PROJECT MUSE’

Who Loses and Who Wins?

David Currell

MLN, Volume 135, Number 5, December 2020 (Comparative Literature
Issue), pp. 1184-1198 (Article)

Published by Johns Hopkins University Press
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1353/mln.2020.0083

= For additional information about this article
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/784633

[212.98.144.19] Project MUSE (2024-04-24 08:26 GMT) American University of Beirut



Project MUSE (2024-04-24 08:26 GMT) American University of Beirut

[212.98.144.19]

Who Loses and Who Wins?

(4

David Currell, American University of Beirut

Since the 1958 crisis, la ghaleb, la maghlub (“no victor, no vanquished”)
has been the mantra under which Lebanon’s elites have turned from
violence to other means (Hermez 5-8). Any resemblance to Gustave
Flaubert’s definition of “bataille” is presumably coincidental; Prime
Minister Saeb Salam did not intend to cap “Il y a toujours deux vain-
queurs, le battant et le battu” (“There are always two winners: the
victors and the vanquished”; Flaubert 9). The politician’s formula and
the novelist’s paradox could each serve in a pinch as definitions of
chivalric tragicomedy, the genre that makes a pretty puzzle of epic’s
sorting of winners and losers. Within epic, the work of Mars may
indeed threaten to confuse or erase distinctions:

Iam gravis aequabat luctus et mutua Mavors
funera; caedebant pariter pariterque ruebant
victores victique, neque his fuga nota neque illis. (Aeneid 10.755-57)

Now the heavy hand of Mars was dealing out equal woe and mutual death.
Alike they slew and alike they fell—victors and vanquished, and neither
these nor those knew flight. (Fairclough 225)

But this is a temporary problem of perspective: whom to denote
victores and whom victi remains temporarily unsettled, but the sym-
metries (“pariter pariterque”) will give way to hierarchies (“victores
victique”). The defeated Turnus concedes in these terms: “vicisti et
victum tendere palmas / Ausonii videre” (“You are the victor; and the
Ausonians have seen me stretch forth my hand as the vanquished”;
12.936-37; Fairclough 367). Aeneas wins, the loser acknowledges it
publicly and in his next (and next to last) breath concedes the princess
bride. But Aeneas proves a sore winner: the sight of Pallas’s baldric,

MLN 135 (2020): 11841198 © 2021 by Johns Hopkins University Press



MLN 1185

worn by Turnus as a trophy, enrages him, and he murders the victus
with the pretext that Turnus is a sacrificial victima on his lips (cf.
“immolat,” 12.949). The collocation is also prominent in Lucan’s De
bello civili, but a shift is under way. Pompey, enjoying a loser’s prophetic
privilege, articulates the divided spoliation even in advance of the war
he prosecutes: “Omne malum victi, quod sors feret ultima rerum, /
Omne nefas victoris erit” (“every woe that utter ruin brings will the
vanquished suffer, and every horror will the conqueror commit”;
7.122-23; 379). Pompey cannot divine which side will suffer every
ill (“omne malum”) and which will commit every outrage (“omne
nefas”). Implicitly, the formula makes his hope of victory the hope
of being the greater criminal, but in some sense whether that is his
fate or Caesar’s is immaterial: “evil” (by which both malum and nefas
might be translated) is the common denominator of either outcome.

No scholar has better illuminated the meanings of epic victory and
defeat than David Quint. Quint’s Epic and Empire analyzes the para-
digms that ramify from the poems just cited throughout the entire
tradition: the imperial teleology of the victor (represented by Virgil)
is challenged by the repetitive divagations of lost political causes
(represented by Lucan), that are nevertheless constrained to narra-
tive reinscription largely on Virgilian terms (9). Victor/ victus formulas
of the kind I have mentioned tend to support Lucan’s bottom line,
“Nobody wins,” undermining the Virgilian narrative preoccupation
with “Who has won” (cf. 46). Erasmus’s Adage 2.6.24, Flet victus, victor
interiit (“The loser weeps, the winner’s dead”), in which the humanist
reduces the Trojan cycle to “the most insane war...about a worthless
young woman” (304), is its Renaissance apotheosis (cf. Wolfe 93).
Such forthright partisanship for peace, however, imposing so severe a
deflation of literary values, remained a minority position throughout
the Renaissance. A less committed and committal literary response
to the tragic conjunction of victor/ victus occurs within the paradoxi-
cal combinatorics of tragicomedy. The remainder of this essay treats
an English tragicomedy, The Two Noble Kinsmen (1613), whose epic
genealogy causes these issues to appear with special pointedness. The
play is cousin, some degrees removed, to the second great military
cycle of Greek myth, the Theban. Erasmus had no higher opinion of
this war. Adage 2.8.34, Cadmeia victoria (“Cadmean victory”), concerns
“success which proved disastrous even for the victors themselves” (62;
cf. Allen 2090, 2217). It is instanced by the brothers who slew each
other over their ancestor Cadmus’ throne and by the Theban people
themselves, who repelled the Argive siege only to face obliterating
vengeance for leaving their foes unburied. The play lies in a tradition
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that both preserves and transmutes these themes. My analysis first
follows its motif of “Mars’s altar,” which remains a site of worship for
the play’s epic warriors. The second section asks whether the deity
remains responsive—in either religious or literary terms—and what
emerges in his stead.

