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Abstract 

If, as New Historicism posits, literary texts are shaped by their historical 

contexts, then what is the relationship between religio-political events and literary 

history? Selecting the 1605 Gunpowder Plot as a case study, I begin by examining 

the genres—sermons, liturgies, and prose narratives—in which the Jacobean 

government represented this event, creating a myth of deliverance that would both 

establish James I as Elizabeth's rightful successor and distinguish him as the 

founder of a restored Great Britain. Engaging methodologies including reception 

studies, memory theory, and the history of the public sphere, subsequent chapters 

examine responses to this narrative by poets, preachers, and dramatists during the 

remainder of the century. 

In Chapter Three I argue that the translation and publication of Anglo-

Latin Gunpowder poems by Francis Herring and Phineas Fletcher began 

transforming English epic into a radically Protestant and middle-class genre, with 

John Milton's In Quintum Novembris representing a crucial step in this process. 

The next chapter focuses on anniversary sermons by John Donne (1622), Henry 

Burton (1636), Matthew Newcomen (1642), and Seth Ward (1661), 

demonstrating how these annual sermons, both as pulpit performances and printed 

texts, taught listeners and readers the skills necessary to participate in a wider 

range of religious and political discourse. Finally, turning to the complexities of 

stage representation, I trace the ways in which three early plays—John Day's Isle 



of Gulls, Ben Jonson's Volpone, and Thomas Dekker's Whore of Babylon— 

engage with each other and with questions raised by the staging of the plotters' 

trials in early 1606. An examination of Jonson's later Catiline, his conspiracy 

concludes that the play's probing of the contested relationship between religion 

and ambition reappeared in a series of ghost poems at the time of the alleged 

Popish Plot. 

By reading both generically over time and across genres, I demonstrate 

that the Gunpowder Plot helped both to create new kinds and to reorient existing 

ones, suggesting that we need to study further how not only individual texts but 

also literary history may be shaped by political events and their official 

representations. 
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1. Introduction: Reading the Gunpowder Plot 

1 

1.1 Preface 

Regarded objectively, the Gunpowder Plot may not seem to merit the 

attention it has been accorded over the past four hundred years. The English 

Houses of Parliament were not destroyed by an explosion of gunpowder on 5 

November 1605, and loss of life was confined to thirteen alleged conspirators, a 

few accomplices in the Midlands, and two Jesuit priests, most either killed 

resisting capture or executed by the English crown. Despite protestations to the 

contrary, however, discussions of this event have seldom been characterized by 

objectivity. Annual commemoration, both voluntary and enforced, ensured it a 

deep and lasting place in the collective memory and historical consciousness of 

the English people. Nevertheless, its meaning has never been stable, shifting with 

the winds of political, religious, and social change. This dissertation explores how 

the literature that celebrated, chronicled, and critiqued the plot and its discovery 

from 1605 to 1688 both participated in and reflected these changes. In doing so, it 

queries both the role of literature in public events and the role of public events in 

literary history, exploring the boundaries between imagination and memory, 

literature and history, fiction and reality. 

From the beginning, accounts ofthe plot have been shaped by both the 

desire to create a coherent narrative out of fragmentary, and frequently 

conflicting, evidence and by polemical imperatives. The narrative provided by 

1 The exceptions were Francis Tresham, a conspirator who died in the Tower while awaiting trial, 
and Nicholas Owen, a carpenter who had constructed priest holes in numerous Catholic homes, 
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official contemporary sources, and still current in many popular histories, tells of 

a conspiracy by a small group of Catholic gentlemen, impoverished by the 

Elizabethan penal laws, further embittered by their new king's failure to rescind 

them, and seduced by Jesuit doctrine and the personal magnetism of their leader, 

Robert Catesby.2 After rejecting the idea of a simple attempt on the king's life, 

Catesby and his followers determined on the bold scheme of blowing up the 

House of Lords on the opening day of James I's second parliament with most of 

the royal family, as well as the lords spiritual and temporal, in attendance.3 A 

solid wall impeded their efforts to tunnel beneath the building, but they soon 

discovered an adjacent cellar that was available for rent. Here they piled barrels of 

gunpowder, covering them with kindling, iron bars, and coal, both to conceal their 

stores and to maximize the damage ofthe projected explosion. While waiting out 

delays to the opening, they recruited a few wealthier Catholics to provide cash 

and horses, and considered how to govern the country once the ruling elite had 

been destroyed.4 Uncertainty about which ofthe royal children would attend the 

opening hampered their planning, but they seem to have settled on kidnapping the 

young princess Elizabeth and crowning her as figurehead under a Catholic regent. 

21 discuss some of these accounts, the details of which vary, below. The greatest discrepancies, of 
course, are between Catholic and Protestant accounts. What follows relies largely on official 
Protestant sources; Catholic accounts, particularly the influential one written by John Gerard, are 
discussed in Chapter 2. 
3 The original plotters included Catesby, Thomas Winter, and John Wright. Fawkes, who was 
apparently recruited for his knowledge of mining, and Thomas Percy seem to have entered the 
conspiracy at the same time. Subsequently, John Grant, Robert Keyes, Robert Winter, and 
Christopher Wright were brought in, along with Catesby's servant, Thomas Bate, sworn into the 
conspiracy when he guessed that something was afoot. 
4 Plotters admitted late to the conspiracy included Sir Everard Digby, Ambrose Rookwood, and 
Francis Tresham. 
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At least one conspirator, however, apparently spent some of his time worrying 

about the ethics of killing the Catholic lords who would be in attendance. 

On the night of 26 October 1605, a cryptic letter was delivered in the street 

by an unidentified messenger to a servant ofthe Catholic noble William Parker, 

Lord Monteagle,5 warning him not to attend the opening, where a "terrible blowe" 

was to be struck. Wary of being compromised by the activities of his hotter 

headed co-religionists, Monteagle took the letter immediately to Somerset House, 

where several members ofthe Privy Council happened to be meeting. Robert 

Cecil, Lord Salisbury, claiming to be mystified by the enigmatic construction of 

its contents, determined to wait until the king returned from hunting on 30 

October to initiate any investigation. Reading the letter several days after his 

return, James immediately suspected gunpowder and ordered the cellars searched. 

While the first search revealed nothing suspicious, a second one on the night of 4 

November, upon the pretext of locating some missing articles, uncovered the 

gunpowder along with the man known to history as Guy Fawkes, although he 

gave his name as John Johnson. Despite initially claiming sole responsibility, 

Fawkes began naming his fellow conspirators after facing either torture or the 

threat of torture during his early days in the Tower. By this time, however, most 

ofthe others had been either captured or killed attempting to raise a rebellion in 

the Midlands. In the following weeks and months, the last conspirators were 

hunted down, along with Father Henry Garnett, the Jesuit superior in England, 

5 Monteagle's title is sometimes given as Mounteagle. Throughout the dissertation I have followed 
the ODNB's preferred spelling of names and titles when two or more forms are in general usage. 
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and another priest, Edward Oldcorne, both suspected of complicity in the plot. By 

early May, all ofthe alleged conspirators were dead. 

But almost every detail of this account has been repeatedly challenged 

over the past four hundred years. Perhaps the most enduring subject of speculation 

has been the authorship ofthe mysterious warning sent to Lord Monteagle. 

Francis Tresham has long been a favourite suspect, particularly given his death in 

the Tower before he could be tried, but none ofthe conspirators ever confessed to 

penning the letter. And was it really the letter that alerted the authorities, or had 

they been following the plotters' movements and awaiting the most dramatic 

moment to capture them? Equally contentious is the role ofthe priests, 

particularly Henry Garnett. The Jesuit superior eventually admitted to some 

knowledge ofthe plot, but claimed he had been privy to it only under the 

inviolable seal of confession. While Catholic authors have frequently defended 

Garnett's actions, Protestant ones have generally been less forgiving. The third, 

and perhaps greatest, puzzle has remained why Salisbury, with the Monteagle 

letter in hand, waited until the last minute to take action against the plotters. 

Critics have accused Salisbury of complicity ranging from inventing the plot for 

his own purposes to simply allowing it to mature in order to serve those interests. 

Daring contemporaries observed that the Secretary of State benefitted from the 

plot in two ways—it solidified his position with his new monarch and it allowed 

him to eliminate his closest political rival, Henry Percy, ninth Earl of 

Northumberland, compromised by his cousin Thomas's participation in the 

6 The only full-length biography of Garnett (Philip Caraman, Henry Garnet, 1555-1606, and the 
Gunpowder Plot [London: Longmans, 1964]) is a sympathetic account by a Catholic author. 



5 

conspiracy. Those who credited Salisbury with Essex's fall were quick to see a 

repetition of a successful strategy for disposing of a competitor.7 Almost from the 

beginning, Cecil's detractors contested the official version, not only querying the 

earl's handling ofthe letter, but offering more fundamental obstacles to the 

credibility of authorized accounts. Sceptics continue to ask questions: Was there 

any evidence of a tunnel? What happened to the gunpowder? How much powder 

was there, was it really "decayed," and how much damage could it have done? 

While such speculations have frequently engaged popular writers and 

partisans, academic historians have displayed little interest in, and occasional 

contempt for, the subject. Jenny Wormald proposes that the "sustained attempt by 

the ruling elites of both England and Scotland to make men celebrate the Plot 

thenceforward rather than shiver at it has ensured that even historians do not take 

it particularly seriously" (142). Although I believe one ofthe intentions ofthe 

celebration was precisely to make people shiver at their close brush with death, 

and consequently to thank God for their preservation, Wormald is correct that the 

academy has largely neglected the plot. But this may be less surprising than it 

seems. Hans Robert Jauss suggests that "historical meaning" consists in "the 

conceptual difference between beginning and end" ("Communicative" 41). Once 

the conspirators had been tried and executed, the plot left few material traces.8 

7 For accusations that Cecil had engineered the fall of Essex, see Alastair Bellany and Andrew 
McRae, Early Stuart Libels (www.earlystuartlibels.net) section D. 
8 Conversely, Ffayden White proposes that the test of whether or not an event merits treatment by 
historians is whether we can imagine "at least two different versions ofthe same set of events" 
(The Content ofthe Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation [Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins UP, 1987], 20). The Gunpowder Plot, of course, passes this test, since it can be 
interpreted as either a government plot or a Catholic conspiracy, each account making use of 
different evidence and emphasizing different aspects ofthe story. Since modern historians 

http://www.earlystuartlibels.net
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The most significant of these was the Oath of Allegiance, drafted in early 1606 

even while the plotters were being tried. Historians have debated both the oath's 

intentions and its effects upon English Catholics, but its role in touching off an 

international paper war has long been acknowledged.9 The second outcome ofthe 

plot, the institution of an annual memorial, may have seemed less politically 

significant at the time, but perhaps had more lasting consequences than the oath. 

This legislated memorialization ensured that England would remember its status 

as a Protestant nation providentially delivered from Catholicism. The truth of this 

assertion is less important than the fact that it was believed. As Jonathan Scott has 

demonstrated in England's Troubles: Seventeenth-Century English Political 

Instability in European Context, public memory played a crucial role in shaping 

British history during the seventeenth century. The plot became a touchstone for 

evoking the anti-Catholic sentiments that fuelled the civil wars and the 1688 

revolution. Thus, although the plot exists primarily in the domain of 

representation, as Frances E. Dolan has shrewdly pointed out {Whores 45), these 

images have had important historical and, as I will argue, literary consequences. 

In the 1630s, those who feared that increasing ceremonialism in the church 

presaged a return to Catholicism revived memories ofthe plot. Later in the 

century, the most extreme poles of plot interpretation—Catholic conspiracy and 

generally discount the government conspiracy theory, however, it is possible that they see only 
one tenable version and thus dismiss the event's historical importance. 
9 On the oath and its repercussions, see especially Michael Questier, "Loyalty, Religion and State 
Power in Early Modern England: English Romanism and the Jacobean Oath of Allegiance," 
HistoricalJournal 40.2 (1997), 311-29; a rebuttal by Johann Sommerville, "Papalist Political 
Thought and the Controversy over the Jacobean Oath of Allegiance" in Catholics and the 
'Protestant Nation': Religious Politics and Identity in Early Modern England, ed. Ethan Shagan 
(Manchester: Manchester UP, 2005), 162-84; and Questier's reply, "Catholic Loyalism in Early 
Stuart England," English Historical Review 123.504 (2008), 1132-65. 
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government conspiracy—collided in response to the alleged popish plots ofthe 

late 1670s. From a literary perspective, commemoration helped to create a popular 

audience for Protestant epic, influenced the development ofthe occasional 

political sermon, and fostered the late-seventeenth-century ghost poem genre. 

Both historians and students of literature, then, may have reasons to re-examine 

the plot's cultural repercussions. A broad view ofthe literary reception of this 

event can tell us more about the complex relationships between collective 

memory, historical narrative, and the making of publics in early modern England. 

We should take the plot seriously because seventeenth-century writers and 

readers did. References to this event intrude themselves into texts as diverse and 

apparently unrelated as John Taylor's 1614 miscellaneous collection of verse, The 

Nipping and Snipping ofAbvses, and James Howell's 1645 Familiar Letters. In 

the past, these texts have been treated in several ways, none entirely satisfactory. 

The prose narratives, sermons, and English poetry have frequently been read as 

historical documents rather than as literary texts, neglecting the generic 

conventions that shaped them and the dialogues with other texts into which they 

entered. The Latin poetry, with the occasional exception of Milton's In Quintum 

Novembris, has attracted attention mainly from neo-Latin scholars whose focus 

upon identifying the poems' classical sources and relationships with other Latin 

texts has left their historical contexts and debts to vernacular texts unexplored.11 

10 Taylor's poem is a short panegyric directed to King James, praising God for the deliverance 
from the plot (D4V) Howell's poem is quoted on p. 18 below. 
11 For example, Estelle Haan, the most dedicated critic ofthe Latin poems, has produced a 
meticulous comparison of Milton's poem with those of Wallace and Herring, without taking into 
account that these poems were written twenty years apart and in very different political climates 
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Studies ofthe dramatic literature have usually focused on individual plays, 

treating them as isolated texts rather than as cultural performances that 

participated in dialogues with each other and their audiences. By reading both 

generically and across generic boundaries, we can begin to see connections, for 

example, between the representation ofthe plot as a British founding myth in the 

Anglo-Latin epics and Shakespeare's depiction of a divided island in King Lear. 

Since the number of artifacts precludes analysis of every work related to the plot, 

I have chosen to examine a few texts that represent the range of this material and 

its literary and historical influence in the seventeenth century, contextualizing 

these texts as broadly as possible. The approach in each chapter is largely 

chronological, tracing changes to individual texts, their receptions, and the genres 

in which they participate over time. This method resolves one ofthe dilemmas 

posed by New Historicism—that, as David Quint observes, "attention to 

synchronous historical relationships can cause the text's participation in a 

diachronic literary history to be overlooked" (Epic 15). One ofthe risks this 

approach runs, however, is the perception of creating a narrative that appears 

more complete and coherent than it is. 

The theoretical perspectives from which I approach these texts include 

reception studies, theories of memory and narrative, and histories ofthe public 

sphere. Reception study, a cluster of related methodologies first delineated by 

Jauss, attempts to uncover how works were understood by contemporary readers 

See: "Milton's In Quintum Novembris and the Anglo-Latin Gunpowder Epic," Humanistica 
Lovaniensia 41 (1992), 221-47 and Figs. 1-3 (248-50). 
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and listeners as well as by later ones.12 Although these methodologies can create 

studies of particular readers privileged only because they left traces of their 

interpretive activities, such studies may help us to understand contexts of reading 

more effectively than historical contextualization alone. In order to understand 

how narratives fed and even created memories ofthe plot, I turn to theorists of 

individual and collective memory including Paul Ricoeur, Maurice Halbwachs, 

and Paul Connerton.13 Questions about the role of narrative in historical study 

posed by Ricoeur and by Hayden White in particular revolve around the necessity 

for narrative and how it affects our historical understanding.14 In this study, I 

consider both the ways in which writers shaped their narratives according to 

generic conventions and how genres were in turn reshaped by the plot narrative. 

The retelling ofthe story in multiple ways supposes an audience, indicating the 

existence, as Rebecca Lemon suggests, of some type of "public sphere" providing 

political participation to those beyond the circle ofthe ruling elite (19). 

1.2 Writing Conspiracy: The Plot as News 

See Jauss's original statement of his program in "Literary History as a Challenge to Literary 
Theory" in Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti, Theory and History of 
Literature, v. 2 (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1982), 3-45. Robert C. Holub provides a useful 
introduction and critique of these theories in Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction (London: 
Methuen, 1984), although Robert Hume provides the most incisive critique of Jauss's seven theses 
in Reconstructing Contexts: The Aims and Principles of Archaeo-historicism (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
1999), 20-25. 
3 Paul Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, trans. Kathleen Blarney and David Pellauer 

(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2004); Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. Lewis A. Coser 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1992); Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1989). 
14 Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting; Hayden White, The Content ofthe Form and "The 
Historical Text as Literary Artifact," CLIO 3 (1974), 277-303. 
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Responses to the plot provide a case study for examining the circulation of 

news and opinions in oral, print, and manuscript forms during the seventeenth 

century. Building upon Jtirgen Habermas's Structural Transformation ofthe 

Public Sphere, historians and literary scholars over the past several decades have 

explored the development of a culture of discussion and debate in England, what 

Habermas calls a public sphere, seeking its origins in a variety of venues and 

media that predate the periodical press and the coffee house. In particular, the 

work of Peter Lake, in collaborations with Steve Pincus and Michael Questier, has 

traced its beginnings to the arrival ofthe Jesuit mission in England.15 This 

research has led to increased interest in the transmission of news and views 

through such previously neglected media as pamphlets and sermons. One ofthe 

features that increasingly distinguishes both popular and official responses to the 

attempted rebellions and assassinations ofthe late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries is the use of print to disseminate multiple interpretations of these events. 

While there were doubtless competing, and even conflicting, understandings of 

earlier incidents, the increasing availability of print opened up new avenues for 

discussion. Censorship at times may have restricted the printing of more extreme 

views, but Annabel Patterson has pointed out that a significant degree of critique 

was usually permitted, provided that authors avoided open sedition.1 For more 

15 See the collection of essays edited by Peter Lake and Steve Pincus, The Politics ofthe Public 
Sphere (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2007); Lake and Pincus, "Rethinking the Public Sphere in 
Early Modern England," Journal of British Studies 45.2 (2006), 270-92; Lake and Michael 
Questier, "Puritans, Papists, and the 'Public Sphere': The Edmund Campion Affair in Context," 
Journal of Modern History 72 (2000), 587-627; Lake with Questier, The Antichrist's Lewd Hat: 
Protestants, Papists and Players in Post-Reformation England, (New Haven: Yale, 2002). 
16 See Censorship and Interpretation: The Conditions of Writing and Reading in Early Modern 
England (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1984), 10-11. 
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dangerous works, there remained the options of oral or manuscript transmission, 

although a letter might fall into the wrong hands or a libel writer be identified. 

Early in Elizabeth's reign, printed responses to acts of treason generally 

consisted of official proclamations, accounts of executions that had been scripted 

by the state, and popular ballads. Those with court connections or hopes of 

preferment might also offer literary texts praising Elizabeth and extolling the 

preservation ofthe Protestant state, as Thomas Churchyard did after the Northern 

Rebellion.17 Even in such texts, however, and particularly in official ones, the 

primary function served by chronicling conspiracies and rebellions was 

admonitory and consequently focused on occasions of punishment. Witnessing 

public acts such as executions and participating in occasional ceremonies of 

thanksgiving involving homilies and special liturgies warned subjects ofthe 

consequences of treasonous behaviour. Such media discouraged, although they 

could not prevent, individual interpretation. The government's awareness ofthe 

need to control interpretive acts may be seen in K. J. Kesselring's description of 

how the queen and William Cecil drafted a defence of Elizabeth's reign 

immediately after the Northern revolt. The document, however, "ended with a 

note that as the bulk of her good subjects were unable to read, the text was to be 

read aloud in all parish churches" (433). Whether or not the defence was 

disseminated in this way, Kesselring has found no surviving print copies nor any 

evidence that it was ever published. This incident underlines the monologic nature 

Come bring in Maye with me, my Maye is fresh and greene: (a Subiectes harte, an humble mind) 
to serue a mayden Queene. A discourse of Rebellion, Drawne forth for to warne the wanton witte 
how to kepe their heads on their shoulders, London, 1570 (STC 5224). 



12 

ofthe discourse surrounding treason, since the setting ofthe parish church would 

have discouraged dissonant responses. 

Nevertheless, the drafting of this document suggests a subtle change in 

official responses to threats against the state. Despite continuing to produce 

accounts of conspiracies and executions, the government seems to have shifted its 

emphasis from displays of authority to attempts at persuasion. In 1583 Burghley 

penned a defence of Edmund Campion's execution, and four years later a 

pamphlet, appearing anonymously but generally known to have been authored by 

1 8 

his son Robert, justified the beheading of Mary Stewart. Produced explicitly in 

response to rumours and libels, such accounts acknowledged the possibility of 

alternative interpretations and expressed the government's commitment to 

convincing readers ofthe truth of official versions.19 Between 1569 and 1583, 

then, the government seems both to have recognized an increasing level of 

popular print literacy and to have developed a strategy for using printed texts both 

to preempt and to respond to discordant voices. But the materiality of these texts 

and their ongoing availability to all subjects who could read or hear them read 

offered possibilities of discussion and dialogue not only at the time but for years 

to come. Consequently, it became increasingly necessary for writers to establish 

the truth of their narratives against competing versions. 

The Execution oflustice in England for Maintenaunce ofPublique and Christian Peace 
(London, 1583, STC 4902); Defence ofthe Honorable Sentence and Execution ofthe Queene of 
Scots (London, 1587, STC 17566.3). 
19 The intended readers of such documents probably included Catholics abroad as well as those at 
home. 
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As sermons gained importance in Reformation culture, the pulpit offered 

an apparent solution to the problem of establishing truth claims. Official accounts 

of events delivered by clergymen could align political with divine authority, but 

this process too was fraught with uncertainties. Sermons had the advantage of 

reaching both the literate and illiterate, but they required the cooperation of 

preachers, who quickly realized that political sermons allowed them to question 

the official versions of events, or even to reject them altogether. As servants of 

God as well as the monarch, these men also needed to be convinced that the story 

they were telling was true. After Essex's execution the Elizabethan authorities 

struggled to find a preacher willing to endorse the crown's version ofthe rebellion 

at Paul's Cross, and William Barlow, who reluctantly accepted the assignment, 

suffered derision for his pains, while some of James VI' s Scottish preachers 

stubbornly refused to publicize his narrative ofthe Gowrie conspiracy.20 The 

pulpit thus remained a necessary but not entirely reliable instrument of official 

communication, and sermons joined pamphlets in providing a range of 

interpretations of political events to an increasingly sophisticated audience of 

hearers and readers. 

Lake and Questier identify three characteristics necessary for the 

development of a "public sphere": messages sent through a variety of media; an 

assumption of general public interest; and a belief in the public's interest in and 

20On these difficulties, see "To the Reader" in Barlow's Sermon Preached at Paules Crosse, on 
the first Sunday in Lent (London, 1601) A2r-A8v; and, Arnold Hunt, "Tuning the Pulpits: The 
Religious Context ofthe Essex Revolt" in The English Sermon Revised: Religion, Literature and 
History 1600-1750, ed. Lori Anne Ferrell and Peter McCullough (Manchester: Manchester UP, 
2000), 86-114. 
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ability to consider questions regarding public events ("Puritans" 590). They 

suggest that the commencement ofthe English Jesuit mission facilitated the 

creation of these conditions, particularly the third. Examining the interactions 

between the Elizabethan government and the first missionaries, Edmund Campion 

and Robert Persons, the authors conclude that "in Elizabethan England the 

creation of something like a rudimentary public sphere was not a product of 

Puritan opposition to the establishment or state but rather a product ofthe 

regime's own efforts to perpetuate and protect itself from a popish threat 

variously conceived" ("Puritans" 625). In a more recent collaboration, Lake and 

Pincus develop the complementary idea that a public sphere emerged gradually 

from traditions of giving counsel, and that threats of conspiracies and rebellions 

extended opportunities for exercising this right. The occasional openings and 

closings ofthe public sphere permitted by these exceptional events gradually 

normalized public participation in political affairs ("Rethinking" 289-90). Thus, 

attempts to warn people about the threat of militant Catholicism were increasingly 

countered with advice to the king regarding his religious policies. 

