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Beginning Beaumont 

[Presented at Beaumont400, King’s College London, 12 March 2016] 

 

I want to begin by thanking Lucy for setting up this event. I doubt Beaumont400 will serve as a 

counterweight to the juggernaut of Shakespeare celebration heading our way like a badly mixed 

metaphor, but if it acts only as a tiny riposte it will have done the state some service. I also want 

to thank two other people, one who is here, one who is not: José Pérez Díez (who is) and Steve 

Orman (who isn't): last year they organised a conference in Canterbury on Beaumont’s best 

buddy John Fletcher at which I presented what was, I suppose, an earlier version of this paper. 

For the purpose of a Fletcher conference I found myself, if not exactly effacing Beaumont, then 

finding ways of relegating him to the margins. My point then was that we might rethink 

Fletcherian politics: that while Fletcher is routinely presented as staid, conservative, royalist, his 

plays might offer the possibility of something much more radical (or at least contentious and 

ambiguous); if we extend the privilege of ambiguity to Shakespeare, why not Fletcher? My intent 

wasn’t to say anything particular about the politics of Fletcher the man but I did implicitly 

assume I might say something about his plays – the problem is, he didn’t write them all alone 

and some of the examples I used, or could’ve used, to advance the case for a rebellious Fletcher 

involved plays he wrote with Beaumont. Nine months later and here I am again, approaching a 

similar issue from the other side. Is there a way to give Beaumont the critical attention he surely 

deserves without effacing Fletcher? Should we bother? Those are some of the questions I want 

to think through today. 

 To do this, I want to talk about beginnings. Each approach to the study of Beaumont – 

or indeed, any other writer – comes with its own difficulties and rewards. Do we emphasise the 

connections between Beaumont and Fletcher? Do we try to individuate them? Do we look only 

at his drama, or also at his poetry? Do we position him in relation to Shakespeare? Do we 

position him in relation to anybody else? Say – Marston? Or Middleton? Each line of inquiry 
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might be taken in any number of directions, but each inquiry is itself a kind of argument. Two 

different critics might produce contrasting analyses which place Beaumont (rather than 

Beaumont and Fletcher) at their centre, but in doing so they would each be arguing for, or else 

taking for granted, the validity of a single-author approach. Such an approach has many uses but 

it has drawbacks too: single-author studies of Shakespeare are how we ended up needing 

Beaumont400. When we introduce a subject we (often unwittingly) usher forth a whole host of 

assumptions or prejudices. I’ve already done this: even though I hope my confessional tone goes 

some way towards acknowledging my own anxiety and fallibility I risk conferring a false 

neutrality upon myself. In other words, by owning up to and exposing my prejudices rather than 

allowing them to remain latent I might give the impression of being even-handed and impartial 

even though in other ways, I am obviously not. In the course of this talk, then, I want to 

rehearse some different ways of beginning. I do this partly because I don’t want to give the 

impression that I think I’ve reached an end – after all, Beaumont studies ought to be something 

ongoing – and partly because I want to think about the implications of our starting positions. 

The moves we make early on in a critical process go some distance towards determining our 

endpoints; they also risk closing off other equally valid lines of inquiry. Consider what I’ve said 

so far, then, to be beginning number one: the confessional beginning. 

 So, far, I’ve probably spent rather too long talking about myself, so my next beginning 

ought to be less solipsistic. Let’s begin thinking about Beaumont and Fletcher and let’s do so by 

beginning the way most people begin: with Google. When you type Beaumont and Fletcher into 

Google you get this. The top hit on Google is not a playwrighting pair but a decorating duo 

advertising Amelia printed silk, couture bespoke fabrics, and luxury handmade furniture rather 

than Jacobean drama.  At first it looks like a curious coincidence but a cursory glance at the 

‘About Us’ section of the website reveals an even more surprising – and interesting – link. It 

turns out that Beaumont and Fletcher interior decorators are named after ‘our’ Beaumont and 

Fletcher, and what’s more, they even provide a short justification for the name on their website: 

http://www.beaumontandfletcher.com/
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Francis Beaumont & John Fletcher were two playwrights who flourished in London in the reign 
of James I, in the first part of the 17th century. 
 
They collaborated in writing a number of successful comedies and tragedies, and enjoyed a 
reputation for scurrilous behaviour and irreverence to authority. But their plays were stylish, 
original and beautifully crafted. 
 
And wanting my designs to be associated with all those qualities, and in keeping with our own 
dramatic, theatrical style, I named the company Beaumont & Fletcher. 

  

There are several things I find fascinating about this. The first thing that strikes me is how out of 

keeping it is with the critical reception of Beaumont and Fletcher from Coleridge onwards: 

Beaumont and Fletcher have come to stand for royalist conformity rather than scurrilous 

irreverence. But I rather like this version of events, overstated as it surely is. Indeed, it’s a sorry 

state of affairs when an advertisement by an interior decorator offers a more sensitive and 

generous assessment of Renaissance drama than the Shakespeare academy, by and large, is 

prepared to countenance. We need not endorse this view of Beaumont and Fletcher to admit 

there’s something charming and potentially useful about it: as I suggested at the start of this talk 

we might see conservative conformity in, say, The Maid’s Tragedy, but we might also recognise the 

charge of something more disturbing and unsettling.  