At Mars’s Altar

“The conquered triumphs; / The victor has the loss” (5.4.113-14),
concludes Theseus, at something of a loss himself, in John Fletcher
and William Shakespeare’s The Two Noble Kinsmen. Arcite and Palamon,
royal cousins who survived Theseus’s vengeance on impious Thebes,
have fought a tournament for the uneager hand of Queen Hippolyta’s
sister Emilia, whom they spied from their POW cell. Theseus man-
dated mortal stakes: Palamon, who lost, is supposed to be executed,
but Arcite suffers a fatal fall while celebrating victory and bequeaths
Emilia to his reconciled foe as a dying gift. “The victor has the loss”
(“victor interiit”): Arcite comes in dead first. Other last words in this
play recall “flet victus.” The Wooer promises the Jailer’s Daughter
not to hurt her (they are to sleep together on a doctor’s disquieting
orders); “If you do, love, I'll cry,” she replies (5.2.112). Emilia’s last
words, “This day I give to tears” (5.4.98), align her with both the
Jailer’s Daughter and the widowed Queens of Act 1. All these tears
mark as victae women whom men imagine they are directing towards
happy endings. In a play that twice turns decisively on women’s com-
passion, a tear also rises in Hippolyta’s eye after the conclusion of
the quasi-judicial combat to decide Arcite and Palamon’s claims to
Emilia’s hand, a combat Emilia declines to view, as she had earlier
refused to choose between the combatants.! Theseus returns with an
excited post-match analysis:

'Theseus’s attempt to insist on her presence (“the knights must kindle / Their valour
atyour eye” [5.3.29-30]) continues an important thematic of visibility in the play (Davis
179). Davis’s fine analysis could be extended. Emilia rationalizes her absence in terms
of sight: “If I were by / I might do hurt, for they would glance their eyes / Toward
my seat and in that motion might / Omit a ward or forfeit an offence” (5.3.60-63).
Her phrasing recalls Palamon’s prayer to Venus, who “hast the might, / Even with an
eye-glance, to choke Mars’s drum” (5.1.79-80). Emilia’s prayer to Diana grounds her
refusal to choose in the likeness of her eyes: “Of mine eyes, / Were I to lose one, they
are equal precious; / I could doom neither: that which perished should / Go to’t
unsentenced” (5.1.154-57). Davis notes that Hippolyta’s final comment on Theseus’s
sentence uses an image of blinding: “Infinite pity / That four such eyes should be so
fixed on one / That two must needs be blind for’t” (5.3.144-46). But Palamon’s death
(his blinding in Hippolyta’s synecdoche) is exactly what he asked for in a perverse
evocation of the Sermon on the Mount: “were’t one eye / Against another . . . I would
destroy th’offender, coz, I would, / Though parcel of myself” (5.1.21-24).
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So it fared
Good space between these kinsmen, till heavens did
Make hardly one the winner. [to Arcite]

Wear the garland
With joy that you have won. —For the subdued
Give them our present justice, since I know
Their lives but pinch ’em. Let it here be done.
The scene’s not for our seeing; go we hence,
Right joyful, with some sorrow. [to Arcite]

Arm your prize;
I know you will not loose her. —Hippolyta,
I see one eye of yours conceives a tear,
The which it will deliver. Flourish. (5.3.128-38)

The victory was hard-earned, but “hardly” also implies the kinsmen
are still only distinguished with difficulty. Over the course of the
play, the “garland” has shifted from symbolizing feminine wedlock
(1.1.0) to masculine conquest and Emilia has become a “prize”; the
instruction “arm” (embrace) suggests a summons to the lists as much
as the bedchamber, if not physical arrest (“I know you will not loose
her,” with an ironic pun on “lose”). Hippolyta’s tear is noted but not
consoled. Theseus’s sentence stands. Victus interit. Emilia is driven to
her emphatic, desperate question, the play’s rhetorical climax: “Is this
winning?” (5.3.138).

The final twist—Arcite is fatally injured on his victory lap—seems to
make the ending turn on the question “Who has won,” in the sense
of which warrior will be identified as victor. The deeper interest for
literary history, however, lies in the alternative values that charge
Emilia’s very different question. Critics have highlighted the contex-
tual impetus of the chivalric Prince Henry’s death, and the marriage
of Princess Elizabeth that followed hard upon, for an adaptation of
Geoftrey Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale (Herman 1-5; Clark 130-32). I will
concentrate on what the dramatists add—the subplot of the Jailer’s
Daughter, which forces the inherited epic romance impasse to con-
front a new class consciousness—and what they subtract: the gods. The
Two Noble Kinsmen joins The Knight’s Tale in a branch of epic tradition
growing from Giovanni Boccaccio’s Teseida. As David Anderson has
demonstrated, Boccaccio’s poem is an imitation by analogy of one
specific epic, Statius’s Thebaid. Chaucer takes his narrative starting
point even more directly from Statius’s final book (12.519-20 heads
The Knight’s Talein part of the manuscript tradition). Theseus, return-
ing from foreign war against the Amazons, finds the Argive widows
at the temple of Clementia and sacks Thebes, tyrannized by Creon