Since the Gunpowder Plot represented a significant threat from a religious 

group disadvantaged in England but powerful on the continent, it required a 

narrative that would inform the English public of what had taken place, warn 

others against similar attempts, and justify the traitors' punishments to both 

national and international audiences. Like his predecessor, James used pamphlets, 

liturgies, and sermons to achieve these objectives. The sermon at Paul's Cross, 

again by the unlucky Barlow, the official narrative (probably penned by James), 
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and the account ofthe trials and executions compiled by the Earl of Northampton 

all offered a reasonably homogeneous narrative, although, as we shall see, 

subsequent writers discovered discrepancies among them. The new king, 

however, attempted to control interpretation more assertively than Elizabeth ever 

had by instituting annual commemorations that would sustain a powerful 

collective memory ofthe event. 

1.3 Remembering Conspiracy: The Plot as Cultural Memory 

James had first experimented with the creation of an anniversary in 

Scotland after his alleged escape from the Gowries on 5 August 1600. Although 

commemoration remained contentious there, he took steps to extend the practice 

to his new kingdom almost immediately upon his accession to the English throne. 

Clerics south ofthe Tweed, however, were little more enthusiastic than their 

northern counterparts had been, and the anniversary was tacitly dropped upon his 

death. The only English precedent for such anniversaries was Elizabeth's 

accession day, which began to be marked in the 1580s, but this celebration 

appears to have arisen spontaneously from below and was only formalized later 

with an official liturgy. Clergy did not uniformly adopt the practice and the 

official ceremony lapsed at Elizabeth's death, although David Cressy 

demonstrates that subjects revived the occasion periodically during the century to 

21 This time Barlow was already scheduled to preach at the Cross and his sermon relied heavily 
upon the king's 9 November speech to parliament: The Sermon Preached at Paules Crosse, the 
tenth day ofNouember being the next Sunday after the discouerie of this late horrible treason, 
(London, 1606), STC 1455. See also: His Maiesties speech in this last session of Parliament.... 
Together with a discourse ofthe maner ofthe discouery of this late intended Treason (London, 
1605), STC 14393; A True and Perfect Relation ofthe Whole Proceedings against the late most 
barbarous traitors, Garnet a Iesuite, and his confederals (London, 1606), STC 13 50. 
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condemn Catholicism and critique the current regime.22 Despite his imposition of 

the Gowrie anniversary, however, James made no apparent efforts to memorialize 

the Bye or Main plots of 1603. Why, then, were the king and his ministers so 

determined to make the Gunpowder Plot part ofthe nation's cultural memory? 

A. W. R. E. Okines challenges the assumption that the plot benefitted 

James's administration, a presupposition of government conspiracy theories, 

arguing that the plot jeopardized the establishment of peace, and hence trade, with 

Spain. In Okines's view, James downplayed the religio-political aspect ofthe plot, 

insisting that most Catholics were loyal and, more importantly, that it implicated 

no foreign powers.23 If the plot was unwelcome, however, James may 

nevertheless have seen in its timing an opportunity to promote the project that was 

to have dominated the parliamentary session disrupted by its discovery—the 

political union of England and Scotland. Connerton emphasizes the importance of 

calendar change in the founding of new orders, and although James wanted his 

reign to be seen in some ways as a continuation of Elizabeth's, he also wanted to 

emphasize that he was creating a new Britain.24 By instituting Tuesday court 

sermons in recognition of having been delivered from both the Gowrie and 

Gunpowder plots on that day ofthe week, and by requiring similar memorial 

services for each occasion, he created a persistent link between the two plots that 

22 See Bonfires and Bells: National Memory and the Protestant Calendar in Elizabethan and 
Stuart England (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989), Ch. 4; Roy Strong, The Cult of 
Elizabeth: Elizabethan Portraiture and Pageantry (London: Thames and Hudson, 1977), Ch. 4. 
23 See "Why was there so little government reaction to the gunpowder plot?" Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History 55 (2004), 275-292. 
24 Connerton, How Societies Remember, 65-66. For James's attempts to represent his reign as a 
continuation of Elizabeth's, especially after the plot, see John Watkins, Representing Elizabeth in 
Stuart England: Literature, History, Sovereignty (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002), 9-35. 
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he may have hoped would establish a British identity through his own person, 

miraculously preserved in both countries. The Gunpowder Plot was thus to 

become the founding event for both his new dynasty and a new Protestant nation. 

This attempt to impose a unified identity through collective memory, 

however, encountered several obstacles. Remembrance needed to begin on the 

personal level, and individuals were constantly exhorted to remember their 

deliverance from this threat.25 As Ricoeur reminds us, the "duty of memory 

consists essentially in a duty not to forget" (30). Writers frequently warned that 

individual forgetfulness could have dire consequences for the state—if England's 

people forgot God's blessings, then God would forget England. One ofthe 

difficulties of memory, however, is its tendency to become confused with 

imagination. This problem became acute when presented with the task of 

remembering an event that left few physical traces. To impress people with the 

magnitude ofthe deliverance, speakers and writers needed to describe the extent 

ofthe proposed destruction, which could only be accomplished through the use of 

imagination.26 In his sermon at Paul's Cross on 10 November 1605, Barlow 

created a vivid picture of London after an explosion. In this ufierie massacre''' 

(C3r), "(beside the place it selfe at the which hee aymed) the Rail ofludgement, 

25 Both Ricoeur and Halbwachs stress that memory is individual: Memory, History, Forgetting, 
Part I, Ch. 3; On Collective Memory, Ch. 3. 
26 Paul Wake argues that "In emphasising what might have happened, recast as 'what could not 
have happened' contemporary accounts ofthe Gunpowder Plot... effect an appropriation ofthe 
subversive plotting of those who sought to destroy James and his government" (306). He connects 
the use of popular metaphors such as the destruction of Troy in the early plot literature to anxieties 
about imagining the death ofthe king, citing the king's speech and the official trial narrative. 
While he is correct that some writers refused to imagine a successful plot, others were quite 
willing to speculate. See: "Plotting as Subversion: Narrative and the Gunpowder Plot," Journal of 
Narrative Theory 38.3 (2008), 295-316, esp. 302-06. 
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the Courtes ofRecordes, the Collegiate Church, the Citie of Westminster, yea, 

White-Hall the Kinges house, had beene trushed and ouerthrowne" (C31). The 

explosion would have been followed by a "Deluge ofBloode" (C3V), in which 

people would have been torn "parcell meale" (C31) as if by beasts. This word 

picture was repeated with variations in numerous sermons and pamphlets during 

the remainder ofthe century, so that even the royalist James Howell felt 

compelled to satirize it in his letter to the "knowing reader" at the beginning of his 

Epistolae Ho-Elianae. Expanding on the capabilities of letters, he reminds his 

readers that "Had not the Eagle's Letter brought to Light / That subterranean 

horrid Work of Night": 

Witness that fiery Pile, which would have blown 

Up to the Clouds, Prince, People, Peers and Town, 

Tribunals, Church, and Chapel; and had dry'd 

The Thames, tho' swelling in her highest Pride, 

And parboil'd the poor Fish, which from her Sands 

Had been toss'd up to the adjoining Lands. 

Lawyers, as Vultures, had soar'd up and down; 

Prelates, like Magpies, in the Air had flown. 

Repetition made such pictures part of collective memory even though the event 

had not occurred. Imagination, however, provides both the possibility of multiple, 

even competing, memories and a basis for literature. 

27 The germ of Barlow's description doubtless came from James's speech to Parliament on 9 
November, in which he enumerated the individuals and institutions that would have been 
destroyed and described the death from fire as the cruellest one possible (His Maiesties speech, 
B3r). 
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For Halbwachs, individual memory is never independent ofthe social 

groups in which one lives, and individuals always remember events within a 

framework that includes their social identity. Thus, each person recalls a public 

event differently. Halbwachs and other memory theorists have also suggested that 

individuals identify more closely with smaller, more tightly knit social groups 

than with the more abstract notion ofthe state.28 In the years after the plot's 

discovery, preachers occasionally reminded elite congregations that had the plot 

been successful their lives would have been lost. Members ofthe lower social 

orders, however, likely remembered the threat of economic and political chaos 

rather than that of immediate death. Those outside London may have considered 

themselves even less personally affected by the plot, particularly since the danger 

had been averted before most received the news, and they had to rely on second

hand accounts ofthe trials and executions witnessed by Londoners. Walter 

Yonge, living in Devonshire, recorded the discovery ofthe plot in his diary with 

interest but no apparent fear. His observation that the Midlands rising comprised 

only "sixty or eighty horse" (2) suggests that he did not exaggerate the threat.29 In 

these cases, social cohesion within the smaller group did not preclude 

identification with the Protestant nation. 

Jeremiah Lewis appears to have recognized this problem in his sermon on 5 November 1618, 
reminding his auditors: "Thou art a member of a commonwealth, of a Towne, of a family, what 
deliuerance comes to that, comes thee" and that therefore all should praise God for their share in 
the deliverance (The Doctrine ofthankfvlnesse: or, Israels trivmph, occasioned by the destruction 
of Pharaoh and his hoste, in the Red-Sea. A Sermon preached in theparish church of All-Saints in 
Northampton. November 5. 1618 [London, 1619], STC 15557), 5. 
29 Yonge's synopsis may be compared with John Chamberlain's letter to Dudley Carleton on 7 
November 1605 (The Letters of John Chamberlain, ed. Norman Egbert McClure [Philadelphia: 
American Philosophical Society, 1939], 1.212-15), which, as Mark Nicholls observes, describes 
the mood of fear and uncertainty in the city as events unfolded ("Discovering Gunpowder Plot: 
The King's Book and the Dissemination of News," Recusant History 28.3 [2007], 397-415). 
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For others, however, conflicted loyalties arose. This was particularly true 

for Catholics, expressly denied full participation in a Protestant state.30 Recent 

research has shown that the post-Reformation Catholic community in England 

formed a close and supportive network,31 yet many Catholics, including Ben 

Jonson, considered themselves both Catholics and loyal Englishmen. James seems 

to have recognized this dilemma, insisting from the beginning that Catholics 

could be loyal subjects without changing their religion, provided they repudiated 

the pope's power of deposition. Many writers nevertheless saw all Catholics as 

potential if not actual traitors, forcing them to choose between their religious and 

political allegiances. For many, a less explicit conflict centred on James's 

unpopular project of Anglo-Scottish union. Undercurrents of anti-Scots feelings, 

expressed in post-plot drama and perhaps even in Anglo-Latin epic, indicate that 

many were unwilling to subsume their English identity within a British one.32 

Thus, imposing a unifying collective memory was from the beginning fraught 

with difficulties. 

As James apparently recognized, however, these challenges had to be 

overcome. Recent scholarship on post-Reformation England has offered new 

I use the terms "Catholic" and "Protestant" within this study recognizing their shppenness in 
seventeenth-century England. Religious identities, as recent studies have suggested, were fluid and 
complex in this penod (See, for example, Michael C. Questier, Conversion, Politics, and Religion 
in England, 1580-1625 [Cambridge Cambridge UP, 1996]) In dealing with an incident such as 
the Gunpowder Plot it is all too easy to resort to the binaries fostered by the literature 
31 For an informative case study of these relationships, see Margaret Sena, "William Blundell and 
the Networks of Catholic Dissent in Post-Reformation England" in Community in Early Modern 
England Networks, Place, Rhetoric, ed Alexandra Shepard and Phil Withington (Manchester 
Manchester UP, 2000), 54-75 
32 The most obvious example is John Day's Isle of Gulls, suppressed in all likelihood for its anti-
Scots sentiments (See Ch 5) For the possibility that the plot itself was fuelled partly by hatred of 
the Scots, see Wormald, "Gunpowder, Treason, and Scots," 141-68 
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perspectives on how religious change disrupted medieval sites of memory. 

Scholars such as Peter Marshall and Stephen Greenblatt argue that the transition 

to Protestantism initiated a crisis of memory as the sermon replaced the Mass, 

prayers for the dead were abolished, and the old calendar of saints' days was 

radically pruned. The institution of political anniversaries helped to smooth this 

transition by offering new rituals and myths to replace the old ones. Accepting 

Connerton's distinction between two types of remembrance—incorporation and 

inscription—we may see the early seventeenth century at a crossroads between 

the two. Incorporation involves such ritual acts as participating in liturgy, while 

inscription occurs through the creation of myths. Although Connerton admits that 

the boundary between the two may be porous, he argues that the "transition from 

an oral culture to a literate culture is a transition from incorporating practices to 

inscribing practices" (75). In the seventeenth century, commemoration included 

both such incorporating rituals as attending church, participating in the liturgy, 

and ringing church bells and such inscribing practices as attending sermons and 

plays, and reading and writing a variety of print and manuscript texts. While the 

two types of commemoration frequently reinforced each other, they could also 

open up differences of interpretation. As Connerton points out, ritual may be more 

conservative than myth, since the "reservoir of meanings" in a myth may be 

reshaped for different purposes, while "the structure of ritual has significantly less 

33 The phrase "sites of memory" (lieux de memoire) was coined by Pierre Nora See "Between 
Memory and History- Les Lieux de Memoire," Representations 26 (1989), 7-24. 
34 Beliefs and the Dead in Reformation England (Oxford Oxford UP, 2002) For the literary 
consequences of these shifts, see Stephen Greenblatt, Hamlet in Purgatory (Princeton- Princeton 
UP, 2001) On the replacement of Catholic festivals such as saints' days with political 
anniversaries, see Cressy, Bonfires and Bells 
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potential for variance" (56, 57). Henry Burton's ability to stir his hearers in 1636 

by accusing Archbishop Laud of meddling with the 5 November liturgy, although 

the plot had been frequently reinterpreted in other types of literature, affirms 

ritual's conservatism. While Cressy's study ofthe "vocabulary" of celebration 

demonstrates that practices such as bell ringing could express changing meanings 

over time, they could not accommodate the full range of interpretations that texts 

could.35 

1.4 Recording Conspiracy: The Plot as Narrative 

Public memorials formed a foundation for national memory, then, but 

literature was crucial to its perpetuation, particularly as the immediacy ofthe 

event faded. According to Astrid Erll and Ann Rigney, once the witnesses to 

events have died, cultural memories can only be sustained when cultivated by 

means of texts, material objects, and rituals (112). Memories ofthe Gunpowder 

Plot survived not only through annual commemorative rituals, but also through 

texts accessible throughout the year in print or manuscript. Erll and Rigney 

propose that literature plays three roles in the production of cultural memory, 

acting as a medium of remembrance, an object of remembrance, and a medium for 

the production of cultural memory. Although these roles may overlap, literary 

texts first "help produce collective memories in the form of narratives" (112). 

Ricoeur and Connerton also insist upon the role of narrative in memory, 

Connerton arguing that remembering requires creating "meaningful narrative 

35 "The Protestant Calendar and the Vocabulary of Celebration in Early Modern England," 
Journal of British Studies 29.1 (1990): 31-52. 
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sequences" (26), while Ricoeur proposes that narrative incorporates memories 

into our identities, individual and collective (84-85).36 

The narrative imperative arose first from the need to counteract rumours 

that began circulating immediately after the event. These were polarized primarily 

on confessional lines, although political rivalries also played their parts so that, to 

a large extent, official accounts were driven by the need to squelch powerful 

counter-narratives from disaffected individuals and communities. From the 

beginning plot literature separated into two distinct but overlapping strands, both 

involving the project of creating identity through shared memory, but approaching 

this task in distinct ways, one through commemoration and the other through 

historical representation. As Ricoeur points out, commemoration is grounded 

upon the requirement of fidelity to the original narrative rather than the need to 

establish historical truth (497), and therefore testimony forms the link between 

memory and history (21). By polishing and publishing the confessions of Guy 

Fawkes and Thomas Winter, the English government recognized the need for 

first-person narratives that could substantiate its truth claims. Later, by publishing 

an account ofthe plotters' trials, the authorities sought to validate the earlier 

narrative. By including Northampton's history of Catholic interference beginning 

with the bull against Elizabeth, however, they began the process of emplotting the 

event within a larger narrative history. 

36 Hayden White, in contrast, believes narrative to be imposed by the writers of history rather than 
intrinsic to our experiences. In his view, it is possible to write history without narrative, as the 
French Annales school demonstrated ( The Content ofthe Form, Ch. 2). In "The Historical Text as 
Literary Artifact," he argues that historians match their narratives to existing plot structures such 
as epic or tragedy. David Carr disagrees, asserting "that the events addressed by historiography are 
already narrative in character" (Time, Narrative, and History [Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1986], 
46). 
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For Renaissance authors, writing about the recent past posed a theoretical 

challenge that continues to trouble both historians and literary critics. Aristotle's 

Poetics, echoed by Sidney's Defence of Poetry, created a clear boundary between 

poetry and history, classifying poetry as general, plot-driven, and dealing with the 

possible, while history is particular, episodic, and deals with the actual (MacPhail 

2-3). Aristotle does not prevent poets from representing historical subjects; 

however, Sidney favours imagined events, claiming that the historian has fewer 

opportunities to encourage virtuous action because he is tied to narrating actual 

events from which appropriate morals may not necessarily be drawn.37 Historical 

narratives, he fears, may actually promote vicious rather than virtuous action. 

According to Eric MacPhail, Aristotle developed the idea of plot or mythos "as a 

distinctly poetic form of rationality and coherence absent from history" (1), but 

Renaissance theorists transferred the idea of plot from poetry to history. In the 

reversal that he posits, "humanist historiography sought to portray the pattern and 

the logic of historical events while Renaissance literary criticism undertook to 

reevaluate the historicity of fiction" (9). 

The relationship of narrative to literary form in historical representation 

remains contentious. Hayden White proposed that all narrative histories are 

"verbal fictions" shaped according to literary conventions ("Historical" 278). 

Jauss similarly argues that narrative history perpetrates three fictions: 1) the 

illusion of a clear beginning and end, since these are selected from a range of 

37 Aristotle, "Poetics" 9 (1451a37-1451b26 p. 2322) in The Complete Works of Aristotle, 
Bollingen Series LXXI-2, v. 2; Philip Sidney, An Apology for Poetry, ed. Geoffrey Shepherd 
(London: Nelson, 1965), 29-39. 
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possibilities; 2) the illusion of completeness even when events are obviously 

incomplete; and 3) the illusion of objectivity.38 According to White, the selection 

of beginning and end are determined by the literary form that the author chooses 

to impose upon the events. As Ricoeur points out, however, White's equation of 

historical and fictional narratives neglects a fundamental difference between the 

two. While fictional narratives require only a sign and a signifier, historical 

narratives also need a referent to legitimate their truth claims, although such 

claims may be compromised by the selectivity of both archive and researcher. 

In the case of plot narratives, certain literary forms were suited to specific 

polemical stances as well as to various audiences. One ofthe most popular forms 

was the chronicle, which promised objectivity, since most readers were unlikely 

to have reflected upon the absence of incidents that had been silently elided from 

the narrative.39 This form, according to White, "aspires to narrativity, but typically 

fails to achieve it" since closure remains problematic (Content 5). Nevertheless, 

the chronicle proved singularly appropriate to a series of incidents that could not 

be closed until the papal Antichrist was finally defeated at the apocalypse. The 

rudimentary narrative frequently began with the Elizabethan Settlement, making 

the Gunpowder Plot the finale in a series of increasingly daring Catholic attempts 

to subvert both English and continental Protestantism. 

One ofthe earliest prose chronicles to include the Gunpowder Plot, 

Thomas Mason's 1615 Christs victorie ouer Sathans tyrannie, a continuation of 

38 "The Communicative Role ofthe Fictive," 30-40. 
39 The choice of incidents often reflected a decision about whether all Catholics were to be blamed 
or only Jesuits. Non-Jesuit conspiracies were sometimes removed from the narrative by authors 
who wished to concentrate their venom on the Jesuits. 
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Foxe's Acts and Monuments, places the conspiracy within a lengthy list of English 

rebellions, assassination attempts, the thwarted Spanish invasion of 1588, and the 

Gowrie Conspiracy.40 Contextualizing the plot within a narrative of Protestant 

martyrdom both emphasizes its place in providential history and openly contests 

Catholic claims that Garnett and Oldcorne died as martyrs.41 Such texts became 

particularly popular in the 1620s amid fears that a new generation would forget 

the plot, but displayed a widening interpretive gap between conformist and radical 

Protestant publications. Bishop George Carleton's providential history, A 

Thankfull Remembrance of God's Mercy (1624), exhorted England to remember 

her deliverances, implicitly warning that forgetfulness could have dire 

consequences for the nation. Like Mason, Carleton placed the plot within a 

detailed list of attacks on English Protestantism, attributing the conspiracy to the 

Jesuits without entirely dismissing the possibility of diabolical agency. Dedicating 

his pamphlet to the prince, to whom he was chaplain, Carleton concluded by 

listing among other mercies God's preservation of England from the continental 

wars of religion in which Charles was then attempting to embroil his country. 

Carleton's isolationism contrasts with the repeated injunctions of a puritan printer, 

Michael Sparke, to pray for German Protestants and particularly for the 

dispossessed Elector Palatine and his wife, Princess Elizabeth, in his immensely 

40 Mason's inclusion ofthe Gowrie plot is significant, since it suggests that James's strategy of 
linking the Scottish and English attempts on his life had acquired a measure of success. 
41 In 1632, the 1606 "Discourse ofthe maner ofthe discouery of this late intended treason" that 
had been published with James I's 9 November 1605 speech to parliament was typeset into 
blackletter as part of an anonymous publication, A Continvation ofthe histories offorreine martyrs 
(London, STC 11228) that chronicled Protestant martyrdoms in Europe from the 1550s as well as 
the Armada and the Gunpowder Plot. When it was reprinted in 1641, prefatory materials asserted 
that this work was intended to encourage godly English Protestants who might be called to 
martyrdom in the current conflict (London, Wing C5965). 
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popular Crumms of Comfort, a collection of prayers and thanksgivings reprinted 

in numerous editions from the mid-1620s into the eighteenth century. Despite 

their conflicting attitudes to the war on the continent, both authors consciously 

sought to instil memories of former deliverances in the next generation, providing 

fold-out illustrations ofthe Armada and the Gunpowder Plot to be used for 

instructing children in the stories of these events.42 

This form continued to serve radical Protestants until mid-century by 

contextualizing the civil wars as part ofthe Counter-Reformation. The anonymous 

Papa Patens or the Pope in his Colours (1652) promised on its title page an 

"Exact account" ofthe Armada, the Gunpowder Plot, the Massacre at Paris, the 

murders of Henri III and TV, and the Irish rebellion. No longer was the plot 

simply an attack on an individual monarch, or even a nation, but now it was part 

of an international conspiracy against Protestantism directed from Rome itself. 

