e l sung, madam by a ba r i tone 
In mixed,company with everybody p leaeed, 
vnd so I La.d to cone with you h e r e , i r d r r . , 

For the l a s t sad chorus of me. I t ' s "11 
i|Tresh to me. Dea th ' s a new i n t e r e s t in l i f e , 
I f I t d o e s n ' t d i s t u r b you, madam, to have me 
c r y i n g , J-t't> oecause o£ us no t having 
"breakfast a g " i n . 'And t h g r m a s t e r , of cou r se , 
/vnd the b e a u t i f u l wor ld , " 0 

Doto i s c a r e f u l to 

s epa ra t e the l i v e l i n e s s proper to wordly ma t t e r s from 

the s e r i o u s n e s s a t the p o i n t of deaths "Be c a r e f u l of 

the crumbd, "«*e d o n ' t want a l o t of s q u e ^ I n j ; mien j u s t 

when we ' re dy ing . " 

In F r y ' s Venus Observed, with i t s autumnal 

note o?.7 a man's l i f e , the Duke re fu ted the idea t h a t in 

2 4 I b i d , , pat-e 07, 

26Fry, A Phoenix Too Frequent, p. 13 

26Ibid,, p, 19. 
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(because of age) the not-too-far-future a man must put 

aside the spirit of zest, love and adventure; he winces 

at the thought that he should: 

. i ! So, Rosabel believes when the cold spell cones 
And we're compelled to enter this draughty time., 
^nd'we know we're in for the drifting of the fall, 
We should just merely shiver and be silent; never speak 
uf the climate of Eden, or the really magnificent 
Foliage of the tree of knowledge, 
Of the unforgottable hushed emerald 
Of the colling and fettering serpenXr7 

With the engrossing concern for 

the physical in the temporal world there is intertwined 

the l i f e beyond and above as shown by the symbolism of 

h is hours a t a s t r a l obse rva t i on . 'Yith h i s romanticism 

the re i s a melanchol ic r e f l e c t i v e chord t 

.' r s long as we l i v e perpetua , 
We s h a l l be ab l e to t e l l how a t midnight , 
We skated over d e a t h ' s h i g h - l i t ebony 
And heard the dark r i n g a change of l i g h t , 
While everywhere e l s e the c locks 
r /ere sounding the depths of n dark unhappy end. 
And then we s h a l l be ab le to say 
How an autumn duke 2 ° 

T e l l me, Reedbeck, before 
We leave each o the r in s l e e p , where would you say 
The l one ly moment i s coaxing us to go 

(Reedbeck g ives a g e n t l e n e a r - w h i s t l i n g snore , 
'Veil, y e s , y e s , q u i t e s o , m y _ l i t t l e one, 
I t comes to t h a t in the end. y 

27pryj Venus Observed, p. 22 

- Ibldium, 98,99 passim. 

29Ibidlum, p. 99. 
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Death, decay, awakening and spring-with life 

itself-fill the A Sleep-o'f "Prisoners. As Meadows states: 

The human heart can go to the lengths of God, 
Dark and cold we may be, but this 
Is no winter now. The frozen misery 
Of centuries breaks, cracks, begins to move; 
The thunder is the thunder of the floes, 
The thaw, the flood, the upstart Spring,30 

In summing-up the elements of 

death and decay in Fry that come from the Elizabethan era, 

in the main, examples of the thought have been shown in 

the writing of Lyly, Greene, Marlowe, Shakespeare and others. 

The thought of death and its seriousness were never from 

their minds removed. However, they were not content to 

spend this life in dread and fear for the next. By their 

lively concern with temporal matters, they developed and 

prepared themselves for both physical and intellectual 

experiences. 

Such lively interest in the worlds; natural and super­

natural, involved an intense speculation of the melancholy 

thought of physical decay and death. This element is seldom 

missing from their works. However, despi&e their reluctance 

to have done with this world; they approached, at the final 

hour, death as an adventure. Fry has recaptured this idea 

in each of his plays. Fry, like the Elizabethans, refutes 

30Fry, A Sleep of Prisoners, page 49. 
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the idea of an escape, through denial and indifference, 

from life, decay and death. 



SBCTION ONE 

CONTENT 

CHAPTER FOUR 

RSB^TH OF ELIZABETHAN HUMOR IN FRY 

In the Introduction ^ to the t h e s i s , the term 

"humor", with respect to the Elizabethans and to Fry, 

r e s t s on robust earthy humor, humor r e su l t i ng from 

s i tuat ions involving Incongrui t ies , the sparkl ing, 

s c i n t i l l a t i n g wit tha t appealed to the i n t e l l e c t , and 

the humor f e l t in s i tua t ions where the t ragic and comic 

elements a re . s t ruggl ing for mastery. 

I t i s humor with an ind iv idua l i ty . Considering 

the diverse elements of events and m^n tha t went to make 

up the Kllsabethan e ra , there were many i nd iv idua l i t i e s . 

The commoners who rushed to the thea t re to see the dramas 

of the day were nn l e s s avid in t h e i r love for drama than 

the a r i s toc ra t s* , In addi t ion , there were the clergy and 

the middle-class . There was humor for a l l } and a l l 

relished the humor according to the i r capaci ty for i t . 

The l i g h t e r humor laced and spiced with i t s wi t , as well 

as the philosophy echoed in the wit of the fool and 

clown appealed to the more i n t e l l e c t u a l . The pun, the 
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r ibaldry and the burlesque aispealed to the a r t i s a n and 

to the commoner. 

The most wonderful p a r t of Elizabethan humor was 

that ,while some appealed to specia l c l a s s e s , much had 

the ingredients tha t would and do appeal to n i l walks of 

l i f e , Thus the c lass ic f igure , Fa ls ta f f , appeals to the 

student, to the laborer , to the executive and to the 

l e i sure ly confirmed seeker-after-amusement. Some of 

the humor l i e s in the b la tant puns; some in trenchant 

Observations on human na tu re , some in surpr is ing and 

shocking incongru i t ies , some in unrestrained mirth and 

much that l i e s side by side with human t r i a l s and pain. 

. t While, then, there are many types of humor 

depicted in the Elizabethan dramas, there i s a qua l i ty 

that i s cha rac t e r i s t i c of them, in humor. This qua l i ty 

i s an irrespreg-ible Insis tence of presenting to the world 

a sense of laughter when i t would appear, from the 

circumstances, tha t no laughter would ensue. 

To explain the humor, i t i s possible to show how 

th is era stands in regards to the other main eras of 

English l i t e r a t u r e , Certainly there is l i t t l e humor in 

the Anglo-Saxon e ra . There are death, violence, sadness 

but no humort In the Anglo-Norman period there was too 

much concern with preparation from b i r th to death with 
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a s ingle concentration on the hereafter to lend i t s e l f 

to humor. The deadly seriousness of the Church; the 

dignity of the e s t a t e of "chivalry" l e f t humor open to 

tho lower rung of the feudal order. This humor exhibited 

i t s e l f in a brawl ing-soi l - l ike humor-so much so tha t the 

Church soon divorced I t s e l f froa the miracle and morali ty 

plays, i t i s t rue t ha t the gent le urbane humor of Chaucer 

had i t s play and influence* However, he seems a spec ia l 

and unique personage, not in keeping within the narrowed 

confined of his age ' s l i t e r a r y e f fo r t s , 

the Puri tan Inter lude t h a t followed the Elizabethans 

was a react ionary period- a period that showed revo l t 

against the earthy philosophy of the Elizabethan and a 

serious concern with man's unholy s t a t e . The Restoration 

(1660-1685) had i t « brand of humor, brought to f u l l flower 

in i t s drama. This humor, laughing at moral decadence 

and l i cen t iousness , was an unhealthy form of l aughte r -

& laughter that t r i e d , unsuccessfully to brush aside the 

deeper oonscience. 