The other thing I find fascinating about this description of Beaumont and Fletcher (aside 

from the surely inadvertent implication that irreverence to authority underpins the craft of 

decoration – what next, radical rococo mirrors? subversive chandeliers?) is the value placed on 

originality. Beaumont and Fletcher’s plays, we learn, are ‘original’, just like bespoke furniture. 

Originality is a vexed term in Renaissance drama studies. It’s usually a term of praise but it is 

both difficult to determine – how, exactly, can we know the origins of an idea? – and has the 

unfortunate effect of rendering that which is not thought to be original as somehow inferior. 

This is part of the reason for the comparatively poor reception of Caroline drama, despite a lot 

of excellent work on the subject. So is claiming that Beaumont and Fletcher are original a good 

idea? I suspect it’s a mix: the tragicomedies of Beaumont and Fletcher had a lasting influence on 

later dramatists but while this influence might qualify them as original it’s worth noting that the 
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tragicomedy we often term Fletcherian had earlier influences too, which ought not to be 

obscured. Indeed, it might be best to have a moratorium on the term: at the moment I think it 

risks doing Renaissance dramatists – Beaumont and Fletcher included – as much harm as good. 

So, as I come towards the halfway point of this talk I reach the end of this second beginning: so 

far I’ve dealt with Beaumont and Fletcher’s collaboration in broad brushstrokes but it’s my 

contention that it only takes a slight tweak of perspective to allow us to make some critical 

progress. All we need to do is follow the lead of the interior designers, and be prepared to 

imagine scurrility and irreverence, rather than (or as well as) staid conservatism, although a little 

more attention to the joy in the derivative might also be useful. 

For my third beginning I want to question what it is we think we mean when we say 

Beaumont, or Beaumont and Fletcher (or for that matter ‘Shakespeare’, ‘Jonson’ or ‘Middleton’). 

So far I’ve used the names of writers as if they’re self-explanatory terms when really, they are not. 

What counts for us as Beaumont? When we refer to Beaumont and Fletcher do we really mean 

The Captain, or The Coxcomb? When we talk about Beaumont’s solo work do we really mean his 

Inns of Court masque, as well as The Knight of the Burning Pestle? Most of the time, I suspect not. 

Beaumont may not be canonical in the same way as Shakespeare but then, not all Shakespeare is 

equally canonical either.  Some Shakespeare plays – mostly, it has to be said, the more obviously 

co-authored ones – sit on the fringes of the Shakespeare canon. When people invoke 

Shakespeare’s universality they are talking about Hamlet, not The Two Noble Kinsmen. We should, 

however, acknowledge a similar logic at work in our own understandings of other Renaissance 

dramatists. The Knight of the Burning Pestle has a kind of canonicity achieved by relatively few not-

Shakespearean Renaissance plays, but The Woman Hater and Cupid’s Revenge have had nothing like 

that kind of critical exposure. Often, a reference to Beaumont and/or Fletcher is a reference to a 

somewhat canonical play – Pestle, The Woman’s Prize (in the case of Fletcher), even Philaster, The 

Maid’s Tragedy, A King and No King. We can do more to acknowledge the canons in our canons. 
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Tonight, some of us will see some of that critical and theatrical imbalance addressed 

when the wonderful Edward’s Boys perform The Woman Hater, a play overlooked by critics, as 

well as theatrical producers. Later in the year the excellent Read Not Dead project will stage The 

Scornful Lady at the Inns of Court and The Coxcomb at the Globe: neither play has exercised too 

many critics. This is great, of course, and represents perhaps the best kind of beginning - the 

chance to experience the vitality of the plays in performance – it is extremely encouraging to see 

such productions following on from the great success of Adele’s Knight of the Burning Pestle. But 

there is a curious lacuna here – Beaumont’s most famous play has received a major production 

and his least well-known plays are receiving smaller scale productions, but it’s not clear if the 

plays in between (Philaster, The Maid’s Tragedy, A King and No King) will also receive the 

productions they surely deserve. These plays have garnered a degree of critical attention and are 

more easily available in modern textual editions, but it’s a shame that they’re not staged. The 

Globe have acknowledged Beaumont via Read Not Dead but opted for a Shakespeare season in 

the Sam Wanamaker; I'm not sure that the RSC have acknowledged his anniversary at all and 

they decided to run with plays by Marlowe and Jonson in the Swan. We are seeing more 

Beaumont and Fletcher, then, but are we seeing enough? And will we see Beaumont and 

Fletcher in 2017 or beyond? 