The nation's enemies, in their efforts to restore Catholicism, begin "by striving to 

make our selves hate our own Religion, and leave that God which brought us out 

ofthe Land oiALgypf (4), but if this fails they resort to "poyson, murder, and 

force of Arms" (4). The underlying polemical thrust ofthe pamphlet is that people 

err in hating puritans more than papists when puritan behaviour is in fact much 

42 A number of publications are specifically directed to children or families- A Song or Story, for 
the Lasting Remembrance ofDiuers Famous Works, which God hath done in our time With an 
addition ofcertaine other Verses (both Latine and English) to the same purpose (London, 1626) 
offers a verse narrative ofthe Gunpowder Plot as well as a song of thanksgiving for the defeat of 
the Armada, following an introduction that concludes "Let this poore song thy little ones direct" 
(A4V), Samuel Clarke later advertised in the full title of his Englands Remembrancer that his 
narratives ofthe Armada, the Gunpowder Plot, and the Blackfhars collapse had been "Collected 
for the information and benefit of each Family" (London, 1657, Wing C4510), t p. 
43 This development supports Jonathan Scott's contention that we need to understand seventeenth-
century English anti-Catholicism in an international context (England's Troubles, 29-31) 
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more moderate and less dangerous to the state. Thus, Catholics can be blamed 

even for the dissensions among Protestants that have caused the civil wars. Rather 

curiously, a brief recital ofthe earlier Watson plot, about the veracity of which the 

writer seems dubious, follows the account ofthe Gunpowder Plot.44 Possibly the 

author thought that placing the events in chronological order would undermine the 

truth claims that he makes for the Gunpowder Plot, condemning those who either 

consider it the work of "a few male-contents" (5) or "an invention of him whom 

in reverence I forbeare to name" (5). For the first time in this text, however, 

narrative struggles against the chronicle form. While this structure had proved 

remarkably flexible for a variety of polemical purposes, religious fragmentation 

ultimately undermined its apocalyptic and providentialist framework. 

These prose texts represented themselves as histories, but the chronicle 

form could also be adapted to commemorative texts, which were more self

consciously literary and made use of fictional devices, including supernatural 

characters. Two early poems intended for relatively uneducated audiences, LH.'s 

Divell ofthe Vault or the Unmasking of Murder (1606) and John Rhodes's A 

Briefe Summe ofthe Treason intended against the King (1606), both situated the 

plot within English and European history. Although the authors narrated events 

chronologically, they selected and shaped their material to explain the plot as part 

of a pan-European Catholic conspiracy and possibly a demonic one. In these texts, 

the individual participants and actions were less important than the cosmic 

struggle of Protestantism against its demonic counterpart. In other words, while 

44 This is the first text I have found that subverts chronology in this way. 
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chronicle histories focused on horizontal relations among men and nations, these 

commemorative texts were concerned more with the vertical relationship between 

man and God. 

The other dominant narrative structure for commemorative texts was 

Virgilian epic, which committed writers such as Francis Herring and Michael 

Wallace to beginning in medias res with the plot itself in order to establish the 

incident as a significant founding moment in British history and to court royal 

favour. These texts wrenched the incident from its context within the development 

ofthe Elizabethan penal laws and previous conspiracies, describing it as a unique 

event rather than part of a series. Early epics ended with thanksgiving for the 

preservation of king and parliament; however, the larger context of Christian 

history ultimately made such closure illusory. As long as Catholics remained in 

England, the Protestant nation remained frozen within its founding moment; as 

long as the Catholic Antichrist remained undefeated, the apocalypse was deferred. 

Because the historical narrative was also being rewritten at this moment to 

celebrate James as the founder of a reunited Britain, epic conventions found their 

way into historical accounts that supported this project. John Speed in 1614 

situated the plot's origins in hell, calling it "A stratageme inuented by him that 

blowes the bellowes of destruction, fashioned in the forge ofthe bottomlesse pitte, 

put in practise in a vault of darknesse, and forwarded by him that is the father of 

darknesse" (889). Revising Fawkes's recollection of encountering the solid wall 

"about Christmas" (His Maiesties speech H2V) to describe the plotters finishing 

their mine on Christmas Eve, he creates a powerful image ofthe birth of treachery 
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attempting to overcome that of salvation. Like the epic writers, he shows little 

interest in the human agents responsible for the plot. He praises James, but clearly 

disapproves of his leniency towards Catholics, exemplified in his pardoning the 

Earl of Tyrone in Ireland. The glory ofthe discovery is God's rather than the 

king's, Speed attributing James's interpretation ofthe Monteagle letter to simple 

common sense—not having witnessed any signs of open insurrection, the king 

naturally assumed that it must refer to something less obvious such as gunpowder. 

Later authors cited this account as an unbiased source despite its providentialist 

themes. In contrast to the overtly religious orientation of chronicles like Mason's, 

Speed's account was situated within a political and chorographic narrative that 

flattered James for restoring ancient British glory. 

Epic traditions continued to support royalist narratives until the 

Restoration, when J.H. published A True and Perfect Relation ofthe plot, which 

he claimed he had "Collected out ofthe Best and most Authentique Writers" 

(t.p.). Indeed, the author seems to have drawn eclectically from a variety of 

sources, but primarily the epics and those influenced by them. He follows the 

author of Papa Patens in giving Fawkes three matches and having the plotters 

encounter the wall about Candlemas.45 From Francis Herring's epic, probably by 

way of John Vicars, comes the image ofthe rebels' support melting away like a 

snowball in spring, suggesting an attempt to reappropriate the epic tradition that 

radical Protestants like Vicars had claimed before the civil wars. Writing at the 

commencement of another Stuart reign, he celebrates the dynasty, beginning the 

45 According to Fawkes's confession, the plotters were about halfway through the wall by 
Candlemas (His maiesties speech, H2V). 
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story with James's accession and the Watson and Ralegh conspiracies and 

concluding with the executions ofthe Gunpowder traitors. Thomas Howard, the 

Lord Chamberlain, takes precedence over Salisbury in the plot's discovery, 

possibly because the Howard line had continued to support the Stuarts.46 This 

royalist text warns readers that their ingratitude caused Charles I's execution, thus 

linking Catholicism and separatism at the same time that 30 January joined 5 

November on the calendar, one celebrating the deliverance of a Stuart monarch 

from a Catholic plot and the other commemorating his son's betrayal by puritans. 

Although most writers felt compelled to claim impartiality, through the 

Interregnum their projects remained primarily commemorative rather than 

historical, but as the traditional narrative evoked increasing scepticism, authors 

began seeking evidence that would support their truth claims.47 For early writers 

the only available documentary evidence consisted ofthe testimonies of Fawkes 

and Winter, the Monteagle letter, and the trial itself, all mediated through official 

accounts that were actively contested by Catholic writers.48 In his 1658 Englands 

warning peece or the history ofthe gun-powder treason, Thomas Spencer cites 

Speed and Carleton rather than more radical sources as proof of his neutrality, and 

supplements the conspirators' testimonies with that ofthe Littletons' cook, who 

While conducting an inspection at Westminster on 4 November 1605 in preparation for the 
opening of parliament on the following day, Howard noticed a pile of kindling. Suspicious, James 
ordered a more intensive search by Thomas Knyvett that exposed the barrels of gunpowder 
(Pauline Croft, "Howard, Thomas, first earl of Suffolk (1561-1626)," Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (Online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman [Oxford: OUP, 2 Sept. 2010]). 
47 See for example Samuel Clarke's Englands Remembrancer (1657). 
48 This is not to suggest that all Protestants were convinced by the official narratives, but clearly 
Catholics had the most interest in disputing the official versions. See in particular Father John 
Gerard's narrative in The Condition of Catholics under James I. Father Gerard's Narrative ofthe 
Gunpowder Plot, ed. John Morris (London: Longmans, Green, 1871). Catholic narratives tended 
to circulate orally or in manuscript, making them more difficult to trace. 
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becomes suspicious when his master orders more food than he could possibly eat 

himself. Although this anecdote is unsubstantiated, it offers readers the 

immediacy of a first-person narrative. 

Authors also turned to Catholic sources to support their claims. Edward 

Stephens' Discourse Concerning the Original ofthe Powder-Plot (1674) tackles 

the twin problems of Catholicism and separatism, warning that the laxity of 

preferment-seeking clergy is driving godly clerics away from the Church of 

England, thus increasing the country's vulnerability to Catholicism. Although he 

extends the plotting ofthe conspiracy to the highest ranks ofthe Roman church, 

including the papacy, his primary targets are the Jesuits, and he exploits Catholic 

anti-Jesuitism by citing anti-Jesuit Catholics, such as Thuanus, who acknowledge 

the Society's role in the conspiracy. An English edition of Thuanus appeared the 

49 

same year. 

As the urgency to validate the traditional narrative escalated, the original 

account ofthe discovery was reprinted in 1679 for the first time since 1606 with a 

new preface signed by T. L. and generally ascribed to Thomas Barlow, Bishop of 

Lincoln. Barlow begins by insisting that the story is "no lying Legend, no vain 

Romance, no spurious or unlicenc'd-seditious Pamphlet, but an Authentique 

History" (1). His intention is to quell rumours that no plot existed or that one was 

invented by Cecil. Again, he relies upon Catholic authors to show that even their 

co-religionists do not approve ofthe Jesuits, although he succeeds in blaming the 

49 A true narration of that horrible conspiracy against King James and the whole Parliament of 
England, commonly called the gun-powder treason, written in Latine by Jacobus Augustus 
Thuanus ... .faithfully rendred into English (London, 1674), Wing B833. 
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puritans as well, asserting that they "had set a foot a scandalous report ofthe 

King, THAT HE MEANT TO GRANT A TOLERATION TO POPERY' (57). 

Barlow's main contribution to the plot's historiography, however, was the 

publication of some letters by Everard Digby, which had been found upon the 

death of his son, Sir Kenelm Digby. Although they provide little insight into the 

event, these constituted the first additions to the documentary evidence since the 

confessions of Fawkes and Winter and the Monteagle letter.50 

While at times such authors' engagements with previous texts seem 

eclectic or merely pragmatic, they frequently serve the function of turning their 

works into "object[s] of remembrance," making intertextuality part of collective 

memory. Erll and Rigney argue that "recollecting texts composed or written in 

earlier periods is an integral part of cultural remembrance" (112). By 1636, Henry 

Burton had been able to intensify his attacks on Archbishop Laud and Charles I 

by choosing a sermon text that Lancelot Andrewes had used to flatter James in 

1614. The series of alleged popish plots and counterplots that began in the late 

1670s, however, accelerated the development of meaningful relations among 

Gunpowder texts. In this period, the rewriting, reprinting, and recontextualizing of 

these texts enabled either implicit or explicit parallels between the two crises to be 

exploited on the side of either Catholic conspiracy or government conspiracy. 

The earlier chronicles had relied upon the method of example, which, 

according to Jauss, "extracts a clearly formulated moral lesson from some earlier 

50 The Monteagle letter was routinely printed as part of such texts. An oath supposedly taken by 
the conspirators was also frequently included, but although Thomas Winter had confessed that an 
oath of secrecy had been taken, there is no documentary evidence for the actual text ofthe oath 
(His maiesties speech, 13v). 



34 

deed in order to guide future actions" ("Communicative" 46). Since human nature 

was regarded as constant, understanding the past could become a means of 

explaining the present and preparing for the future. Thus, on the journey from 

Reformation to apocalypse, Catholics and Spaniards could always be counted 

upon to attack or undermine Protestant England, but they would do so in a variety 

of ways. The parallel, as Achsah Guibbory explains, was aligned with a more 

cyclical view of history than the chronicle, for it suggested that certain patterns 

repeated themselves, although with varying degrees of exactness (9). In 1678 

John Williams, Bishop of Chichester, followed Stephens's formula in his History 

ofthe Gunpowder-Treason to insist that the plotters were highly placed Jesuits, 

that even some Catholics condemned the plot, and that the evidence of Garnett's 

complicity had conveniently perished with Catesby. Williams also makes an 

impassioned plea for the continuing celebration ofthe plot lest it, like the Armada, 

be forgotten and England continue to be victimized by Jesuit treachery. 

Responding to his critics, in 1681 he published a "vindication" ofthe earlier text, 

adding to it "A PARALLEL betwixt That and the Present Popish Plot" (t.p.), 

reiterating his previous assertions that the plot was formulated in the highest 

councils ofthe Jesuits, but using the strategy ofthe parallel to demonstrate that if 

the Gunpowder Plot was genuine, then the Popish Plot must also have been. He 

elaborates on the similarities between the two—both were perpetrated by Jesuits, 

51 Some scholars have questioned why the Armada was paired with the Gunpowder Plot when they 
were in fact very different events. I think this stems from confusion about the nature ofthe 
relationship being posited. The Armada was an example of Spanish Catholic treachery but the 
events were not viewed as parallels in the way that the Gunpowder Plot and the popish plot were. 
John Watkins, misleadingly I think, uses the word "parallels" in his discussion ofthe relationship 
between the Armada and Gunpowder Plot (Representing Elizabeth in Stuart England, 30). 
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were intended to return England to Catholicism, and were planned and discovered 

in comparable ways. The argument is logically weak, but in the highly charged 

atmosphere ofthe time, its rhetoric may have been compelling. Williams's 

pamphlets were reprinted with Gilbert Burnet's 1684 Gunpowder sermon and 

various items related to the Popish Plot in A Collection of Several Tracts and 

Dsicourses [sic] in 1685. Burnet's sermon, which he published to vindicate 

himself of charges of popery, was also controversial and used a strategy similar to 

Williams's in choosing as his text Psalm 22.31 in which David pleads for God's 

assistance on the strength of a former deliverance.52 The subsequent discovery 

that the Popish Plot had been fabricated, however, seems to have reintroduced an 

element of scepticism regarding traditional plot narratives from which they have 

never fully recovered. 

1.5 Rewriting Conspiracy: 1688 and Beyond 

William Ill's arrival in England on 5 November 1688 may have been 

fortuitous, but it also permitted him to lay claim to the Stuart founding myth of 

the British Protestant state. For a number of years afterwards, the plot anniversary 

became a celebration ofthe final triumph of Protestantism over Catholicism, the 

two events being linked even in the Anglican prayer book. Yet the case of Henry 

Sacheverell demonstrated that the anniversary could still arouse animosities, this 

52 In his History of His Own Time, Burnet explained that he had been required to preach on this 
occasion, despite his request to be excused. He claims that he had not considered in his choice of 
texts that the lion and the unicorn were supporters ofthe king's escutcheon. Although the king, 
who had already interfered in Burnet's candidacy for a London parish, could not find any crime in 
the sermon itself, the choice of text condemned the preacher, and after being deprived of his 
clerical responsibilities he felt he had no other recourse than to leave the country (ed. Martin 
Joseph Routh [Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1969], 2.450-52). 
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time among Protestants, when his 1709 sermon before the mayor and subsequent 

trial incited Tories to attack Dissenters and their places of worship. How one 

Anglican understood the relationship between the plot and these more recent 

events may be seen in the "Sheares Bible" (BL Add. MS 62708), an illustrated 

verse paraphrase ofthe English Bible created by Abraham Sheares between 1701 

and 1731. Sheares interrupts the biblical sequence in the middle of 1 Kings to 

insert a series of political verses with accompanying illustrations, beginning with 

the providential defeat and destruction ofthe Armada, followed by the 

Gunpowder Plot, emphasizing in his verse how 

neare this Bloudy PLOT was Brought 

the mach bornt neare his End 

the Powder all Redye to take 

but GOD appeard our frend 

Many more sich Corsed Acts 

the papist Acted in 

to take our Gospel light away 

and bring the man of sin. (290r) 

The accompanying illustration, dated 23 January 1714/15, shows Fawkes 

approaching Parliament bearing a huge dark lantern. The beam of God's eye falls 

directly upon the lantern, as if to cancel out the false light with the true. Sheares 

skips discreetly over the embarrassing episode ofthe Popish Plot, progressing 

directly to 1687, when "a Popish Prince did rule this Land" (290r). A double 

spread over the next two facing pages illustrates the arrival of Prince William on 
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the left as James II, his queen carrying a baby labelled "Pretend," and a priest flee 

to the right (290v-291r). Queen Anne then enjoyed a peaceful reign until 5 

November 1710, when Sacheverell "did Remoue ye Powder PLOT / upon that uery 

day" (29lr).53 Rather than praising God for the deliverance, "of his text he made 

an Ax / to spleet ye Church in two" (291v). Sheares equates Sacheverell directly 

with the Gunpowder plotters, calling him Haman's younger brother: "His tongue 

was like a borning mach / with brimstone soat on tier" (29lv). He illustrates this 

verse with a drawing ofthe Sacheverell rioters destroying a church and a 

reproduction ofthe title page of an anti-Sacheverell pamphlet. The sequence 

concludes with an illustration ofthe devil seizing a pope, a monk, a cardinal, and 

a friar. Clearly, for Sheares, Catholicism and faction within the church remained 

equivalent enemies of Anglicanism. This fascinating artifact illustrates the extent 

to which this version of history had achieved a status of truth that allowed it to be 

included in a Bible. England and Israel had effectively become one. 

The Sacheverell incident, however, introduced a subtle change in 

Gunpowder Plot narratives. As Protestant chronicle, British founding myth, and 

Popish Plot parallel ceased to be viable means of understanding the plot, the 

narrative coherence and verisimilitude ofthe original narrative increasingly 

demanded attention. Plot literature was becoming less about the plot itself than 

about earlier representations of it. In other words, plot literature was becoming "a 

medium for the production of cultural memory" (Erll and Rigney 112), a means 

of attempting to understand "how memory works for individuals and groups" 

53 Sheares dates the sermon incorrectly. In fact it was preached on 5 November 1709. 
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(113). What was being debated was not so much what had happened as what had 

been stored in the nation's memory and why. 

As the desire for increased religious tolerance combined with renewed 

distaste for the Stuart dynasty and the Scots who wanted to restore it, writers 

began to see themselves as victims of attempts to impose unhealthy and even false 

memories upon them. In response to a parliamentary sermon preached at Dublin 

on 5 November 1761, in which the preacher had suggested that all Catholics were 

guilty ofthe conspiracy, an anonymous author published An Essay towards a new 

History ofthe Gun-Powder Treason in 1765. The author ofthe introduction (who 

is not the author ofthe text) suspects the use ofthe pulpit, which he calls "the 

most effectual Means ever yet devised" (vi) to sow divisions among people. The 

advertisement that follows, explaining the absence of documentary proofs as 

evidence of Cecil's complicity, concludes that "the Evidence that can reasonably 

be expected in such a Case, is what arises from internal Marks of Fiction and 

Falshood, which this Conspiracy abundantly affords" (xxiii). For this author, then, 

the Active qualities ofthe narrative itself, along with the lack of documentation, 

offer evidence that the story was fabricated. 

Some early nineteenth century writers downplayed the question of truth in 

the interest of promoting religious toleration. Addressing "Fellow Protestants" 

(t.p.) in an 1829 pamphlet, the Reverend P. P. Jones wants the plot historicized so 

that nineteenth-century Catholics are no longer charged with the sins of their 

seventeenth-century counterparts, reminding his readers "that finally, we must 

judge ofthe Gunpowder Plot as an historical event, which has had many parallels, 
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and ought now to be considered only with reference to the times when it 

occurred" (2). R. T., in an afterword to Jones's address, insists that knowledge 

will eliminate anti-Catholicism and banish John Foxe "of infamous memory" (8), 

now seen as the perpetrator of a dangerous Protestant mythology that should be 

forgotten. This theme was taken up in an anonymous tract, The Fifth of November 

Plot, the author of which abhors the custom of celebrating 5 November, a practice 

"instituted by the wisdom of your ancestors to keep the rising generation out of 

mischief, by teaching them from their earliest youth to revile the Pope, and all that 

belong to his creed; and so to render it exceedingly improbable that they should 

ever inquire into the merits of those who destroyed his power in England" (3).54 

After centuries of being admonished to remember the plot, Englishpersons were 

finally being called upon to forget it. 

The acrimony surrounding the re-establishment of a Catholic hierarchy in 

England in the middle ofthe nineteenth century, however, ensured that the 

incident was not forgotten. Instead, as the role of narrative in commemoration 

diminished, the focus shifted to historical representation, with both amateur and 

professional historians reading and re-evaluating accounts ofthe plot, testing their 

credibility as well as their polemical utility.55 Attempting to disentangle fact from 

fiction, these writers sought to establish a narrative that both fit the documentary 

evidence and was internally coherent. Published in 1857, David Jardine's 

Narrative ofthe Gunpowder Plot tried to offer a balanced and historically 

54 The title page ofthe pamphlet provides no author or date, but an epigraph from Nicholas 
Nickleby dates the publication after 1838 when the novel first began appearing serially. 
55 In 1859, the 5 November service was removed from the prayer book and Anglican clergy were 
no longer required to preach on the occasion. 
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accurate account by comparing the documents in the Public Record Office, which 

had recently come to light, with the official contemporary pamphlets. He 

discounted the "Discourse," which he believed to have been written by Bacon, on 

the grounds of its narrative coherence, as an attempt "to surround fictions by 

undoubted truths with such apparent simplicity and carelessness, but in fact with 

such consummate art and depth of design, that the reader is beguiled into an 

unsuspecting belief in the whole narration" (viii). But Jardine, as his title 

indicates, did not reject the idea of narrative. Instead he created a more balanced 

one that recognized Catholic grievances but did not exonerate the plotters from 

responsibility for their actions, conceding that laws against Catholics were severe 

but claiming that James was forced to increase fines in order to reward his 

Scottish retainers. Moreover, he showed a grudging respect for Fawkes, whose 

"language and conduct after the discovery ofthe Plot are characteristic of a 

resolute fanatic, acting upon perverted notions of right and wrong, but by no 

means destitute of piety or humanity" (38). Despite the admission that a Catholic 

might be pious, however, Jardine still saw the conspirators in thrall to superstition. 

Although the question of Garnett's legal guilt does not seem to have particularly 

challenged him, he clearly found a determination of moral guilt more difficult. 

The priest was probably more involved in the plot than he admitted, but was 

unfairly charged with all the crimes committed by the Jesuits during the previous 

twelve years. Digby, who was treated with respect at his trial, Jardine dismissed 

as a "weak and bigoted young man" (63), completely under the Jesuits' spell. He 

argued that Tresham had written the Monteagle letter, but saw the letter as a ruse 
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to conceal the government's real source of information. Nevertheless, he 

emphatically denied that Cecil had fabricated the plot and concluded that justice 

was done in the plotters' executions, regardless of any mitigating factors. 

Dismissing the familiar parallel ofthe Catilinarian conspiracy, he emphasized that 

this one was not enacted by desperate men, but by men of wealth and position 

who had chosen to act against the state. Jardine's use of documents initiated 

archival research into the plot and made his study the most authoritative plot 

history until Samuel Gardiner published his History of England (v. 1) in 1883. 

Although Gardiner too relied upon documentary evidence, for him the 

coherence ofthe traditional narrative supported its truth claims. Accepting the 

traditional story in which Tresham's warning letter to Monteagle betrayed the 

plot, he concludes that "The whole story ofthe plot, as far as it relates to the lay 

conspirators, rests upon indisputable evidence" (1.269), while he finds the 

evidence against Garnett mainly circumstantial. Gardiner's history initiated a 

heated exchange with Father John Gerard that smouldered for the remainder of 

the century. Confessional differences seem to have been exacerbated by Gerard's 

resentment of Gardiner's status as a professional historian, but some of their 

disagreement centred on the problem of narrative. Attempting to emulate 

Gardiner's use of documentary evidence, in his What was Gunpowder Plot? 

Gerard shrewdly compared the versions ofthe story given by Cecil to the foreign 

ambassadors, the 7 November "minute" for the Privy Council, and the "King's 

Book," concluding that discrepancies between their stories pointed to 

manipulation ofthe official version. 
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Responding with What Gunpowder Plot Was (1897), Gardiner focused on 

confessional differences, pointing to the stake that the Catholic Gerard had in 

discrediting the traditional story. Presuming that the original account is 

substantially true, he refutes Gerard's arguments step by step in the manner of 

seventeenth-century religious disputation. He also complained, however, that his 

opponent had no believable narrative to substitute for the traditional Protestant 

one that he was intent upon demolishing, and Joseph Levine observes that 

notwithstanding Gardiner's reliance on documentary evidence, his project also 

required him to "imagine the conspirators at every step of their failed plot" (194). 