The M«o*Classlcal period tha t endured u n t i l the 

l a t t e r pa r t of the eighteenth century was too co r rec t , 

tcP prec i se , too res t ra ined and too res t ra ined and too 

a r t i f i c i a l and too r a t i o n a l to produce other than a 



REBIRTH OF ELISABETH\M HUKrR Itf THY 6fc 

s a t i r i c derision* True humor must spring from man's 

feelings and from hi® heart* The laughter evoked by 

Pope, Dryden and Swift i s such as to divide men from a 

feeling of community with hi® fellow men. True humor 

finds i t s e l f In an expression tha t tends to unify man 

la h is fee l ing toward society and the supernatura l . 

The Romantic period tha t endured u n t i l Victorian 

materialism tended to enthrone nature ae the center of 

the world with man a small p a r t . There i s l i t t l e in 

Wor&irorth, 3helly and Keats thftt furnishes humor. There 

are , broadly s t a t i n g , no dramatists in tha t period. 

Humor r e s u l t s from the response of a human bring towards 

other individual© and abs t rac t ions in diverse experiences 

of feel ing and confl ic t* The following Victorian era 

found two main streams of thoughts f i r s t , the thought of 

man too in t en t and ser ious in solving the problems of a 

r is ing technica l economy to laugh and enjoy l i f e j the 

other side of the Victorians was one tha t showed so 

ouch smugness, s a t i s f ac t ion fnd complacency a t mater ia l 

progress t ha t they ignored the problems of l i f e . In 

both e s t * l i t t l * humor r e su l t ed . 

There i s c e r t a i n l y humor in George Bernard Shaw's 

pifcyss i t s probesj i t b i t e s i m& i t spark les . Like the 
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Restoration humor, i t i s an unhealthy humor, «hlle the 

Restoration humor stemmed from the ind iv idua l ' s e f for t s 

to perpetrate moral ind ign i t i es on h is fellow man and 

i t s Ins t i tu t ions-such as marriage, chas t i t y and r e l i g i o n , 

the Shavian humor i s more subtle in i t s operat ion, Man, 

driven by urge® and forces such as m a t e r i a l i s t i c evolut ion, 

la made to laugh ^n0. r i d i cu l e his own and his fellow 

being's e f for t s to escape from a mesh. Man's entangle­

ment in the mesh and h is e f for t s to escape are beyond 

his con t ro l . The humor of Shaw and the modern playwrights 

stems from th i s philosophy, i t i s a b i t t e r , sardonic 

and s a t i r i c a l humor which appoals to an unhealthy mental 

state* 

With the same s p i r i t in which " l i zabe th ' e 

seamen ventured into the inhospitable expanse® of the new 

world, Lyly's characters sought for adventures into love 

that are impossible. The s p i r i t of br ight humor invades 

tho whole play as the charac te r s , tongues in cheek, proceed 

to do what c a n ' t be done- in r e a l i t y . As Lyly hi&aelf, 

in broad humor s t a t e s t 

I t was forbidden in old time to dispute of 
chimera because i t was a f i c t i o n , we hope In our 
times none w i l l apply pastimes, because they are 
faneless for there l lve th none under the sun, that 
knows what to m* he of the Man in the Moon. *e 
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present neither comedy, nor tragedy, nor story nor 
anything, but that whosoever heareth may say this, 
tfhy, here Is a tale of the Man In the Moon,1 

The burlesque humor of 

Sir Tophas, the bragging so ld ie r in tindymion. and h i s 

page Spiton, sui ted the earthy tas te of the commoner, 

but i t a lso served another p i c tu re . I t held the wild 

f l ights of Sndymion and Kumenides in proper perspect ive; 

through the former two, the l a t t e r are made to be viewed 

with the idea t ha t i t i s a l l Min fun". As Tophas s ta ted 

bringing the en t i r e play to the plane of the sensible i 

"Spi, Love hath j o s t l ed my reason, hath j o s t l ed my 

l ibe r ty from the wal l , ->nd taken the upper hand of my 
2 

reason." In A PhpenJLx, Too Frequent, the thought of a 

widow seeking to die in attendance a t her husband's tomb 

while there i s a young guardsman outside looking a f te r 

the bodies of s ix hanging men seems an Impossibi l i ty , 

i*ut i t would not appear bizarre to the Elizabethan, who, 

for the sake of fun, ' t l e a s t , would be wi l l ing to 

envisage such a thing, Doto's sparkling humor i s shown 

by her wil l ingness to take a par t in the drama if her 

feet can come back on sol id ground. She reaches back 

to r e a l i t y and how r e a l i t is» 

Vohn Lyly, Kndvmion, The Man in the Moon. 
"The Prologue", 11,5 e t seq, 

2 
Ibidiura, V , l l , 11 . 1-3. 
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Madam had d i f f i c u l t y with the Town Counc i l . They 
s a i d 
They c o u l d n ' t have a tomb used as a p r i v a t e r e s i d e n c e . 
But m^dara t o l d them she wouldn ' t be e a t i n g h e r e , 
Only s u f f e r i n g , -̂ nd they thought t h a t would be a l l 
r i g h t . 3 

The humor works in 

th ree d i r e c t i o n s ? f i r s t , i t i s the fun of make be l i eves 

second, i t i s loaded wi th ban te r a t the t r i v i a l i t y of 

the i n s t i t u t i o n s man has loaded himself with fo r h i s 

p ro t ec t ions« t h i r ' , i t i s the humor t h a t r e s u l t s from 

i n c o n g r u i t i e s . 

In the Old lives T a l e , ^ the p l a y ooens with 

Ant ic , F r o l i c ' n d * ' a n t a s t i c - t h e s e t h r e e n^mes i n d i c a t e 

the t enor of the p l a y . Again the d r a m a t i s t s - r e off on 

a w i l l i n g excurs ion In to i m p r o b a b i l i t y , but undernea th , 

and In a d d i t i o n to the bu r l e sque , r o a r i n g humor, t he re 

i s a g e n t l e i rony and parody on the customs of l o v e , 

Huanebango, c e r t a i n l y a name not l i k a l y to conjure an 

a i r of the r o n - n t i c , pokes fun a t the Englishman's idea 

t h a t he must f i g h t in o rder to l ove ; t h a t he must d i s p l a y 

phys ica l b r u t a l i t y in order to show a t ender passion* 

3 F r y , A Pheonlx Too Frequen t , p . 19, 

G e o r g e P e e l e , The Old Wives T a l e , (IS95) 
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Here i s t h e Ingl i shman-
4 Conouer him tha t can-

'{.* Come for h is lady b r igh t , 
, - To prove himself a knight,„ 

And win her love in f i g h t . 0 

At the times when the 

excursions into idy l l i c love are the most in tense , Peel© 

introduces the def la t ion element. In the wild, g l i t t e r ­

ing make-believe of tho Lady's Not for Burning. Jennet 

combining imagination ~nfi a most p rac t i ca l na ture , 

laughs a t fanciful f l i g h t s while introducing a note 

of sadness a t Impinging rea l i ty* 
They also say that I bring back the 

pas t ; 
v For ins tance, &el«n c a e s , 

•Brushing the maggots from her eyes, 
-nd, c lear ing her throat of several thousand years , 
Che says ' I l o v e d , , . . ' but cannot any longer, 
Remember names, flad **elen, e r Alexander, wearing 
His imperial cobwebs and breas tp la te of shining 
worms 
Wakens and looks for his glasses, to find the empire 

v.*hich he knows he put aside his bod,.6 

There is also, pure, 

rollicking, untainted fun: 
V?e fought for possession 

of Mizon. "fh&t could be more natural? 
.'hat he loves, I love, <\nd If existence will 
Molest a man with beauty, how can he help 
Trying to Impose on her the boundary 

Peele, op. citere, 11, 540 et, sen. 

