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ITINERANT, ROGUISH ENTERTAINERS IN ELIZABETHAN AND EARLY

STUART NORWICH

by Phillip V. Thomas

In the reign of Elizabeth I ( 15584603) Norwich‘s magistrates dealt with an army of social and

economic outcasts. Unemployed retainers; servants; jobless or under—employed workers in

recession—hit industries: ex—soldiers: beggars: misfits: eopyholders and their families made

landless or homeless by enclosures — all were ‘vietims' of the great. though regionally uneven.

economic changes occurring as a result of feudalism‘s demise and the rise of a capitalist market

eeonomy.‘ These people trekked the roads to and from Norwich. They were labelled. rightly or

wrongly. as vagrants or seditious—minded ‘masterless people‘. Increasingly. people connected

with dramatic and theatrical arts  actors. minstrels. interludes. jugglers. bearwards etc. —

were also labelled vagrants according to various Tudor laws. statutes and proclamations. As

Andrew Gurr states?

The authorities were frightened of the companies of players. Their travelling habits made them comparable to

vagabonds. Their freedom to roam the country was menacing They might carry infection from the outside world

1 in ideas as well as the plague. They attracted large crowds. and their insistence on being paid for their work of ‘play‘

1 tirade them dangerous as well as seductive".

1

Since the late 19th century. historians have analysed the origins. treatment and legal status of

entertainers in London and the shires during the Tudor and Stuart periods. They have examined

and debated the development of royal proclamations. statutory laws and the actions of the Privy

Council and local communities with regard to censoring and regulating religious and secular

plays. places of entertainment and the performers themselves.“

1 While this article hopes to contribute to the genre by discussing vagabond entertainers in

l Norwich it should be recognised that dramatic presentations there. though not necessarily

focusing on the itinerant. ‘roguish~ sort. have featured prominently in earlier studies. A few

relevant articles have appeared in Norfolk Arc/zaca/tmy. Leonard Bolingbroke contributed two

articles in the 1890s.1 In 1933 GA. Stephen wrote about Norwich's ‘official‘ entertainers. the

town waits. who performed to honour important civic officers and were financially supported

by the townspeople.‘ Events at Norwich were emphasised in John Tucker lVlurray"s two—volume

ling/is/I Dramatic (‘mnpanics 1558—16—13 (1910). and by E.K. Chamber‘s four-volume The

Eliza/w/Ian Slaga (1923) which relied to some extent on the former. Since their publication

these histories have. despite the valid criticisms of Giles Dawson and David Galloway“. been

mined as sources for later works on theatre. In particular Galloway — instrumental in

establishing the research project known as the Records of Early English Drama (REEDY —

incorporated Norwich's records into Records of Early English Drama: Norwich [540—1642

(1984).“ Norwich emerges as a community providing facilities not only for professional or

licensed troupes and town waits. but also for ‘ministrelli‘. tumblers. bearwards. rope—balancers.

jugglers and buskers whose status and role were ambiguous. The clown and actor Will Kemp‘s

morris dance from London to Norwich in February—lylarch 1600 is the most famous event of this

kind." This article will explore why and how sundry entertainers in Elizabethan and early Stuart

1 Norwich fi even ‘offieial‘ licensed touring individuals and companies who could have

1 expected better treatment —— felt the wrath of officials’ increasingly Puritan sentiments and

directives. Who were these entertainers‘.’ Where did they come from? How long did they stay?

 

And what did they do to offend the local authorities‘.’
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In the first half of the 16th century Norwich and its vicinity acted as magnets for various

kinds of travelling performers, and indeed were quite willing to accept them. During the late

1530s and throughout the 1540s mayors of Norwich rewarded (ie. paid) minstrels belonging to

the King, ‘certen gamepleyers’, various noblemen’s ‘mynstrelles’ and performers of

interludes."' Similarly the Cluniac Priory at Thetford, from the late 15th century until 1540,

made payments to entertainers. These included actors (referred to as ‘mimes’, ‘lusores’,

‘histriones’, ‘jocatores’ or ‘players’) officially patronised by members of the royal family and

those of the nobility; town waits (musicians who were normally engaged for six winter months

by their municipality but also travelled for the other half year); and professional companies.

