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Knee deep in the scholasticism of Renaissance and

FOREWORD

Elizabethan studies, a careful researcher for mention of

Beaumont's (or Beaumont and Fletcher's!) The Knight of the

Burning Pestle goes almost unrewarded. Whether the play has

missed the careful scrutiny and dissection given most works
of the period, or whether the dissection occurred out of
print and was not deemed worthy of sharing, the play has not
received its just publicity for the edification .of students
of the hilarious, students of the bawdy, and students of a
skillful use of language arts. To parody an old play title
of the same period, "'Tis pity - she's a roar".

The fﬁnction of this péper, as well as the thesis by
which the evidence wi;l be presented, is quite simply to

show that The Kniecht of the Burning Pestle is a showcase of

dramatic burlesque techniques. A scarcity of published work
concerning burlesque as a sub-genre of satire has allowed
the word to degenerate into its current usage as "ecdy-
siastic," though the definition of this word holds more
historical truth than appears at first glance., Far ahead

of its time and completely unrecognized as the "outstripper'
ii
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of most burlesque dramas for the almost four hundred years

since its first presentation, The Knight personifies all of

the devices employed by the Restoration dramatists who have
received literary applause for Bezumont and Fletcher's
precocity in this field.

An interest in this play begaﬁ with a reference to iﬁs
humorous qualities mentioned in a class lecture; a further
interest flowered when the play was selected as the one-act
play entry for Meadow High School (see Appendix). As the
research deepened, my own personal reaction was a laughing
appreciation of the skill and artistry with which these play-
builders wove together the complicated plots, allusions,
parodies, and puns with a consummate sense Qf lenguage. Why

should The Knight remain on a shelf, hidden from entertain-

ment-seekers, with only a few references to its innovative
style of "comical satyre" amid the frequently reﬁetitive aﬁd
jaded references to "Philaster," YA King and No King," and
"The Maid's Tragedy"? The dramatists have been acknowledged
by even ﬁheir severest critics as entertainers first and
authors second; and who but a real pedagogue would argue with

this goal? If The Knight entertained Elizabethans, why not

today's harried status-seekers? In this age rampant with

sordid domestic drama and a morbid emboweling of the problen
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playé, a good laugh seems in order. A by-product of this
paper, then, is to give small but dedicated recognition,
long denied since their Restoration zenith, to these deft,
clever, ribald, merry entertainers and craftsmen, who have
so long been known only as the innovators of the hazy

generic drama, tragi-comedy, and contemporaries of the

current "glory boys" of the period, William Shakespeare and

Ben Jonson.

A well-meant but inadequate mention must certainly be
made concerning ﬁy gratitude to Dr. J. T. McCullen, Jr., who
has suffered most patiently and courteously through the
rather lengthy gestation period of this issue. A Southern
gentleman and recognized scholar, Dr. McCullen has been
invaluable in his assistance and encouragement in the pre-
paration of this paper; and, with his help and suggestions,
delivery has at last been accomplished. |

Last but in no way least, for their uncounted sacri-
fices J. B. and H. B. must be conﬁent with an inadequate
thank-you. Without them, this paper would never have been

born.
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CHAPTER I

DIVERS DEFINITIONS

"Powerful emptiness," to borrow a phrase from Mary
Renault,l may be a more apropos definition of "burlesque" than
most critical definitions. Because.of a marked absence of
good satirical writing before the age of Elizabeth, even
satire as a genre has never been clearly defined because of
the wide diversity of form, tone, and subject-matter, the
three elements of satire.? No certdin form of evolution has
occurred because of the diversity possible with all three
elements. John Gay in his Preface to Polly (1729) states
that satire "is to lash in general the reigning and fashion-
able vices and recommend and set virtue in as amiable a
light as possible." Another exponent of the satirical,

Henry Fielding, in his Preface to Joseph Andréws, more

closely defines burlesque as "what is monstrous and un-
natural, and where our delight if we examine it, arises from
the surprising absurdity, as in appropriating the manners of

the highest to the lowest, or g.converso."

To find a working definition of burlesque as a synonymn

and/or pseudonym for satire, more recent sources have at-

tempted to delineate between satire for the sake of reform

1



and satire for the sake of entertainment. Richmond Bond
classifies burlesque as follows: "The essence of humor
lies in incongruity, and when imitation is added, burlesque
is the result."3 Bond further divides burlesque itself into
two sub-classes: serious material which is debased by a
trivial style (or ar incongruous imitation); and, trivial
material given in an elevated style. A sort of mathematical
equation, according to Bond, burlesque may be referred to as
magnifying or diminishing, low or high, degrading or ele-
vating. An inconéistency must occur, however, before this
formula may apprly, an inconsistency between form and content,
how with what, act with thought.