Project MUSE (2024-04-24 08:26 GMT) American University of Beirut

[212.98.144.19]

1188 DAVID CURRELL

after the mutual killings of Eteocles and Polynices, in vindication of
their right to bury their husbands. The broader arc of Boccaccio’s
narrative, however, develops from an “alternative ending” embedded
in an apostrophe in Book 6 of the Thebaid (Anderson 100-17). At
this point in Statius’s narrative, Polynices is participating in a chariot
race, one of the funeral games for Opheltes that serve as prologue
to the “Iliadic” books 7-11. He is unseated and badly injured, under
circumstances to which I will return, leading Statius’s narrator to
deplore the lost chance of an opportune death that would have
prevented war and drawn funerary honors from Thebes, his brother,
and the whole Hellenic world (6.513-17). Boccaccio appropriates this
counterfactual for the career of his Arcita and Arcita’s contest with
his cousin Palamone. Arcita dies having won a chivalric tournament
modeled on Thebaid 6 that also substitutes in the larger design of the
Teseida for the warfare of Thebaid 7-11. Epic games, so amenable to
intertextual poetics, become the arena for Boccaccio’s game of epic
composition, a game Chaucer joined by requiting the Teseida with
his Knight’s Tale.?

Fletcher and Shakespeare enter this tradition late. They are in sparse
company in adapting the literature of “Thebanness” to the English
stage.” “Elizatheban drama” is almost too slightly attested to warrant
the wordplay. Philip Sidney asks, “What child is there, that, coming
to a play, and seeing Thebes written in great letters upon an old door,
doth believe thatitis Thebes?” (103). Looking at Heywood’s The Silver
Age (1613, but likely based on works from the 1590s), a rare instance
of a play with scenes set in Thebes, it is hard to disagree: no spatial
or moral signifiers distinguish those scenes from ones where Sidney’s
imaginary letters would spell “Arges” or “Pelasges” instead. Yet The
Two Noble Kinsmen, thanks especially to the discourse added in 1.2

I am grateful to James Nohrnberg for suggesting the epic games/game of epic
formulation. For Milton on this playing field, see Currell.

*0On “Thebanness” as a subject driven by narrative doublings and retrogressions, a
great engine of epic losing, see Davis 182-87. Two dramatic treatments of the Palamon
and Arcite narrative—a Latin play by Richard Edwards performed before Elizabeth
I at Christ Church, Oxford (1566) and an Admiral’s Men’s play recorded as “ne” by
Henslowe in September 1594—precede Fletcher and Shakespeare’s, but neither is
extant. Freud’s influence upon Hamlet reception aside, the play from which I take my
title (King Lear 5.3.15) is perhaps the Shakespearean work most frequently connected
to Theban myth. But only The Two Noble Kinsmen takes us there. Jody Greene offers an
agile reading of The Two Noble Kinsmen alongside Sophocles’s Antigone, imagining an
encounter between Antigone and Theseus on the Theban killing fields: “It could never
happen. These two miss each other entirely, occupying, as they do, fundamentally dif-
ferent if uncannily overlapping orders of fictional existence” (406). Thebaid 12 shows
a nearer miss than this formula captures.
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(a scene without an analogue in the sources), fits readily within Froma
Zeitlin’s influential reading of Thebes as the structural “other” to
Athens in Attic tragedy. This discourse restores a significant classical
topos to the medieval scenario. Boccaccio declares “ma tu, o libro,
primo allor cantare / di Marte fai gli affanni sostenuti, / nel volgar
latio pit mai non veduti” (“But you, my book, are the first to bid
[the Muses] sing in the vernacular of Latium what has never been
seen thus before: the toils endured for Mars”; 12.84; McCoy 328).
Boccaccio’s theme is old, but his stile new; for those who take up his
example, therefore, vernacular innovation is itself traditional. The Two
Noble Kinsmen follows The Knight’s Tale in reducing direct representa-
tion of the toils of Mars against the Amazons and against Creon, and
also between the kinsmen. Boccaccio’s epic games are truly epic: the
catalogue of participants combines the veterans of Thebes and the
future besiegers of Troy (Boccaccio slyly plays with his belatedness by
showing us Nestor in the first bloom of youth [6.30]) who encounter
each other in an arena where real casualties are suffered and epic
similes and type scenes abound. Chaucer eschews the epic narrative
architecture but his theatre architecture is equally grand and his pro-
tagonists’ retinues are one hundred strong. Fletcher and Shakespeare
play four a side. Lois Potter plausibly explains this as the residue of an
ultimately abandoned plan to stage the combat, which would have put
practical limits on the number of participants (396-97). As it stands,
the reduction tends to sustain the duel begun in 3.6 as the paradigm
for the cousins’ conflict. Arcite and Palamon’s elaborately courteous
mutual arming reflects one side of early modern dueling culture;
Theseus’s instant condemnation of their self-managed violence as a
challenge to his monarchical authority reflects the other (see Quint,
“Duelling” 232-33):