Furthermore, there were itinerant and amateurish tumblers, jesters, bearwards; and minstrels

(‘minstrellis’ or ‘menstrellis’) such as ‘a blynde menstrell’ who entertained there in 1537."

There was another reason for Norwich’s popularity with players and professional or amateur

musicians. It lay in the fact that although Norwich — unlike Chester, York and Coventry —

lacked the complete cyclic form of plays running from Creation to Doomsday, its thirty-one city

gilds profited from people who came to watch religious pageantry, processions and enjoy

associated entertainments such as the Norwich Grocers’ Play.” For example, it had long been

the proud custom of the Gild of St. Luke to hold, in Pentecost or Whitsun Week:

many and divers disguisings and pageants, as well of the lives and martyrdoms of divers and many holy saints. as

also many other light and feigned figures and pictures of other persons and beasts. the sight of which pageants. as

they went a great circuit of the city. was sore coveted by the people of the country, who used therefore abundantly

for to resort to the said city, to the great profit of the citiz.ens.'3

Similarly, the record for the Feast day of St. Matthew the Apostle (1528) refers to Norwich as:

sore coveted, specially by the people of the countre; beforse wherof yerly at that time more than any other tymes in

the yeer the people of the countre have used abundantly for to resort to the said citie."

By the late 1530s the interrogation of a wandering musician named John Hogan (or Hogon)

indicates that such toleration was coming to an end. In February 1537 Hogan, an oft—cited and

notorious fiddler who moved ‘abought the Cuntre wyth a Crowde or a ffyddylle‘. was

prosecuted for singing, at Diss, a ballad about land—grabbing lords of the realm and ‘the

Masteres of Arte, & Doctoures of Dyvynte [who] haue brought this realme ought of goode

vntye’.IS In April that year Ralph Rogerson, who had been a “singing man‘ at the priory of

Walsingham, complained that he would lose his livelihood with the closure of the abbeys.

Rogerson, inspired by the example of the Pilgrimage of Grace, wanted to rouse local people at 1

Shepcotes Heath and bring their grievances to Henry VIII’s personal attention.16 Kett‘s ‘

Rebellion in 1549, the culmination of a decade of unrest amongst the ‘lower orders” over

prolonged economic stagnation, outbreaks of plague, high food prices. religion and enclosures.

led to a greater suppression of perceived vagrants by the Privy Council in Norwich and Norfolk

generally. The Privy Council responded to disturbances by ordering the Sheriff and justices of

the peace in March 1547 ‘for advoyding of Egipcions wandring there, and punishement with

extremitie to be made of such as shuld offende the lawe’.I7 In 1548 the Privy Council sent orders

not only for the maintaining of beacons, but also ‘to have a good eye and a special regard to

any misdemeanours, &c., to give order for the stay and reformation of the same. with all

diligence’.”‘ It appears that the performance of a play and interludes during the first weekend of

July 1549 at Wymondham to celebrate St. Thomas Becket (who was struck from the calendar

by Henry VIII) inspired and provoked the rebels’ riotous and hedge-breaking activities.”

