
THE MASQUE:private 

ideology and ritual at the court of king james.
The Jonsonian Masque is often accused of supplanting Shakesperian Theatre, but it is an entertainment designed for an entirely different audience, with entirely different purposes in mind. Jonson's conception of the Masque seems to have been that it should provide moral guidance and illumination to the Court, and especially to the King, a guidance conveyed by the parallels drawn between King and Gods. These parallels coincide with notions of the 'Divine right of Kings', a doctrine which exalted the monarch yet stressed his duty as God's representative to protect the people.

Whether such exaltation of the Monarch is properly calculated to re-inforce his sense of duty or his sense of self-worth is a matter we may tend to see now in a different light. However, in a time when the King was at least as well educated and cultured as the majority of his courtiers, an elevated and refined spectacular theatre of dance, music, speech, tableaux and stage-effects was designed which sought to involve the Court in the highest ideals to which society then aspired. The Masque is not a realistic theatre, it resembles ballet and opera at least as much as drama. It is what we would now call a multi-media show, and a purely literary consideration of it from surviving text is hardly likely to do it justice.

Masque derives from the partnership of Ben Jonson, poet and playwright, and Inigo Jones, architect, designer, artist, with numerous others; musicians, choreogrophers, composers, engineers, painters and who knows what else. Such an entertainment is by its own definition at the pinnacle of cultural development, it is the very best and most refined, the most lavish, intelligent, graceful and surprising work that can be devised and performed.

One symbolic element within this mass of significances which I think is vital is the relationship of performer and audience. Certain roles are played by courtiers, and at the end of each performance the cast dances with the spectators. Thus the increased 'formality' of the Masque over Shakesperian Drama, noted with disapproval by literary scholars is counterbalanced by a final opening out and blurring, even cancelling of distinctions, a cancelling which extends to the distinction between the mythological idealisation depicted and the contemporary Court observing it.

One can easily see parallels with sympathetic and ritual magic, and the construction and demolition, the deliberate use of artist/audience barriers is certainly most suggestive, perhaps an effect only to be attempted within such a sophisticated circle. This erudite ritual is animated by technology and speaks in classical allusions. It celebrates the power of Man and the power of the King. It is above all an ideological art, as we in our time are privileged to call it, an art which glorifies its own cultural presuppositions; and veiwed as literature it reveals itself as empty, trite and bland. It is, however, rich in symbolism, and worthy of analysis from a slightly different perspective, as a cultural artefact.

It is unfortunate from this perspective that the full effect of the Masque is lost to us. We have no plans for Inigo Jones' marvellous engines, no choreography, little certain knowledge about lighting, music, style of performance and so-on. The visual elements of the performance seem to have been the most important to everyone except Ben Johnson. What we do know is that enormous effort and expense were committed to costume, machinery, music, and that dance was the element of longest duration. A poet, then, can perhaps only provide a peg to hang it from, a theme to thread it through.

Orgel and Strong trace these ideological strands to Platonism, a doctrine which stressed the symbolic rather than the logical


'...the word to a Platonist was not part of an assertion,


but rather the name of an idea, or image, or thing.'

and Johnson is above all a classicist. Whether it would be fair to call him a Platonist I rather doubt, Platonism being one strand in the Hermetic tradition which informed alchemy, of which proto-science or mystical practice his writings show him to have disapproved as a hoax. With an orthodox, Catholic-leaning Christianity and a practical, Latinate sensibility, Johnson would have allowed that spirit animated matter and that high sentiments and beautiful images tend to ennoble, but there are further 'ramifications' to Platonism, the works of Petrus Ramus among them. I can only see Johnson as sceptical, when for Jones Platonism represented a new practicality in our approach to the world, a getting to grips with the forces of Nature. Johnson's most vivid writing is found in the ante-masque where his dramatic talents can be expressed, and where King James seems to have found most of his enjoyment too.

The Masque is a confident art; confident of its own significance, confident in its ordering of the Universe, confident of its pre-eminence among cultural forms, confident of the role of the educated elite in controlling the forces of Nature. It depicts three worlds; the highly complex proscenium stage, (a box open at one end to the spectator containing and concealing the machinery for presenting the various 'special effects'), the middle world of the Court and of the 'dancing space' where immortals interact with mortals, and the 'anti-masque' which enters from behind the audience or below the proscenium stage and depicts the behaviour of villains or fools who have no contact with the absolute, spiritual realm. This tripartite system places the Court at the central point between the spiritual and criminal worlds, a central point itself focussed on the King, whose wisdom and Divine preferment make him the essential conduit through whom spiritual truths may reach mankind. In this conception it carefully mirrors the doctrine of the Divine Right of Kings, under which the Monarch is appointed and sustained by God as his Regent on Earth. This doctrine, refined and promulgated by James himself laid stress on the Monarch's duty to the people as well as to God, so that although it gives a picture of a Monarchy Divinely installed, it is a Monarchy set around with duties in all directions, far from the untrammelled tyranny so rightly feared by constitutional critics. Under James and Jonson the duties of the Monarch are properly taken into account, for while James may have been arrogant he was not irresponsible.