Gardiner's conclusions, mostly endorsed by the leading twentieth-century plot 

historian, Mark Nicholls, are thus based upon both documentary evidence and 

narrative coherence. 

Jardine's recovery ofthe original documents in the Public Record Office 

and the conflict between Gardiner and Gerard stimulated interest in the plot's 

historiography, but impartiality remained elusive. Philip Sidney's A History ofthe 

Gunpowder Plot (1904), which went through several editions, promises 

objectivity, but is clearly both anti-Stuart and anti-Catholic. Like Jardine, Sidney 

reserves his true contempt for Sir Everard Digby, whom he regards as a "a mere 

silly puppet in the hands of Fathers John Gerard and Henry Garnet" (140), and he 

reprints the Digby papers published by Thomas Barlow to show that history has 

been too kind to Digby. This eagerness to expose Digby, a minor figure in the 

traditional story, demonstrates the long-lasting influence ofthe official trial 
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account, in which Sir Everard, as the highest ranking plotter, attained almost 

heroic proportions.56 

In the same period, several writers attempted to verify the plot narrative by 

identifying the writer ofthe Monteagle letter. The first of these is Henry Hawkes 

Spink whose Gunpowder Plot and Lord Mounteagle 's Letter was published in 

1902. Like the late seventeenth-century writers, Spink asserts that he is an 

unbiased "historical philosopher" (196), not a partisan, but his interpretation is 

shaped by his Yorkshire background and consequent emphasis upon the plotters' 

connections with that county. Like Gardiner, he asserts that there was a 

conspiracy and that it was not plotted by Cecil or any other government agent. His 

thesis that Christopher Wright revealed the plot, aided by Monteagle's servant 

Thomas Ward and the priest Edward Oldcorne, is, as he admits, based largely on 

circumstantial evidence and is discredited by Nicholls {Investigating 235). 

Similarly, in a handsomely produced and privately printed two-volume 

work published in 1931, George Blacker Morgan declared that his interest in the 

plot was "purely secular and historical" (1.6). Identifying William Vavasour, a 

clerk sometimes employed by Francis Tresham, as the writer ofthe warning letter, 

Morgan hypothesizes that the plotters failed to outline a plan for governing the 

country because they assumed that those grateful to them for ridding the country 

of Scotsmen would take over. The plotters wanted not only to restore Catholicism, 

but also to introduce various social reforms including changes to wardships and 

56 The controversy over Digby had already goaded one of his descendents into attempting, 
if not a defence of his ancestor's conduct, then at least a request that his memory be treated more 
charitably (Thomas Longueville, The Life of a Conspirator: Being a Biography of Sir Everard 
Digby by one of his descendants [London: K. Paul, Trench, Triibner, 1895]). 
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death duties. He offers a "modern" scientific perspective by accounting for 

Catesby's apparently irresistible attractiveness to the other plotters as a possible 

family predisposition to paranoia or delusional insanity (1.125). Tresham and 

Monteagle contrived the letter scheme to raise money, "having previously 

stipulated that in divulging the Plot to Lord Salisbury, full opportunity of escape 

should be given to the conspirators" (1.229). Despite numerous inconsistencies in 

Morgan's narrative, the inclusion of illustrations and facsimiles of historical 

documents as fold-out pages offers the illusion of historical validity. The works of 

Morgan and Spink indicate the extent to which debating the truth ofthe plot 

narrative had by this time become the province of amateur historical detectives, 

leading Joel Hurstfield to remark famously that "the question ofthe authenticity 

of Gunpowder Plot is no longer a rewarding subject of historical research .... 

Trying to prove that it was a fabrication has become a game, like dating 

Shakespeare's sonnets: a pleasant way to pass a wet afternoon but hardly a 

challenging occupation for adult men and women" ("Gunpowder" 110). 

Nevertheless, throughout the twentieth century, popular historians 

continued to respond to the original narrative and to construct new ones. Hugh 

Ross Williamson and Francis Edwards insist that the Jacobean government 

fabricated the plot. 7 Alan Haynes concludes there was a plot but that Cecil 

contrived the Monteagle letter in an unsuccessful attempt to avert a crisis by 

Hugh Ross Williamson, The Gunpowder Plot (Long Prairie, MN: Neumann Press, 1996); 
Francis Edwards, "The Gunpowder Plot": A Lecture delivered on 10th November, 1972 (Royal 
Stuart Society, 1972); Edwards, The Enigma of Gunpowder Plot, 1605: The Third Solution 
(Dublin: Four Courts P, 2008). 
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frightening the plotters into relinquishing their plans. Antonia Fraser accepts that 

there was a plot but questions details such as whether there was a tunnel. Both 

Fraser and Alice Hogge cite the sufferings of Catholics as mitigating 

circumstances in the plotters' actions.59 Although the government conspiracy 

theory remains most actively promoted by Catholic sympathizers, increasing 

distrust of both secular and religious authorities has given such narratives 

additional popularity and credibility. 

Academic historians, generally unconvinced by the conspiracy theories, 

continue for the most part to maintain their distance from the subject, leaving 

Wormald to lament in 1984 that 

after almost 400 years, we still lack a coherent historical explanation of 

how it was that thirteen Catholic conspirators sought to destroy the 

political structure of society within two years ofthe admittedly tortured 

birth of Great Britain. We still need answers to the two most basic 

questions, Why was there a Gunpowder Plot, and what did the Plotters 

really want? (145)60 

Alan Haynes, The Gunpowder Plot: Faith in Rebellion (London: Grange, 1994). 
59 Antonia Fraser, The Gunpowder Plot: Terror and Faith in 1605 (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicholson, 1996); Alice Hogge, God's Secret Agents: Queen Elizabeth's Forbidden Priests and 
the Hatching ofthe Gunpowder Plot (New York: HarperCollins, 2005). 
60 The academic community's inability to answer these questions has allowed fiction writers much 
speculative leeway. While rejected by serious historians, the conspiracy theory continues to 
flourish in popular fiction. See, for example, Martin Stephen's mystery novel The Desperate 
Remedy: Henry Gresham and the Gunpowder Plot (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2002) and 
Christie Dickason's romance The Firemaster's Mistress (New York: Harper, 2006). Probably the 
most interesting treatment ofthe plot in recent literature has been Alan Moore's Vfor Vendetta, 
originally a comic book series, turned into a graphic novel, and finally a successful film. Moore's 
comic strip, begun in the 1980s, chronicles a dystopian Britain in which a man wearing a smiling 
Guy Fawkes mask wreaks revenge upon the powers of church and nation. The series capitalizes on 
the plotters' apparent failure to make plans for the governing ofthe state by linking the strip's 
anarchist character with Fawkes. The complexities of this treatment are exacerbated by the fact 
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The only historian to pay close attention to the anti-Scots feelings surrounding the 

plot, she concludes that its origins lie in the late Elizabethan period with the 

plotters' distaste for a Scottish succession, rather than with any actions or 

promises made by James. Wormald cautions, however, that the plot "was a 

complex brew of international intrigue and national passion, and much work 

remains to be done before it can be fully understood" (162). Okines argues that 

there was no "systematic persecution of Catholics" (286) in the aftermath because 

it did not represent a sustained threat and James wanted to maintain economic ties 

with Catholic nations. The plot was thus, in contrast to Hurstfield's earlier 

contention, unwelcome to the government, which sought to minimize the damage 

to international relations. 

The most sustained historical attention to the plof has been provided by 

Mark Nicholls. In his most extensive study, Investigating Gunpowder Plot, 

Nicholls rejects the temptation to which most other historians have succumbed, 

that of a chronological narrative ofthe plot, beginning instead with the 

government's response to the discovery. He supports his hypothesis "that the plot 

came as a genuine surprise to the authorities" (3) by demonstrating that their 

actions are consistent with the sudden discovery of an attempted treason. 

Although hampered by the destruction ofthe Privy Council records for this period 

in a 1619 Whitehall fire, he finds no evidence of prior knowledge or fabrication 

by the government. In a subsequent article on the composition and dissemination 

that the character wears a mask. He is not Fawkes, but only pretending to be Fawkes. 
Nevertheless, this seems to be the ultimate outcome of a trend, begun in the nineteenth century, to 
romanticize Fawkes as a popular hero. 
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ofthe "King's Book," he once again insists that documentary evidence shows that 

in the days following the discovery "ignorance, embarrassment, even panic ran 

through the highest counsels in the land" ("Discovering" 397).61 Nicholls has thus 

affirmed the traditional narrative although stripped of its polemical trappings.62 

While Nicholls's work has done much to rehabilitate the history ofthe plot 

as a political event, cultural historians have also begun paying attention to the 

ways in which the plot has been celebrated over the centuries. David Cressy's 

extensive documentation of commemorative rituals has helped us to understand 

the ways in which the celebration both united and fragmented the English 

population, particularly during the seventeenth century.63 The four hundredth 

anniversary in 2005 saw the publication of James Sharpe's more popular study, 

Remember, Remember: A Cultural History of Guy Fawkes Day, which is 

particularly helpful for understanding twentieth-century developments in attitudes 

towards commemoration. This turn towards the plot's cultural importance, 

however, has emphasized what Connerton describes as practices of incorporation, 

rather than those of inscription.64 In this dissertation, I focus upon plot literature 

rather than upon other commemorative practices in order to consider the specific 

Nicholls's other contributions to scholarship on the plot include "Strategy and motivation in the 
Gunpowder Plot," Historical Journal 50.4 (2007), 787-807; and, "The 'Wizard Earl' in Star 
Chamber: The Trial ofthe Earl of Northumberland, June 1606," Historical Journal 30.1 (1987), 
173-89. 
62 Joseph Levine observes that Nicholls's work responds to that ofthe Catholic Francis Edwards in 
much the same way as Gardiner's responded to Gerard's ("Intellectual History as History," 
Journal of the History of Ideas 66.2 [2005], 194-95, n. 10). 
631 believe that by basing his study primarily upon commemorative rituals Cressy has somewhat 
overstated the plot's success in unifying the English people during the early seventeenth century. 
A closer examination ofthe literature, which follows in the next chapters, suggests that cracks in 
the consensus were opening up earlier. 
64 While Cressy refers to numerous literary works, he reads them as historical documents rather 
than literary texts. 
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role of literature in the development of cultural memory. Erll and Rigney assert 

that as a '"mimesis of cultural memory'" literature "engages in a dialogue with 

historians and sociologists regarding the interpretation ofthe past and the forms 

appropriate to it" (113). The Gunpowder Plot offers a case study in the complex 

and reciprocal relationships between texts and events that both historians and 

literary scholars ofthe seventeenth century seek to understand. This "explosion 

which never took place" (Hurstfield 100) became a symbol ofthe religious and 

political strife that tore England apart, foregrounding questions of how to 

understand the national past, how to cope with religious diversity, and how to 

forge an identity within post-Reformation Europe that were addressed in several 

literary genres. 

In Chapter One I argue that between 1569 and 1605 the English church 

and state developed and disseminated a providential account ofthe country's 

Protestant history through occasional liturgies, sermons, and prose narratives 

celebrating the monarch's deliverances from Catholic threats, both domestic and 

international. Having followed a similar prescription in Scotland after his alleged 

kidnapping by the Gowrie brothers, James I seized the opportunity ofthe 

Gunpowder Plot early in his English reign to establish a founding myth for both a 

Stuart dynasty and a British nation by ordering annual thanksgiving services and 

modelling the liturgies for these occasions on the one for Elizabeth's accession 

day. His insistence upon perpetual memorialization, however, paradoxically both 

strengthened his position and opened him and his heirs to critique. Although he 

was able to perpetuate the myth that all the plots against both himself and 
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Elizabeth were, like Samson's foxes, joined at their tails, he had provided an 

occasion that could be regularly exploited for critique as well as praise.65 

In the following chapter I explore how the inclusion of such critiques in a 

series of Latin Gunpowder poems written to solicit patronage from members of 

the court found its way into English print culture, and so helped transform epic 

from a royalist to a puritan genre in the mid-seventeenth century. Early epics such 

as those by Michael Wallace and Francis Herring congratulated the king on his 

deliverance, but also reminded him ofthe dangers of allowing Catholics to remain 

in the country, particularly at court. Beginning with Herring's 1609 sequel 

describing the Midlands rebellion, the epics grew more militanfly Protestant as 

publication and translation moved them down the social and economic ladder. 

Later writers such as Phineas Fletcher attempted to combine panegyric praise with 

apocalyptic warning, representing more forcefully the relationship between Satan 

and the Catholic church through tropes of monstrosity and demonic councils. 

Although participating in an academic rather than a courtly tradition, Milton's In 

Quintum Novembris demonstrates the same diminishing faith in the ability, and 

perhaps the will, of a godly monarch to preserve the Protestant nation. John 

Vicars's increasing emphasis upon the Midlands revolt and the characters ofthe 

plotters in his "dilations" of Herring's poem completed the transformation of this 

Coke, in his speech at the trial ofthe lay plotters, referred twice to the story of Samson's foxes, 
first claiming that priests and Jesuits "are all ioyned in the tailes like Sampsons Foxes" (I3r), and 
later adding the plots of Watson, Raleigh, and Clarke to his list of incidents that "all were ioyned 
in the endes, like Sampsons Foxes in the tayles, howsoeur seuered in their heads" (Kv). The 
allusion is to Judges 15.4-5, in which Samson sets loose three hundred foxes, tied tail to tail with 
burning torches, to destroy the Philistines' standing crops. 
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genre from court panegyric into godly propaganda, raising puritan struggles into 

an epic subject and creating an audience for a new kind of heroic poetry. 

In Chapter Four, I consider annual Gunpowder sermons preached between 

1605 and 1688 as well as, where possible, their reception by various audiences 

both in performance and print. These sermons provided ordinary individuals, even 

those who could not read, with the skills they needed to understand and 

participate in religious, political, and ultimately literary, discourse by teaching 

them to negotiate among messages to multiple audiences. Both a means for the 

ruler to display his power and authority to his subjects, and at the same time the 

minister's opportunity to offer counsel to his governors, sermons participated in 

the often contentious process of defining the English church in its relations both to 

the state and to its rivals, Catholicism and puritanism. 

Since the number of surviving sermons does not permit analysis of each 

one and generalizing from a body of texts produced over such a long and 

tumultuous period is dangerous at best, I have selected four sermons for in-depth 

textual and contextual analysis. John Donne, preaching at Paul's Cross in 1622, 

responded to both James's recent Directions to Preachers and Samuel Ward's 

controversial "Double Deliverance" cartoon by offering a methodology of 

listening and reading that balances obedience to royal authority with the subject's 

freedom to interpret. Wolfgang Iser's theory of "blanks" and "negations" may be 

usefully employed to examine how Donne creates spaces for interpretation 

66 This reflects Mary Morrissey's reminder that we need to study sermons not only as texts but as 
events ("tnterdisciplinarity and the Study of Early Modern Sermons," Historical Journal 42.4 
[1999]: 1112). 
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through the structure of his sermon, particularly in the later published version. 

Three printed responses to the 1636 sermons for which Henry Burton lost his ears 

(those of Archbishop Laud, Peter Heylyn, and Christopher Dow) demonstrate the 

Laudian administration's uneasiness with the close reading and interpretation that 

Burton advocates, particularly when performed by the godly. Matthew 

Newcomen's 1642 sermon to parliament continues the tradition of counselling 

governors. Responding to the prospect of a negotiated peace settlement with 

Charles I that he felt would threaten further ecclesiastical reform, he justifies 

continuing the war against the king for religious reasons. The preservation of 

sermon notes taken on this occasion by Walter Yonge (son ofthe diarist) offers us 

an opportunity to consider the ways in which Newcomen may have adapted his 

sermon for performance and print audiences. Preaching before the restored 

Charles II at Whitehall on 5 November 1661, Seth Ward viewed his audience not 

as competent interpreters, but as potential subversives to be coerced into 

submission. Nervous about any kind of interpretation, Ward clarifies relations 

between church and state by articulating the duties of both monarchs and subjects. 

His sermon was reprinted during the controversy over Henry Sacheverell's best-

selling, and highly inflammatory, Gunpowder sermon of 1709, but the message of 

passive obedience had lost its effectiveness. 

The final chapter demonstrates how the authorities' failure to create a 

univocal narrative at the plotters' trials and executions opened the door to 

theatrical representations that engaged with questions about ambition, religion, 

and rhetoric. Exploring the possibility of a dialogic relationship among three early 
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plays—Day's Isle of Gulls, Jonson's Volpone, and Dekker's Whore of Babylon—I 

suggest that they challenge their audiences to re-examine the events that had 

recently taken place on the public stage of London, and particularly the role that 

Robert Cecil had played in those events. Jonson's later Catiline, his Conspiracy 

reprises these questions, offering a sweeping indictment of institutional rather 

than merely individual corruption and its lengthy afterlife. Memory plays a crucial 

role in this play, beginning with the appearance of Sylla's ghost in Catiline's 

study. This unusual ghost, which functions differently than other stage spectres in 

the period, reappears in the Restoration to raise once again the problem ofthe 

relationship between religion and ambition that had not been safely buried with 

the plotters. The apparition highlights another absent presence in plot narratives— 

the women who cared for and protected the plotters, especially the priests. These 

women were erased from the plot narratives until scholars in the late twentieth 

century began to reinstate them.67 The female characters in Catiline have suffered 

from a similar neglect through most ofthe play's history, despite the significance 

of their actions and the liberties Jonson took with his classical sources in their 

representation. Why did the women, particularly Anne Vaux, who had sheltered 

Garnett, drop out ofthe narrative so quickly and completely? 

This dissertation cannot answer all such questions, but it probes these 

kinds of relationships between literary and religio-political history. In a dedication 

Frances E. Dolan, Whores of Babylon: Catholicism, Gender, and Seventeenth-Century Print 
Culture (Notre Dame: Notre Dame UP, 1999); Arthur F. Marotti, Religious Ideology and Cultural 
Fantasy: Catholic and Anti-Catholic Discourses in Early Modern England (Notre Dame.: U of 
Notre Dame P, 2005), Ch. 2. The popular histories of Antonia Fraser (The Gunpowder Plot) and 
Alice Hogge (God's Secret Agents) also draw attention to the role of women in maintaining 
Catholic traditions and hiding priests. 
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to Viscount Halifax prefacing his Gunpowder Plot and Lord Mounteagle 's Letter, 

Spink seeks to justify ongoing interest in the plot. Observing the classical 

distinction between poetry and history, he adds, 

But the History ofthe Gunpowder Treason Plot rises to a higher unity. 

Because for a man to have read and mastered an impartial record of that 

deliberate and appalling scheme of 'sacreligious murder,' which happily 

Destiny first frustrated, and afterwards, through nemesis, her unerring 

executioner, signally avenged in the sight of all men, is to have 

witnessed, with the eye of historic imagination, a drama that is a poem in 

action, (viii-ix) 

He asserts that "one ofthe greatest recorded Tragedies in the world is the History 

ofthe Gunpowder Treason Plot, regard being had to the intellectual and moral 

ends effected by that history's recital" (ix). Reading about this incident, like 

viewing tragedy, offers a kind of catharsis. Spink thus claims for the history ofthe 

plot the capacity, in the words of Sidney, to produce virtuous action in the reader. 

In the succeeding chapters, we shall investigate how such a claim became possible 

as the frustrated plot became integral to the cultural fabric and national identity of 

Britain. 
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2. "like Sampsons Foxes": Creating a Jacobean Myth of Deliverance 

Early seventeenth-century readers did not perceive the Gunpowder Plot as 

an isolated incident.68 Instead, they understood it as the climax in a series of 

Catholic assaults upon England and her church dating back at least as far as the 

Northern Rising and the papal bull against Queen Elizabeth.69 Examining the 

genesis of this interpretation in the earliest official responses to the plot, I argue 

that between 1569 and 1605 the English church and state developed a providential 

account of English Protestant history through liturgies, sermons, and prose 

narratives celebrating deliverances from a succession of Catholic threats, and that 

James I seized the opportunities ofthe Gowrie conspiracy and the Gunpowder 

Plot to expand this English narrative into a British one. Upon his accession to the 

English throne, one ofthe king's challenges was to identify his reign as an 

extension of Elizabeth's while making it clear that he was founding a new Stuart 

On this point, I differ with Robert Zaller, who argues that the Long Parliament reinterpreted the 
Gunpowder Plot "not as a singular act of deliverance but as the beginning of a series of trials 
whose crisis had only just come and whose hero was not the king but Parliament." While I agree 
that the civil wars shifted the focus from the king to parliament, the plot was always seen within a 
context of other plots and deliverances ("Breaking the Vessels: The Desacralization of Monarchy 
in Early Modern England," Sixteenth Century Journal 29.3 [1998], 765). 
69 At Henry Garnett's trial, Sir Edward Coke attributes the development of recusancy to the bull 
against Elizabeth. From that, he argues, followed the arrival ofthe Jesuits and a lengthy list of 
attempts upon Elizabeth's life as well as the Spanish Armada. George Carleton's A Thankfull 
remembrance of Gods mercy (1625) also begins the list of English deliverances with the bull that 
introduced the problem of recusancy. Detailed studies ofthe representations of these individual 
events include the following: for the Northern Rising, see Daniela Busse, "Anti-Catholic 
Polemical Writing on the 'Rising in the North' (1569) and the Catholic Reaction," Recusant 
History 27.1 (2004), 11-30, James K. Lowers, Mirrors for Rebels: A Study of Polemical Literature 
Relating to the Northern Rebellion, 1569 (Berkeley: U of California P, 1953), and K.J. Kesselring, 
"'A Cold Pye for the Papistes'"; on the Gowrie conspiracy, see Gustavo Secchi Turner, "The 
Matter of Fact: 'The Tragedy of Gowrie' (1604) and its Contexts," (Diss. Harvard U, 2006); for 
the Essex revolt see Maureen King ('"Essex, that could vary himself into all shapes for a time': 
The Second Earl of Essex in Jacobean England," Diss. U of Alberta, 2000), esp. chs. 2 and 3. 



55 

dynasty and a British nation.70 By inserting the Gowrie conspiracy into a series of 

English deliverances, James hoped to make a cultural connection between the two 

countries through his own person, miraculously preserved in both places.71 As we 

shall see in subsequent chapters, however, overcoming resistance to political 

union was even more difficult than convincing his subjects to accept his narrative 

ofthe Gowrie incident. 

In using the phrase "myth of deliverance" to describe this phenomenon, I 

rely upon Connerton's distinction between "myth" as verbal act and "ritual" as 

performance. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a myth as a "traditional 

story, typically involving supernatural beings or forces, which embodies and 

provides an explanation, aetiology, or justification for something such as the early 

history of a society, a religious belief or ritual, or a natural phenomenon" (OED 

noun, 1 .a). While more recent usage sometimes denigrates myth by associating 

Much has been written about the representation of Elizabeth during the Jacobean penod Two 
studies that support my own conclusions are D R Woolf, "Two Elizabeths7 James I and the Late 
Queen's Famous Memory" (Canadian Journal of History, 20 [1985], 167-91) and John Watkins, 
Representing Elizabeth in Stuart England, Ch 1 Woolf argues that James and his advisors 
deliberately invoked Elizabeth's memory when it was politically expedient Watkins notes the way 
in which Stuart panegyrists and preachers linked the Armada and the Gunpowder Plot as royal 
deliverances but does not suggest that James encouraged such identification or observe the king's 
insistence upon maintaining the memory of Gowrie 
71 The most thorough study of providentiahsm in England during this period is Alexandra 
Walsham's Providence in Early Modern England (Oxford- Oxford UP, 1999) Walsham discusses 
the providential interpretation ofthe plot on pages 245-66. Lake and Questier support Walsham's 
work but question her depiction of a seamless transition from medieval piety to Protestant 
providentiahsm (Antichrist's Lewd Hat, 320-25). 
721 do not claim originality in the use of this phrase ("myth of deliverance"), since others have 
used similar phrases, however, I may be using it more self-consciously than some writers 
731 use the word here in its ordinary dictionary sense, rather than in the more specialized sense 
used by archetypal critics Richard Hardin's attempt to see m the early Gunpowder poetry the 
creation of a particular type of myth in which Fawkes becomes the traditional scapegoat falters, I 
believe, because he attempts to force the story into too narrow a mould ('The Early Poetry ofthe 
Gunpowder Plot- Myth in the Making," English Literary Renaissance 22 [1992]- 62-79). While 
Frank Kermode muddies Connerton's distinction between myth and ritual, he makes a useful 
differentiation between myth and fiction, suggesting that myth "presupposes total and adequate 
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it with exaggeration or lies, these connotations are not inherent in the word. 

