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Thomas Middleton, drammaturgo giacomiano: il canone ritrovato. By DANIELA
GUARDAMAGNA. Rome: Carocci. 2018. 275 pp. €26. ISBN 978-88-430-
9380-9.

Daniela Guardamagna performs an invaluable service in offering the Italian reader
a lively and thought-provoking study of one of the major dramatists of the English
Renaissance, Thomas Middleton. This wide-ranging publication targets a whole host
of readerships, from the undergraduate to the practising researcher. Fully conver-
sant with current critical debate on the subject matter, Guardamagna’s discussion
offers key insights into the production, reception, and analysis of Middleton’s many
and various dramatic texts as well as contributing in an original manner with fresh
research in the area.

This study in Italian remains accessible throughout owing to Guardamagna’s
lucid and jargon-free style. She begins by reflecting upon the critical neglect of the
dramatist in the centuries since his death (‘Quattro secoli di silenzio’ [‘four centur-
ies of silence’]; pp. 11-35). She then goes on to detail the key editions of his work
from the nineteenth century onwards which began to change public and scholarly
perceptions of his ceuvre. We thus travel from the editions of Dyce and Bullen
in the later 1800s to the 2007 publication of the Collected Works. Guardamagna
justly underlines that Middleton’s dramatic texts enjoyed none of the care which
admirers, printers, and on some occasions the dramatists themselves have lavished
on the plays of Shakespeare, Jonson, and Beaumont and Fletcher, for example.
Many of Middleton’s texts have been lost, were published anonymously, or survived
in seemingly miraculous circumstances. Nor indeed has Middleton benefited like
his fellow dramatists from being widely translated into other European languages.
Guardamagna locates the main turning point in the fortunes of the dramatist to
the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of our own (p. 15). In these
decades, scholars, theatre directors, and audiences, as well as those organizing
school/university curricula, seem definitively to have woken up to the richness of
social critique and intellectual enquiry at work in Middleton’s writing. Touching on
often vexed questions of authorship, collaboration, and attribution, Guardamagna
returns regularly to the leitmotivs of her subject’s dramaturgy, notably social and
ethical decline: ‘Un tema centrale di questo volume ¢ I'analisi della presenza di
una critica feroce, sia nelle commedie sia nelle tragedie middletoniane, della corru-
zione della Corte’ ['A central theme of this volume is the analysis of the presence
of a biting criticism, both in Middleton’s comedies and in his tragedies, of court
corruption’] (p. 29).

Guardamagna declares that her principal quarry in this study is Middleton the
tragic dramatist. However, this does a disservice to the meticulous manner in which
the comedies and tragicomedies are initially analysed text by text in the first half of
the study, from the juvenilia to the close of the playwright’s career. For this reader,
these chapters were as valuable as the later chapters offering in-depth accounts of
the major tragedies, for incrementally they established the recurring features of
his dramaturgy. Concentrating on stylistic, thematic, and formal structures in each
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text as well as typical techniques of characterization, Guardamagna introduces us
into the congested, devious, and often surprisingly unmoralized dramatic universes
of this complex dramatist. If there were one area where I would have liked to
read more in this study, it would have been on Middleton’s fondness for allegori-
cal, metadramatical set pieces. In her account of Michaelmas Term, for example,
Guardamagna stresses that ‘Il play se apre allegoricamente con un prologo in cui
agisce la figura personificata del Trimestre di Michaelmas [. . .]. Nel Prologo sono
gia presenti elementi metateatrali, che ricorreranno in tutti i testi di Middleton’
[‘The play opens in an allegorical manner with a prologue in which the personific-
ation of Michaelmas Term appears [. . .]. In the Prologue there are already present
metatheatrical elements which will recur in all the works of Middleton’] (p. 46).
Such insights might have been developed further to explore the neglected subject of
Middleton’s constant backward glances to medieval and early Tudor playmaking.
This is, however, a small reservation in what is a magisterial study. Elsewhere, in
the account of Your Five Gallants, Guardamagna draws attention to Ralph A. Co-
hen’s critical introduction to the play for the Collected Works and develops further
her enquiry into Middleton’s dramatic art, which, she underlines, ‘non é fatto per
essere letto’ [‘is not created to be read’] (p. 63). This point has often been neglected
by critics (most especially those dealing with Middleton’s comedies) who raise
difficulties concerning verisimilitude and intrigue which evaporate (or never even
present themselves) in the theatre itself.

At every turn in this study, the reader’s attention is drawn helpfully towards key
and/or recent contributions to Middleton scholarship as well as historical contextu-
alization of the text being discussed. The second half of the volume is devoted to the
dramatist’s tragic art, both to texts which were attributed to him in the seventeenth
century and to those which have been attributed to him in more recent decades.
Again, Guardamagna guides the reader expertly through the often densely packed
plots as well as signalling the dominant features (both linguistic and theatrical) of
the dramatic universes created on stage. Shakespeare and, on occasion, Webster
are ranged into view to offer more familiar lines of vision on how the Jacobean
dramatists conceived of their art, and, equally interestingly, the reader is treated to
notable critical insights into these plays down the generations. The discussion is en-
riched in this second half of the book particularly with the referencing of theatrical
productions in recent years of the major tragedies, such as The Changeling (written
with Rowley) and Women Beware Women. The study concludes with an account of
‘Middleton e Shakespeare’ (pp. 220-40). Here, in a most thought-provoking man-
ner, texts are made to rub shoulders (for instance, Middleton’s The Ghost of Lucrece
with Shakespeare’s ‘The Rape of Lucrece’, or the former’s The Phoenix with Measure
for Measure) and a whole of series of striking points of comparison emerges. In
short, this critical publication will prove an invaluable introduction for the Italian
reader into Middleton’s dramatic art and will remain a valuable resource for those
who continue to conduct research in the field.
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