 
Under Mary censorship proceeded along much the same lines, but now performers suspected

of peddling anti-Catholic sympathies caught her government’s attention. Specifically, the Privy

Council felt compelled to target strolling players in London and other parts of the country as
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Spreaders of heresy and sedition?” On occasions in Norwich during 1554 the authorities

punished entertainers to varying degrees. The mayor and aldermen questioned James Wharton

of East Winch on 20 May about Ralph Grene and Robert Marche. his apprentices. The songs

they had sung “against the mass and the godly proceedings of the Catholic faith of the Church’,

came from a song—book given to their employer by a minstrel at Wymondham.“ Willelmus

Mason was pilloried on 26 May ”with a paper vppon his hedd for devysing of vnfitting Songes’;

Robert Gold had his ear nailed to the same pillory on 9 June “for devysing of vnfitting songes

against the queries maiestie’? These episodes suggest that successive Tudor administrations

were not irresistibly Puritan in their thinking. nor did they conduct a consistent campaign

against players and their like. Rather. they used drama and theatrical presentations for their own

propaganda purposes to bolster current religious and political orthodoxies.

For the first twenty—five years of the Elizabethan era there appear to have been no

punishments for thespian transgressions or illicit attendance at plays in Norwich. Indeed. from

1559 to 1565 there is no evidence of criticisms being levelled at minstrels and players belonging

to the Queen. the Duke of Norfolk. the Earl of Leicester. Lord Oxford. Lord Ambrose and Lord

Willoughby. or in other towns for that matter. They were allowed to perform and receive

payment for their efforts.” The demise of the productions of Corpus Christi. Whitsuntide and

other feast days between 1565 and 1570 does not solely indicate an intolerance of supposed

Catholic ritual either. Preoccupied with municipal projects. the state of local wool manufacture

and the poverty of the city. its crafts and working people. Norwich simply allowed once-popular

religious celebrations like Corpus Christi and the Grocers‘ Play to slide into oblivion.“ As well

as gild—associated musicians. the town waits were also affected. As servants of the corporation.

professional music makers and show or pageant presenters they were entitled to certain “fringe

benefits‘. but had now been deprived of an important source of legitimate and sanctioned

income. To survive they hired themselves out as performers at private dinners. anniversaries.

family functions and weddings. Norwich"s corporation was not unduly alarmed by this because

the waits generally obeyed the restrictions of the night watch and rarely left the town in any

case. Two developments. however. aroused concern.

One was the waits‘ tendency to combine music with other occupations. and none was more

lucrative or mutually supportive than entertaining clients in alehouses and inns?S These in turn

attracted other players and minstrels and their hangers—on from out of town. leading to many

i instances of deliberate flouting of rules about where and for how long they could perform. The

1 second development concerned certain political intrigues in Norwich during 1569~70 which

i
i

 
propelled Norwich into a decidedly Puritan direction. Firstly. the fourth Duke of Norfolk was

incarcerated in the Tower of London on 11 October 1569. following the revelations of his

involvement with Mary. Queen of Scots and the northern revolt of the Earls of Northumberland

and Westmorlandf“ Secondly. in May 1570 some substantial office—holders and gentlemen of

the county. their supporters including gentry with strong Catholic sympathies. conspired to link

up with the northern rebels. using as a ‘cover‘ the idea of ridding Norwich of its foreign

population. However. nothing came of it and those involved were arrested and executed soon

enoughf7 The most alarming aspect of this attempt was its success in rallying some support at

Harleston fair. in the parish of Redcnhall on the Norfolk/Suffolk border?“ As A.L. Beier points

1 out. market days and fairs were ‘magnets‘ for vagrants and. in the midst of looking for work.

trouble. entertainment. alms. or stealing goods. these people also peddled dangerous gossip.”

Their access and movement to and around Norwich was made easier by the good state of the

roads linking East Anglian fairs.“‘ Perhaps with this in mind. Burghley demanded vigilance ‘for

—
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beacons. for suppressyng of Rogues and vacabondes, for orders for peace in fayres and

marketts‘. and ‘sharp and spedy punyshment of carriers and spreddors’ of stories and rumours."