What ignorant and mad malicious traitors

Are you that ’gainst the tenor of my laws

Are making battle, thus like knights appointed,

Without my leave and officers of arms? (3.6.132-35; intensifying Knight’s
Tale 1710-13)

That Arcite and Palamon are vocational knights, that arms are the
men, is their personal tragedy but also makes them representatives of
a tragic class, the early modern warrior aristocracy (a point developed
in the next section). But if both cousins’ first love is their private
code of martial honor, the play also represents war in troubled and
troubling terms. In the second part of his prayer to Mars, Arcite offers
what Paul Jorgensen identified as a catalogue of “every sociological
use made of warfare in Shakespeare” (178):
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Oh great corrector of enormous times;
Shaker of o’er-rank states; thou grand decider
Of dusty and old titles, that heal’st with blood
The earth when it is sick and cur’st the world
O’th’ pleurisy of people[.] (5.1.62-66)

Part of Arcite’s rationale chimes uncannily with its origins as recorded
in a scholium on [liad 1.5:

Others have said that Homer was referring to a myth. For they say that Earth,
being weighed down by the multitude of people [poluplethias anthropon],
there being no piety among humankind, asked Zeus to be relieved of the
burden. Zeus firstly and at once brought about the Theban War[.] (West
80-81)

Arcite repeats Zeus’s (genocidal) ecological argument and brings it
into the polis: war is the health of the “o’errank” state.

Gratitude for the relief of overpopulation sits strangely in the mouth
of a survivor of Thebes’s destruction. Arcite’s hymn of praise echoes
Palamon’s earlier question and earlier wish:

Who then shall offer
To Mars’s so scorned altar? I do bleed
When such I meet and wish great Juno would
Resume her ancient fit of jealousy
To get the soldier work, that Peace might purge
For her repletion and retain anew
Her charitable heart, now hard and harsher
Than strife or war could be. (1.2.21-26)

These sentiments would be out of place in Boccaccio or Chaucer
(this scene, I emphasize again, is original to The Two Noble Kinsmen).*
Though Arcite will eventually find himself at Mars’s altar echoing his
kinsman’s language, in 1.2 he rather seeks to divert Palamon from
these sanguinary urges (or perhaps the realistically ragged soldiers
with whom Palamon empathizes are too volgarfor his taste). Although
he becomes Venus’s devotee, Palamon is first characterized by an
allegiance to epic violence. The Jailer’s Daughter catches this in one
of her fantasies: a repopulation fantasy to match Palamon’s depopula-
tion fantasy: “There is at least two hundred now with child by him...

Is there a possible Statian influence? Just before the description of the House of
Mars (an obvious passage for the dramatists to consult), Jupiter threatens Mars with
the specter of universal peace (“pacemque iubebo / omnibus”) and loss of his divine
responsibilities and status as punishment for his tardiness in inciting the Theban war
(see 7.29-33).
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and all these must be boys / (He has the trick on’t)” (4.1.128-31).
Somewhere in the background may lie the Theban Hercules’s feat of
begetting a son on each of the fifty daughters of Thespius (there is
an allusion in Statius at Silvae 3.1.42—-43). But all Palamon’s imagined
fecundity has a sterile termination: “at ten years old / They must be
all gelt for musicians / And sing the wars of Theseus” (131-33). The
new generation will not reproduce, but fixate on the memorialization
of their tragic Thebanness. And even when Palamon waxes indignant
over Mars’s “so scorned altar,” Theseus has already brought it back to
mind. “By Mars’s altar, you were that time fair!” (1.1.62), he exclaims
to the mourning widow who is hailing him, significantly, as “purger
of the earth” (48). He has recognized her as Capaneus’s bride. The
syntax is ambiguous. Is Theseus remembering the site of her wedding
or interjecting a mild oath? Potter prefers the latter, noting Theseus’s
similar oath “By th’ helm of Mars” (1.4.17), but having Theseus swear
here “by Mars’s altar” opens a complex semiotic chain. The women’s
appeal induces Theseus to leave Hippolyta at the wedding altar in
favor of the warmaking symbolically associated with “Mars’s altar.”
This interrupted wedding breaks the parallel Theseus draws between
his memory of Capaneus’s marriage and his own present case. The
married Capaneus, however, died besieging Thebes; Statius’s account
of the fate of this contemnor of the gods occupies the end of Thebaid
10.%> Palamon, disgusted that the god now goes “scorned” at Thebes, is
vanquished by the new besieger. Yet Palamon himself later scorns the
altar (in that he prays to the goddess of love instead), which ensures
his dubious “victory.”

