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In the context of the Renaissance English stage, Cal-
vinism is frequently associated with the names of
Stephen Gosson, Philip Stubbes, William Prynne, and
other extreme Protestant moralists who, in their un-
flinching opposition to the popular stage, brought about
its total suppression in 1642. It is indeed true that these
men were Calvinists. Yet often overlooked are the many
other equally committed English Calvinists, from Sir
Francis Walsingham, a prominent stage patron, to
playwrights such as Lewis Wager and Thomas Heywood,
who regarded the stage as a wholesome and morally
profitable form of recreation.

The persisting impression that Calvinists in Renais-
sance England were unanimously opposed to the stage
largely arises from the tendency to identify English Cal-
vinists with the Puritans or Protestant nonconformists,
all of whom, the assumption is, condemned playing as
an unlawful calling and threat to public morals. The
truth of the matter is that all Calvinists in England were
not Puritans, if we use the term “Puritans,” as it is popu-
larly conceived, to refer to those English Protestants who
were dissatisfied with a mere theological Reformation in
the national Church and called for more sweeping
changes in worship and ecclesiastical pnlity.] For, as
leading Tudor historians have shown, a substantial por-
tion of Elizabethan Protestants with little or no interest
in revising the Prayer Book or abolishing episcopacy
were Calvinist in theological outlook, including that most
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fearless Puritan-baiter, Archbishop Whitgift.? Yet even
the Puritans were not as undivided in their opposition
towards the stage as one might think. The picture now
emerging is that, throughout Elizabeth’s reign and well
into the seventeenth century, many Puritans patronized
the stage, wrote plays promoting their own religious and
political interests, and even defended it against the
stage’s critics, many of whom were Puritans themselves.>
My aim in this paper is to show that English Calvinists,
Puritans as well as non-Puritans, varied considerably in
their attitudes towards the stage. Some, as we shall see,
were its strongest supporters, others its most hostile op-
ponents.

The divergence of opinion regarding the stage, how-
ever, began among Calvinists a long time before
Elizabeth came to the throne and a considerable distance
from England. It was already a source of tension in Cal-
vin’s Geneva during the 1540s and 1550s. There, in a
way that foreshadowed the later controversy in England,
Calvinists were locked in an embittered conflict over the
stage. The early Protestant tradition of sacred drama
which originated in Lutheran Germany was extended to
Geneva chiefly by two prominent members of the clergy,
Abel Poupin and Theodore Beza, the latter Calvin’s suc-
cessor as leader of the Genevan Church. Both men were
not only keen advocates of the stage, but authors and di-
rectors of biblical plays themselves. Beza’s Abraham sac-
rifiant was a very popular and influential work, serving
as the leading model for the large corpus of biblical
dramas composed on the Continent in the second half
of the sixteenth century. It contains a preface exhorting
the audience to examine their own lives in the light of
this “fayre example,” and urging gifted writers to follow
Beza’s example in using their talents in the service of
God.*

If Poupin and Beza considered drama to be a wholesome
mode of recreation and an instrument of moral and re-
ligious instruction, there were others who anticipated
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Gosson and Stubbes in arguing that stage plays were a
waste of public and private funds, a threat to public
order, and a positive enticement of evil. William Farel,
who introduced Calvin to Geneva and helped him to es-
tablish the theocracy, charged that actors “who delight
in assumed characters when they should conform their
own to Christ in every kind of duty,” do grave spiritual
harm to themselves by representing the sins of others.’
In response to Poupin’s play on “les actes des ap-
postres,” performed in July, 1546, another Genevan
minister, Michael Cop, mounted his pulpit and delivered
a fierce invective against the production. He charged
that the contents of Scripture are blasphemously misrep-
resented on the stage, that idolatry is promoted and sex-
ual immorality encouraged by the appearance and ges-
tures of the players.”

Calvin, himself, did not object to playing. In fact, as
head of the Consistory, the clerical body which regu-
lated the drama in Geneva, he approved of the per-
formance of numerous secular and religious plays, even,
for one occasion, on the Sabbath.” Yet on one issue, his
exegetical approach to the Old Testament placed him at
odds with the accepted customs of sixteenth-century
play-acting. In his Sermons on Deuteronomy, Calvin
condemned the common practice, especially in school
and university productions, of boys acting female roles,
because it violated biblical law (explicitly stated in
Deuteronomy 22:6), blurred the sexual distinction be-
tween men and women, and encouraged sexual immor-
ality.® This objection was to be raised frequently, along
with Calvin’s name cited as an authority, by the stage’s
opponents in Elizabethan England where boys imper-
sonating women was, of course, a common practice. It
is worth noting, however, that Beza found the practice
entirely acceptable, and just as the stage’s detractors in
England cited Calvin, enthusiasts cited Beza.’

These objections in Calvin’s Geneva to stage-playing
on moral and doctrinal grounds, however, were not







