These events had repercussions for itinerant entertainers who went to Norwich, and brought

to prominence not only those Protestant justices whom the Privy Council wanted, but Puritan

ones at that. They acted to remove all vestiges of Catholic ceremonial in church services and

punished wilful absentees from church. They also punished what they reckoned to be

manifestations of vagrancy and related disorders: idleness, drunkenness, dissent, adultery,

bastard—bearing, profanity and blasphemy. The measures implemented in Norwich by Puritan

magistrates were all—encompassing:

.. blasphemers of the Almighty God. adulterers, fornicators. bauds. or receauers of such pesons Any dronkardes.

ribldes. common slaunderers of their neighboors, raylers or scolders. sowers of discorde between neighbours any

Innkeepers or Alewives. that admit any resort to their houses in tyme of common prayer. Any that commonly absent

themselves from theyre owne Churche or otherwise idely or lewcdly prophaneth the Sabbath daye

Throughout the 1570s, Norwich magistrates imposed restrictive rules on people liable to be

accused of vagrancy, particularly travelling entertainers and their ilk. Furthermore. the

authorities could be counted on to implement the 1572 ‘Acte for the Punishement of

Vacabondes and for Relief of the Poor & Impotent’ (Eliz. 1, c5). This much—quoted law. the

main one that the Elizabethan government implemented to regulate entertainers. stipulated that

all players could be cited as vagrants unless they wore the livery or insignia. of a patron. a senior

nobleperson.

The ravages of the plague which followed Elizabeth 1’s well-documented visit to Norwich in

1578, and the outbursts of infection in 1591, 1602 and 1625, also awakened a strong feeling of

distrust in the minds of civic officials against strolling players. Even properly licensed and

disciplined companies which were not tainted with itinerancy felt the wrath of Norwich‘s

administration. Two events in 1583 confirmed suspicions that entertainment encouraged the

vice of idleness, promoted brawls and quarrels, profaned the Sabbath, spread the plague and

even encouraged murder. The Earl of Worcester‘s players, who would gain further notoriety by

terrorising Leicester in March 1584“, flouted the Norwich authorities” directions in June 1583.

They were not permitted to play, but when they received money as recompense they played

anyway and were told to leave town.” Then on the afternoon of 15 June 1583 the Queen‘s

Players were scheduled to perform a play in the yard of the Red Lion Inn. Shortly after the start

a gatecrasher threatened the players’ gate-keeper and in retaliation three of the players, all

armed with swords, pursued the man into the street. Matters got out of hand. Sir William

Paston’s servant mortally wounded with his sword a person who had assaulted one of the

players.35 Whether the corporation used this particular incident to justify its hardening attitude

towards players is yet to be resolved. but the tone of future records is unmistakable. Between

1585 and 10 February 1589, the day when the Norwich Assembly passed a law punishing illicit

attendance at plays (‘no ffreeman of this Citie shall go to, or bee present at any playe or

enterlude within the seid Citie or lybertyes therof’), many patronised companies were paid not

to play and troupes which did not comply with this edict were punished. When they did play.

their performances were permitted only under very strict conditions.“‘

One of the most significant developments to engage the attention of Norwich‘s authorities

during the 1590s and after, was the practice of various touring companies carrying ‘patents‘

with them on their travels. Patents marked an effective method of regulation in that they

presented a town mayor not only with a legitimate licence to play. but also the patron’s livery

and prestige. Unfortunately patents could be easily forged, sidestepped or simply mismanaged.

While the Lord Chamberlain began circulating letters (1616) concerning forged patents. some  
—
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local authorities, Norwich included, did not even necessarily accept valid patents as an

entitlement for players to set up their ‘bills’. As far as Norwich is concerned, the record shows

that the patience — if not gullibility w of mayors and their officials was sorely tested when two

companies, using the same patent, appeared within a few weeks of each other.37 In fact, on 4

August 1606, the Chief Justice, Sir Edward Coke, appears to have told local justices of the

peace that they could have the last word in remedying perceived abuses: “they hauing no

commission to play in any place without leaue: and therefore, if by your willingnesse they be

not entertained, you may soone be rid of them’.’8 Subsequently Thomas Swynerton, claiming to

be one of the Queen’s players, was gotten rid of in 1616 for ‘bringinge with him no patent’. So

was Robert Lee in 1617, a man caught with a duplicate of Queen Anne’s patent who then

reappeared on 29 August 1618 as leader of a new group.”