An analysis at least as detailed could be made of Palamon’s next
speech, in which he abjures mimetic desire (1.2.42—-62). There is an
obvious dramatic irony (his competition with Arcite for Emilia con-
forms perfectly to Girard’s paradigm) as well as a less obvious one: his
self-righteousness is countered rhetorically and at the level of scenic
form by Emilia’s moving reminiscence of mimetic desires lovingly
shared with her girlhood alter ego, Flavina. Their perfect mutuality
recalls Chaucer’s presentation of Perotheus (1191-1201)—even early
death is a common element, although in Theseus’s friend the condi-
tion was, so to speak, not fatal. Emilia’s speech delicately assuages
Hippolyta’s anxieties about whether her Theseus is too close to his
Pirithous. Fletcher and Shakespeare have reimagined this moment and

*On Capaneus and what he means for Statius’s epic theology see Chaudhuri 256-97.
As the next section explores, the gods are demoted in The Two Noble Kinsmen, but not
via theomachic agon.
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made it acutely dramatic: Statius’s Hippolyte wants to assault Thebes,
but is pregnant, and Theseus asks her to retire her quiver (12.636-38);
Boccaccio’s Ypolita, long-married, wishes him a complacent bon voy-
age (2.41-42); and when Chaucer’s Ypolita is sent to Athens, “ther is
namoore to telle” (974). But Fletcher and Shakespeare’s Hippolyta
chafes at being kept out of the action. Facing simultaneous deprivation
of love and war, she too would rather divert her husbandless wedding
march to Mars’s altar.

Who’s Up, Who’s Down?

The Two Noble Kinsmen changes the tradition that it renews. It is, of
course, renewing a Theban tradition and Dirce and Ismenus are
Lethean waters; teleological narratives (perhaps even ones of decline)
jar against a mythos of eternal return (Zeitlin 153). Even so, the motif
of Mars’s altar, while representing the theme of cyclical violence,
also focuses another key question: what has happened to the gods in
this play? Boccaccio, especially in his own annotations to the 7eseida,
allegorizes Statius’s pantheon. Chaucer reinstalls it and adds a deeply
disturbing Saturn. Late Shakespeare is hardly averse to divine machin-
ery— Cymbeline features a literal deus ex machina—but it is excised from
The Two Noble Kinsmen. The signs at the altars in Act 5 constitute a
teasingly ambiguous touch of the supernatural, but compared to the
sources, the play’s perspective on its crisis of the warrior aristocracy
is from below rather than above.

The moment at which Fletcher and Shakespeare bring gods and
knights alike down to earth in the process of literary adaptation can
be pinpointed with remarkable precision:

As he thus went counting
The flinty pavement, dancing as ’twere to th’ music
His own hoofs made (for, as they say, from iron
Came music’s origin), what envious flint,
Cold as old Saturn and, like him, possessed
With fire malevolent, darted a spark,
Or what fierce sulphur else, to this end made,
I comment not. (5.4.58-65)

Like any early modern aristocrat, Arcite prides himself on his horseman-
ship (2.5.12-14). Hunting, a tournament, mane¢ge—Arcite indulges
the full equestrian menu. But he falls from the “steed that Emily /
Did first bestow on him” (5.4.49-50), cruelly subverting the valence of
a gift that must have appeared as an earnest of her favor. The drama-
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tists highlight the irony by having Emilia provide a mount twice: first
in order that Arcite may ride to court (2.5.54-56), with an upgrade
once he is in service. Amazed at his reversed fortunes, Arcite receives
“A brace of horses: two such steeds might well / Be by a pair of kings
backed, in a field / That their crowns’ titles tried” (3.1.20-22). His
giddiness apparently deafens him to his echo of the Theban curse:
what does his image recall more than Polynices and Eteocles? Pir-
ithous’s narration of Arcite’s accident, however, partly quoted above,
implies a simpler explanation than Cadmean fate for his unhorsing:
simple pride comes before Arcite’s fall. The hellish connotations of
the sulfur quickly dissipate. Arcite repeats the eternal fall of Thebes,
but Pirithous’s almost ludicrous rehearsal of every detail of the horse’s
management and motion during Arcite’s showboating implies a more
contemporary fable: the collapse of the equestrian class.®

The agency that makes the Thebaid the Thebaid and not the Tese-
ida is Tisiphone: “Quis mortis, Thebane, locus, nisi dura negasset /
Tisiphone” (“What a chance to die, Theban, had not harsh Tisiphone
denied!”; 6.513-14; 365). Her role in fanning the war is expected, and
thoroughly prepared: the vengeful Dirae begin the epic occupying the
heart of Oedipus (1.52), whose curse engenders the fratricidal war.”
Dirae haunt the text, even when not directly invoked. Maeon, sole
survivor of the impious ambush of Tydeus, curses Eteocles on behalf
of his fifty dead comrades: “te diro horrore volantes / quinquaginta
animae circum noctes que diesque / assilient” (“fifty spirits flying
around you with dire terror by night and day”; 3.75-77; 155-57). The
“dire terror” and “flying spirits” recall the Dirae in word and action.
“Night and day” is a callback to the opening picture of Oedipus: the
Dirae possess him, but they also surround him; luxuriating in the twin
darknesses of blindness and the palace basement: “assiduis circumvolat
alis / saeva dies animi” (“the fierce daylight of his soul flits around him
with unflagging wings”; 1.51-52; 45). “Daylight,” a virtual oxymoron
in this context, flits about Oedipus—and so embodies the action of
that unforgettable “Dira,” child of Night, who overshadows the end
of Virgil’s Aeneid, flitting in Turnus’s face in the form of a screeching
bird (12.845-47, 862-64).° The descent of this Dira from Jupiter at
Venus’s behest mirrors the earlier rise of Allecto at Juno’s instigation.