Fry, The Lady's Not For Burning, p, 25, 
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Of h i s two b; r e rrms? 0 Pandemonium, 
^ha t a f i g h t , what a f i g h t l I t c o u l d n ' t be more 
s t r enous 
Ge t t i ng in to heaven or out ag^ in . nd Humphrey 
"*ent twink l ing l i k e Luci fer i n to the da f fod i l s , -
'vnen Babylon f e l l t he r e w a s n ' t a b e t t e r thump. ' 

The»e are the sentiments of 
8 

Jack F a l s t a f f out in to more r e f ined language. The 

vu lgar , bu t co lo r fu l language of F a l s t a f f i s p a r a l l e l e d 

by Fry in Thomas' denuncia t ion of the des s i ca t ed Hebble 
9 Tyson; 

You bubble-mouthing, f o g - b l e t h e r i n g 
J h i n - c h u n t e r i n g , c h - p - f l a p s i n g , l i t u r g i c a l , 
T u r g i d i c a l , base old man, 

These are not only rolling 

oaths t o bu i ld up a metaphor ica l o r a l a t t a c k , but -"lso 

they serve ano ther purpose . They r e v e a l , through humor, 

the Incongru i ty presented by •" person on one olane to 

the speaker on a n o t h e r . From the p o i n t of view of both 

the E l i zabe thans and of F ry , such language r e p r e s e n t s 

the l i m i t a t i o n s of the s^e-'ker in h i s attenrot to t a l k 

on the plane of the more i n t e l l e c t u a l . Thus F n i s t a f f 

7 F r y , The Tadv 's Not For Burning, p , 1 1 . 

" F a l s t a f f , a comic, pseudo-phi losopher ^nd a 
braggar t appears in s e v e r a l of Shakespeare ' s works, 

9 
* r y , op , c i t e r e . The Mayor, Tyson, i s the 

p r a c t i c a l o f f i c L l . 
10Fry, The Lnd.y'fl Not For Burning, p. 27, 
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in his language to the Prince parallels the language of 

the soldier, Thomas, to the mayor, Tyson, 

There is the sympathetic smile, the gentle humor, 

that accompanies a thought one wishes and hopes to be 

true, but that one knows isn't real at all. 'hen the 

Idealistic and lovely Alizon bears her heart to Richard 

and statest 

I love you quite as much as I love lit, Anthony 
And ra the r more than I love St,John Chrysostom. 

he, in love, but more 

worldy, rep l ies* 

But put t ing haloes-iftn one s ide , as a man 
could you love me, Mlzon? 

In much the same manner, 
1R 

Shakespeare's Miranda , much akin to Alizon, speaks her 

love for Ferdinand,1 4 >/hen Ferdinand offers h is heart 

with h i s hand as a token, Miranda offers hers with her 

heart in i t s in other words, Ferdinand i s expressing 

his love in worldly terms and Miranda expresses hers 
1:LFry, The Lady's Not For Burning, p . 77 
1 2 lb Id, p . 77, 
13Shakespeare, The Tempest-Miranda. the heroine 
14 
Ibid, Ferdinand, the hero. 
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to the natural and supernatural worlds. Thus at the 

same time, both dramatists have expressed their 

humor at the grandness of human aspirations and their 

sadness, in a smiling manner, that these cannot always 

be attained. 

There are sad and r e s t l e s s minds 'nd hear ts 

that r e s u l t from contention with the problems of the 

world and the r e s u l t i s often a s a t i r i c humor. ' s 

Cazaraian stated* 

The f r u i t l e s s warnings and intimation of 
dest iny to the s p i r i t of man, he lp less ly oarried 
forward by the t ide of his ambitions, as with 
Caesar, or blinded by the pride of s to ic v i r t u e , 
as with #ru tus , create a sense of t ragic 
f u t i l i t y , sharpened a t times to supreme 
i r o n y , . . I t i s f i t that in such a s e t t i n g tha t 
only humor tha t can l ive should be grim, b i t t e r 
or sa turn ine , 15 

There i s in Fry much grim and ironic humor, 

Thomas, in the Lady's Hot for Burning, faces l i f e , 

expecting the worst and laughing grimly in the face 

of the b e l i e f s ! In the opening scene of A c t I , 

Thomas has f e l t such keen d i s i l l u s ion in his quest 

for happiness In l i f e tha t he finds that h i l a r ious 

mental in toxicat ion cannot keep him from rea l i z ing 

1 6Louis Cazamian, The Development of English 
Humor, Durham, Duke Universi ty, 1952, p . 218• 
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what a t e r r i b l e world i t rea?ly i s . I t would be a mistake 

for the reader to take his "r ings of beer" speech as 

indicating tha t Thomas uses drinking as mi escape for l i f e , 

The drinking referred i s f igurat ive speech for a f l i g h t of 

genuine laughing zest a t ?-nd with l i f e* 

Thomast Don't mentin;. i t , Ifive never seen a world 
So fes te r ing with damnation. I have l e f t 
Rings of beer on every alehous table 
From the s a l t sea-coat across half a dozen count ies , 
But each time i thought I was on the w«'!y 
To a f a in t ly fes t ive hiccup 1(. 
The s igh t of the damned world sobered mo up again,x® 

A humor with a more grim 

note i s echoed by Thomas when he compares the fuse about 

t r i v l a l l t i e s - s u c h as t r i a l s ^ncl evidence with h is 

experiences as a so ld ie r in which men are compelled to go 

to face t h e i r maker with a minimum of formality* 

I t ' s hab i t , 
I 've been un ident i f iab le 
Floundering In Flanders for the pest seven years , 
^ r i s ing open r i b s to iejfc men go 
On the Indef ini te leave? which needs no pass . 
And now a l l roads are uncommonly f l a t , md nil ha i r 
Stands on end . 1 7 

I t has been observed earlier, in t h i s sect ion tha t 

modern humor claims, -:nd successfully so, irony end 

sarcasm. I t has also been observed that th i s Irony and 

'Fry, The Lady* a Not for Burning, p . 1, 

Ib id iua , p , SO. 
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sarcasm r e s u l t s from the clashing of i r r e s i s t i b l e and fo re ­

ordained mater ia l evolutionary conf l ic ts in which the 

individual in the drama has no w i l l of his own. In Hamlet. 