In the last years of Elizabeth I and in the early Jacobean period it became harder and more

time—consuming for the mayor’s court to monitor visiting troupes’ activities. The ‘legitimate’

theatre was flooded with a host of itinerant but persistent and resilient people trying to earn their

livings by skill. cunning. audacity and sometimes sheer bluff. Roguish minstrels. balladeers and

their families were told to leave Norwich. If they were caught again they risked being whipped

out of the city or incarcerated in Bridewell. the local house of correction for moral or work—shy

delinquents.4U On other occasions it appears that Norwich’s governors’ sense of tolerance and

tastes defined what was considered to be disorderly“: a Turk is paid forty shillings for going

‘vpponn Roppes at newhall‘ (1589~90); a group of players armed with fake licences

masquerades as players of Lord Chandos (1590-91); a London weaver, John Wheately, is

registered as able to show “a beast called A Basehooke’ (12 July 1600); John Watson,

ironmonger, and Roger Laurence have the king's warrant to display ‘two beastes called

Babonnes’ (5 October 1605): the Frenchman Jacques Babell is licensed by the Privy Council ‘to

play vppon A Roape‘ (24 December 1608): and Ralph Reeve. claiming to be ‘Phillipp

Rocester‘. kept a Boys‘ Company in Norwich until he ‘was enjoyned to departe the Citty...not

to play at all upon paine of punishment‘ (10 August 1611). Finally. even the performances of

the licensed players representing Lady Elizabeth had degenerated into ‘many outrages &

disorders Commytted As fightynges whereby some were wounded. and throweinge about &

publishinge of sedicious Libelles’ (21 March 1614).

By the mid-1620s it is evident that strolling. roguish players — despite Norwich’s

increasingly grim attitude to. and censure of. such manifestations of ‘idleness’ or

‘masterlessness‘ — were not in the least discouraged from going there.“ This was a period,

more so than the Elizabethan one. when Norwich‘s authorities were infused with a kind of

Puritanism demanding a zealous religious attitude towards daily life and worship, strict

observance of moral commandments and standards. They looked to the town magistrates to

enforce discipline on errant sinners. The mayor‘s court operated as a moral policeman.

punishing sweaters and drunkards. and tried to empty the alehouses of entertainers, gamesters.

drunkards and gamblers.“ One particular incident dated 27 May 1623. however. indicates that

the Jacobean Privy Council. more so than its Elizabethan predecessor. could influence

Norwich's handling of the problem. In a letter the point was made that working people were

likely ‘to be drawne a way from their works, and labour, by this sorte of loose. and wandering

people...several companies of players. tumblers. dancers upon the ropes and the like‘. and

“manufactures are in the meane tyme in such sorte neglected. as causeth dayly...dammage to that

Citty [and] noe small hurt and priudice to the Comon wealth in generall‘.J4 Then in April 1624

the Norwich authorities used a letter from the Privy Council that sympathised with the bans on

public playing as their pretext to ban the next company from performing there.45 These incidents 
—
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suggest that the absence of letters from the Elizabethan Privy Council means that it had more

confidence in Norwich’s ability to distinguish between legal and illegal players. It is also

significant that by the Caroline period local officials put more store in the Privy Council’s

authority than the king’s signet on his licence to any given company.