°On this theme in European modernism, where the political-economic eclipse of
the aristocracy coincides and is figured by the technological eclipse of the horse, see
Quint, “Uneasy.”

’On Statian Dirae see Hardie 62-63.

SThere is a further reminiscence in the description of the Sphinx at Thebaid 2.515:
“terribili applausu circum hospita surgeret ora.”
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Virgil’s Dira prevents Turnus’s escape from death: “successum dea
dira negat” (“the dread goddess denies fulfilment”; 12.914; 363).
Statius’s Dira prevents Polynices’s escape into death: “dura negasset
/ Tisiphone” (“had not harsh Tisiphone denied”; 6.513-14; 365).
During the chariot race, Apollo brings a Fury-like apparition either
up from Erebus or out of thin air (6.495-96), frighting Polynices’s
horse and rendering the rider as vulnerable as the defeated Turnus,
though Polynices is saved for more destructive ends.’ In Boccaccio’s
adaptation of this motif in the 7Teseida, the pivotal moment finally
turns fatal. “Erinis” and her earthquake terrorize the theatre and
cause Arcita to suffer his mortal wound, but this “Furia” arises from
a rather harmonious recognition by Mars and Venus of how their
promises must be settled (9.4-9). Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale tacks back
to Virgil in having a patriarchal deity arbitrate the cousins’ fate and
fulfill Venus’s demand—but it is “Saturne” (not Jupiter) who com-
mands “a furie infernal” (2684) to rise from Hell (not descend from
Heaven). On the other side of the accident, however, Chaucer removes
celestial machinery; after elaborately disclaiming any knowledge of
the afterlife, the Knight reports simply “Arcite is coold, ther Mars his
soule gye!” (2815).'" The Two Noble Kinsmen, otherwise so committed
to the doublings of Thebanness, raises the specter of double motiva-
tion in a world beyond only through that sulfuric aroma and “Cold...
Saturn” as a dead metaphor within Pirithous’s materialist explanation
for the horse’s start (62). Heroes and gods alike have become merely
matter for secular literature. Returning to the start of this imitative
sequence, Colin Burrow has recently interpreted Virgil’s description
of Turnus and his Dira as engaging Lucretius. The end of the Aeneid
shows that “[t]he perceptual failings, the dreams and delusions and
desires that all mortals feel are what lose” (135). The Two Noble Kinsmen
dramatizes the inflection point, while illusion and disillusion remain
blended. With nothing to blame Mars or any other god for, Theseus
credits “heavenly charmers” with shaping human destiny to his very
last speech (5.4.131). Chaucer’s Theseus simply misrecognizes Saturn’s
handiwork as Jupiter’s dispensation; Fletcher and Shakespeare’s The-
seus genuflects towards an Olympus that is at best the vacancy around

“Statius’s narration of the chariot race pretends we should care “Who has won”
(“victoria nutat” [6.494]), and toys with the paradox of a glory in loss (“victusque et
collaudatus abisset” [6.490]), but the total design of the Thebaid will systematically
transform the winners of Book 6 into the losers of Books 7-11 (Anderson 98).

The Knight’s Tale darkens its source, but may also play with it: one way to parse the
omitted confirmation that Chaucer’s Arcite reaches the “cielo octava” of Teseida 11.1
is that it is already occupied by his Troilus.
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which dreams, delusions, and desires turn—the “airy nothing” that in
another life he debunked with such confidence (A Midsummer Night’s
Dream 5.1.16).

Absent the gods, who weighs the fates of the warrior aristocracy?
This play, its eyes fixed in a rear-view mirror, knows history’s answer—
their tragic decline will be co-managed by the absolutist state and
the ascendant middling sort. This is one context within which to
understand the play’s most memorable figure, the Jailer’s Daughter.
Her representative function vis-a-vis the rising middling sort is more
implied than dramatized, although diction and plot help augmentit."!
Douglas Bruster has argued that the Jailer’s Daughter’s mad language
possesses its own unique diction and imagery distinct from the rest
of the play. To Bruster’s categories we can add the afterlife: erased,
with the gods, from the chivalric plot, it returns in her class-conscious
visions of pagan Elysium and Christian Hell. Her folk idioms and rural
points of reference place her geographically as well as sexually outside
the circuit of court and city, just as this rift was widening in Jacobean
society: precisely by articulating “topics that the play’s traditional plot
has little language for or interest in” (290) she becomes “the character
with the clearest and most meaningful relation to historical change”
(300). Megan Snell has developed Bruster’s insight with reference
to the Chaucerian source: the part of the Jailer’s Daughter quites
(answers/pays back/rebuts) the chivalric plot just as the remainder
of Fragment 1 of the Canterbury Tales quites the Knight’s tale (49). A
class dynamic between nobles and churls is set in motion in Chau-
cer’s frame narrative, while Fletcher and Shakespeare effect the same
move with their underplot. In both cases politics finds expression as
generic form.