The masque, then, was divided into two spheres of action; Court/commons, performed in the 'dancing space', and spiritual or absolute, which took place in the proscenium stage. Speaking parts (in James' reign at least) were taken by professional actors, but the spiritual beings were often played by Courtiers, especially by Court Ladies. Prince Henry danced a leading role in 'Oberon', (1611). Apart from being a piece of ennobling ritual theatre, the Masque was also an excuse to dress up in splendid costumes and dance all night. There is not only a tension between these two elements, but also between the poetry and the spectacle, a tension which is made concrete in the dispute between Johnson and Jones. Johnson, in a clear and specific satire on Jones' opinion and contribution writes


'O shows !  shows !  Mighty shows !


The eloquence of masques !  What need of prose


Or verse or sense t'express immortal you ?


You are the spectacles of state !.....


Oh to make boards speak !  There is a task -


Painting and carpentry are the soul of masque.'

(Expostulation with Inigo Jones)

and trenchant though these criticisms are from the poet's point of view, we may also see them as literal statements of fact, and note that Jones' masques continued with success after Johnson's contributions had ended

The order of the Masque ran thus :  Antimasque, Entry, Main, Revels, Going Out. The Antimasque frequently presented satirical, even subversive attacks on order, both civil and 'natural', a voicing of the unspeakable which is disrupted by the Entry of the spirits, Divine or Ideal beings depicted by Courtly Masquers. This device of opposition associates political dissidence with spiritual evil. The 'Main' is the dance or tableaux presented by the spirits, and the 'Revels' ensue when they dance with the Courtiers, an event succeeded in turn by the exit of the Masquers in the 'Going Out'. Thus both lower orders and spirits communicate with the Court, principally the King, whose role it is to mediate the spiritual influence of the higher realm into the Kingdom at large. The setting of the ritual is highly important in this light.

The proscenium stage, representing the spiritual world, enclosed a careful and innovative perspective indicating depth, indeed, the proscenium is little more than a series of moving pictures. This perspectival illusion is properly viewed only from directly in front, the position granted the King, who sits on a raised dais called the 'state', and towards whom all the action is played. His central importance and elevated staus could not be more clearly shown. The Masque concentrates all its efforts on the aggrandisement of the King, a habit which seems to have bored James himself, who preferred the rough humour and drama of the antimasque.

Limon, in his essay 'The Masque of Stuart Culture' relates the Masque directly to the 'Emblem book',  books of heiroglyphs, sigils or illustrations with symbolic significance explained by mottoes or verses printed underneath. Thus, for Limon, Jones' stage re-presents the heiroglyph in a three dimensional, living form, and the verse and songs narrate its significance in the manner of the printed text. The emblem book, with its religious and Platonist philosophical background, and its parallells with the sigil magic of the Hermetic tradition, was a popular Courtly literary/artistic form, and one with a high moral tone. This comparison stresses the static and sequential nature of the Masque, as does the episodic literary legacy, but I would have thought it elides the importance of dance to the over-all effect. Dance took up most of the performance, and is obviously, pre-eminently an art of movement. Dancing took place in front of the proscenium, not behind it. The proscenium stage, with its complex 'engines' is conceived as a moving book or picture, less like a film screen or that tempting modern analogy, a television set, than a 'pop out' childrens book. The comparison is further pointed up by the similarity of the stage's border design with contemporary title-pages, even to the extent of hanging the title of the Masque within the proscenium.

The King is placed firmly at the centre of the world. Only he is on a level with the proscenium-framed picture of the metaphysical world. Only he can see this picture in its true perspective. The actors play to the King, and the text reflects the King's world-view. The Court, with the King at its centre, is magically/scientifically transformed into a staging-post of the spiritual world's interpenetration of the material.

The Masque was principally supported by Anne of Denmark, James' wife, and his eldest son Henry. In James' reign there were three separate Royal households, each of which played a part in the sponsorship of the arts, leading to the acquisition of a considerable collection of British and European art works. Leading Courtiers too collected and sponsored the arts. Both Johnson and Jones had benefitted from the patronage of the Sidneys under Elizabeth, and Queen Anne seems to have associated herself with this group after James' accession through friendship with Lucy Bedford. Johnson had written 'To Penshurst' for Sir Robert Sidney. Anne's private household was a Court in itself, and in 1603 she appointed Sir Robert as her Lord High Chamberlain and Surveyor General. She also provided Inigo Jones with his 'first full-scale monumental commission'. (Barrol, in L.L. Peck p.208).