Macbeth, As You Like I t . and in the works of Marlowe and 

tfen Jonson,, irony and sarcasm are in abundance. However, 

these are intermingled with "misanthropy, eccen t r i c i ty 

and moroseness" a l l re f lec ted from the point of view of an 

individual with a free w i l l . Thus Hamlet in the play of 

that name, MacbethT Jaques in As You Like I t , Tamburlaine, 

the heroic figure in Marlowe's Tamburlaine the Great, and 

the many figures in Jonson's "Humours" each and a l l r e f l e c t 

misanthropy, eccen t r i c i ty and Moroseness. The middle-aged 

Duke in Fry ' s Venus Observed has such qua l i t i e s along with 

his more gentle humorous in te r ludes . His experience is 

the not unusual human experience of a man who does not 

appreciate innocent love u n t i l the age has passed when 

he merits i t . r?hile-half-heartedly pursuing the p o s s i b i l i t y 

of marrying the lovely and young ^erpetua, he suf fe rs , 

intensely from two causes* f i r s t , he a t once yearns and 

laughs for and a t the idea of an e lder ly lover suceeding 

in his quest for a beauty and romance t h a t belongs to the 

youthj secondly, and more t ru ly i ron ic , he i s fa r too honest 

and honorable a Duke to take the advantage of being 

dishonest. There is no doubt but that Perpetua, r e a l l y 
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believing tha t the Duke would punish her dishonest f a the r , 

was'will ing to wed the Duke, In his ironic laughter a t 

surrendering to the grea ter good, he ennobles hinself , 

Cazaraian, in his book on The Development of 

gngllsh Humor avows tha t "The main roots of Lngiish humor 

are In the i n s t i nc t s of the people ," 1 8 The danger of 

such a statement l i e s in the fac t tha t there may be an 

undue conclusion drawn tha t English people, as a v?hole, 

are endowed with some qual i ty that i s t h e i r unique possess­

ion, i t i s more t rue to s t^ t e tha t the English have 

placed a grea t f a i th In the Importance of the individual . 

This individual , as has been shown, r e f l e c t s cer ta in 

a t t i tudes giving r i s e to what i s cal led a humorous 

response to the problems of l i f e . The Englishman, in 

his ind iv idual i ty is primari ly ra t iona l in philosophy; 

the asser t ion here is that to the Englishman " r a t i o n a l i t y 

precedes fee l ing . " The humor is f i r s t addressed to h is 

i n t e l l e c tua l capaci ty and thence to his hear t . Po r t i a , 

in Shakespeare's Merchant of Venice.Viola in Twelfth 

Njghfr, Rosalind in As You l i ke I t . Sentrice in Much 

Ado About Nothing. Simon Eyre, in Dekker'a, The ^>hpemaker's 

Holiday, and Volpone, in Jonson's.Volpone or the Fox 

T O 

Cazaraian, op, c i t e r e , , p , 1121, 
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address much of t h e i r humor wi th ready tongues ^nd quick 

minds. This i s a f i e l d of humor In which Fry e x c e l s . In 

f a c t , i t r e q u i r e s a qu ick , a l e r t and a p p r e c i a t i v e mind 

t o ' g r a s p h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l humor. Like the ^ l i z - b e t h a n 

I n t e l l e c t u a l humor t he re I s a tremendous depth to i t . The 

Chaplain in F r y ' s The Lady 's Not fo r Burning h^s produce* 

a c l a s s i c gem of t h i s br^nd* 

T imagine 
He f inds the world n o t e n t i r e l y s a l u b r i o u s , 
I f he cannot be s tayed with f l a g o n s , or comforted 

i t h a p p l e s - I r-uote of cou r se - or the l l / h t , the 
ocean, 

, , pe rhaps the a d d i t i o n 
Of your thumbscrew w i l l no t succeed e i t h e r . The 
po in t I 'm a t t empt ing to nake i s thus* he n i r M be 
woodd from h i s a p t i t u d e for death by being 
hap i e r . i 9 

Tn the l a s t two l i n e s , 

the impact of the i n t e l l e c t u a l humor must, when f e l t by 

the h e a r t , be t e r r i b l y po ignant . 

The sardonic humor in Thor. wi th /-rate I s , 

and The F i r s t Born - both by Fry- a r e comparable to the 

b i t t e r humor in Hamlet and the dhakespearian t r ag i -co ined ies . 

This humor r e q u i r e s a b r i l l i a n t imaginat ive mind t h a t knows 

the d i f f e r ence between r i g h t and wrong, but which i s , on 

the o the r hand pursuing dark and devious measures . Thus 

^^Fry, The Lady's Not f o r Burning, p . 42 , 
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Hamlet i s a t h i s worst in the scene where he b e d e v i l s 

©olonlous, who h a s , himself decided to a s c e r t a i n the 

heart of Hamlet ' s myster ious a c t i o n s , Hamle t ' s 

murderous n a t u r e cones out in h i s mal ic ious humor 
Of) 

expressed in h i s s t a l k i n g of the k i n g . However, t he 

essence of Shakespearian and Webster Ian sa rdonic huraor 

is compressed i s Hamlet 's s ta tement* MThere(s n o t h i n g 

e i ther good or bad but t h i n l i n g makes i t s o , " 2 1 

In F r y ' s F i r s t Born* Moses, and '^et i t "ke over 

the grim «nd sardonic humor r o l e s . Moses, seek ing 

instruments to lead h i s f lock from 55et i ' s "gyp1 I s w i l l i n g 

to use e v i l means while proc la iming the "good h e a r t " , i t 

i s t r u l y a macabre j e s t when he procla ims* 
Tfhere s h a l l 1 look for tr iumph? 

Somewhere, n o t beyond our scope , i s a power 
P a r t i c i p a t i n g , but unharnessed , w a i t i n g 
To be led toward u s . Good has a s i n g u l a r s t r e n g t h 
Not known to ev i l$ and I , an ambi t ious h e a r t 
deeding i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 2 2 

I'he grim j e s t r e p e a t s 

i t s e l f , when S e t l , t o give l i f e to % y p t in the r e i g n of 

his son Rameses, ensures the l a t t e r 1 s d e a t h . ">etl , h imsel f , 

i n s i s t s of h i s co\irsc of e v i l while quot ing the good of 

sgypt* 

^ S h a k e s p e a r e , Hamlet, 1 1 , 1 1 , 11.595 at sequent La. 
2 1Tbidium, TI , 2 1 , 1 1 . sTiG-7 
22 

F**y, The F i r s t Born. I , 1 1 , p , 34# 
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Se t l* Myself. I t seems t h a t I have grown too t a l l 
And keep ou t the sun, I overbranch the l i g h t , 
1 am g iv ing you the t h r o n e , Rameses. 
I t g ives i t s e l f . The wind has hurled i t under you, 
A b i t i n g wind, t he ha t r ed Vr t hap turned me 
Into s to rm, decay rm6 grub in my own garden . 
You h ve luc3 i e r hands . You Ivve at. l e a s t 
Hands l e s s ca l l oused with enemies. You w i l l be ab le 
To hold the s c e p t r e perh^ns without such pa in . ^3 

E e t i f a i l e d to a rmrec ia te the 

fact t h a t --loses would not permi t the s l i g h t e s t twin-~e of 

humanity to dev ia t e him from h i s c o u r s e - even thauph floses' 

f r i end , Rameses, was des t royed , 

Tn summary, El izabe than coraedy and t r o r e d y n v n i f e s t e d -

selvee in a v a r i e t y of forms. The common stream was the o u t ­

look t h a t a free w i l l manifested H s e i f in l*mf-htc-r toward 

l i f e and i t s e x p e r i e n c e s . The response was .bur l e sque , l i g h t 

banter , r o l l i c k i n g humor, i n t e l l e c t u a l humor an" g r i n 

sardonic hurior. 7ry has caught some of the humor of l e e l e , 

Greene, Marlowe, Jonson, 3hakespc~re *n$ . 'fibster. 