This point emerges most clearly in the Jailer’s Daughter’s relation
to country matters in Hamlet’s sense:

Let him do
What he will with me, so he use me kindly—
For use me so he shall, or I'll proclaim him,
And to his face, no man. (2.6.28-31)

The pathos of her situation is augmented by irony. Her earlier rhe-
torical question, “Sure he cannot / Be so unmanly as to leave me
here” (18-19) has already shown manliness as loving kindness to be a

""Richard Abrams has argued that “the spirit of bourgeois London” unifies the play’s

levels and that a mercantile mindset constitutes the play’s “artistic unity” (145); my
argument reads more tension into the (closely related) plot and subplot.
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chimera. (The manliness of martial aggression is ever praised: “What
more than man is this!” [3.6.157]; “These are men!” [265].) Moreover,
“kindly” is a pun: they cannot become kin because his gentility bars
their marriage; in this sense he can never have “kindly” relations.
These are made manifest in the morris dance of 3.5, imported from
Francis Beaumont’s Masque of the Inner Temple and Gray’s Inn, which
choreographs couples by degree (Lord and Lady, Servingman and
Chambermaid, etc.): “a Noah’s ark of English society” (Palfrey 255).
The first part of the Jailer’s Daughter’s thought—“Let him do /
What he will with me”—is bracingly frank: “I would fain enjoy him”
(2.4.30), but “To be his whore is witless” (5). Like Helen in All’s Well
she loves a star out of her sphere—“Palamon! — / Alas, no, he’s in
heaven” (3.4.3—4)—or else he lives in Elysium, disrupting the already
unclassical picture once painted by Shakespeare’s Antony: “for in the
next world will Dido see Palamon, and then will she be out of love
with Aeneas” (4.3.14-16). Whatever other worlds she may imagine,
the Jailer’s Daughter recognizes that her Palamon is not to be found
on earth. Tartarus, meanwhile, is populated by “Lords and courtiers
that have got maids with child” (40-41); the reference recalls both
her earlier fantasy of Palamon the great progenitor and the “strained
mirth” (3.3.43) of Arcite pledging the Lord Steward’s daughter who
“Something she did . . . Made her groan a month for’t. / Or two, or
three, or ten” (35-36). The Lord Steward’s daughter and the Marshall’s
sister recall the presentation of the youthful Alisoun in The Miller’s
Tale: “She was a prymerole, a piggesnye, / For any lord to leggen in his
bedde, / Or yet for any good yeman to wedde” (3268-70). Although
what masquerades as the tale’s moral—“Men sholde wedden after hire
estaat” (3229)—refers initially to differences in age, the natural sense
of “estaat” as social degree is confirmed by the subsequent lines.'
They express the unhappy middle ground between Palamon and her
Wooer that the Jailer’s Daughter meditates in 2.4. She ultimately makes
do with the Wooer, though her tenacious hold on her fantasy belies
the Theban lesson “that love ne lordship . . . have no felaweshipe”
(Knight’s Tale 1625-26). The Two Noble Kinsmen ends, then, with two
women marrying “Palamon.” Is that winning?

Next theatrical season, Ben Jonson bundled these Fletcherian-Shake-
spearean elements into a time machine that landed in Bartolomew
Fair. The name “Palemon” remains talismanic, but his character is

”Death, however, is a great leveler, and the Jailer’s Daughter derives pleasure from
her Hellish vision: “To hear there a proud lady and a proud city wife, howl together!”
(4.3.50-51).
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reduced to alphabetic characters inscribed in a book. Quarlous and
Winwife compete for Grace Wellborn’s hand by writing “Argalus”
(from Sidney’s Arcadia) and “Palemon” respectively, as the words
most likely to be approved by the next passerby (4.3.64-65). Neither
tournament nor duel, not even a battle of the books, “Palemon” tri-
umphs in Bartholomew Fair only because Trouble-All, unlikely avatar
of Fortuna, marks it at random, regretting that Justice Overdo was
not on this multiple-choice quiz. When Wellborn reveals the winner,
Quarlous is nonplussed: “Palemon the word and Winwife the man?”
he twice asks himself (5.1.35, 44-45). Just as the Wooer, a mere man,
will marry the Jailer’s Daughter under the heroic word “Palamon,” so
Winwife can validate his veridical name and person under the same
word. But here none are deceived: Wellborn and Winwife, urbane hero
and heroine of romantic comedy without Romance, are destined to
find middling aspirations (status, profit) more fulfilling than courtly
love and dynastic marriage, and if Fortuna was unkind to Quarlous,
his consolation is Dame Purecraft’s fortune. Chivalric tragicomedy,
with its glamorous losers and weeping winners, is deftly quited. The
dramatis personae of Theseus’s Athens, like the mythic figures made
into puppets at Bartholomew Fair, “still / Are children in some kind”
(5.4.133-34). In literary historical terms, only the Jailer’s Daughter
grew up, and ultimately made a name for herself: Emma Bovary.

WORKS CITED

Abrams, Richard. “The Two Noble Kinsmen as Bourgeois Drama.” Shakespeare, Fletcher,
and The Two Noble Kinsmen, edited by Charles H. Frey, U of Missouri P, 1989,
pp. 145-62.

