Shakespeare’s Major Rival, Ben Jonson
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Like Shakespeare, Jonson got his start as an actor. His first controversial play was co-written by Nashe and performed in 1597, called The Isle of Dogs. While the play is lost, it was so radical that he was jailed and all of theaters in London were temporarily shut down!  While most of his early plays are also lost, we have material from other authors praising his works and deeming him one of the foremost playwrites of tragedy in the era. His adeptness at comedy was proven with Every Man in His Humor (1598) – a play in which Shakespeare himself participated as an actor.  As a classical scholar with an interest in politics and satire, his plays were often intelligent and biting. 

All was not sweetness and light for Jonson, though. Besides struggling again and again with censors, he had a tendency to get into quarrels and fueds with others. He killed a fellow actor named Gabriel Spencer in a duel. When he confessed to the deed in court, the penalty was loss of his property and the branding of this thumb.  He parodied fellow playwrite Marston in Every Man out of His Humor (1600) which became a “war of plays” between the two of them, continuing in Jonson’s Cynthia’s Revels and The Poetaster. He got in an argument with Shakespeare over the use of Boy’s Companies for drama – as the name implies, these consisted solely of young boys as actors. Jonson thought it was a great idea; Shakespeare hated it. Jonson was a hard drinker and could be arrogant and excessively competitive. By 1603, Jonson’s popularity started to decline with the tragedy Sejanus, an extremely difficult work whose failure Jonson blamed on the inability of the masses to grasp complex ideas.  As if that weren’t bad enough, the privy council thought it was too Catholic and brought him in for questioning! Nevertheless, with his return to comedy with plays like Volpone (1606), The Alchemist (1610), and Bartholomew’s Fair (1614), he received more popular acclaim.

He got into masques around 1605 and composed a total of 37 in his lifetime, 20 of which were performed at court (royality loved masques, which were grandiose productions full of music, singing, and dancing).  Once again Jonson got into a fued, this time with famed architect and set designer Inigo Jones, whom he felt did not do his masques justice.
When Jonson found a place at Oxford as M.A., he finally felt at home at what he considered intellectual equals. He even had a little following called “The Tribe of Ben.”  He is also known as the first playwrite to consider his plays worthy of publication in a “Collected Works” (1616) – a move which received much ridicule at the time, but which would later become the norm.
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