The neares t to El izabe than hum or was ' -h^ucerian 

laughter f^n^ twen t i e th cen tu ry humor. The f i r s t lacked the 

complexity find the l a t t e r the e c c e n t r i c i t y p>nr i n d i v i d u a l i t y . 

The humor of the El izabe thans -^nfl of Fry i s s t r i k i n g In i t s 

moral c o n s i d e r a t i o n s . The escape from decency 1P never 

presented in a favorable l i g h t , Tn the most t r a g i c i n n V n c e s , 

2 3 ? Vy, The F ^ S ^ Born,, p . 90. 
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the c e n t r a l f i g u r e , doomed by h i s wickedness and j e s t i n g 

a t h i s doom i s never the^object of commiserat ion. Thei r 

humor r e f l e c t s the many faco'.s of an a c t i v e ' vS. a/Venturous 

n- t u r e . 
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1CNT' -NT 

CH V TEE FIVE 

REBIRTH OF THK J^TZ\HETHAN I«\RCTTn:G ' , T T T IN FRY 

The f a i t h of the i n d i v i d u a l In h i s a b i l i t y to 

cope with the problems of l i f e , and h i s eager z e s t to come 

to g r i p s with them, c h a r a c t e r i s e the thought of the 

d r a m a t i s t s - The El izabe thans and Fry . Whether i t was in 

t r i p s ac ros s the unchar te red s e a s , whether i t was the 

worship of the f e a t of the English bowmen a t flrecy, 

whether i t was the i nd iv idua l p r i e s t or m i n i s t e r advancing 

h i s c r e e d , whether i t was the e x p e r i m e n t a l i s t in s c i e n c e -

the El izabe than did and dared . 

/ i t h a13 the t r i a l s , the e r r o r s , the pungac i ty , 

the imagina t ion , the da r ing and the idventurous went the 

Idea t h a t nan must f u l f i l l , a c t i v e l y , two funct ions* f i r s t , 

he"must cope with the temporal l i f e ; secondly , he must 

consider ' nd ready himself •for u l t i m a t e f a t e . I t i s import­

ant to remember, t h a t whether Cathol ic or P r o t e s t a n t , each 

bel ieved in the f a l l e n na tu re of man, -,nd in the n e c e s s i t y 

for cons ide r ing what must per force r e s u l t t o him fo r e v i l 

conduct and what might be h i s reward fo r goodness. However, 

in both c a s e s , the E l i z a b e t h a n ' s response was not one of 
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passive waiting. He strode into the arena of battle and 

waged the full and weighty conflict. 'Vhether speaking iron­

ically or not, Hamlet speaks the Elizabethan idea of man: 

"....... '.?hat a piece of work is man J How noble in 

reason! How infinite in faculty., in action how like an 

angel', in apprehension, how like a God I the beauty of the 

world.." This, of course, is what man, by his powers of 

self-redemption can be and obviously, as Hamlet mocks 

somewhat, man falls far short. However the truth of his 

statement lies eery deep. Fry has caught the vital 

spirit in which man marches toward both destinies. 

In The Spanish Tragedy2 the old marshal, Hieronimo 

had an exciting appeal to the Elizabethan. Not willing to 

abide the promise of divine retribution, he, aided by " 

woman alone, usurped the future judgement to hand out his 

own. Even in his crash, he was magnificent. Confronted 

by every decent power on earth, the puissant Macbeth 

contends against his enemies to the end of his physical 

ability, talked by all the forces available to an anti-

Shakespeare, Hamlet, 11,11, 11.294-7 

%yd, Thomas, The Spanish Tragedy. (1E87) 
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q 
Semitic wor ld , - ^hylockE u r a r s h i s h o r r i b l e revenge u n t i l 

checked by fo rces beyond" h i s c o n t r o l , 

•*hlle approving of th^ f a t e of Anthony -nr - l e o -
4 

pa t r a , the E l izabe than a - p r e c i ^ t e d the d r i v i n g pov/er and 

w i l l of the two g r e a t l ove r s whose pass ion was so g r e a t 

and enduring t h a t two empires could f a l l by the way- ide . 

Their f a l l was h o r r i b l e and j u s t ; but there was s t i l l a 

magnificent moving grandeur in t h e i r a. 11-consiuni :g l o v e . 

I t i s doubtful whether Shakespeare, a t h i s b e s t , 

could equal the i r r e s i s t i b l e urge to cocialet i -n and a c * i u i 

of Marlowe in h i s Tamburlaine. the Grea t . Consider 

Tamburlaine'a words * 

Thus am I r i g h t the scourge,- of h ighes t Jove ; 
And see the f i gu re of my d i g n i t y 

By which I hold my name and m a j e s t y . 5 

The in tense w i l l 

to ac t ion ie a l s o expressed by Tamburlaines 

So w i l l I r i d e through Saraarcanda s t r e e t s , 
U n t i l my s o u l , d i ssevered from t h i s f l e s h , 
Ehal l mount the mi lk-whi te way, an/" nee t him th?r<*. 
To -Babylon, my l o r d s ; to BabylonI6 

" " ' i • 

^Shylock, one af the c e n t r a l f i gu res in ^hokespeare ' s 
Merchant of Venice, a t t empts to avenge the d i l i g e n t i l l -
t reatment handed out t o him by the C h r i s t i a n s by secur ing a 
pound, of f l e s h from \ n t o n i o , the generous merchants , ^n tonio 
has f a i l e d to meet a monetary o b l i g a t i o n to Ehylock. 

4 

3h- kespea re , Anthony end C leopa t r a . 
5Karlowe, Tenburl lne the Grea t , ( I I . ) , IV, i v , 1 1 . 2 0 - 3 , 
6Tbidium, IV, i v , 11 . 129-133. 

file:///ntonio
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Marlowe's w i l l t o vnr and 

conquest was a l s o e«u"i1ed by h i s po r t r aya l of a love scene 
7 

as in tense as any in "hakee-neare'a >nthony and ^leoo«*tra. 
p 

The scene wherein Faustus meets Helen i s surcha^jed with 

avowals of love which dare both the n a t u r a l and the supe r ­

na tu ra l e lements , it i s n o t enough to say t h a t the 

El izabethans were adventurous- they were a l l of t h a t , but 

in add i t ion the re was the r e s u r g e n t i n t e n t to abide the 

consequences of the adven tu re , whether the;- were food or 

Da*. 