"Deliverance" had a more specialized meaning in the seventeenth century than it 

has today. Blair Worden explains that deliverances were considered "pleasant 

providences" or "mercies." These "were not random or arbitrary displays of 

God's sovereignty. They formed a pattern, a 'chain' or 'series', visible to the true 

believer" ("Providence" 63). Thus, "Providence was the thread of divine purpose 

which drew together the seemingly disparate events of history" (63). The story of 

the Gunpowder Plot, retold annually, acquired mythic status as a link in the chain 

of deliverances from the papal Antichrist that demonstrated God's approval of 

English Protestantism. As interpreter ofthe cryptic Monteagle letter, James could 

claim an instrumental role in this divine work that justified both his reign and the 

ongoing persecution of Catholics. 

To remind his subjects continually ofthe providential status of his reign, 

James introduced a new focus upon perpetual memorialization that was 

paradoxically to offer later writers opportunities to critique his and his son's 

actions. Even in 1605, however, not all readers and listeners accepted the official 

version ofthe plot. While dissenting narratives frequently had to rely upon 

manuscript or oral transmission, they troubled the government enough to force it 

to publish its own interpretations. This evidence complicates the prevailing view, 

expressed by David Cressy, that the plot initially fostered a consensus that did not 

fragment until the 1630s. Instead, I suggest that such a consensus was illusory 

explanations of things as they are and were," while "Fictions are for finding things out, and they 
change as the needs of sense-making change" (The Sense of an Ending: Studies in The Theory of 
Fiction with a New Epilogue [Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000], 39). James set out to create a myth, but 
the plot has perhaps functioned more as a fiction. 
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from the beginning.74 Thus, the Protestant narrative ofthe Gunpowder Plot was 

not simply imposed by the state and accepted by a passive populace, but 

developed through dialogue and debate among competing accounts. 

2.1 Sermons: Obedience and Deliverance 

James I's success in establishing annual commemorative sermons in 

England on the Gowrie and Gunpowder anniversaries has largely been taken for 

granted. Nevertheless, he was participating in a renegotiation ofthe sermon's role 

in the political life ofthe nation that had begun after the Reformation.75 Although 

preaching obedience to Elizabeth and thanksgiving for her preservation were 

justified as religious duties in the "Homily against disobedience and wilful 

rebellion," as well as the sermons preached on her accession day, not all subjects 

recognized the church as an appropriate forum for such messages. As James's 

experience in Scotland after the Gowrie conspiracy and that ofthe Elizabethan 

authorities in the aftermath ofthe Essex revolt illustrate, preachers were 

sometimes uneasy about becoming commentators in political crises. Elizabeth's 

achievement was to create a providential interpretation of English Protestant 

history that justified celebrating the monarch from the pulpit, while James's was 

74 Cressy, Bonfires and Bells, 152. My interpretation is supported, although indirectly, by Lori 
Anne Ferrell's thesis in Government by Polemic: James I, the King's Preachers, and the Rhetorics 
of Conformity, 1603-1625 that many ofthe Gunpowder anniversary sermons include a strong anti-
puritan element (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1998), Ch. 3. This suggests that even among Protestants 
there was evidence of dissension about the holiday. See below for Catholic efforts to widen the 
cracks in the Jacobean consensus, particularly in John Gerard's account ofthe plot. 
75 For examples of public preaching on political themes in Tudor England, see W. J. Torrance 
Kirby, "The Public Sermon: Paul's Cross and the Culture of Persuasion in England, 1534-1570," 
Renaissance and Reformation 31.1 (2008), 3-29, and Millar MacLure, The Paul's Cross Sermons, 
1534-1642 (Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1958). 
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to secure his own place in that history through annual sermons commemorating 

his deliverances. 

In response to the Northern Rising of 1569, the Elizabethan government 

assigned Matthew Parker and his chaplains the task of composing "A Homily 

against disobedience and wilful rebellion," which was issued separately in 1571 

and 1573 before being added to the Second Book of Homilies in 1574. In the 

introduction to his critical edition ofthe Homilies, Ronald Bond calls this series 

"one ofthe most formidable pieces of verbal artillery rushed to guard an old 

front" (40). The six parts, to be preached on a regular schedule that ensured each 

would be read annually, progess from a general discussion of universal order to a 

condemnation ofthe papacy's threat to civil order. As Daniela Busse points out, 

the use ofthe "Homily" enforced obedience upon the clergy, denying them the 

opportunity to express sympathy for the rebels in their sermons, even as they 

preached obedience to the laity (14). The "Homily" addressed the specific context 

ofthe rebellion from a religious rather than a political perspective, using biblical 

texts to demonstrate that even tyrannical rulers must be obeyed and anti-papal 

rhetoric to juxtapose the ignorance and disobedience fostered by Catholicism with 

the enlightenment and order of Elizabeth's reign. Whereas the rebels have 

trampled God's word underfoot, the queen provides her subjects access to the 

Word. The "Homily"'s location of resistance in the Catholic church, although 

both Catholics and godly Protestants could be accused of favouring this doctrine, 
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helped to forge an association between treason and Catholicism that proved 

remarkably persistent, even when it required the manipulation of evidence.76 

The annual celebration ofthe queen's accession day, begun shortly after 

the Northern Rising, provided an opportunity to link the theme of obedience with 

Elizabeth's deliverance ofthe nation from Catholicism.77 Preaching on Titus 3 at 

Paul's Cross on 17 November 1583, John Whitgift emphasized the importance of 

obedience to secular authority, warning against the disobedience of Catholics and 

Anabaptists. He reminds his listeners and readers that Elizabeth 

hath not onlie deliuered vs from the crueltie and tyranny ofthe Bishop of 

Rome, but also opened vnto vs the dore of his Gospell, and as yet keepeth 

it open, and hath further giuen vnto vs that peace, tranquillitie and 

aboundance of all thinges, that of all people in the worlde wee are thought 

to bee the most happie, and as it were an astonishment to our enemies. 

(B7V) 

Similarly, for Thomas Holland in 1599, Elizabeth's accession was 

A day wherein our Nation received a new light after a fearfull and bloudy 

Eclipse and al countries subiect to the English Scepter. A day wherein 

God gaue a rare Phcenixe to rule this land. A day shining graciously to 

76 According to John N. Wall and Terry Bunce Burgin, use ofthe Homilies declined in the early 
seventeenth century and the book was not reprinted between 1595 and 1623, when James's 
Directions to Preachers seems to have created a new demand for it ('"This Sermon.. .upon the 
Gun-powder day': The Book of Homilies of 1547 and Donne's Sermon in Commemoration of 
Guy Fawkes' Day, 1622," South Atlantic Review 49.2 [1984], 25). 
77 According to David Cressy, the celebration of 17 November began about the time of Pius V s 
bull against Elizabeth, placing its inception in the same period as that ofthe "Homily." This 
concurs with Thomas Holland's dating ofthe first celebrations to approximately twelve years after 
the queen's accession. For the celebration of this holiday see Cressy Bonfires and Bells (Ch. 4) 
and Roy Strong Cult of Elizabeth (Ch. 4). 
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many poore prisoners who long had been wearied in cold and heavy 

yrons, and had beene bound in the shadow of death, vnto whome shee 

came as welcome as the sweet shower cometh to the thirsty land. (K2r) 

While obedience is due to any monarch, Elizabeth's subjects should willingly 

thank God for providing them with a godly sovereign. 

Not all subjects, however, agreed with celebrating the queen in church, 

and even in the final years of Elizabeth's reign preachers had to defend the special 

service. Whitgift reproves 

those fantasticall spirits.. .which dissalow and mislike this manner of 

yerelie celebrating this day, (to giue God thankes for the great and 

wonderfull benefits, which we enioy thorough his goodnes by the 

ministerie of her Maiestie, whome it pleased him this day fiue and twentie 

yeares to place in the Throne of this Kingdome, and to praie vnto him for 

her long life and prosperitie) as though we did it superstitiouslie, or 

dedicated the day vnto her, as to some Sainct, whereas in deede wee doe 

but our duetie, and that which is most lawfull for vs to doe. (B7r) 

Although his original remarks were directed primarily towards Catholic critics, 

his letter "To the Christian Reader," added when the sermon was published in 

1589, resituates them within increasing criticism from inside the English church. 

Catholic critics were also the primary audience for Thomas Holland's defence, 

published with his 1599 sermon, which argues for the celebration as "an office in 

it selfe sacred, religious, no waies repugnaunt to Gods holy worde" (H1). Holland 

describes the 17 November office as consisting of 
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an exposition of Scripture chose by the Minister that day as such is fitte to 

perswade the auditory to due obedience to her Maiesty, and to be thankfull 

to God for her Maiesties happy and flourishing Regiment these 43. yeeres; 

and to excite them to prayer vnto God long to continue her Grace amongst 

vs (if it be his blessed will) & to deliver her Highnesse from all malice of 

her enemies. (12v) 

John Howson preached another defence in 1602 at St. Mary's Oxford in which he 

used examples from both the Old Testament and the early Christian church to 

no 

demonstrate that civil authorities may add festivals to the ecclesiastical calendar. 

While Howson also directs his justification mainly towards Catholics, he deplores 

the puritan elevation ofthe sermon over prayer and criticizes those who "gad" 

about to hear sermons. 

Preaching the necessity of both thanksgiving and obedience to their 

auditors, these clerics also recognized their own pivotal role in this process. 

Whitgift tells his audience of his injunction to obedience: "you must be content to 

heare it, It is our dutie to preache it" (B4V). Nevertheless, Holland's final line of 

defence is that the observation 

hath not been imposed vpo the church of England by any Ecclesiasticall 

decree, neyther prescribed by any Canon ofthe Church: but hath bin 

meere voluntarily continued by the religious and dutifull subiects of this 

78 The most popular of these justifications throughout this period seems to have been the 
institution of Purim by the secular authorities in the Book of Esther. Lancelot Andrewes preached 
on Esther 9.31 on 5 November 1618, and George Hakewill's pamphlet, A Comparison betweene 
the Dayes of Purim and that ofthe Powder Plot, was published in 1626 (Oxford, 1626, STC 
12615). There are also numerous references to this institution in sermons. 
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Realme in their thankfulnesse to God, and in their perfit zeale, tendring 

her Maiesties preservation in desiring the cotinuance therof to Gods glory, 

& the good ofthe church and common wealth of England. (N4r) 

In contrast to the later Gunpowder sermons, participation by both clergy and laity 

remained a matter of individual choice. 

Although clergy may have been prepared to preach obedience to secular 

authority and to celebrate the triumph of Protestantism, two incidents, one in 

Scotland and the other in England, demonstrate that some were uneasy about 

preaching occasional sermons during political crises. For secular authorities, 

however, sermons offered an advantage over the Homilies. Arnold Hunt argues 

that sermons are essentially dialogic, preacher and audience sharing in their 

creation, and were therefore channels of communication rather than a means of 

imposing uniformity (107). Thus they could be more effective in situations, such 

as the aftermaths ofthe Gowrie conspiracy and the Essex revolt, where the 

authorities wished subjects to participate actively in constructing an interpretation 

of an event. When James VI commanded his preachers to celebrate his escape 

from the Gowries in their churches on 6 August 1600, they offered to thank God 

for the king's safety, but refused to declare the Ruthvens traitors. Beginning with 

David Lindsay and Patrick Galloway, the ministers were gradually won over, and 

eventually all but Robert Bruce were bullied into submission. In James's 

confrontations with the ministers, Gustavo Secchi Turner suggests that 

What really was at stake.. .was not what had happened between the 

Ruthvens and the king's party, but two much larger (and related) issues 
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having to do with the royal prerogative: the right ofthe monarch to declare 

people traitors without a public trial, and the privileged position ofthe 

king as a special kind of narrator, one whose stories are always true in a 

religious sense, even if some particulars seem absurd or contradictory. 

(90) 

Also under negotiation was how far the political might intrude on the pulpit. 

Clerical obedience was similarly problematic in London following the 

Essex rising of 8 February 1601. The church attempted to secure the services of 

preachers who had previously supported Essex, believing that their condemnation 

would most effectively communicate the church's repudiation of his treason, but 

the ministers were reluctant to accept directions, and disputes arose between 

religious and secular authorities.80 William Barlow was finally persuaded to 

preach at Paul's Cross on the Sunday following the earl's execution after Abdias 

Ashton, one ofthe other ministers who had attended him, refused the commission. 

Nevertheless, Barlow admitted in his introduction to the printed sermon that he 

had hesitated to preach on an occasion that seemed more a matter of state than of 

divinity. His reluctance was clearly warranted, for he complains that he has been 

reviled on both secular and religious grounds. He has been accused of profiting 

from his Cadiz sermon, of violating canon law on this occasion by publishing a 

confession, and of having been imprisoned. Ironically, he rather than Essex has 

79 Arnold Hunt records an interesting connection between the two situations. Robert Bruce, the 
most stubborn ofthe Scottish preachers, had discussions with a number ofthe English clergy in 
the spring of 1601 regarding their reluctance to conform to the wishes ofthe authorities. Anthony 
Wotton and Edward Philips were, like Bruce, unwilling to declare a man a traitor from the pulpit 
without proof of his guilt. See "Tuning the Pulpits," 98-99. 
80 In a different context, Lake and Questier also warn against assuming unanimity among various 
branches of authority ("Agency, Approriation and Rhetoric under the Gallows," 64-68). 
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been the victim of unjust rumours. But Barlow concludes shrewdly: "I am not the 

principall thou aymest at, but according to the prouerbe Faber cadit cumferias 

fulonem, it is the state thou greeuest at, not my sermon" (A8r"v). This was, of 

course, the problem. Where was the boundary between the state and the sermon?81 

Barlow's duties as an agent ofthe crown were to publicize the manner of 

Essex's death, since the execution had been conducted privately, and to defend 

the necessity of it; his duty as a preacher was to construct a religious 

interpretation from these facts.82 The first part of Barlow's sermon on Matthew 

21.27 focuses on obedience and sacral kingship. Even a tyrant is God's minister, 

and anyone who wants to kill a king or remove him from his place is guilty of 

both irreligion and treason. Skirting the question of whether Essex's leanings 

were Catholic or puritan, Barlow warns that "hee which denieth his dutie to the 

visible God, his prince and Soueraign, cannot performe his dutie to the God 

inuisible. Certainely, a mind inclined to rebellion, was neuer well possessed of 

religion" (B3r). Essex, then, merely used religion as a screen for his ambition, 

since a truly religious person would never rebel against a lawful monarch. Before 

moving into the occasional part ofthe sermon, Barlow once again confronts his 

critics, making himself, like Whitgift, an exemplum ofthe duty of obedience. 

In the remainder ofthe sermon he creates a Christian narrative of fall and 

redemption that justifies the earl's execution but allows his followers to hope that 

81 Mary Morrissey argues that earlier scholars exaggerated government control ofthe Paul's Cross 
pulpit. Since most preachers spoke from notes, the authorities could not ensure that sermons would 
conform to their expectations. Not until Laud became Archbishop of Canterbury in 1633 were 
ministers required to provide advance copies of their sermons ("Interdisciplinarity," 1117-18). 
82 On the rhetorical structure of political sermons at Paul's Cross, see Morrissey, "Rhetoric, 
Religion, and Politics in the St. Paul's Cross Sermons 1603-1625" (Diss. Cambridge U, 1998), 14-
26. 
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his soul has been saved. While imagining the queen's death is treason, the 

preacher does so with impunity, demonstrating the necessity of Essex's 

punishment by imagining for his readers and listeners the spectacle of Elizabeth at 

the mercy of armed Catholics. He then describes Essex's miraculous overnight 

transformation from defiance to penitence. While gallows confessions could 

become sites of contested religious interpretation, excerpting the confession in the 

sermon allows Barlow to control its meaning.83 He carefully renders the scene of 

execution, allowing his listeners not only to hear Essex's words but even to 

visualize his appearance and hear his prayers, which reinforce both his guilt and 

his penitence. Although the sermon was not a popular success, Barlow neatly 

combined the themes of obedience to secular authority and the monarch's 

providential deliverance. His narrative of Essex's fall and redemption served a 

homiletic purpose while his defence of obedience satisfied the authorities.85 

Only a few years later, Barlow was once again thrust into the spotlight on 

a political occasion, but this time it was by chance. When he published his 1605 

Paul's Cross Gunpowder sermon, Barlow, doubtless recalling the negative 

reactions to his Essex sermon, inserted a preface supposed to have been written by 

a friend, rather than his own apology. Those who heard it, the writer says, can best 

tell how the audience received the 10 November sermon, while only the 

censorious reader can judge the written version. His immediate concern is to insist 

83 On the subject of gallows confessions, see Lake and Questier, Antichrist's Lewd Hat, Ch. 7. 
84 In this way, the sermon could act as a substitute for public access to the execution, enabling 
readers to view this event not with their own eyes but with the eyes ofthe state. 
85 For more detailed analyses of this sermon, see: Hunt, "Tuning the Pulpits," 100-03; Thomas S. 
Nowak, "Propaganda and the Pulpit: Robert Cecil, William Barlow and the Essex and Gunpowder 
Plots," in The Witness of Times: Manifestations of Ideology in Seventeenth Century England, ed. 
Katherine Z. Keller and Gerald Schiffhorst (Pittsburgh: Duquesne UP, 1993), 34-52. 
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that Barlow was already scheduled to preach that day, and that circumstances 

forced him to alter both text and sermon at the last moment. While he had 

received detailed instructions for the Essex sermon, in this case "the late receiuing 

ofthe Instructions which in that short space could not bee many" (A3v-A4r) meant 

that he had relied chiefly on the king's speech and information received from 

Salisbury.86 Thus, rather than establishing an adversarial relationship with his 

readers, as he had done in the Essex sermon, Barlow himself, or his friend, solicits 

sympathy for his discomfort on this occasion. 

While many ministers took the opportunity of publication to insert what 

the hourglass had required them to omit in oral delivery, Barlow chose not to do 

so.87 Consequently, the defence of sacral kingship, which dominated the first part 

of his Essex sermon, is less developed here. In opening his text, Psalm 18.50, 

Barlow catalogues both the number and magnitude of David's deliverances and 

the honours he received from God. While aid from other states always comes with 

conditions, God delivers assistance freely. Barlow concludes this part ofthe 

sermon by insisting, as Lancelot Andrewes was to assert in many subsequent 

Gunpowder sermons, that "All these of Dauids were great indeed, but compared 

to this of our gracious King: (the last, I trust, for a worse there cannot be) is but as 

Lori Anne Ferrell notes "the preface's subtle acknowledgment ofthe fact that the eminent 
personages mentioned had exercised control over his sermon by providing him with a goodly 
portion ofthe actual prose—a script for speaking to the situation at hand" (Government by 
Polemic, 76). Nowak also argues for Barlow having received detailed instructions ("Propaganda 
and the Pulpit" 48, 52). Nevertheless, we should keep in mind Morrissey's caution that individual 
preachers were responsible for determining how to fit the explication of a scriptural text to its 
application in a given situation. 
87 Ferrell also observes Barlow's decision not to improve upon the sermon prior to publication, 
noting of its introduction that "Ostentatiously excusing its hasty construction, breathless delivery, 
and precipitate printing, it sets up the expectation of a thrillingly immediate and raggedly 
emotional performance" (Government 75). Mark Nicholls observes the same desire for immediacy 
in the style ofthe "King's Book" ("Discovering Gunpowder Plot" 404). 
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a minium to a large, whether we consider therein, eyther the Plot it selfe, or the 

Con-comitance with it, or the Consequences of it" (C2V). 8 

In the application, Barlow faces the task of creating a narrative ofthe 

conspiracy. Whereas it was relatively easy for him to shape the Essex material 

into an archetypal Christian plot, this incident is less tractable. There are no 

adequate classical parallels, not only for the cruelty ofthe design but also for the 

status ofthe perpetrators. While Pharaoh and Herod were kings and tyrants, 

Fawkes was merely "vermine ofthe basest sorte" working underground like a 

mole (Dr). His low social status and impenitence prevent him from being tragic 

and so force Barlow to make him demonic. Fawkes is worse than Satan, "for this 

Diuill, with his traine would at once haue pulled downe all the glorious Starres, 

both fixed, and erraticall (those that are fastened to the Court, and those which 

come and goe as they are called and dismissed) yea euen the Sunne & the Moone 

themselues, not from heauen to earth, but to the bottomlesse pit, as much as in 

him lay" (C4r).89 After reading Fawkes's confession, Barlow reiterates, in a 

dazzling display of accumulatio, his astonishment that 

this darkenes, this blindenes, this prophanes, this superstition, this 

weakenes, this lawlesfury, had with this blowing vp bin blown in & ouer 

this whole nation, a thing which neither the greatest Potentate ofthe 

world, with his strongest inuasion, nor the most dangerous rebel, though 

88 Possibly the most extreme example of this desire to overgo biblical examples comes in a 5 
November sermon preached by John Rawlinson at St. Mary's Oxford in 1610 in which, taking as 
his text Luke 22.48, the preacher claims that the Gunpowder Plot was a worse treason than Judas's 
betrayal of Christ. His inspiration may have been the day's gospel reading from Matthew 27 (The 
Romish Judas [London, 1611], STC 20775). 
89 Northampton repeated the analogy in the expanded version of his speech at Garnett's trial (A 
True and Perfect Relation, Bb2v). 
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most popular & powerfull, coulde haue brought to passe after many 

repulses, & in many years, namely, to take away at once, the hope of 

succession, the Oracles ofwisedome, the Chariots of Israel, the Beau-

peeres of Learning, the buttresses of strength, the guardians of iustice, the 

glory ofthe Nobilitie, and in one word, the Flower ofthe whole 

Kingdome. (D21) 

Neither an Essex nor an Armada could have accomplished the destruction that a 

man of inferior birth has almost effected simply by acquiring a supply of 

gunpowder and threatening to set a match to it. ° The only secular genre that can 

account for Fawkes's low social status and for the plot's failure is tragicomedy; 

the only way to fit the plot into a religious narrative is to use the language of 

apocalypse. Once again, Barlow has the privilege of imagining the ruler's death, 

but this time he creates a spectacle not of individual fear and death but of national 

collapse—a kingless nation open to foreign invasion or a domestic usurper. 

Since the main theme ofthe sermon is the magnitude ofthe deliverance, 

however, Barlow must describe the horror ofthe plot. Taking his cues from 

James's parliamentary speech, he emphasizes the providential nature ofthe 

discovery, the personal role ofthe king, and the benefits of having a royal family. 