Inigo Jones had travelled in Italy, studying architecture and developing an extravagant taste in baroque decoration. He combined the functions of architect, engineer, designer and preducer, later gaining credit for the central thread of the Masque too, the poet John Oldham merely writing verses for Jones' theme. This brings to mind Hollywood credits which tell us 'Inigo Jones presents'...'An Inigo Jones Production'...'From an original concept by Inigo Jones'...'written by Inigo Jones and John Oldham' .... 'special effects by Inigo Jones'....'designed by Inigo Jones', and so-on. It is easy to imagine Ben Jonson feeling overwhelmed by the sheer volume of Jones' industry and invention.

At first, perhaps, there was little tension between Jonson's high seriousness and Jones' high technology. Both were after all embarking on a new artistic venture at the very epicentre of power and wealth. Both were subsumed within a mystical/scientific vision, and both were directed towards the burgeoning cultural life of the Court. In the 'Masque of Blackness' a 'sumptuous' sea setting is narrated by the verse, a seperation of pictorial and dramatic elements which seems characteristic of the Masque. Thus Jonson's text and Jones' machinery can operate on seperate if connected lines, full integration is not required as Jones' illustrations represent the immaterial world of absolutes, of God and of magic. As the entertainment develops over time Jones feels able to declare that the Masque is '....nothing else but pictures, with light and motion.', ignoring the literary element altogether. The balance between tecnology and poetry has swung decisively in Jones' favour. Now the text elucidates the spectacle, it is no longer illustrated by it.

By 1609, in 'the Masque of Queens', Orgel and Strong clearly identify a genuine partnership between text and scenery with a transformation from Hell into the Palace of Fame doubling Jonson's moral fable about evil being the lack of virtue. One may feel this over-stresses the simplicity of moral problems, as might neo-Platonist identifications of Beauty with Virtue, or aesthetic appeal with moral improvement, or the Providentialist justification of worldly success. 'Oberon', written for Henry's investiture as Prince of Wales, conflates classical myth with Arthurian legend, echoing Tudor propaganda about the origins of the British Crown. This Masque deals with the ordering of Nature by Reason, the accomplishment of which is symbolised by Jones' design for Oberon's palace, which '...grows out of the rocks that had concealed it; it has a highly rusticated first storey, a second story with medieval turrets but also with a Palladian balustrade, and at the top a very Italian dome.' (Orgel and Strong p.22)

The illustration for this building seems rather blank and imposing, but the evidence suggests that portions of it at least must have been transparent to allow lights through from behind. As was usual, contemporary viewers seem to have misconstrued it; Trumbell says '..a great throne with countless lights and colours' appeared when the rocks of rude nature parted. Again, it is clear that it is the realm of technology and of the mind that is associated with the spiritual realm. Man, being nearer God, is further from Nature. Herein lies an ideology of Science. The building also displays an archaeological care in the presentation of a model of cultural development based on the successive refinement of tradition. Thus rock gives way to the rough stonework of a dungeon or fortress, which is surmounted by what looks to me like an ugly pastiche of a Norman Castle with additional curlicues and foolish neo-classical pillars stuck on the front, on the top of which is perched an Italianate bell-tower. The strength of the classical model is still being employed as the underlying authority for cultural propriety, and attempts to unite it with the 'British' Arthurian legend also indicate a desire to refer back to tradition as a support for the modern. That the 'forward' impetus is more with Jones' technological magic than Johnson's mythological version is clear from the subsequent history of their partnership.

Jonson sought to bring ancient wisdom to the King, both for his honour and his instruction. Jones seems to have been more concerned with praise and glorification of the Monarch.


'In Heroic Virtue is figured the King's Majesty,


who therein transcends as far the common man as they are above beasts,


he being the only prototype to all the kingdoms under his monarchy


of religion, justice, and all the virtues joined together.'

(Tempe Restor'd, lines 356-360, in Orgel and Strong p.50)

If the Basilikon Doron had likened the King's life to that of a player always on the stage, Jones' remarks here, whilst stressing the role above the person of the King, do tend to personalise the cult of the Monarch to an extreme extent. Orgel and Strong see Jones as taking it upon himself to illustrate the divinely appointed Monarch's unique and exalted position. Whilst for James this may have been a serious attempt at moral education, under Charles the drive seems more towards self-congratulation. There is a peculiarly self-reinforcing quality to the world of the Masque, it seems that audience and creators are both congratulating each other on their superior taste and judgement, a refined sensibility entirely dependent on their own espousal of it. Perhaps this is common to all elite entertainments, its situation is certainly reminiscent of Opera in contemporary society, an elite art dedicated to fantastic 'elevated' conceptions of enormous expense and limited appeal.