In Shakespeare ' s h i s t o r i c a l p lays the marching s p i r i t 

is a t a high and in t ense l e v e l . Thus f a r , Ery has not 

wr i t ten on as wide a h i s t o r i c a l scope, n e v e r t h e l e s s h i s 

two ;>l-yG, Thoy. , "1th ."jureIs and The F i r s t Born a on a 

l imited s c a l e , have much of the high l e v e l of the dynamic 

s p i r i t evinced by the lo rds and kings of ': hakes pea r e ' s 

works. In King Henry yhe Four th , F a r t I . the young 

Prince of T a l e s , fo r sak ing h i s e v i l ways and h i s e v i l 

companions was thrown in to a s t range and fearsome 

Shakespeare ' s t ragedy of the adu l t e rous and s ea r ing 
pa salon of n a t u r e l ove r s who d e s e r t t h e i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , 

a 
Marlowe, H i s to ry of Doctor F a u s t u s . Scene A T T I , 

l ines 90-e t e e o u e n t i a . 

Shakesneare, King ffenry the Fourth, Part T, (1597) 
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atmosphere when forced to defend h i s f a t h e r ' s realm a g a i n s t 

h is many f o e s . P a r a l l e l i n g t h i s s i t u a t i o n , as f a r ^s 
10 Bourage, adventure ,:>nd de te rmina t ion are concerned, Cymen, 

confronted wi th the s t r ange v i r t u e s of C h r i s t i a n i t y , accep t s 

the c h a l l e n g e , waver ingly , a t f i r s t , i t i s t r u e , and ab ides 

the i s s u e . i f any th ing , the cha l lenge to Cymen was f a r 

g r ea t e r than t h a t to the Pr ince of "Tales, J- f o r the l a t t e r , 

a f t e r a l l , was only f u l f i l l i n g the r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s t h a t the 

major i ty expected him t o f u l f i l l ; Cymen was accep t i ng a 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t h a t few of h i s f r i e n d s , and none of h i s 

family, wanted him to accep t . Cymen contended with the 

c o n f l i c t i n g elements of h i s own na tu re and those of h i s 

f r iends u n t i l the end. At f i r s t , he c r i e d out in p r o t e s t * 

"Npme to me what mocked me with a mood of mercy 'nd t h e r e -
12 fore d e f e a t . Who d e s i r e d t h a t ? L a t e r , he s t i l l p r o t e s t s * 

Your C h r i s t i a n land was weak, i t shook 
Down, i t b u r n t , i t s ash was blown 
Into our food and d r ink , ".'hat I'm a f f l i c t e d wi th 
i s s t r o n g , d e s t r o y i n g me with a c ry of l o v e , 
A v io l ence of humi l i ty a r r o g a n t l y 
Demanding a l l I am or possess or have ambit ions fo r 

0
T?ny d id my s t r e n g t h s t a r t l e from 

Your f u t i l i t y . 1 3 

- ^ C e n t r a l Figure in F r y ' s Thorf with Angels. Cymen 
i s conver ted , not w i l l i n g l y , a t f i r s t , to the mi lder v i r t u e s 
of C h r i s t i a n i t y - m e r c y and love . 

The ^ r i n c e of ^ a l e s ("Hal") forsakes the e v i l 
influence of F a l s t a f f ^nd accepts the duty to the throne of 
England. 

12 
Fry, Xhor, <ith Angels, p.26. 

ldIbidium, p. 28. 
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'•"hilo Cym,.n Is g u i l t y of a 

criminal hes i t a t ion Inr.nfar •<{? saving the l i f e of h is 

prisoner i s concerned, his* hes i t a t ion does not r e s u l t 

from physic 1 cowardice. JudgLng the "i'>n by the standards 

of his t i n e s , i t is l ike ly tha t he poG*,e«aed a high degree 

moral courage, ^a-cing the unknown, cal led t't a conference 

to discuss r new r e l i g i o n , Cymen, in tortured anguish 

marches to h i s destiny* 

x go to Know 
i go to dare ay »nt Into the thicket 
To know what l i f t s i t s head t ' -ere , whet.he- rose 
Vr t l g t r , or t ige r and rose together , 
iJe undisturbed, ray dorr disturbed wife. 
i f I rock, i t ' s with tho rocking of the world| 
I t w i l l ge t rae to sleep in time. \s for the r e s t of you 
Wait, with a ce r t a in degree of t r u s t . 
Yes, you can build up the a l t a r i f you must, 
Meanwhile, the s i lence keep you, the s i lence 
$e gracious unto you nnd give you peace . 1 4 

*t is s ign i f ican t to note the curious a ix tu re of pagan 

and Chris t ian terms in the l a s t quotation; the f i r s t par t 

is en t i r e ly in the s p i r i t of '^yrd; the second, section 

confuses both Chris t ian and paganj the th i rd sec t ion , 

ending with "be gracious unto you and give you peace" is 

ent i re ly In the Chr is t ian t r a d i t i o n . 

14 
Ibidiuia, p , 4 1 . 
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In F r y ' s The F i r s t Born r the t r a g i c marching s p i r i t 

of the s i x t e e n t h cen tu ry i s r e f l e c t e d in Moses and E e t l , the 

t r ag i c a n t a g o n i s t s , ; e t i no t only l i v e s for Egypt and w i l l 

crush any oppos i t i on but he enjoys the c o n f l i c t s of l i f e . 

Despite the o p p o s i t i >n of Moses, d e s p i t e tho d e f e - t of h i s 

Cavalry, d e s p i t e the mul t i -p l agues v i s i t e d ir-on him, he 

pursues h i s d e s t i n y in l i f e which he cons ide r s the i n t e g r i t y 

of the sovere ign s t a t e of Egypt, The oppos i t i on he f a c e s , 

l ike t h a t of Cymen, comes from h i s son , h i s s i s t e r , from 

his immediate and i n f l u e n t i a l adv i sora -ae we l l -" s from h i s 

enemy, Moses, 

Moses has determined, a t n i l c o s t s , to le- ' the I s r a e l ­

i t e s to freedom. In the name of goodness, he c a s t s hones ty , 

l oya l t y and kindness to the winds . He s t e e r s h i s unvarying 

course to the d e l i v e r - n e e of h i s ^eople-whom e a r l i e r he had 

l e f t . In the name of a compell ing f o r c e , he masks the 

s t reng th t h a t cones from h i s own n a t u r e . The Hebraic 

s p i r i t e rup t s when he c a s t s def iance to h i s old f r i e n d , 

i>eti, the i 'haroah: 

1 am here to aooease the unco-^'in..' ted 
Hesourceless deod, to j o i n l i f e to the l ivi ' .cr . 
Is t h a t no t u n d e r w r i t t e n by na tu re? I s t h a t 
Not r lav/' Do not ask me why I do i t l 
I l i v e , 1 do t h i s t h i n g , I was born t h i s a c t i o n . 
ho can say fo r whom, fo r what u l t i m a t e reg ion 

Of l i f e ? A deed i s what i t becomes. And y e t 
•hat a r e the laws ' Desp i te you, through you, 
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upon you, 

I am comoel le^ . 3 

Even a t the end, where he r e a l i z e s 

tha t he i s ga in ing the va lues he d e s i r e s a t the expense 

of t h e i r d e s t r u c t i o n , he w i l l persevere to the end* Ehen 

he learned t h a t the l i f e of h i s f r i e n d , the innocent Rameses 

is f o r f e i t , he complained* 
Why had I n o t thought of him" 

I had such a tremendous h e a r t . I t aoeriau a t 
l a s t ae though we had reached the b rea \ i n j of 
the s e a l s , when we no longer r,h wild be s e t 
down bl indfolded to build u -on 3 I , h t . 1 saw 
the pass ion of bewil< erment drawing off from the 
e* r t h . But can *;e go forwr rd only by the ravage 
of what we va lue? Sure ly 1 who have he en the 
ro-between fo r Go'7 e n s"y th" t t!Ea Jr. not a 
p a r t of my i n t e n t i o n a,nd be h e a r d ? ^ 

Moses, l i k e B r u t u s ^ i s a t r a g i c 

charac te r who, d e s i r i n g good -.bove -ill thLigh, permits 

himself to choose e v i l means to achieve h i s end; both 

play the game to the end- n e i t h e r s a t i s f i e d t h a t t h a t 

i t was what he w-nted. *.s Hoses f in i shed* "'/hy should 

i t have been t h a t I had to be the d i s a s t e r to you' Wow, 

always unknown to each o t h e r , we must force the arduous , 

Fry* The F i r s t Born, p . 45 
1 6 I b i d i u m , p . 82-3 paosim. 