James's interpretation ofthe Monteagle letter, which Barlow reads, is the first 

90 For a history of late medieval and early modern attitudes towards gunpowder, see J.R. Hale, 
"Gunpowder and the Renaissance: An Essay in the History of Ideas" in From the Renaissance to 
the Counter-Reformation: Essays in Honor of Garrett Mattingly, ed. Charles H. Carter (New 
York: Random House, 1965), 113-44. A literary perspective is offered by Jack Craze, who focuses 
on the implications ofthe discovery of gunpowder by the rebel angels in Paradise Lost ("Balls of 
Missive Ruin: Milton and the Gunpowder Revolution," Cambridge Quarterly 26 [1997], 325-43). 
Milton also wrote an epigram "In Inventorem Bombardae" ("On the Inventor of Gunpowder"), 
possibly at the same time as In Quintum Novembris. 
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evidence of God's providential care. The second is that Fawkes did not leave the 

cellar after the first search "but when the Priuie watch came in the night, he was 

the first man that appeared at the dore, as if God himselfe had presented him vnto 

their handes, and also vpon the rest ofthe Cospirators" (E1). The king's personal 

escape represents that ofthe entire nation, but the royal family and many other 

people were also delivered. Calling a kingdom with a childless king pitiable 

verges on disrespect to the late queen, but Barlow obviously wants to emphasize 

the benefits of a stable succession. He also makes a specific connection between 

James's English and Scottish deliverances. After almost being killed before birth 

in Scotland, he was "dismissed from those parts with a dreadfull farewell of a 

desperate Treacherie and entertained among vs with a Conspiracie vnnatural &as 

dangerous" (D4V).91 In these two sermons, then, Barlow seems to have developed 

a strategy for preaching on political occasions that allows him to fit these events 

into both religious and secular narrative structures and so both to practice clerical 

obedience and to defend civil obedience. 

Although this model for celebrating royal deliverances and enjoining 

obedience from the pulpit had largely been constructed in the Elizabethan period, 

the annual memorial sermon was James's creation.92 The commemorative 

institution of Gowrie in Scotland might be explained by the king's desire to exact 

compliance from the presbyterians, but this rationale fails adequately to account 

91 Barlow is referring to the Main and Bye plots, which were discovered even before James's 
coronation. 
92 There was no annual memorial for the defeat ofthe Armada. The queen's accession day 
sermons indirectly celebrated Elizabeth's deliverances, but the dates of these events were not 
memorialized. The only sermon I have found to date that celebrates a specific deliverance was 
preached by John Rainolds at Oxford on the discovery ofthe Parry plot (A Sermon vpon part of 
the eighteenth Psalm, 1586, STC 20621.5). 



70 

for his insistence upon transferring the celebration to England. Gowrie sermons 

continued to be preached annually at court, at important pulpits such as Paul's 

Cross, and in parishes with educated clergy for the remainder of James's lifetime. 

After the Gunpowder Plot, he introduced regular Tuesday sermons at court in 

recognition of his deliverances from two conspiracies on the same day ofthe 

week, as well as adding 5 November to the public preaching calendar. 

Lori Anne Ferrell suggests that the Gunpowder Plot had a "rejuvenating 

but obliterating effect" (88) on the Gowrie sermons as the English event 

predominated over the Scottish one that the sermons were intended to 

commemorate. While she sees this as an unintended consequence ofthe greater 

See below for an account of how quickly James initiated an English commemorative service for 
the Gowrie conspiracy. Peter McCullough notes that the "Privy Council had rationalized the 
annual English observance ofthe Scottish deliverance in terms of England's partaking the fruits of 
it in the person of their new king" (Sermons at Court: Politics and Religion in Elizabethan and 
Jacobean Preaching [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998], 118) and quotes a passage from 
Cardwell's Documentary Annals in which the Council declared that as a result of James's 
succession, "we are now made partakers ofthe same blessings, and ofthe benefit thereof 
preceeding equally with his subjects ofthe Scottish nation" (2.59). This theme appears in a 
number ofthe sermons discussed in Ch. 4. 
94 In the following analysis of Gowrie sermons, all ofthe standard caveats regarding sermon 
evidence apply. As Godfrey Davies pointed out many years ago, only a small percentage ofthe 
sermons preached survive, and those that were printed are probably not a representative sample 
("English Political Sermons, 1603-1640," HLQ 1 [1939], 1-22). In addition, we seldom know the 
relationship between preached and printed sermon, since preachers usually wrote out their sermons 
in full only when they decided to publish (John Sparrow, "John Donne and Contemporary 
Preachers: Their Preparation of Sermons for Delivery and for Publication," Essays and Studies 16 
[1930], 145-78). Since the king was frequently hunting at this time of year, sermons were 
preached before him in a variety of venues. Surviving examples include: seven recorded as 
preached to the king by Lancelot Andrewes (1606, 1607, 1608, 1610, 1614,1615,1616 and 1622) 
as well as one prepared for but not preached to the king (1623), and an undated one by John 
Hacket. (For problems with determining which of Andrewes's sermons were actually preached 
before the king, see McCullough: Sermons at Court, 152-53; "Making Dead Men Speak: 
Laudianism, Print, and the Works of Lancelot Andrewes, 1626-1642," The Historical Journal 41 
[1998], 401-24.) Other printed sermons include: four preached at Paul's Cross, Jacob's Great Day 
of Trouble (John Milward, 1607), The Kings Towre (Samuel Purchas, 1622), The Temple (Thomas 
Adams, 1624), A Sermon Preached at Pauls Cross (Barten Holyday, 1625); three at St. Mary's 
Oxford, one by John Randal (1624) and two undated sermons by Isaac Singleton (The Downfall of 
Shebna); two preached at Croyden by Daniel Featley ("Traitor's Guerdon" 1618 and "The Lord 
Protector of Princes" 1620 [Clavis Mystica, 1636]); and three preached elsewhere, The Barren 
Trees Doome (Bartholomew Parsons, undated), The Lot or Portion ofthe Righteous (Richard 
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appeal exerted by the Gunpowder Plot, it may also result from James's deliberate 

linking of these occasions. As Ferrell observes, the post-1605 court sermons on 5 

August make frequent references to Gunpowder Plot, sometimes obscuring the 

distinctions between the two events.95 Morrissey, however, suggests that court 

preachers offered Gowrie less attention because there was no need to describe the 

events ofthe plot to the king and his immediate circle, while Paul's Cross 

preachers enjoyed exploiting the inherent drama ofthe incident for their less 

informed audiences ("Presenting" 118-19). Nevertheless, since sermons preached 

in parish churches offer much shorter applications than those delivered at Paul's 

Cross, and concentrate on deliverance and thanksgiving rather than describing the 

conspiracy, Ferrell seems to be correct that preachers were uncomfortable with the 

Gowrie narrative. One can, in fact, sense an almost palpable relief on the part of 

some ministers when they pass from their obligatory references to the Scottish 

conspiracy to the relatively safer ground ofthe English one.96 What I am 

suggesting, however, is that by drawing parallels between them in his 9 

November speech to Parliament, by initiating Tuesday court sermons to 

commemorate them, and by emphasizing the coincidence that both had taken 

Web, 1615), and, Gowries Conspiracy (John Prideaux, undated). As in the case ofthe Gunpowder 
sermons, additional sermons may exist in manuscript and in printed collections. 
95 Commentators on Andrewes's sermons invariably conflate the two sets of sermons. See: 
McCullough, Sermons at Court, 116-25; Debora Shuger, Habits of Thought in the English 
Renaissance: Religion, Politics, and the Dominant Culture (Berkeley: U of California P, 1990), 
141-50; Nicholas Lossky, Lancelot Andrewes the Preacher (1555-1626) (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1991), 292-325; Maurice F. Reidy, Bishop Lancelot Andrewes, Jacobean Court Preacher: A Study 
in Early Seventeenth-Century Religious Thought (Chicago: Loyola UP, 1955), Ch. 8; Paul A. 
Welsby, Lancelot Andrewes, 1555-1626 ( London: SPCK, 1964), Ch. 5. Although references to 
Gowrie are less common in Gunpowder sermons, they appear with some regularity. 
96 Daniel Featley seems to be an exception. Preaching before a select audience, including Bishop 
John King in 1618, he seems to have enjoyed recounting the details ofthe plot in both of his 
surviving sermons. 
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place on the fifth day of a month, James had deliberately blurred the lines between 

the two events and had done so to link his own deliverances with Elizabeth's.97 

The extent to which the two occasions came to be understood as part of 

the same sequence of attacks on Protestant England can be seen in a number of 

the Gowrie sermons. In his 1615 sermon at St. Mary's Oxford, Isaac Singleton 

links the Gowrie conspiracy to the later Gunpowder Plot, then turns back to 

Parry's plot against Elizabeth to demonstrate that traitors always have great 

confidence in their plots, thus integrating James's deliverances with Elizabeth's. 

Preaching at Paul's Cross in 1622, Samuel Purchas also emphasizes continuity 

between Elizabeth and James. Elizabeth was the sun that never set, since James 

immediately appeared. The king almost persuaded Gowrie to become a Christian, 

just as he acted "beyond all reason, and humane capacitie, aboue, yea, againste 

Arte, to construe those words in the Letter, to bring to light the abstrusest worke 

of Darknesse, the Masterpiece of Treason, and Monster-prize of Sathanicall 

Stratagems" (63), the Gunpowder Plot. Here Purchas virtually conflates the two 

plots.98 Later in the sermon he reviews James's earlier deliverances as a foetus 

and a child, and praises once again his ability to decipher the "mysticall writing" 

(74) ofthe Monteagle letter. August is notable both for this deliverance of James 

from the Gowries and the deliverance of England from the invasion ofthe 

Armada, while November is famous for the deliverance from the Gunpowder Plot 

97 McCullough notes that James may have originally intended his deliverance to be celebrated 
publicly every Tuesday, but the Privy Council only approved an annual celebration. Nevertheless, 
McCullough provides several examples demonstrating that preachers on other Tuesdays alluded to 
the plot (Sermons at Court, 117). 
98 The source for Purchas's assertion that James virtually converted Gowrie is unknown to me. It 
does not appear in the official account or in any ofthe other sermons I have read. Gowrie is 
generally represented as a crypto-Catholic rather than an atheist. 
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and Elizabeth's accession. The annual calendar of deliverances thus obscures the 

chronological distinctions between the two reigns.99 

The integration ofthe Gowrie conspiracy into this sequence required 

recasting Gowrie as a crypto-Catholic. In an undated sermon preached at St. 

Mary's Oxford, John Prideaux reiterates that the papists have not been quiet in the 

reigns of either Elizabeth or James, and "It is therefore onely Gods extraordinary 

protection, that hath hitherto freed him [James] from such apparant and 

remedilesse dangers. The Gowries had dispatched him; Watson and his complices 

had surprised him, the Powderplot had blowne vp him and all his, if this mercy of 

God onely had not preuented the diuels malice" (12-13). In the application of his 

1615 sermon, Isaac Singleton suggests that while Gowrie conferred secretly with 

Jesuits and was popular with the people, his chief counsellor was the devil. The 

continuity between the plots against Elizabeth and James could also be used to 

offer advice to the king. Preaching at Paul's Cross in 1607, John Milward urges 

James to banish priests and Jesuits and the magistrates to help preserve the king 

and the state by ridding the country of "these snakes" (G2r).100 He concludes by 

reminding James that God preserved Elizabeth from many treasonous plots only 

because she maintained true religion. These assaults on the nation have continued 

since Elizabeth's death, "But aboue all, from that same Salt-Peter Treason, or 

Connerton's observation that revolutions almost invariably involve changes to the calendar is of 
interest here. While one could certainly not call the transition from the Tudors to the Stuarts a 
revolution, James's insistence on adding annual events to the calendar at the beginning of his reign 
suggests an attempt to emphasize change along with continuity (How Societies Remember, 6). 
100 The equation between Catholics and snakes is a prominent feature of literature on the 
Gunpowder Plot, again emphasizing the connection between the two plots. 
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Peters salt Treason of Rome" (K3V). God will not continue to protect England 

unless James uses harsh measures against Catholics.101 

But some preachers also observe that the Gowries' failure to kill James 

has preserved England as a Protestant nation. Singleton concludes that had James 

not survived to become king of England, Catholics could have conquered the 

country and deprived the people ofthe spiritual food ofthe gospel. Similarly, 

John Randal concludes his 1624 sermon at St. Mary's Oxford by reminding his 

listeners and readers that if the Gowrie conspiracy had succeeded, not only 

England, but also Scotland, Ireland, and Germany would have suffered. Daniel 

Featley opens his 1618 sermon at Croyden by observing that 5 August marks the 

birth of King Oswald, who first united the crowns of England and Scotland, as 

well as James's second birth. Despite his initial difficulties with the Scottish 

preachers, then, in England James succeeded in weaving together the strands of 

Elizabethan history with his own history in Scotland to create a personal 

unification ofthe countries even when political union eluded him.102 

Lancelot Andrewes's court sermons on the occasion perhaps best 

demonstrate the yoking ofthe themes of obedience and deliverance in the 

thanksgiving sermons. Critics have frequently accused Andrewes of flattering the 

king excessively on the anniversaries of both Gowrie and Gunpowder plots by 

101 This is a frequent theme in post-plot literature, which I will discuss in the context of Anglo-
Latin epic in the next chapter. It recurs also in Gunpowder sermons, most notably John King's 
sermon at court on 5 November 1608 (A Sermon Preached at Whitehall the 5. Day of November. 
Ann. 1608). For commentary on this sermon, see Ferrell, Government by Polemic, 97-104. 
102 This is not to assert that James exercised direct control over these sermons. Clearly at times, 
such as the sermons against the Spanish and French matches, preachers acted in defiance of royal 
policies. I am suggesting instead that these preachers had accepted the Gowrie plot as part of 
English history. 
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endorsing divine right political theory. Nicholas Lossky offers a divergent 

opinion on this subject, arguing that the events themselves "only serve as a pretext 

for the preacher to call his congregation to an ever greater awareness of God" 

(292). Andrewes, according to Lossky, sees these events as symbols ofthe eternal 

deliverance available through Christ's resurrection, an idea most clearly expressed 

in his 5 November 1617 sermon on the Benedictus. Thus, Lossky concludes that 

the understanding of kingship in these sermons is not so much political as 

religious, containing "perhaps, elements of a theology of man" in which "he who 

fulfils on earth the real function of king must be the perfect example in order to 

receive the eternal crown, which he will share with all those who have been 

entrusted to him and for whom he will have to answer before the supreme Judge" 

(325). Debora Shuger proposes a synthesis of these views, suggesting that 

Andrewes is concerned not with political theory but with political theology. For 

her, the Gowrie and Gunpowder sermons not only "reiterate the basic arguments 

of absolutist theory, they entwine this with an extraordinary and persistent 

concern over the location of 'sacredness' in history and social structure" (142). 

This issue can be seen throughout these sermons most clearly in the focus on the 

king's anointing. Andrewes "thus treats the Gowrie Conspiracy and Gunpowder 

This is the opinion of Reidy, who argues that in his later works Andrewes "taught a fairly 
consistent theory of divine-right monarchy. Kingship was established by God; kings rule therefore 
by divine right; their persons are sacred; they may not be resisted; to them by that same divine 
right subjects owe allegiance and obedience; over kings God exercises a special protection" 
(Bishop Lancelot Andrewes, 188). Welsby, like Reidy, argues that in his earlier works Andrewes 
saw monarchy as a post-lapsarian necessity rather than the perfect will of God but notes that "by 
the time he became a bishop he had accepted wholeheartedly the full doctrine of divine right" and 
that this attitude is expressed in his Gowrie and Gunpowder sermons (Lancelot Andrewes 1555-
1626,203). McCullough focuses on the court context ofthe sermons, particularly Andrewes's 
rejection of sermon-centred piety and complaints that the occasions were celebrated with revelry 
rather than prayer. He also notes that the Gunpowder sermons particularly served as an index of 
anti-Catholic sentiment at court (Sermons at Court, 116-25). 
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Plot not as part ofthe ideological and political struggle between the papacy and 

the Crown but as part of a cosmic battle between good and evil, with God taking 

an active role on the English side" (146).10 

What has perhaps been neglected in these discussions is the context in 

which Andrewes was working out the boundaries between secular and sacred, 

politics and theology. As we have seen from the sermons preached on previous 

occasions, the political sermon was both an injunction to obedience and an act of 

obedience on the part ofthe preacher, who provided an example for his listeners. 

Juxtaposed with those of other preachers on similar occasions Andrewes's 

representations of sacral kingship appear less extreme. Many other preachers also 

pointed to the anointing ofthe king as evidence that he was God's representative. 

Although obedience even to a tyrant could be successfully defended on scriptural 

grounds, representing the monarch as God's instrument in maintaining English 

Protestantism helped the preacher to justify the need for obedience. The king's 

deliverances provided irrefutable evidence of God's providential care both for 

him and the nation. James's undeniable achievement was to ensure that on two 

occasions each year throughout the kingdom, and on every Tuesday at court, his 

subjects were reminded of their duty to obey a monarch who had been preserved 

by God to continue the work that Elizabeth had begun. 

2.2 Liturgies: Thanksgiving and Vengeance 

104 For a more general discussion of absolutist theory in relation to preaching in this period, see 
Shuger's essay "Donne's Absolutism" in The Oxford Handbook of John Donne (Oxford: Oxford 
UP, 2011), 690-703. 
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While many parishes lacked trained ministers who could preach 

occasional sermons, almost everyone in England participated in the liturgies of 

the church.105 During the Elizabethan period, the practice of ordering special 

prayers on political occasions became increasingly common, although the only 

annual celebration was the queen's accession day. As a political instrument, 

liturgy offered the advantages of both inclusiveness and active participation. In 

her studies ofthe English prayer book, Ramie Targoff argues that church 

authorities justified communal prayer by insisting upon the reliability of external 

signs in mirroring inward devotion. At the same time, "mainstream Renaissance 

Protestants frequently imagined performative behavior to have a causal as well as 

reflective relation to the internal self: according to such accounts, the individual's 

assumption of external gestures prompted the corresponding internal conditions" 

("Performance" 60). Therefore, "Behind the church's emphasis on external 

conformity lies its commitment to the transformative power of practice" (60). 

While Targoff is mainly concerned with individual devotion, Connerton argues 

that the shared and repeated speech acts and gestures of liturgy also reinforce 

For the availability of the Book of Common Prayer, see Judith Maltby, Prayer Book and 
People in Elizabethan and Early Stuart England (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998), esp. 24-30. 
Although Maltby focuses on a period later than this chapter, her work suggests that the book was 
fairly widely available to individuals as well as churches. Individuals who failed to attend services 
conducted according to the Prayer Book faced recusancy fines until 1689 except during the 
Interregnum. The expedient of occasional conformity makes it difficult to determine how 
widespread recusancy was, but John Coffey claims that it increased during James's reign due to 
laxer enforcement ofthe penal laws, citing statistics for the village of Egton (Persecution and 
Toleration in Protestant England, 1558-1689 [Harlow: Pearson, 2000], 119). Wealthier families 
could shelter themselves from prosecution by having the husband attend church while the wife 
stayed home and raised the children in the Catholic faith. 
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communal identity and that such rituals resist change over time.106 Despite 

Connerton's emphasis upon liturgy as performance, however, liturgy also 

participates in the creation of myth through its use of language. As special 

liturgies of deliverance developed, a narrative emerged in which James became 

successor not only to Elizabeth but to the Old Testament kings of Israel. 

For rulers, prayer was a double-edged sword. In The True Law of Free 

Monarchies, James identifies prayer as the subject's only legitimate means of 

resisting an evil or tyrannical ruler. Conversely, by insisting that his subjects 

routinely pray for him, the monarch could encourage the development, as well as 

the demonstration, of obedience and loyalty. The first special service of prayers 

for Elizabeth was published in 1578 for use on the anniversary of her accession, 

and occasional liturgies were drawn up in 1585 and 1594 to offer thanksgiving for 

her deliverances from Parry and Lopez's plots.107 While participation in these 

liturgies was not legislated, the "Admonition to the Reader" in 1594 concludes 

with the hint of a threat: the "duetie of praying and thankesgiuing there is no 

doubt, but euery true hearted English man and faithfuU Subiect will both priuately 

and publickely from the bottome of his heart performe" (A4V). 

Connerton argues that the use of collective pronouns plays a major role in this process (How 
Societies Remember, 58-59). Ramie Targoff observes that while the 1549 prayer book used both 
"I" and "we," the 1552 text increased the use ofthe plural. She suggests that the "shift in pronouns 
that we find in the 1552 text reflects a more pervasive revision: prayers once read by the priest 
alone are now presented as congregational utterances" (Common Prayer: The Language of Public 
Devotion in Early Modern England [Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2001], 29). Timothy Rosendale 
argues that Targoff and Richard Helgerson (Forms of Nationhood: The Elizabethan Writing of 
England [Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1992], Ch. 6) overemphasize the coercive potential of liturgy, 
which by its nature promotes order and uniformity (Liturgy and Literature in the Making of 
Protestant England, [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2007], 34-69). 
107 The 1594 service was reissued with revisions in 1598.1 have been unable to obtain a copy of 
this version. 
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These services reinforced the connection between treason and false 

religion established in the Homilies and sermons, while insisting upon the 

providential preservation ofthe queen's person as the means by which her 

subjects retained access to the gospel. The directions for the use ofthe 1585 

service, which was to be read in the diocese of Winchester on the occasion of 

Elizabeth's deliverance from Parry's plot, ordered that the minister preach a 

sermon declaring "the authoritie and Maiestie of Princes," and "how streight dutie 

of obedience is required of all good and Christian subiects, and what a greeuous 

and heynous thing it is both before God and man traiterouslie to seeke their 

destruction, and the shedding of their blood" (Av). The service was distinctive in 

providing for the reading of an extract from Parry's confession. When juxtaposed 

with the full confession as it appears in the official pamphlet detailing the 

conspiracy, this excerpt appears to have been chosen to emphasize the Jesuits' 

role and to omit Parry's insistence that he would have preferred to improve the lot 

of Catholics in England by non-violent means. Although ambition was the 

ultimate source of his fall, the idea of killing the queen only occurred to him after 

his conversion to Rome, and he did not proceed until both a papal ambassador and 

a Jesuit had assured him that he could meritoriously commit the deed. The prayer 

asks that "y cruel spirits of Antichrist that seeke the subuersion ofthe Gospel, 

maie by the hand of thy iustice, feele what it is to set to sale for money the 

108 For the official account, see A True andPlaine Declaration ofthe Horrible Treasons, practised 
by William Parry the traitor, against the Queenes Maiestie (London, 1585, STC 19342a). There is 
also a shorter and much more virulently anti-Catholic account by Phillip Stubbes, The Intended 
Treason of Doctor Parrie: and his complices, against the Queenes most excellent Maiestie 
(London, 1585, STC 23396). See discussion below. 
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innocent bloud of thine annointed Princes, which thou hast prepared and set vp, to 

be the nurses and protectors of thy truth." (A4V)109 The service extrapolates from a 

single example to make the entire Catholic church complicit in the attempt to 

subvert the English Protestant state. 

The 1594 service is unusual first in addressing a general rather than a 

specifically clerical audience in its "Admonition to the Reader." This introduction 

emphasizes the providential protection God provides to kings and kingdoms. The 

English owe special thanks to God for placing Elizabeth over them, preserving her 

realm from both internal and external threats, and protecting her person from 

traitors and conspirators. In contrast to the 1585 service, this one does not even 

name the individual conspirators, since they are now regarded merely as pawns of 

Spain and the Catholic church. All these treasons "haue they beene continually 

proiected, caried forwarde, and managed by idolatrous Priestes and Iesuites his 

creatures, the very loathsome Locusts that crawle out ofthe bottomlesse pitte" 

(A4r).110 The priests and Jesuits are aided by kings who use Catholicism to mask 

their own ambitions, and the list of conspiracies that follows reinterprets history to 

demonstrate this principle. In the Northern Rebellion, the pope sent the priest, 

Morton, to stir the earls up to rebellion, while Cardinal Allan has boasted that he 

For the identification ofthe Pope with Antichrist, see Peter Lake, "The Significance ofthe 
Elizabethan Identification ofthe Pope as Antichrist" (Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 31 [1980], 
161-78) and Anthony Milton Catholic and Reformed: The Roman and Protestant Churches in 
English Protestant Thought, 1600-1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995), Ch. 2. 
110 The 1594 plots included that of Lopez and his Portuguese conspirators and one by two 
Englishmen, Edmund York and Richard Williams, who were recruited by William Stanley and 
other exiles at Brussels. A Jesuit named Holt was accused of encouraging these men to commit 
treason and administering the sacrament to them. For an account of these events, see William 
Cecil's A True Report of Sundry horrible conspiracies (London, 1594, STC 7603), published 
anonymously. The depiction ofthe Jesuits as locusts becomes common in Gunpowder Plot texts, 
the most notable example being Phineas Fletcher's Latin poem Locustae. 