From 1615-1625, Johnson and Jones collaborated on a series of works which were much admired by foreign dignitaries (important audience members at such events) but accused of dullness by English accounts. Jones' sets concentrate on revealed depths of perspective in contrast to previous feats of transformation. The contemporary British eye did not always read Jones' perspective correctly. Jones' stage at this time consisted of series of flats that could be moved aside to reveal others. The 'fly tower' did not come until later. Contemporary English accounts that explain Jones' sets as a sort of chest of drawers seem to misinterpret the intention of a 'realistic' perspectival depiction. Anthony a' Wood's anonymous informant describes Jones' setting for Strode's 'Floating Island' (1636) in terms of '....the desk or studies in a library' having '...three or four openings on each side thereof.' (Orgel and Strong p.12), which is a description of the mechanism shorn of the illusion it is intended to create. Whether he  appreciated the spectacle or only its ingenuity is unclear. Orazio Busino at least was highly appreciative of 'Pleasure reconciled to Virtue' (1618), which was 'most unpopular' with the British according to Orgel and Strong (p.23). As Johnson's texts move towards comedy, Jones' designs become more subtle. 

'Pleasure reconciled to Virtue' contains these lines :


'For dancing is an exercise


Not only shows the mover's wit


But maketh the beholder wise


As he hath power to rise to it.'

This is the doctrine of the microcosm, perhaps, the world within man moved to another plane, where the Masque's educative, elevating function is described in terms which justify Jones' conceptions and contributions rather than Jonson's own. Released from the need to follow Jonson's narration Caroline Masque explodes into lavish spectacle. The verse similarly comes close to suggesting that spectacle alone can have an elevating effect on the audience, although Jonson stresses the observer's 'power to rise to it', a personal desire for self-improvement and also a refined ability to perceive within the dance those elements, or that language which will transmit the inherent wisdom. The practice of making magical charms,amulets or sigils is related to the elevating nature of beauty and to the understanding of heiroglyphs such as those contained in emblem books or Dee's 'London Seal of Hermes'. It was thought that images held a virtue of their own independent of any understanding or interpretation of them by the viewer. Such symbols pertained to the abstract nature of Platonic absolutes, and the attempt to 'write' in this 'Language', the language of symbols was seen more in terms of discovery than of invention. Thus the spectacle of the Masque in bringing to life such symbols was a magical act as well as an artistic and educative, a social and political one.

Masque performed all these roles, glorifying the King as almost the equal of the Gods, the Court as the seat of wisdom and culture, both in text and in setting. The Court it entertained was simultaneously to be morally educated and symbolically transformed, itself participating in the  activities of the spirits, and itself being involved as a whole inside the performance space. Masque was a self-affirming demonstration of what were conceived to be the highest artistic and moral attitudes.It is the very site of High culture, perfectly self-inventing and self-reflexive, expressing cultural doctrines in a form suitable to praise the Monarch.

So indeed 'what need of prose, or verse' and, more mordantly, 'or sense t'express immortal you ?' 

I see Masque as having been magical, both an act of ritual magic, periodically revealing the underlying philosophical/ideological thinking which legitemised the Monarchy, and also an act of illusion, generating that 'wonder' which was the outcome of poetry according to Plato. This technological and mystical ritual sought to weld together into one coherent and transformative experience all the highest cultural elements of a new and changing era. Even as it appeals to the authority of God and of tradition, it celebrates human control over Nature. It identifies evil as seeking political upheaval, and the staus quo with spiritual truth, yet its representation of spiritual truth relies on technological illusion. It is highly innovative in conception and execution, and perhaps little understood by many of its observers. Its use and construction of audience space is unique, the audience being positioned within the action, observers of part of it, which is narrated, but almost participants in other parts where the spirits enter the 'dancing space' and address the King directly, or take partners from the audience for the Revels. Thus the spectacle comes into the room and takes it over, and it is this innovative staging which adds transformative energy to the ritual content of each performance. Masque enacts itself as the point of interpenetration between the spiritual and temporal worlds. In this realm of Masque ritual to say something is to do it, to dress up as something is to be it. The power of the 'real' language of the symbol is that it is not a description but an enaction. Masque was more ritual than Theatre. This highly rarefied 'hothouse' form, indivisible from and dependent on the ruinous extravagance of the Stuart Court, and associated with Caroline attempts to govern without Parliament, was hardly likely to survive the coming upheavals of the Civil War. Oliver Cromwell would hardly have allowed such a fuss to be made of him without complaint.
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