^ T r a g i c f i g u r e in Shakespeare ' s J u l i u s Caesar 
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damnable pass of t i n e , " 

I t remains fo r Fry to s t a t e s p e c i f i c a l l y the 

t rue worth of man in the temporal as we l l , s the s p i r i t u a l 

world. In a, Sleep For P r i s o n e r s , and ir; The Lady's Eot 
19 | p r Burn inn lfi he makes the po in t w e l l , E a v i s , appeals* 

0 God, a re we 
To be shut u^ here in what o the r men do 
And watch ourse lves be gounc and b a t t e r e d 
Into t h e i r s i n s ? I>et me, dear God, be a c t i v e 
And seem to do r i g h t , whatever damned r e s u l t . 
Let ne have some p a r t in what goes on 
Or I s h a l l go mad,'-'0 

Meadows" giv*sc Eavid. 

the answer in t h a t the march'.ng s p i r i t must be t ha t of 

goodness* 

Imper ishably , Cood has no f e a r : 
Good i s i t s e l f , whatever cones . 
I t grows and makes and bravely 
Pe r suades , beyon/-: a l l t i l t of wrong* 
St ronger t h a t anger , wiser than s t r a t e g y , 
Enough to subdue c i t i e s and nan g„ 
If we be l ieve i t t-/ith F> long courage of t r u t h . 

In the s p i r i t of S i r 

Thomas - 'oore, of Sidney, of Ra le igh , of the v i r t u o u s 

Elizabethan c h a r a c t e r s , ^-leaaows touches h e a r t s t r i n g s In 

"^Fry , op . c i t , p . ICO. 
1 9David King, the aggress ive c h a r a c t e r in F r y ' s 

A Sleep of I ' r i s o n c r s . 
°0 

A Sleep For ^Visoners . p , 41 
2J-Pr i v a t e Tim Meadows i s the i n t e r p r e t e r of F r y ' s 

tho* gh t in A Sleep For P r i s o n e r s 

22Fry, A Sleep For Prisoners, p, 48 
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h i s humble c a l l 

Meadows* The human h e a r t can go to the l e n g t h s 
of God 

Th-nk God our time i s now when wrong 
Comes UP t o face us everywhere, 
Hever to leave us t i l l we take 
The longes t s t r i o e of sou l men ever took. 
Affa i rs a re now soul s i z e . 
The e n t e r p r i s e i s exp lo ra t ion i n t o God,^0 

24 Jenne t echoes the 

des i re expressed by David to have some p a r t in l i f e , \ t 

the seme time she s t a t e s F r y ' s phi losophy of a dynamic l i f e * 

I am I n t e r e s t e d 
In my f e e l i n g , I seem to wish to have some importance 
In the p i - y of t i m e , . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
"/hat i s deep as love i s deep, I ' l l have 
Peep ly . './hat i s good, a a love i s good, I ' l l have 
"Veil the l e a 0 t T can do 
I s to f i l l the cur led s h e l l of the world 
r"i th human deep sea sound, and hold i t to 
The ea r of Cod, u n t i l he hah apT6ti t6p_ 
To t a s t e our s a l t sorrow on h i s l i p s . 

There are o the r f i g u r e s , none of them p a r t i c u l a r ­

ly h e r o i c , who f i l l the pages of those who found z e s t and 

s p i r i t two important r e o u l s i t e s for l i f e . In Peele*s l i v e l y 

23 
tfry* A Sleep of Prisoners, p. 49 

24 
denne t , throughout the Lady's Not fo r Eurnln;t r 

by Fry r e p r e s e n t s the ha'amy combination of a d e s i r e fo r 
l i f e harmonized with the d e s i r e to ensur ing the happiness 
tha t comes in the u l t i m a t e end. 

Qg 

Fry , The Lady 's Hot fo r Burning, p . 8 5 , 
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t a l e , concocted from old fo lk t a l e s and l egends , the 

e n t i r e c a s t from the blacksmith to the sexton r e v e l in 

an i n t e r e s t i n g combination of r e a l i t y nd romance-each 

of the c h a r a c t e r s evinces an in t ense concern with l i v i n g 

l i f e to the f u l l e s t . 

kV'hile there are melancholy ph i losophers an^nj the 

Elizabethans and in the works of Fry to prove t h a t l i f e 

i s more or l e sa of a f u t i l e s t r u g g l e , the o v e r - a l l s p i r i t 

is one which acknowledges t h a t , in v e r i t y , i t rvy be s o , 

but n e v e r t h e l e s s each Ind iv idua l i s going to t r y , on h i s 

own account , to r e f u t e t h i s law of ave rages . JVjaues2 ' ' , 

Hamlet28 -nd l lacbe th^ 8 a each cons ider l i f e on t h i s e o r t h 

a decided predetermined s e r i e s of stages? in "h^ch nan 

ends " U P " a decayed piece of protoplasm; n e v e r t h e l e s s each 

manages, on h i s own accoun t , to a d v nee in to the c o n f l i c t 

r a t h e r than r e t r e a t from i t , 

"hen \udrey and Touchstone, clownish ch"r*<cters in 

2 6George P e e l e , The Old Tives T a l e , (1695)-The 
s t r i k L v note in the l oose ly k n i t p l p y i s the keen enjoyment 
r e f l ec t ed fo r l i f e . 