81 

and other Catholics incited the king of Spain to send the Armada. Spain and Rome 

are acting in concert to re-Catholicize England, but only the "wilfully malicious" 

(A4r) can fail to see that God protects Protestantism. 

In the service itself, three prayers for the queen's preservation follow a 

series of Psalms proceeding from invocation to assurance. The first prayer asserts 

that God preserves kings from "the malice of Satan & his wicked ympes" (C3r), 

making an implicit connection between Satan and the Catholic church. The prayer 

once again charges Elizabeth with the preservation of Protestantism, asking: "O 

Lorde, dissipate and confound all practises, conspiracies, and treasons against her, 

against this realme of England, and against the trueth of thine holy word here 

taught and professed" (C3rv). This prayer, however, progresses beyond earlier 

ones in the pursuit of vengeance, imploring: 

Smite our enemies (good Lorde) vpon the cheeke-bone, breake the teeth of 

the vngodly, frustrate their counsels, and bring to nought all their deuises. 

Let them fall into the pit, that they haue prepared for vs: Let a sudden 

destruction come vpon them vnawares: and the net that they haue laide for 

others priuily, let it catch themselues, that they may fal into their owne 

mischiefe. (C3V) 

The second prayer asks God to make the Queen's enemies either repent or perish. 

These services, then, promoted a providential Protestant reading of Elizabeth's 

deliverances in which the Jesuits, acting in concert with Spain, became Satan's 

instruments. 
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In addition to the annual accession day prayers, these occasional services 

provided James with precedents for establishing services of prayer and 

thanksgiving. What is perhaps most surprising about the creation of an English 

Gowrie service, however, is the priority that James accorded it. On 12 Julyl603, 

the Privy Council instructed Archbishop Whitgift to devise a form of thanksgiving 

according to his own "Judgment and Wisdom" (Strype 562). He requested 

assistance from his subordinate bishops on the following day, but suggested that 

in the meantime, and for the speedier Dispatch of your Letters, I think it 

fit, that some Order be observed in this Action as was used upon the 17th 

of November in our late Sovereign's Time; with special Charge, that in 

every particular Church there be a Sermon and Service, with a Declaration 

ofthe great Blessing of God for his Majesties Deliverance from that 

Danger, with hearty Prayer to God for the Continuance of his 

Goodnes towards him and us; and to the like effect. (562) 

Perhaps the greatest advantage of using the 17 November service as a model was 

its emphasis upon continuity. The three kings presented as parallels with 

Elizabeth all followed their father David's example in religion, as Elizabeth 

followed Henry VIII by re-establishing the Protestant church. The narratives of 

these kings emphasize that correct worship preserves the monarch, the state, and 

true religion. Jehosophat was able to keep peace in the land because neighbouring 

kings feared his God; Hezekiah saved himself from death and Israel from the 

Assyrians through his prayers. Both Hezekiah and Josiah purged the country of 

idols, and Josiah sent away the priests of Baal, as Elizabeth had ordered priests 
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and Jesuits to leave England. Nevertheless, Josiah's story also warns of God's 

punishment for disobedience to the laws. Similarly, the Psalms chosen—21, 85, 

and 124—emphasize God's favour to his chosen nation, but 85 also sounds a 

warning against angering God. The service thus insists that the fates ofthe 

monarch and the nation are interwoven and that divine favour is conditional upon 

the people's obedience. The second lesson is Romans 13, which reinforces the 

requirement for obedience to secular authority. n If the church wishes to identify 

James as Elizabeth's rightful successor, there can be little better way than by 

inserting him into this sequence of devout monarchs. In addition, the use of a 

familiar order of service associated with a popular predecessor may itself have 

offered some degree of continutiy and authority.112 

By later that year, a new service had been drafted and published. While it 

incorporated the Psalms from the 17 November liturgy, as well as retaining the 

Romans 13 reading, the prayers added some features that distinguished James 

from Elizabeth. The service is notable first for its emphasis upon the royal family, 

demonstrating that while James wished to be identified with Elizabeth, he also 

sought to emphasize the stability ofthe new monarchy through his provision of 

heirs. The first prayer for the king makes the association between James and 

Jacob that was cemented in the Gowrie narrative's description of his wrestling 

111 There are numerous discussions ofthe importance of Romans 13 in Renaissance injunctions to 
secular obedience. See the sources cited by Glen Bowman in "Elizabethan Catholics and Romans 
13: A Chapter in the History of Political Polemic," Journal of Church and State 47.3 (2005), 531-
32 (notes 3-5). 
112 Roy Strong points out that Edmund Bunny produced an alternate service of prayers for the 
queen entitled Certaine prayers and other godly exercises for the seventeenth of November. This 
service used the same readings but inserted commentaries designed to promote celebration in the 
north (Cult of Elizabeth, 122). 
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with Alexander Ruthven (D2V).113 Like the biblical Jacob, James wanted to be 

seen as a patriarch, not only of a family, but of a nation. The second prayer for the 

king was evidently based upon that for Elizabeth in the 1594 service, but whereas 

the earlier prayer is inclusive, identifying Elizabeth's enemies with those of her 

people, this one emphasizes the king's personal deliverance. The second ofthe 

alternate prayers again savours of vengeance, thanking God that 

in thy iustice diddest thou returne vpon the heads and hearts of those 

deuilish and disloyall conspirators, the due reuenge of such treasonable 

attempts, spilling their blood like water vpon the earth, who thought to 

spill the blood of thine annoynted, and leauing their slaughtered carkesses 

a worthy spectacle of thy dreadfull iudgements, and their most impious 

designes. (G2V) 

Although preachers frequently made Gowrie a crypto-Catholic, the liturgy was 

more cautious, locating the conspiracy within a general discourse of obedience. 

This service provided the outline for the Gunpowder liturgy, contributing 

to the conflation of these two events through the reading ofthe same lessons, 

gospel, and epistle; however, the selection of Psalms, all of which plead for God 

to destroy the psalmist's enemies, strengthens the theme of vengeance. Psalms 35 

and 68 ask for evildoers to be scattered like dust or smoke, while 69 implores: 

"Let them bee wiped out ofthe booke ofthe liuing: and not be written among the 

113 At least one anonymous writer exploited this parallel in the wake ofthe Gunpowder Plot. The 
author ofthe pamphlet Lucta Iacobi (1607) parallels James's wrestling with Alexander Ruthven 
with Jacob's wrestling with God in Genesis. The parallel is rather strained at times, but evidently 
intended as a compliment to the king followed by a sting in the tail as the author warns James 
against being too clement to Catholics. See Ch. 3 for further discussion of this pamphlet. 
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righteous" (B3V). As in the Elizabethan service, the readings equate the monarch's 

preservation with those ofthe church and the gospel. While religious issues were 

necessarily submerged in the Gowrie liturgy, the circumstances ofthe Gunpowder 

Plot encouraged an outburst of rhetoric against "Popish treacherie" (D2r). The 

first prayer thanking God for the deliverance asks him to "infatuate their counsels, 

and roote out that Babylonish and Anti-christian Sect, which say of Jerusalem, 

Downe with it, downe with it, euen to the ground" (D2V). But this time God is to 

be assisted by the secular authorities, who are urged "with iudgement & iustice to 

cut off these workers of iniquitie, (whose Religion is Rebellion, whose faith is 

faction, whose practise is murthering of soules and bodies) and to root them out of 

the confines and limits of this kingdome" (D2V). While Catholics are to vanish 

like dust, the deliverance is "worthy to be written in a pillar of Marble, that wee 

may euer remember to praise thee for the same, as the fact is worthy a lasting 

monument, that all posteritie may learne to detest it" (D2r). Since associating 

forgetfulness with ingratitude to God might not have been sufficient incentive for 

all subjects to participate in prayers on 5 November, attendance was legislated and 

the Act of Parliament read each year. 

The liturgical tradition into which James inserted the Gunpowder 

thanksgiving, then, had already developed through the practice of annual 

celebrations of Protestant monarchy and occasional thanksgivings for Elizabeth's 

deliverances from danger. Increasingly these services identified the enemies ofthe 

English church as the pope and the Jesuits, and the liturgies offered more insistent 

calls for vengeance. Using the Elizabethan liturgies as models for the Gowrie 
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service allowed James to graft thanksgiving for his reign onto the tradition of 

praising Elizabeth. By basing the Gunpowder memorial on the Gowrie service, 

the Jacobean church again succeeded in associating the two events in the minds of 

English Protestant subjects. But the real innovation introduced by James was 

making his deliverances, both English and Scottish, annual celebrations of British 

Protestantism. Like the sermons, these liturgies became part ofthe fabric of 

Jacobean life, contributing to the developing narrative in which James's reign 

looked back to the Old Testament and ahead to the apocalypse. 

2.3 Protestant Narratives: Romance, Tragedy, and Tragicomedy 

While sermons and liturgies offered some scope for creating narratives, 

the most enduring stories ofthe plot arose from the pamphlet accounts authorized 

by the state. When read in isolation, these pamphlets seem to reflect the 

imposition of a uniform interpretation upon the plot's discovery and the plotters' 

trials, but we should remember that they participated in ongoing dialogues with 

dissenting accounts, frequently transmitted orally or in manuscript. The myth of 

the Gunpowder Plot was thus created not by the state alone but through 

negotiations between groups within the state and in other nations. 

Once again, James and his counsellors sought continuity with the past by 

modelling their texts upon accounts of earlier events, including the Gowrie 

conspiracy. At the same time, they were faced with an incident that did not readily 

accommodate itself to existing narrative structures. The complexity of their own 

investigations also resulted in an unprecedented time lapse between the discovery 
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ofthe plot and the trials and executions ofthe perpetrators.114 These two factors 

resulted in a narrative that was generically fractured, creating discontinuities that 

their opponents could, and did, exploit. 

In his study ofthe "King's Book" containing James I's 9 November 1605 

speech to Parliament and the anonymous "Discourse ofthe Maner ofthe 

Discouery of this Late Intended Treason," Mark Nicholls suggests that "as 

investigations into Essex's revolt informed and guided the subsequent exploration 

ofthe Gunpowder Plot, so Bacon's Declaration set the pattern in 1605" 

("Discovering" 400). Nicholls is undoubtedly correct that the official account of 

the Essex rebellion informed the narrative ofthe Gunpowder Plot, but I believe 

that both Bacon and the author ofthe "Discourse" (probably James I) were 

working within an established genre that dated back at least to Dr. Parry's 

conspiracy against Elizabeth.11 Examples of this genre include both numerous 

English ones and the Scottish one, also known as the "King's Book," that 

described the Gowrie conspiracy. While dissimilar in many ways, the Gowrie plot 

and the Essex revolt shared some significant characteristics, particularly the 

difficulty of understanding not only the actions ofthe two men, but also their 

motivations. Equally importantly, both earls were popular with the common 

114 For comparative purposes, Essex was arrested on the evening of 8 February, tried on 19 
February, and executed 25 February 1606. Guy Fawkes was arrested during the night of 4/5 
November 1605, and the lay plotters were tried on 27 January and executed on 30 and 31 January 
1606; Father Garnett was captured on 23 January, tried on 28 March, and executed 3 May 1606. 
At Garnett's trial, Coke justified the delay on the basis ofthe king's clemency in insisting upon a 
fair trial and the court's care in compiling its case (The True and Perfect Relation, 04 rv). 
115 Dana F. Sutton proposes the Parry narrative as the model for the official Gunpowder narrative 
("Milton's In Quintum Novembris, anno aetatis 17 (1626): Choices and Intentions," in Qui Miscvit 
vtile Dvlcu: Festschrift Essays for Paul Lachlan MacKendrick, ed. Gareth Schmeling and Jon D. 
Mikalson [Waconda: Bolchazy-Carducci, 1998], 357). 
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people, who were therefore loath to believe them guilty of treason. In both cases, 

then, there were pressing needs to justify their deaths. When compared with the 

pamphlets produced on earlier occasions such as the Parry and Lopez 

conspiracies, what is most striking about these productions is their increasingly 

sophisticated use of narrative structures associated with literary genres. 

The anonymous pamphlet published by the queen's printer describing 

Parry's treason (A True andPlaine Declaration ofthe Horrible Treasons, 

practised by William Parry the traitor, against the Queenes Maiestie), like the 

later Gunpowder pamphlet, presents a collection of documents, including Parry's 

confession, preceded by a short narrative account. Like Bacon's account of 

Essex's revolt, it focuses on the sin of pride, which drove Parry to leave London 

after attempting to murder Hugh Hare. On the continent, he was reconciled to the 

Roman church and conferred with Jesuits before returning to England intent on 

killing the queen. Providentially his accomplice, Edmund Neville, disclosed the 

plan. Although initially defiant, Parry ultimately confessed, expressed penitence, 

and requested mercy. The documentary evidence, however, sometimes fails to 

support the theme ofthe main text. Parry's religious and political motives are 

mixed, and his penitence is marred by his final letter to the Lord Treasurer and the 

Earl of Leicester in which he insists upon the singularity of his case: "a naturall 

subiect solemnely to vowe the death of his naturall Queene (so borne, so knowen, 

and so taken by all men) for the reliefe ofthe afflicted Catholiques, and restitution 
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of religion" (21). The pamphlet remains, then, more a collection of documents 

than a unified narrative.116 

In contrast, the official pamphlet on the Lopez treason written by William 

Cecil in 1594 is primarily narrative, although it concludes with a selection of 

confessions and letters.117 Cecil's pamphlet is dedicated to revealing the King of 

Spain's complicity in all plots against Elizabeth, and his avowed intention is to 

give alert readers the facts so that they can judge the truth of relations between the 

two sovereigns. The three Portuguese 

who were apprehended and openlie charged, and vppon their owne 

confessions condemned, & for the same openly at the places of execution, 

with signes of hartie repentance did aske forgiuenes of Almighty God, and 

did constantly affirme it to the end, exclaiming against the king of Spaine 

and his ministers, by whom they had beene set on worke: and in the ende 

sealed their confessions with their blood to be true. (6) 

Cecil accepts the veracity ofthe gallows confessions, but insists there are many 

other proofs of Spanish guilt. Thus, he tells a story of Spanish treachery embodied 

in the current conspirators but extending beyond them. Although the story is more 

unified than that ofthe Parry pamphlet, Cecil does not use the conventions of a 

particular literary genre. 

116 The counterpart to this text is the shorter and much more sensational Intended Treason of 
Doctor Parrie by Phillip Stubbes (STC 23396). As might be expected, Stubbes's pamphlet is 
virulently anti-Catholic and uses the example of Parry to argue that all papists are traitors at heart. 
117 Burghley and his son Robert specialized in these pamphlets. Burghley helped the Queen draft a 
defence of her reign after the Northern Rebellion and subsequently wrote The Execution of Iustice 
in England for Maintenaunce ofPublique and Christian Peace (London, 1583) defending Edmund 
Campion's death. Contemporaries acknowledged his son as the author ofthe anonymous Defence 
ofthe Honorable Sentence and Execution ofthe Queene of Scots (London, 1587). 
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In contrast, James VI seems to have shaped his narrative ofthe Gowrie 

conspiracy with a sharper literary consciousness. The urgency for James to 

provide an account of this affair sprang first from the inconvenient fact that he 

was the only surviving witness to the most crucial events ofthe day.118 

Furthermore, his initial reports had been greeted with considerable scepticism by 

the presbyterian ministers who had refused to preach sermons declaring the 

Gowries traitors.119 With limited access to the nation's pulpits, James was forced 

to look to print.120 An anonymous account appeared in Scotland by the end of 

August, and Valentine Simmes printed an edition in London later that year.121 

Calling Gowries Conspiracy "an extremely peculiar textual artifact" (102), 

W F Arbuckle notes that the king was the only surviving witness to his dialogue with Ruthven 
at the hunt and to the events in the locked room at Gowrie House, both vital to the event's 
interpretation ("The 'Gowrie Conspiracy,'" Scottish Historical Review 36 [1957], 10-11) 
119 David Calderwood, clearly sceptical about the king's narrative, provides a concise account of 
James's difficulties with the ministers. When, on 6 August, the king's council instructed them to 
praise God for James's deliverance from a treasonous plot, the preachers agreed only to say that 
the king had been rescued from a great danger David Lindsay, who had heard the story directly 
from James, went with the Council to the Market Cross in Edinburgh where he related the story 
and the people praised God, celebrating with bonfires, bell ringing, and the discharging of 
cannons Upon James's return from Falklands, he went to the Kirk, where Lindsay exhorted him to 
exercise justice in the matter, and then to the Market Cross, where his chaplain, Patrick Galloway, 
preached a sermon "to perswade the people, that Gourie and his Brother had venly conspired the 
Kings death, and were slaine in their execution ofthe enterprise" (444) Since Galloway was 
known as a "flattering preacher," however, his sermon was not given great credence The other 
ministers were charged to appear before the king on 12 August, and when they refused to give in 
James deprived them of their preaching responsibihtes Eventually all but Robert Bruce conceded 
Calderwood reports that when Bruce went into exile a great light shone on his boat, enabling him 
to read although it was almost midnight. See The True History ofthe Church of Scotland from the 
beginning of the Reformation unto the end of the Reign of King James VI s 1, 1680, 443-46 
120 It seems likely that James intended some kind of printed account from the beginning Arbuckle 
reports that the king wrote an account for his Privy Council on the night of 5 August, noting that 
"The letter, which reached the Secretary in Edinburgh by nine the next morning, has unfortunately 
not survived, but its contents were communicated orally by the Secretary to Nicolson, the English 
envoy, who wrote the same day to Cecil reporting the story" (11) The letter to Cecil, according to 
Arbuckle, "contained all the essential elements ofthe version from which James never afterwards 
departed" (12). Galloway's 11 August sermon introduced details that he claimed he had received 
directly from the mysterious Andrew Henderson 
121 Turner finds it significant "that more cautious printers had stayed clear of Gowries Conspiracy, 
a cunous little book about treason, hidden treasures and sorcery, sponsored by a superstitious king 
with dangerous pretensions to the Elizabeth's [sic] crown" (140). 
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Gustavo Secchi Turner describes its style as "a cross between a legal document 

and a romance" (103). As we have seen, the presence of confessions and 

documentary evidence was typical ofthe genre. In this case, however, the 

romance structure provides a narrative framework that serves to emphasize event 

over cause. The text begins without preamble, launching immediately into a 

description ofthe hunt and Ruthven's conference with the king, reporting details 

of their conversation that could only have been known to James and the dead man. 

Throughout the pamphlet, the narrator, omniscient as well as anonymous, takes 

care to represent James's thoughts and actions in the most favourable light 

possible. He displays no personal desire for the treasure, but only becomes 

interested when he begins to suspect that it may be part of a seditious Catholic 

plot set in motion by priests. James's apparent negligence of his personal safety 

arises from generosity rather than naivety. When Ruthven encourages him to send 

his companions back, James recognizes danger, "yet his maiestie could neuer 

suspect any harme to bee intended against his Highnesse by that young 

Gentleman, with whome his Maiestie had beene so well acquainted, as he had, not 

long before, beene in suit to be one ofthe Gentlemen of his Chamber" (Br"v). Even 

when James became suspicious, he could still "resolue vpon no certaine thing, but 

rode further on his iourney, betwixt trust and distrust, being ashamed to seem to 

suspect, in respect ofthe cleanesse of his Maiesties owne conscience, except hee 

had found some greater ground" (B21). The later part ofthe narrative relies upon 

the contrast between James and his few unarmed men and the earl's three or four 

score retainers, all well armed, in order to demonstrate that only God could have 
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protected the king. By depicting James as a sort of medieval knight defeating 

forces of evil, the text avoids having to offer a more plausible motive than long-

delayed revenge for the Ruthvens' attempt on his life.122 The narrative also 

emphasizes James's sense of being spared by providence for a greater work. 

While this work is unspecified, anti-Catholic intrusions into the text suggest that 

James had seen an opportunity to strengthen his claim to the English throne.123 

The second part ofthe pamphlet consists of depositions by those "who 

were either actors, and eye witnesses, or immediate hearers" (C3r"v). The author 

neatly casts the blame for any discrepancies on the guilty by announcing: 

"wherein, if the Reader shall finde any thing differing from this narration, either 

in substance or circumstance, he may vnderstand the same to be vttered by the 

deponer in his own behoofe, for obtaining of his Maiesties princely grace and 

fauour" (C3r"v). The first two deponents, Amos Weimis and William Rinde, both 

testify to Gowie's reliance upon charms and his unorthodox philosophy. Turner 

cites the emphasis placed upon the charms as evidence that the narrative "veers 

towards the end into one of James's preferred discourses—the language of 

demonology, damning not only Gowrie but the entire Ruthven family" (117). 

Curiously, however, English preachers used this incident primarily to assert that 

It is this lack of motive that Arbuckle finds the most serious bar to accepting the printed 
narrative, since most ofthe other discrepancies can be accounted for. He concludes that the story 
was not a complete fabrication, suggesting either that there was a Gowrie conspiracy to seize, if 
not to kill, the king, or that Gowrie and Ruthven were killed accidentally in some sort of skirmish 
and the story was fictionalized to account for their deaths without discrediting James ("Gowrie 
Conspiracy," 106-10). More recently, Maurice Lee, Jr. has argued that the only logical explanation 
is that Gowrie, with support from the English government, lured the king to Gowrie House with 
the promise of a message regarding the English succession, hoping to restrain him from interfering 
in English politics at a critical time by kidnapping him (The 'Inevitable' Union and Other Essays 
on Early Modern Scotland [East Linton: Tuckwell P, 2003], 109-10). 
123 Turner also suggests that James saw the narrative as significant in his quest for the English 
throne ("Matter of Fact," 136). 
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Gowrie, rather than sympathizing with the presbyterians, was actually a crypto-

Catholic. The detail, offered by Rinde, that Gowrie had obtained these charms in 

Italy was not lost upon at least one English preacher.124 In Scotland, the text 

helped to secure the eventual cooperation ofthe ministers, except Bruce, who 

were expected to adhere to the narrative as printed in preparing their sermons. 

Thus, Turner concludes that "After November the little book printed by Charteris 

in Edinburgh was univocally equal to the matter of Gowrie. In other words, 

Gowrie's Conspiracy was identical to Gowrie's Conspiracy" (154). Having 

obtained at least outward adherence to the official narrative in Scotland, James 

turned to an English audience. 

The haste with which an account ofthe events of 5 August was relayed to 

England suggests that James was concerned from the beginning with the 

international, and particularly the English, reception ofthe news.125 Unfortunately 

for the king, Scottish incredulity was mirrored elsewhere. Arbuckle notes that 

"Elizabeth did not conceal her scepticism, and the envoy she sent to Scotland to 

obtain further information admitted in private that he did not himself believe the 

report he had brought back; while in France the story was greeted with ridicule, 

especially by those who had known Gowrie there" (89). Nevertheless, James 

persisted in disseminating his version ofthe story. A Latin edition of Gowries 

Conspiracy was published in 1601 for an international audience, and translations 

124 In his 1624 Gowrie sermon at St. Mary's, Oxford, John Randal observes that Gowrie had been 
raised in Italy "where the most King-killing doctrine is taught to be the true meaning ofthe 
Gospell" (29). His mention of Padua is particularly suggestive, since the Jesuits had a college 
there. 
125 For a full account ofthe transmission ofthe news from Scotland to England, see Arbuckle, 
"Gowrie Conspiracy," 11-18. 
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into European vernacular languages followed.126 Simmes issued another edition of 

the text in 1603, no doubt capitalizing on James's accession to the English throne. 

