






















































































































































































































































































































socio-economic flux. In particular, the writers of comedies set in the urban context 

were centrally concerned with the problems of locating identity in a venue where the 

inhabitants were largely anonymous. 

It seems part of the answer to the question of identity lies in being able to 

decipher the discourses of those who live in the city and how those discourses relate 

to the discourse of culture. It is also worth noting the emphasis that is sometimes 

placed on the difference between the oral and written codes oflanguage. In an age 

which saw an enormous increase in the amount of published material, the 

dissemination of information to various levels of society meant the number of people 

with access to alternative discourses increased. [n the theatre of Renaissance Lontion, 

the written word is married to the spoken in an effort to not only entertain the 

audience but also to educate them. Of course, the entertainment and the education 

took place in a commercial theatre in which survival was dependant on people 

attending. Because of this the issues dealt with by the drama were issues of concern 

for the culture at large. Each playwright in this study provides his own answer as to 

the effect economic change had for urban identity. 

The Merchant of Venice by William Shakespeare is concerned with how far 

the identification of money and person can be taken in the urban setting. Shylock, and 

to some extent, Antonio, learn to their cost that in the world of the play money and 

person are not one in the same thing; they are rather two contingent factors used to 

compile a singular, or more specifically, a cultural identity. In other words, only the 

characters who refashion their discourse of identity to match the social discourse of 

the world are completely included in the romantic resolution. 
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The Shoemaker's Holiday by Thomas Dekker concentrates its discourse into 

providing an overly idealistic portrait of late Elizabethan London. The most 

outstanding figure in this portrait is, of course, the jovial shoemaker, Simon Eyre. 

Eyre as a representative/representation of the discourse of festive economics sets the 

overall tone of the play. The characters who emulate this discourse are successful 

whereas the characters who are antithetical to this discourse lose not only their social 

power but their collective voices. Through the overt idealism and the discourse of 

festive economics, Dekker gives his audience/reader not only a holiday from the real 

world of work and p~ but also a vision of how their lives could be improved by 

adopting a discourse of hard work and communal co-operation. 

Michaelmas Term by Thomas Middleton provides a discourse that stresses 

the importance of retaining one's identity. Of central concern to this play is one's 

ability to distinguish the difference between appearance and reality. This is especially 

the case when attempting to decipher ambiguities of identity in the urban context 

where anonymity abounds. In the world of Michaelmas Term, language is used to 

both construct and deconstruct identities; that is, even if characters like Quomodo, 

Shortyard and Lethe can construct identities by reconstructing themselves 

linguistically, those assumed identities can also be revealed through the use of 

language, primarily written codes of language. By having written codes of language 

predominant over oral codes of assumed identity, Middleton makes a case for theatre 

as a tool ofenlighterunent. By dealing with issues ofidentity in a play (which is both 

oral and written), the playwright can give his audience/reader a method of 

deciphering the dangers of the world around them, especially the urban world. 

139 



All of these plays provide their audiences/readers with ways of viewing the 

issues of economics and identity in an urban setting. By creating alternate ways of 

examining how discourse can (in}form identity the playwrights offer a means whereby 

the audience/ reader can locate themselves within their culture. For modem 

audiences/readers. the emphasis these playwrights place on economics. discourse and 

identity within their plays offers us a means by which to locate the growing concern 

of early modem culture in viewing/reading the shifting socio-economic conditions of 

the city. 
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