27 
R e a l i s t i c ph i losopher in Ehakesneare ' s As You Like 

I t , Janues i s unabie to throw of romantic t r app ings in h i s 
view of "< i f e , 

28 
H-inlet, the c e n t r a l c h a r a c t e r in Ehakes^eare ' s 

Hamlet, r e v e a l s the Inner s p i r i t . His very knowledge of the 
in t e l l ec t iva l element*, af hiri crime r e a d e r s h i s murders more 
t r a g i c - 1 , 

o 8 a Macbe th ' s i n s i g h t expressed in l lacbeth . V , v , l l , 
24ff. 

file:///udrey
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As You Mke I t hav-a t l w i r row i t i c iv- i . ln , , Jaca-ue;., fo r 

«11 hir» melancholy h i lo-nnhy eann> - forego h i : l y r i c 

concern and h i s a d n i s s i a with nd fo r the u-'i-a4 ' , the 

unexpected "nd the n o n - r e ^ l i s l i e aspec t s of 1J "< , 1,,or he 

cannot, avoid si y i h g , " I \ ould f - In se 1 V is :.' - t ! r * , " ^ y 

The gusto - nC z e s t , i t h >hich Hamlet arranges the r l a u l i ter 

of h i s enemies i s f a r fro-, congruous v l t h the phi losophy 

th^ t he u t t e r s in h i s s o l i l o q u y s . For on<? ,'ho re-sented 

his c ' J.1 to ' c t i o n , he exh ib i t ed a S ' i r ' . t toward h i r work 

tha t cou d be a; l i e d l i t t l e l o s s th n ~-> ^ r " M n ; r ' • ' " i t , 
on 

Wacbch, exc^'p' -^°r E, •* one in t rospe *1 i^f l"-aa^° r n r c h a s 

along ,.Eo t u r o u i e n t su d he h a s h e e t e d in l i ^ a . The f ac t 

I s , even thor.e who conjure U P , with sono der*r<?<5 o,' t r u t h , 

the d i s r i:E t i : .g aa^ectP of Lif, ? er,,-i t h e i r courses in a 

contra* i c t o r y in inoer, '"r/'.s Tho ins , i s t a r of s c e p t i c i s m , 

exclaimb :v in ind <,. ~ in t th< f r ud of " i f e-rni).'*'.. in the 

tenor of* 

A d< rkening Inn-" sunken in to prayer 
Lucidly in dewdrops of one s y l l a b l e , 3^ 
Eunc d i n l t t i r , , z* 0 t v i l \ h t , mad n . 

^ T h a k ^ s p e - r e , Is You Like I t . ITT , I P , 1.4E, 
3 0 ">e note *>9 on page 75 , 

3 1 "Yy, The Lady's Not for Eurnina;T p , 4E. 
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A decision on l i f e has to be madej ."horn"a rea l iaoc tha t l i f e , 

and he,with i t , must go marching ons 

\a Inevitably as or ig ina l e in , 
'nd I aha 11 be loath to forego one d-y o.' you, 3„, 
".ven for the sake o** my ultim' te friend I./ du^th, "~ 

>h&ix one considers the humn ,->iid v i t a l 

qua l i t i e s of Antonio, Jhylock, ^ o r t i a , " ' e n t r i e s , 

.and Benedick,0 ' Viola, Cl iv la , tfnria, - r i d , *-\istnff, 
41 Rosalind, nd nany others In h i s sp rk^in^ ,; > . :d les , the 

n ruler must '...€ struck with the qual i ty of j u r r r i s c that they 

T b i d , , pare 97, 

i-erch«nt in Ehaken >eare's ffarc.hanLi?."1.'. .Xfthice, 

Ehylock, vengeful 3G W *•** Shakoepe'-re's Merchant 

^ P o r t i a , heroine of E;okes ^enrc'r ^er^hauit, of 
Venice. 

36 
benedick, hero of Shakespeare's j.!uch Atjp About 

iI.Q.lih_jia 
37 

3e-»,trice, heroine In Much v^o 'Vbont Nothing 
Op 

JThrep wi t ty r>n$ 3ov«bIe ronen in ^hakemei rVs ' 
^Vivacious sp r i t e in Ehakes->e re'13 The Pm^est 

40 
^hakespeore'n robust , noble, so ld ie r bufflon 

4 1 "ero lne of \B YOU Mke I t . 
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get-from him. They g ive the impression of be ing a l i v e and 

of "proving i n e x h a u s t i b l e in the emotions they r e f l e c t in 

t h e i r a c t i o n s . Even the non-&um?»n c r e a t u r e a , ' i r i e l 4 2 -nd 
43 

Caliban g ive t h e r e a d e r the impression t h a t they are 

l i v i n g . The q u a l i t y of l i f e so n o t i c e a b l e in the El izabe than 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of i t , i s the c h a r a c t e r s por t rayed a c t ; they 

do. something with l i f e - t h e y h~ve an inner s p i r i t , ^he 

absence of the marching s o i r l t in l i f e must have ^s i t s 

opposite an " a r i d i t y of the inner s p i r i t , " I t i s d i f f i c u l t 

to f ind such a r i d i t y in Fry or h i s El izabethan p redecesso r s , 

There i s none of the d e s s i c a t l o n r e f l e c t e d in* 
Eut though I ' v e "rept and f a s t e d , wept and ^ r^yed , 

Though 1 have seen my head, gro\m s l i g h t l y b a l d , 
Brought in upon a p l o t t e r , 
I am no prophet "nd h e r e ' s no g r e a t m a t t e r . 

To the E l izabe than and to F ry , 

a l l l i f e , both k i n d s , i s r-, very g r e a t m a t t e r aand the c h a r a c t e r s 

are prophets of i t . Lament some of i t s a spec t s they do; 

c r i t i c i s e i t they must; f e a r old age they do m o s t ' h e a r t i l y ; 

l augh 'a t themselves and o t h e r s , they do with g u s t o ; love 

4 % o t e 3"> on p ;e °^ of t'1 Is t ' ^ s i e . 
43 

lla-ve ^nd e n s l a v e r o" Tvn in The Temoest 
^ T . S . 'EL lot , "Lov* "or of* J , "Jfred Fruf rock" . 
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and h«Oe, they r e v e l In ; bu t thnf i t 1 a no g r»n t m a t t e r , 

they r e fu t e with *11 t h e i r be ingj 

In the same way t h a t the c e n t r a l f i p x r e s In 

Shakespeare 's p i .ys t end , - t f i r s t hea r ing or r e a d i n g 

to b lo t ait the o the r chnr* c t e r s , T fo r exa-rEi.-, Ira oo 

and fu~ ie t overshadow the marvelous c h a r a c t e r , J u i W p 

nurse"0* - ~ do ^ r y ' s rar in. c h a r ' c i o r r , o* / I K L 1 -r ' •, 

Cfist the l e — r r M \htn i« ?; ~n unbr^, T'ov/ever, rn ^ - r a w ing, 

i t beco. es n 7 a r e n t , in both c S*»B, t h a t the e n t i r e ~- must 

be considered i r d i v i d u n > l y for each r e v e a l s rc^r r< c * , m 

s lan t on l i f e . 

In The Tndv,'s .'Jot 'or Earn"*t~j, E a r j a r e t , •' r> t o her 

of the r.c .' t s Eumphrey "nd Icholaa , r e f l e c t " »crc;a,rgc 

who cr.n e joy liff-, ^r --'rI:.-~- t h ' i " " 0 " re f̂ rif* f " on n 

even k^el, he h"* - at-st for cu-jo/^ar.' o " !'•*' j " - \ i v t i v e 

nri'* the t L a - t r l c t ' j 

NtchoL.H,>, you niwE/s th 1 1 k 
You Cfn do th ings b e t t e r than your mother . ' You c m be 
sure you v/erc born ^ u i t ' " d e o ' t i t ^ y on th^ E l r s t XJC n ion . 
Th*?rf> ia coneon ha<re T do ' t k iv\ r , ho ia I t , a l i zon f4p 

h i l e Rennet, purcucc h e r i n t ense 

rShnk*?5Ee'ire, J£*1JlSL-2D^1^3-j£& *' "" vur a t\j 
Wtpresses a romantic o ; t lo ) l " on ^Ife [n re"U«u Lc t/ ' isia, 

^ ^ y * The Lady's Lot for .)urmnrt t ^ , 9, 