The question we must ask, then, is why James was so insistent upon a story that 

was clearly subject to widespread disbelief.127 One ofthe answers seems to be that 

he wanted his deliverance to be understood within the context of providential 

British history. As the liturgy and sermons discussed above demonstrate, James 

wanted to show that he had been preserved from his enemies, as Elizabeth had 

been from hers, in order to perpetuate Protestant rule in Britain. The romance 

features of Gowrie's Conspiracy represented James as a questing knight who 

could drive out the forces of evil and keep his kingdom safe. 

Since James had ensured that the story of Gowrie's conspiracy was known 

in England, the English authorities were likely aware of its official narrative by 

the time they needed to provide a public account of a purported attempt on 

Elizabeth's life the following year. Francis Bacon's Declaration of the practises 

and treasons attempted and committed by Robert late Earle of Essex and his 

complices, published anonymously, follows the familiar pattern in which a series 

of confessions follows a narrative account. In this case, however, a third part 

inserted between these two, detailing the evidence against Essex and Southampton 

at their trials, emphasizes the legal aspect of this case. Bacon begins by 

establishing two reasons for his publication. First is the need to refute false 

126 Again, this does not seem to have been uncommon. Cecil's pamphlet on the Lopez conspiracy 
also exists in a French translation (STC 7580). 
127 This discussion has focused on representations ofthe event rather than facts. The most useful 
reconstruction ofthe Gowrie incident itself is W. F. Arbuckle's "The Gowrie Conspiracy," 
(Scottish Historical Review 36 [1957], 1-24, 91-110). See also Turner "Matter of Fact" for an 
extensive discussion of representations of this event. 
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accounts circulating in libels, which demonstrate that the "leprosie" of treason is 

indeed contagious. Secondly, Bacon suggests that his readers should understand 

"the pr&cedent practises and inducements to the Treasons" (A3V), insisting upon 

the distinction between the evidence required for a public trial and the necessity to 

explain the event in print.128 Whereas in a trial the only evidence required is that 

the action took place, in narrative actions require contexts. Thus, Bacon admits 

there is no legal need to know the details of Essex's intrigue with Tyrone, but 

truth demands an investigation. If the Gowrie pamphlet narrates a romance, 

describing actions without causes, Bacon's offers the interpretive structure of 

tragedy, with its focus upon motivation. 

The first act of Bacon's drama takes place in Ireland, although Essex may 

have been plotting treason even before that time. By representing Ireland as a 

corrupting influence upon the earl, the narrator allows him to remain heroic until 

then, thereby hoping to satisfy his supporters while justifying his execution. In 

Ireland, "Essex drawing now towards the Catastrophe, or last part of that 

Tragedy, for which he came vpon the Stage in Ireland, his Treasons grew to a 

further ripenesse" (Cr), and he made a secret bargain with the rebel leader. Blunt 

and Southampton have attested to dissuading Essex from returning to England 

with an army, "So as nowe the worlde may see how long since my Lord put off 

his vizard, and disclosed the secrets of his heart to two of his most confident 

friends, falling vpon that vnnaturall and detestable treason, whereunto all his 

former Actions in his gouernement in Ireland, (and God knowes howe long 

128 As Turner suggests, in the case ofthe Gowrie conspiracy the pamphlet actually took the place 
ofthe king's deposition at a public trial ("Matter of Fact," 153). 
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before) were but Introductions" (C4r"v). Thereupon he planned "the second act of 

this Tragedy ... which was, that my Lord should present himselfe to her Maiestie 

as prostrating himselfe at her [Elizabeth's] feete, and desire the remoue of such 

persons, as he called his enemies, from about her" (Ev). The earl's alleged plans 

for distributing his men about the palace read like a set of stage directions, 

enabling the reader easily to visualize the action intended, and perhaps to forget 

that it never actually occurred. The tragedy's third act occurs at Essex House on 

Sunday 8 February. This day's events are situated carefully in both space and 

time, observing the unity of time since the action begins with Essex's mustering 

of his friends at 8 a.m. and concludes with his surrender at 10 p.m. While most of 

the action takes place at Essex House, the real stage for this act ofthe drama is 

London, around which Essex processes in a parody of a royal progress or 

coronation procession as he attempts to win followers. Both speeches and 

dialogue abound as the Lord Keeper delivers the queen's message, Essex is 

eventually proclaimed traitor in the streets, and the earl negotiates the conditions 

of his surrender. 

This account characterizes Essex as a tragic hero whose flaw is ambition. 

God "often punisheth ingratitude by ambition, and ambition by treason, and 

treason by finall mine" (A4V) begins the text. Concentrating upon ambition 

enables Bacon to avoid producing specific religious or political motives. Essex 

and Henry Cuffe "had soone set downe betweene them the ancient principle of 

Traitors and Conspirators, which was: To prepare many and to acquaint few; and 

after the maner of Mynes, to make ready their powder, and place it, and then giue 



97 

fire but in the instant" (D3r). The insistence that few knew the details ofthe plot 

explains the absence of substantive confessions, a strategy that had also served 

James well in the Gowrie narrative.129 

As in the Gowrie pamphlet, there is a strong emphasis upon the 

providential nature ofthe events. God directed the queen's actions so that "When 

this man was come ouer, his heart thus fraughted with Treasons, and presented 

himselfe to her Maiestie: it pleased God, in his singular prouidence ouer her 

Maiestie, to guide and hem in her proceeding towards him, in a narrow way of 

safetie betweene two perils" (D1) and she resolved to place him under house 

arrest. Similarly, although the queen's sending for Essex on 7 February may have 

seemed sudden to men, God "had in his diuine prouidence long agoe cursed this 

action, with the Curse that the Psalme speaketh of, That it should be like the 

vntimely fruit of a woman, brought foorth before it came to perfection (E3r"v), and 

so foiled the earl's plans.130 During the actual revolt, "it pleased God, that her 

Maiesties directions at Court, though in a case so strange and sudden, were 

iudiciall and sound" (F3V). Even after the revolt ended and Essex had been 

executed, his schemings in Ireland came to light providentially when Blunt 

confessed to them "most naturally and most voluntarily" (C4r) after his 

arraignment. Finally, providence turns Essex into "an example of disloyaltie" 

In his second examination, Rinde stated that Gowrie had expressed the opinion that when one 
makes great plans he should keep them confidential, conveniently accounting for the inability to 
obtain a confession of complicity from the tutor even under torture. 
130 The comparison of unsuccessful treason to the birth of a stillborn child continues in the 
Gunpowder literature. In 1616 Lancelot Andrewes preached at court on 5 November on Isaiah 
37.3: "The children are come to the birth, and there is not strength to bring forth." 
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(F3V). The providential framework thus moves the story into the genre of de 

casibus tragedy. 

Part II describes the trials of Essex and Southampton on 19 February 

before twenty-five peers, including some who had supported the earl. The 

pamphlet presents the trial as a dialogue in which the judges refute each defence 

by the accused, thus offering evidence of a fair trial. The final section consists of a 

series of "voluntary Confessions," reported "wordfor word' (K4r). Although they 

were taken later, the confessions relating to the Irish background are placed first 

to show that the plot had its roots there, and Blunt's speech at his execution again 

emphasizes that the troubles began when Essex was in Ireland. The second set of 

confessions relating to the rebels' intentions on the final Sunday is clearly 

designed to show that Essex's first goal was to secure the court. Thus, the latter 

part ofthe pamphlet, rather than merely presenting supporting documentation, 

reinforces the narrative shape ofthe first by continuing to insist upon the plot's 

Irish genesis even when this requires manipulating the investigation's chronology. 

In some ways, the English and Scottish authorities were dealing with 

similar situations in the Essex and Gowrie incidents, and both chose to provide 

prose justifications for their actions against popular rebels. Whereas James 

represented himself as the romantic hero ofthe Gowrie affair, however, the queen 

was mostly absent from the Essex pamphlet although it displayed the royal arms 

131 Although the actual events ofthe Essex incident are clearer than those ofthe Gowrie 
conspiracy, Essex's intentions are not. In a recent article Paul E. Hammer concludes that Essex 
wanted a peaceful discussion with the Queen but was forced into open rebellion by his enemies. 
See "Shakespeare's RichardII, the Play of 7 February 1601, and the Essex Rising," Shakespeare 
Quarterly 59.1 (2008), 1-35. 
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prominently. In contrast, Ruthven himself remained in the background ofthe 

Gowrie narrative, allowing James to take centre stage, while Essex played the 

tragic hero in his story. Both represented the deliverances of their monarchs as 

providential and insisted upon proving the traitors both legally and morally guilty. 

Essex, whose religious affiliation was questionable, and Gowrie, whose 

inclinations were presbyterian, were both turned into crypto-Catholics. James's 

use ofthe romance genre presented him to readers as a successful hero, whereas 

by allowing Essex heroic stature the English authorities offered readers the 

cathartic experience of pitying the fallen favourite while recognizing the dangers 

of incurring the Queen's displeasure. 

The Gunpowder Plot narratives once again illustrated God's protection of 

the monarch, but genre became more problematic. The official Gunpowder Plot 

publications, His Maiesties speech in the last session of Parliament...Together 

with a discourse ofthe maner ofthe discouery of this late intended Treason and A 

True and Perfect Relation ofthe Whole Proceedings against the late most 

barbarous traitors, Garnet a Iesuite, and his confederals, both continue earlier 

traditions and depart significantly from them. Juxtaposed, the two authorized texts 

provide a curious contrast, for they describe the same plot engineered by two 

separate sets of plotters. Mark Nicholls argues that the "King's Book" represents a 

preliminary effort to provide credible information to a frightened and confused 

populace and to stifle anti-Catholic rumours. Two examples of these sorts of 

rumours appear in John Chamberlain's letter of 7 November to Dudley Carleton: 

first that Johnson (Fawkes) is thought to be a priest, and secondly that Sir Edward 



Bainham is being sought and "some five or sixe Jesuites and priests taken in a 

privie search" (1.213).132 The pamphlet presents two texts, the king's 9 November 

speech to Parliament, and an anonymous narrative ofthe plot containing the 

confessions of Fawkes and Winter. The origins ofthe "Discourse" remain 

mysterious, although contemporaries believed it to have been written by James 

himself. In the printer's letter, "To the Reader," Robert Barker claims that he was 

about to print the speech when he received the "Discourse," so he simply put the 

two together. The author identifies himself only as a member ofthe court, telling 

his readers: 

My threefold zeale to those blessings, whereof they would haue so 

violently made vs all widowes, hath made mee resolue to set downe here 

the true Narration of that monstrous and vnnaturall intended Tragedy, 

hauing better occasion by the meanes of my seruice and continuall 

attendance in Court to know the trueth thereof, then others that 

peraduenture haue it only by relatio at the third or fourth hand. (E4rv) 

He thus establishes his own authority, buttressed by that ofthe government 

printer, without divulging his identity.133 As Nicholls notes, however, the 

Despite Nicholls's depiction of terror and panic in London, Chamberlain's letter seems 
curiously calm. His first concern is how the plot will affect Carleton's career given his association 
with the Percy family. His tone is that of one with sensational news to impart but no serious 
concerns for the nation's safety. Having quickly exhausted what he has heard about the plot, 
Chamberlain concludes the letter with his usual catalogue of births, marriages, deaths, and 
miscellaneous court gossip. The rumour of Fawkes's clerical profession was also incorporated into 
Francis Herring's Latin epic, Pietas Pontificia (Estelle Haan, "Milton's In Quintum Novembris 
and the Anglo-Latin Gunpowder Epic," Humanistica Lovaniensia 41 [1992] 259). 
133 Nicholls notes that David Jardine (Criminal Trials, 1847) proposed Bacon as the author. He 
considers this possible but argues for caution in attributing authorship ("Discovering" 404). John 
Gerard suspected the king of being the author and Thomas Bayly Howell, in his Complete 
Collection of State Trials (1809-1828), also identifies the "Discourse," which he reprints from 
James Montagu's collection of James's works, as the king's work (2.195). 



"Discourse" also "offers the reader a vivid, exciting account, and both excitement 

and clarity are enhanced by the deliberate decision to tell the story in the first 

person" ("Discovering" 404). This use ofthe first person, even in the confessions, 

marks the pamphlet's first departure from accounts of earlier conspiracies. 

Although the pamphlet appears disjointed structurally, it is unified by the 

themes of memory, paternity, and providence. The "Discourse" most clearly 

illustrates God's providence in the fate ofthe rebels after Fawkes's capture. 

Burned by their own gunpowder, "they presently (see the wonderfull power of 

Gods Iustice vpon the guiltie consciences) did all fall downe vpon their knees, 

praying GOD to pardon them for their bloody enterprize" (M3r). Furthermore, 

rather than being accorded any special treatment, they were taken by the ordinary 

sheriff and placed in the common jail, "Seruing so for a fearefull and publike 

spectacle of Gods fierce wrath and iust indignation" (M4r). Although these 

experiences do not engender true repentance, Winter admits that he has learned 

the will of providence and now sees that "such courses are not pleasing to 

Almighty God" (Ir). The king's speech, however, highlights not the direct 

workings of God but his own instrumentality in the divine plan. 

As in the Essex pamphlet, in which the queen's sound judgment helped to 

prevent the revolt, so in this one James claims that his personal qualities have 

been the instrument of deliverance. In his speech to Parliament, he caps the plot's 

extraordinary characteristics with his own discovery of it, which was miraculous 

because, although not ordinarily suspicious, he immediately suspected 

gunpowder. His observation that he considers suspicion the mark of a tyrant 
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actually makes a virtue of his credulity in the Gowrie narrative, although he does 

not make this connection explicit. James insists that his divinely inspired 

interpretation ofthe words ofthe Monteagle letter, "contrary to the ordinary 

Grammer construction of them" (B4r), and as no lawyer or minister would have 

interpreted them, was the only one that would have saved them. The author ofthe 

"Discourse" also stresses the king's close reading ofthe letter, demonstrating that 

only James had the skills to save the country (F3v-Gr). England, then, needs not 

only the office of kingship, but also the skills of this particular king. 

In his speech, however, James focuses not upon the nation's deliverance, 

but upon his own, making an explicit link between Gowrie and Gunpowder Plot. 

Both occurred on Tuesdays and on the fifth of a month, "thereby to teach me, 

That as it was the same deuill that still persecuted mee: So it was one and the 

same GOD that still mightily deliuered me" (D4V). This observation enables him to 

conclude by emphasizing again the personal and providential nature ofthe 

deliverance. The connection between the two plots had already been made by 

others, for on 7 November Chamberlain had reported to Carleton that "Curious 

folkes observe that this deliveraunce hapned to the King the fift of November 

aunswerable to the fift of August, both Tewsdayes, and this plot to be executed by 

Johnson as that at Johnstowne" (1. 213). James's speech, however, connects his 

person and his office through the theme of paternity, which is taken up by the 

"Discourse" in its characterization ofthe plot as an attempted parricide. 

The speech continues James's first address to Parliament on 19 March 

1603/04, responding to issues that emerged during that session as well as to the 
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plot. In opening his first parliament, James had emphasized paternity by alluding 

to his direct descent from Henry VII and by promising a stable succession through 

his own sons. Parliamentarians, however, were disturbed by James's assertion, 

during the session, that parliament's rights were not immemorial but a gift from 

the king. Fearful that James wanted to reduce their powers, some members drew 

up an Apology ofthe Commons, expressing their frustrations over parliamentary 

disunity. While Conrad Russell notes that the document was never passed and did 

not necessarily represent the views ofthe entire body, he concludes that "Perhaps 

the most significant thing about this laborious self-justification is that it was 

drawn up at all" (Crisis 270). In his 9 November 1605 speech, James remains 

committed to limiting parliamentary influence, informing the members that 

parliament "is nothing else but the Kings great Councell, which the King doeth 

assemble either vpon occasion of interpreting, or abrogating old Lawes, or making 

of new, according as ill maners shall deserue, or for the publike punishment of 

notorious euill doers, or the praise and reward ofthe vertuous and well deseruers" 

(Dv). In order to locate his views within the context of his earlier discourse on 

kingship, he returns to images of fatherhood and the human body, proposing that 

parliament is the body, but the king the head. Whereas in the first speech he had 

emphasized his natural fatherhood, here he focuses on his metaphoric paternity. 

The images ofthe king as father and as head ofthe body are familiar from 

James's earlier writings. In The Trew Law of Free Monarchies, he argues that "By 

the law of nature, the king becomes a natural father to all his lieges at his 

coronation" (57), using this similitude to demonstrate the evils of rebellion, since 
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it is unnatural for a son to kill his father. A diseased limb may have to be 

amputated, but a body cannot endure if the head is severed. He represents the king 

as God's Lieutenant and the head ofthe civic body represented by parliament, 

thus establishing the monarch as the crucial link between God and the people. 

The "Discourse" echoes James's description of a successful plot as both a 

"Parricide" (C41) and a beheading ofthe body politic, twice equating such 

violence with the loss of national memory. The author describes the plot primarily 

as a national apocalypse, a return to Chaos, listing all the groups of people who 

would have been killed, followed by all the buildings and records that would have 

been destroyed, so that "not onely we, but the memory of vs and ours, should 

haue beene thus extinguished in an instant" (E4r). The plot's threat to both past 

and future makes it unique, and the author ofthe "Discourse," like Barlow, 

struggles to place the incident within a genre. 

Describing the plot finally as a "Tragedie to the Traytors, but tragicomedie 

to the King and all his true Subiects" (M4r), the narrative begins in the comic 

mode. Whereas the Gowrie pamphlet provides no context for that conspiracy, this 

one takes place "While this Land and whole Monarchie flourished in a most 

happie and plentifull PEACE, as well at home as abroad, sustained and conducted 

by these two maine Pillars of all good Gouernement, PIETIE and IVSTICE, no 

forreine grudge, nor inward whispering of discontent any way appearing" (E4V). 

So secure in the peace ofthe kingdom was the king that he had gone hunting. 

Tragedy threatens, but the foiling ofthe plot and the executions ofthe 

conspirators provide the appropriate comic ending. While representing the plot as 
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a tragicomedy accounts not only for its failure but also for the low social status of 

the plotters, it seems unsatisfactory given the magnitude ofthe conspiracy, and 

the writer soon begins to appropriate Barlow's apocalyptic mode.134 Ultimately, 

this generic confusion splits the narrative into two parts. Following Winter's 

confession, the narrator intrudes: "Bvt here let vs leaue Fawkes in a lodging fit for 

such a guest, and taking time to aduise vpon his conscience; and turne our selues 

to that part ofthe History, which concernes the fortune ofthe rest of his partakers 

in that abominable Treason" (Lr). The placement ofthe confessions thus allows 

the author to make a sharp break between the powder plot, in which Fawkes is the 

chief villain, and the subsequent rebellion in which Digby assumes that role. 

Whereas Fawkes is the devil of destruction, Digby is the gentleman rebel. 

Although the pamphlet represents religion as the primary cause ofthe powder 

plot, Digby's attempted armed rebellion is reported as merely "pretending the 

quarrell of Religion" (L2r). Sir Everard, the highest ranking plotter, is 

characterized as Nimrod, described in Genesis 10.9 as "a mighty huter before the 

Lord" but identified in the margin ofthe Geneva bible as "a cruel oppressor & 

tyrant." By casting Digby in the role of would-be tyrant, James can appear more 

effectively as the model of a virtuous king; James hunts with a clear conscience, 

whereas Digby conceals the true purpose of his gathering by pretending to hunt. 

Representing Digby as motivated by ambition while the others act out of 

religious zeal, however, undermines the unity ofthe narrative by offering him a 

134 The social status ofthe plotters continued to trouble the authorities. Convinced that a nobleman 
must be involved in such a horrendous scheme, they imprisoned Henry Percy, Earl of 
Northumberland, in the tower until 1621. Those who made Cecil responsible for the plot often saw 
Northumberland's incarceration as the plot's sole purpose. 
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quasi-heroic status denied to the other plotters. Thus, the "Discourse" moves 

uneasily between the poles of comedy, tragedy, romance, and apocalypse. The 

author finally concludes that the plot is a "horrible attempt (lacking due 

epithetes)" (M4r). As Connerton suggests, naming something categorizes it, and 

the plot at this point resists classification, for it is both an assassination attempt 

and an attempted rebellion, sparked by a mixture of misguided religious zeal and 

excessive ambition (27). The story's resistance to generic classification also 

defamiliarizes it despite the use ofthe standard pamphlet format. Pointing to the 

confusion ofthe later parts ofthe pamphlet and to variations among surviving 

editions, Nicholls concludes that "There is yet some scope to discuss whether the 

apparent candour and rough edges in the 'Discourse' arise from honesty and haste 

at one extreme, or from sophisticated propaganda techniques at the other" 

("Discovering" 413). This question of intention may not in fact be as important as 

it might seem, however, since the pamphlet bears the marks of this generic 

confusion, even if the compilers acted unconsciously. 

The second official document, A True and Perfect Relation ofthe Whole 

Proceedings against the late most barbarous traitors, is a detailed account ofthe 

trials ofthe surviving conspirators and the Jesuit superior, indicted as an 

accomplice. I discuss this pamphlet and its representation ofthe trials and 

135 The scale of this publication and the reporting of every detail and speech ofthe trial is 
unprecedented in popular print. Joad Raymond points out that pamphlets were generally under 96 
pages in length, while "Books of more than a hundred pages aspired to a more elevated status" 
(Pamphlets and Pamphleteering, 82). Of this 416-page text, barely one fifth is accorded to the lay 
plotters (B-N3), with the remainder (O-FfD) devoted to Garnett's trial and execution. Although 
the pamphlet was published anonymously, Northampton was responsible for compiling the 
manuscript for the king. He in turn, according to Linda Levy Peck, relied upon Robert Cotton to 
edit the manuscript. Peck, however, argues that Cotton, in addition to helping with the historical 
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executions as theatre in more detail in Chapter 5; here, however, we should note 

that the pamphlet illustrates again the authorities' difficulties in presenting the 

plot as a cohesive narrative within an existing literary genre, especially when 

faced with the additional problem of revising the narrative presented in the earlier 

"Discourse." In his letter to the reader, Barker admits that, justice having been 

done, some might deny the need for another book, but insists that 

it is necessary, andwil be very profitable to publish somewhat concerning 

the same, Aswellfor that there do passe from hand to hand diuerse 

vncertaine, vntrue, and incoherent reports, and relations of such Euidence, 

as was publiquely giuen vpon the said seuerall Arraignments; As also for 

that it is necessary for men to vnderstand the birth & growth ofthe said 

abominable and detestable Conspiracy, and who were the principal 

Authors and Actors in the same. (A2V) 

Whether Barker intended the double meaning on "profitable" or not, the 

authorities were obviously anxious about the circulation of unofficial information 

in manuscript and oral forms. In addition, they clearly wished to shift 

responsibility for the plot to the priests. Whereas the "Discourse" had made no 

mention of clerical involvement, the True and Perfect Relation, as its full title 

indicates, represented the Jesuits as the primary conspirators. 

This project, however, required that the lay plotters' social status be 

elevated somewhat to make them worthy victims ofthe ambitious Jesuits. 

Whereas Barlow had stressed the plotters' lowly stations, here Coke takes pains to 

details, "may have influenced the central argument... that the church had to justify its authority by 
its history" (112). See Northampton: Patronage and Policy at the Court of James I, 111-13. 


