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BEN JONSON, VOLPONE AND
THE GUNPOWDER PLOT

Ben Jonson’s Volpone is the most widely taught and commonly
performed English Renaissance play apart from Shakespeare. However,
the dramatic circumstances of its writing are little known. Jonson
wrote the play very shortly after the Gunpowder Plot in 1605, an
event in which he was personally involved. This book argues that
the play alludes to the Plot as openly as censorship will allow, using
the traditional form of the beast fable. As a Roman Catholic himself,
Jonson shared in the repression suffered by his co-religionists in
the wake of the Plot, and the play fiercely satirizes the man they
chiefly blamed for this, Robert Cecil. The elaborate format which
Jonson devised for the 1607 edition of Volpone, with a dedication,
Epistle and numerous commendatory poems, is reproduced here
photographically, allowing the reader to appreciate Jonson’s covert
meanings and to approach the text as those in 1607might have done.

richard dutton is Humanities Distinguished Professor of
English at Ohio State University. He has published widely on
censorship of Renaissance Drama, and is well known as a scholar
of Ben Jonson and as an editor of Jonson’s works. He is the editor
of Volpone for The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Ben Jonson.
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A note on texts

This is a book that I hope will reach a readership beyond that of the
narrow academic community. It tells a tale that ought to be better known
than it is about one of our most important authors, his most famous play,
and their links to one of the most charged events in English history, the
Gunpowder Plot. It is therefore appropriate to use modern English in all
citations. But until the new Cambridge Ben Jonson is published there is
no comprehensive modernized edition of Jonson’s works. Rather than
refer readers to a range of different locations I have resolved that I shall
normally cite his works from the great old-spelling edition of Ben Jonson by
C.H. Herford and Percy and Evelyn Simpson, 11 vols. (Oxford, 1925–52) –
hereafter H&S – but in all instances to modernize the text myself. By
‘modernize’ I mean the usual substitution of u for v, i for j, the silent
expansion of contractions, and the use of modern (usually lighter) punc-
tuation; but also the silent substitution of modern words for their earlier
equivalents (‘than’ for ‘then’, ‘porpoise’ for ‘porcpoise’, ‘mushroom’ for
‘mushrump’, and so on). I shall apply this not only to Jonson’s plays,
masques, letters and poems but also to the biographical materials they
reproduce, including what H&S (I, pp. 128–78) refer to as ‘Ben Jonson’s
Conversations with William Drummond of Hawthornden’, a key source
of our biographical knowledge of Jonson, though a problematic one.
(Hereafter referenced as ‘Conversations’, with the H&S line-numbering,
parenthetically within the text.) In this spirit I have also modernized
quotations from all others authors, however they may appear in the texts
from which I cite them.

The one obvious difficulty with this arrangement is the citing of
Volpone itself. It is central to my argument that the version of the play
which Jonson published in 1607 (a pocket-sized individual volume which
we call a quarto) tells us more about the play’s turbulent context than does
the version published in the folio (large-format) volume of his Works
(1616). But H&S reproduce the folio version, which differs from the
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quarto particularly in its preliminary pages – everything that appears
before the play proper. Happily, I have been able to reproduce that critical
preliminary matter – the Epistle, commendatory poems, Persons of the
Comedy, Argument and Prologue – in this volume, as Plates 1–19, exactly
as they appeared in 1607. So I shall cite those texts from there, but
continue to modernize the language. The texts of the play proper do
not vary very much between the quarto and folio versions, so I have no
difficulty citing that from H&S.
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