Anderson, David. Before the Knight'’s Tale: Imitation of Classical Epic in Boccaccio’s Teseida.
U of Pennsylvania P, 1988.

Boccaccio, Giovanni. The Book of Theseus: Teseida delle Nozze d’Emilia. Translated by Ber-
nadette Marie McCoy, Medieval Text Association, 1974.

. Teseida delle Nozze d’Emilia. Edited by Edvige Agostinelli and William Coleman,
Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2015.

Bruster, Douglas. “The Jailer’s Daughter and the Politics of Madwomen’s Language.”
Shakespeare Quarterly, vol. 46, no. 3, Autumn 1995, pp. 277-300.

Burrow, Colin. Imitating Authors: Plato to Futurity. Oxford UP, 2019.

Chaucer, Geoffrey. The Canterbury Tales, in The Riverside Chaucer. Larry D. Benson, gen-
eral editor, Oxford UP, 1987.

Chaudhuri, Pramit. The War with God: Theomachy in Roman Imperial Poetry. Oxford UP,
2014.

Currell, David. “Milton’s Epic Games: War and Recreation in Paradise Lost.” Games and

War in Early Modern English Literature, edited by Holly Faith Nelson and Jim Daems,
Amsterdam UP, 2019, pp. 73-93.



1198 DAVID CURRELL

Davis, Alex. “Living in the Past: Thebes, Periodization, and The Two Noble Kinsmen.”
JMEMS, vol. 40, no .1, Winter 2010, pp. 173-95.

Erasmus, Desiderius. Adages I1.i.1 to Il.vi.100. Translated and annotated by R. A. B.
Mynors, Collected Works of Erasmus, vol. 33, U of Toronto P, 1991.

. Adages Il.vii. 1 to I11.iii. 100. Translated and annotated by R. A. B. Mynors, Col-
lected Works of Erasmus, vol. 34, U of Toronto P, 1992.

. Opus Epistularum Des. Erasmi Roterodami. Edited by P. S. Allen et al., 12 vols.,
Oxford UP, 1906-1958.

Fletcher, John, and William Shakespeare. The Two Noble Kinsmen. Edited by Lois Potter,
rev. ed., Bloomsbury, 2015.

Flaubert, Gustave. Dictionnaire des idées recues. Editions du Boucher, 2002.

Greene, Jody. “Philadelphia, or, War.” Shakesqueer: A Queer Companion to the Complete Works
of Shakespeare, edited by Madhavi Menon, Duke UP, 2011, pp. 404-13.

Hardie, Philip. The Epic Successors of Virgil: A Study of the Dynamics of a Tradition. Cam-
bridge UP, 1993.

Herman, Peter C. “‘Is This Winning?’: Prince Henry’s Death and the Problem of Chivalry
in The Two Noble Kinsmen.” South Atlantic Review, vol. 62, no. 1, Winter 1997, pp- 1-31.

Hermez, Sami. War Is Coming: Between Past and Future Violence in Lebanon. U of Penn-
sylvania P, 2017.

Heywood, Thomas. The Silver Age. Nicholas Okes, 1613.

Jonson, Ben. Three Comedies: Volpone, The Alchemist, Bartholomew Fair. Edited by Michael
Jamieson, Penguin, 1966.

Jorgensen, Paul A. Shakespeare’s Military World. U of California P, 1956.
Lucan. De bello civili. With an English translation by J. D. Duff, Harvard UP, 1928.
Palfrey, Simon. Late Shakespeare: A New World of Words. Clarendon P, 1997.

Quint, David. “Duelling and Civility in Sixteenth Century Italy.” I Tatti Studies in the
Italian Renaissance, vol. 7, 1997, pp. 231-78.

. Epic and Empire: Politics and Generic Form from Virgil to Milton. Princeton UP, 1993.

. “Uneasy Riders: Some Literary Modernists and the Aristocracy.” Neohelicon, vol.
42, no. 1, June 2015, pp. 17-42.

Sidney, Philip. A Defence of Poetry, in Miscellaneous Prose of Sir Philip Sidney, edited by
Katherine Duncan-Jones and Jan Van Dorsten, Clarendon P, 1973.

Snell, Megan. “Chaucer’s Jailer’s Daughter: Character and Source in The Two Noble
Kinsmen.” Shakespeare Quarterly, vol. 69, no. 1, Spring 2018, pp. 35-56.

Statius. Thebaid. Edited and translated by D. R. Shackleton Bailey, 2 vols., Harvard
UP, 2003.

Virgil. Aeneid. Translated by H. Rushton Fairclough, revised by G. P. Goold, 2 vols.,
Harvard UP, 2001.

West, Martin L., ed. and trans. Greek Epic Fragments. Harvard UP, 2003.
Wolfe, Jessica. Homer and the Question of Strife from Erasmus to Hobbes. U of Toronto P, 2015.

Zeitlin, Froma I. “Thebes: Theater of Self and Society in Athenian Drama.” Nothing to
Do with Dionysos?: Athenian Drama in its Social Context, edited by John J. Winkler and
Zeitlin, Princeton UP, 1990, pp. 130-67.