It is at best naive, and at worst misleading, to generalise about travelling acting companies

and individual entertainers on the basis of evidence from one town. and Elizabethan/early Stuart

political and social attitudes toward them. The Norwich evidence confirms that under

aristocratic, civil and ecclesiastical patronage hundreds of actors and players travelled the

length and breadth of England by the end of the 16th century, despite growing pressures against

their doing so. In fact, Norwich proved to be a centre of dramatic activity well after the

Restoration.“ Entertainers were involved in a complex social struggle with their enemies and

detractors in London and the provinces. Attacked as immoral and for inciting disorder in their

audiences, the creation of the Theatre and the Curtain in London as legitimate establishments

was not enough to suggest that players had a fixed, secure place in the commonwealth. The

dilemma after the 1570s rested on two matters: who had the right to control strolling

entertainers; and — since patronised, licensed and therefore legitimate players were often as

idle and footloose as illegal ones — could they be subjected to the same range of controls?47

The attitude and policy of Elizabeth l’s regime to the treatment and punishment of

entertainers is hard to pin down. Elizabeth’s government did not wish to suppress theatrical

activities per se but in an atmosphere of economic uncertainty and religious and doctrinal

tumult, the performance of pageants, plays and other kinds of popular entertainment in parish

communities and shire towns gave vent to breaches of the peace and civil disorder. While the

Privy Council suppressed actors” groups and theatres, this does not necessarily mean it was

hostile to them. Under the earlier Tudors the Privy Council knew that players made a good

vehicle for propaganda in winning the ‘hearts and minds’ of the monarch’s subjects. at the risk

of public comment on taboo subjects.4x Under the terms of the 1572 poor law they could

authorise them to play without fear of prosecution as vagabonds.“ The 1570s and 1580s

witnessed the unfolding of a fundamental clash between the Privy Council and town

governments. While actors received the patronage of Elizabeth 1, her courtiers and noblemen,

local administrations, deliberately or misinformedly. lumped legal acting troupes with the

lowest vendors of the profession. Officials built a maze of legal and economic obstacles to

either keep them out or discourage them from performing in their communities. Puritan—leaning

town mayors and their supporters among the citizenry and executive arm learned to exercise

great patience and tact when a form of entertainment subsidised by a court aristocracy based in

London, imposed itself on their provincial urban environments. If there were inconsistencies in

the way minstrels and their kind were treated in relation to vagrancy laws — some escaping its

application but others not — it is because as Peter Womack suggests, they symbolised a political

paradox; ‘actors were affiliated [to] the nation — an invisible collective, too numerous and

diffused ever to be literally present — while on the other hand they had disaffiliated from the

immediate urban body in whose neighbourhood they happened to work?"
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SPORT AS A POLITICAL MEDIATOR: THOMAS COKE AND THE LAYERS

OF BOOTON

by Mary—Anne Garry

SUMMARY

As well as illuminating the domestic sphere, the [8th century Household Accounts at Holkham

illustrate the early days offin‘ hunting in Norfolk and the shared passions of those who took

part. These included both Whigs and Jacobite-syntpathising Tories. united by a mutual lovefor

field sports at a time when their respective political opinions were more than usually distanced.

Christopher (Kit) Layer junior is remembered as the young Norfolk lawyer who became a

Jacobite. squandered his inheritance in high living and suffered the grisliest of fates at Tyburn

where he was hung. drawn and quartered. This unhappy tale has already been told by R.W.

Kctton—Cremcr in A Norfolk Gallery. II was a surprise therefore. while studying Household

Accounts at Holkham Hall. to come across scattered entries for ”Mr Layer“ at an establishment

to which Layer had no obvious connection. The majority appear under Hunting Expenses;

others refer to board and lodging. clothes (including a peruke). and one for seven places to hear

Mr Layer‘s trial in London. It gradually became clear that the Layer referred to was in fact Kit‘s

uncle. but this was of little help. At a time when politics were more deeply divided than today.

why should Thomas Coke of Holkham a young man in his early twenties on the threshold

of his political career and an ardent Whig seeking a position in Walpole‘s government — have

made payments to Christopher Layer senior. at none—too—successful Tory squire and close

 

relative of a Jacobite rebel 1’
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