You’ll have noticed, no doubt, that I’ve found myself referring to Beaumont through 

Fletcher, as indeed, might be appropriate, given the collaborative nature of most of the plays I 

have mentioned. I want though, in this fourth and final beginning to consider whether it is 

possible (or useful) to discover what is distinctively Beaumontian. After all, this is Beaumont400 

not Beaumont&Fletcher400: Fletcher went on writing for over a decade after Beaumont’s 

retirement. By attending to Beaumont, we might therefore shift some of the focus away from the 

more famous of the two collaborators. It is with this in mind that Edward’s Boys advertised their 

production of The Woman Hater: 
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If Beaumont is mentioned at all these days it is usually in conjunction with his more 
famous collaborator John Fletcher (“Bo’mon’n’Fletcha”!) –  probably a result of the fact 
that “Fletcha” also collaborated with someone called Shakespeare. However, Beaumont 
wrote plays on his own and one at least, The Knight of the Burning Pestle, has a strong 
reputation following several successful productions in recent decades. 

 

In a rhetorical sleight of hand, the advert opens the door for The Woman Hater to become a 

Beaumont play. The point, of course, is that it is already a Beaumont play: as we heard yesterday, 

the vast majority of it is written by Beaumont. However, attribution scholars have suggested that 

Fletcher had a hand in it too and the attribution of the play to Beaumont alone is here suggested 

to be a kind of comment on the politics of the early modern canon. Severing Beaumont from 

Fletcher is a way of severing Beaumont from Shakespeare although, curiously, it is also a way of 

making Beaumont more like Shakespeare because it mimics the kind of manoeuvre routinely used 

by Shakespeareans. Even though Middleton had a hand in the extant texts of Macbeth and Measure 

for Measure these plays are usually attributed to Shakespeare alone. Similarly, Shakespeare editors 

have added Edward III to the Shakespeare canon even though he is likely only to have written a 

small part of it – who knows, The Spanish Tragedy and Arden of Faversham may soon be added too, 

as the results of authorship scholarship are consumed by the attribution community. 

Shakespeare’s collaborators are increasingly acknowledged but this doesn't always feed into the 

way we actually talk about the plays. For the noble purpose of promoting Beaumont it might be 

possible to disregard his more famous collaborator, especially when Fletcher’s role in the play is 

small, but we should be aware that doing so risks Shakespeareanizing Beaumont. 

Jeremy Lopez has noticed some similar correspondences between Shakespeare and 

Beaumont in a subsection playfully entitled ‘Beaumont Our Contemporary’ in his book 

Constructing the Canon of Early Modern Drama. For Lopez ‘Beaumont is remade in Shakespeare’s 

image’: The Knight of the Burning Pestle is often read as an expression of the joyous, metaphoric 

power of performance over and above historically particular class conflict. But I want to pick up 

on one of Lopez’s other suggestions: that the play’s current positive critical reputation is 
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generated partly by a sense of its initial, negative reception. Here, I also agree with Lopez: that 

the play was a failure is not certain; indeed, Walter Burre’s marketing of the first quarto smacks 

of the kind of mythologizing we so often see in Shakespeare studies. Burre presented the play as 

ahead of its time – famously, he said it had ‘a privy mark of irony about it’. But what if the play 

was met with muted success, or with mixed reviews, rather than total confusion or absolute 

disdain? One thing’s for sure, it’s easier to market extremity, than mediocrity: Burre, a specialist 

in the printing of failed plays, may have found it more helpful to emphasise (even to 

overemphasise) the play’s failure. The notion that the play had ‘a privy mark’ doesn’t work if half 

of the audience get it. Paradoxically, the play is easier to recuperate if it’s a complete disaster. 

Failure graces it with exceptionality: the problem is with the audience, not the play. There’s 

something self-congratulatory about this, of course: we reward ourselves for getting the play 

when we term it a success. Beaumont himself participated in this mythologizing process in some 

of his other, solo-authored works: his commendatory poems. Beaumont wrote poems praising 

two different theatrical failures: Jonson’s Catiline and Fletcher’s The Faithful Shepherdess. It’s easy, 

and even attractive, to read these poems as distinctively Beaumontian. Like the first quarto of 

Pestle they are interested in recuperating failures by claiming that their art exceeded the limitations 

of the audience. Like Pestle, which Jeffrey Masten describes as a fundamentally collaborative play 

(even though it is notionally solo-authored) the poems are both distinctive of Beaumont and yet 

curiously collaborative: they are poems about other people appended to the text of other 

people’s plays. How much of Beaumont is there in Beaumont? 

Even a paper about beginnings must come to an end. If I want to resist this end, it's not 

because I want to go on talking (honest), but because I’m fearful of the end that may be in sight 

for Beaumont studies (if we can even say such a thing exists). Beaumont400 will end, if not 

today, at the end of this conference, then at the end of this year. Indeed, this morning the 

Shakespeare400 Twitter account cheerily advertised today’s event by announcing ‘Beaumont400 

ends today’. And what next? There will be no Beaumont401 – the thought is absurd (though is it 

https://twitter.com/S400events/status/708578448361574400
https://twitter.com/S400events/status/708578448361574400
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any more absurd than a Beaumont400 or a Shakespeare400?) Perhaps we should stop talking 

about beginning Beaumont. Beaumont is always beginning, but rarely begun. Too many of our 

beginnings stay as beginnings, rather than becoming middles – or worse still, they become ends. 