Tucker makes the distinction that satire is destruc-
tive, while all other genre are constructive; the satirical

words attack the system or status quo. However, some

distinction must also be made in the purpose of the.attack.
If burlesque, or satire, is realistic as opposed to idealis-
tic, humor must appear. Vituperation can be called satire;
it most certainly cannot be called amusing unless the author
has planned this effect. In the planning of these effects,
the author must possess a certain sense of the godlike, a
sense of being on Olympus, of toying with mortals; further,

he must certainly know what to make fun of,



To divide the spirit of burlesque from the general
field of satire further yet, V. C. Clinton-Baddeley adds
that "burlesque employs laughter as a means of criticism.%
If pure comedy is the reflection of nature , . . .satire
has no meaniné éxcept as a reflection of truth."?

Of the three types of burlesque--travesty, parody,
and mock heroic--no choice must be made as to the exact
form of the fun-poking. If the purpose of the burlesque
is to get closer to truth, the truth must not be lost in
the amusement's form:

Satire is the schoolmaster attacking dishonesty

with a whip. Burlesque is the rude boy attack-

ing pomposity with a peashooter. Satire holds

up the multiple mirror of the tailor's shop,

pitilessly revealing shameful idiosyncrasies.

Burlesque holds up the concave mirror and shows

the world, not how contemptible it is, but how

funny. Saztire must laugh not to weep. Bur-

lesque must laugh not to burst--and best of all

it likes to laugh among friends, for burlesque

discovers laughter not in the objects of its

hatred but rather in the objects of its af-

fection: and that iséthe abiding difference

between the two arts.

To flourish, burlesque, which is always killed by
censorship, must be presented in a free society, a prosre-
rous democracy such as ancient Greece of aristophanes, which

might perhaps explain the paucity of anything laughable in

current times. DMeant only for adults, with a poignard meant



only to tease yet expose, burlesque is laughter for laugh-
ter's sake, not cutting too deeply and with no malice
aforethought. In fact, the best burlesque pretends to be
unfunny-~deadly serious--until the realization comes and
the put-on has been acknowledged.

In the maze of lexicography, definitions of burlesque

abound. The derivitive of the word is found in the Italian
burla, meaning "ridicule of or mockery." The word was used
in the French as early as 1594, but as late as 1637 its use

was almost unknown in English.

The word is listed in Blount's Glossograrhia (1656) as

"drollish, merry, pleasant," long after the type of writing

had been established, while Flecknoe's Diarum advertised
burlesque as '"rhime or drolling verse." In most listings

of the early periods before Restoration delineations, "parody,"
"travesty," "satire," and "ridicule" were often ihtérchanged.

Webster's american Dictionary of the English Language

(1828) declares that burlesque is "composition in which a
trifling subject or low incident is treated with great
gravity, as a subject of great dignity or importance; or

a composition in which the contrast between the subject and
the manner of considering it renders it ludicrous or ridi-
culous. . . " This definition is not far removed from that

of Bond as stated before.
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Thrall, Hibbard, and Holman define burlesque as a "form
~of comic art characterized by ridiculous exaggerations";7 and
to bring the word full circle, the latest in a prolific pro-
fusion of modern lexicons of literary terms lists burlesque
nor any of its aliases not at all.

Aristotle's view of any problem, especially the develop-
ment of man, was to interpret the beginning by the end results.
Bond supports this argument by saying burlesque is a legiti-
.mate and worthwhile genre, apart and distinct from all
others, It is the doing that counté in projecting burlesque's
twin prongs of criticism and creativity: not an easy com-
bination. In defining this elusive term, Heiserman aids the
distinction when he states: "The satirist, . . .must appear
to be wiser, more virtuous, more knowledgeable than his
objéct; and his reader must believe that the satire pene-
trates appearance to reveal actual folly and sin."8 This
definition does not always producé burlesque, however,

To write a true burlesque, then, an author must be more
clever and wittier--superior in all facets to his audience.
Exposing phoniness in social, religious, and governmental
high places--heady wine, indeed!--the spirit of burlesque
must enter into any definition: "Satire and burlesque are

distant relations. Parody and burlesque are mother and






