THE LAW VERSUS THE MARKETPLACE:
SPONTANEQUS ORDER I N JONSON' S BARTHOLOVEW FAI R

Paul A. Cantor
i

At first glance, Ben Jonson's Barthol omew Fair may seemto

be the Seinfeld of the English Renai ssance--the conmedy about
not hi ng. One can inmagi ne the befuddl ed | ooks Jonson got when he
first pitched the concept to London theatre conpanies: "l've
witten a play about Barthol omew Fair--a bunch of people go to
the fair, they mll around, and then they go hone." Conpared to

Jonson's earlier com c masterpieces, Vol pone and The Al chem st,

Bart hol omew Fair seems unfocused and diffuse.' It lacks a pair

of central characters around whomthe play is organized and who
appear to direct its action, |ike Vol pone and Mdsca in Vol pone or

Face and Subtle in The Alchenmist.? The play is constantly

threatening to veer off into irrelevance, incoherence, and even
absurdity, as the characters get wapped up in wrd ganes that
fly in the face of normal dramatic logic. Just as in Seinfeld,
the characters often appear to be talking nerely to fill the tine
and not because they have anything in particular to talk about.

But Barthol omew Fair only appears to be about not hing.

Again li ke Seinfeld, the play tells us sonmething about its
characters by show ng them engaged in so nmuch neani ngl ess
di al ogue. And its apparent formnl essness and | ack of a center
reflect a deeper order and sense of form By liberating the

di al ogue fromthe normal constraints of dramatic action, Jonson



freed hinself to put an unparalleled slice of Renaissance life on
the stage. Wat may at first seemto be a weakness of

Bart hol omew Fair--its lack of focus--turns out to be its great

strength--its ability to enbrace a wide variety of human types
and develop themin their full diversity, w thout inposing any
narrowi ng artistic or noral conceptions upon them

Jonson's play is thus deeply paradoxical. Though a highly
artful play, it succeeds in concealing its artifice and may at
first seemto be just thrown together on the stage |like an
i nprovisation.® Though seeningly the nost form ess of Jonson's
plays, it actually obeys the unities of tinme and pl ace as

strictly as any of his other works.* Remarkably, in Barthol onew

Fair Jonson found a way of remaining within the bounds of his

neocl assi cal conception of dramatic form while still inparting a
feeling of spontaneity to the play. 1In short, the play obeys
Jonson's cherished | aw of the unities, while appearing to be

whol |y free and above or beyond any formal |aw. >

The tension between | aw and spontaneity evident in the form

of Barthol onew Fair turns out to be at work in the content as

well. Despite ostensibly being about nothing, Barthol onew Fair

is of course really about Barthol omew Fair, one of the great
mar ket pl aces of Renai ssance London.® Throughout his career,
Jonson was fascinated by the energi ng market econony in

Renai ssance Europe. He was intrigued by the new categories of



human identity the market was creating (the roles of nerchants,
bankers, financiers, and entrepreneurs) and he was evidently
troubl ed by the new fornms of corruption and vice endemc to

proto-capitalist life. Bartholonmew Fair gave Jonson a chance to

anatom ze the | awl essness of the marketplace. Through the
comments of his Puritan characters, Jonson shows how the fair
violates religious |aw, and he uses Adam Overdo, a Justice of the
Peace, to rail against the ways the nerchants continually violate
the crimnal law as well. As Jonson presents it, Barthol onew
Fair is the original honme and headquarters of all the charl atans,
cheaters, and thieves in London.

And yet, strangely enough, for all his criticismof the

mar ket pl ace in Barthol onmew Fair, Jonson ends up being nore

critical of its critics.” Fromthe standpoint of traditional
religion and politics, the market may | ook | aw ess, but Jonson at
| east explores the possibility that it nmay obey laws of its own.
In a remarkabl e anticipation of free market econom cs, he
appears to sense that the market may be a self-regulating
mechani sm capabl e of bringing peace to a society that seens
otherwise to be tearing itself apart in religious and political
conflicts. The characters who stand up for religious and

political principles in Bartholonmew Fair turn out to be the

divisive forces in the play, while the seem ngly | aw ess

participants in the fair work to bring about a kind of civil



har nony, based on the satisfaction of basic econom c needs and
natural human desires. Jonson exposes all the faults of an
unregul ated mar ket pl ace, but he nore profoundly subjects its
woul d-be regul ators to a wthering critique. He reveals their
self-interested notives for wanting to regul ate the fair and,
nore inportantly, he lays bare their sheer inconpetence to nmanage
t he market pl ace successfully.

In contrast to what happens in Jonson's earlier

mast er pi eces, Vol pone and The Al chem st, in Barthol onew Fair the

apparent forces of disorder triunph at the end and frustrate the
efforts of those who try to inpose order on their economc
activities.® As grave as Jonson's doubts about an unregul at ed
mar ket may be, in the end he seens to suggest that a regul ated
mar ket woul d be a good deal worse, if only because the regul ators
are no better than the regulated. For all its faults, the market
in Jonson's portrayal answers to deep-seated needs in human
nature and he ultimately seens to recogni ze the value of the
freedomit offers, as well as the fact that freedomis conpatible
with its owm kind of order. 1In short, Jonson seens to have an
inkling of the idea of spontaneous order as it was to be

devel oped in the twentieth century by the Austrian econom st
Friedrich Hayek. Bartholonew Fair offers an exanple in mniature
of a community that is ordered, not by regul ations inposed from

above by an outside authority, but by self-regulating principles



generated fromw thin, a system of checks and bal ances t hat
relies on the common material interests of its participants to

bring about their harnony. Bartholonew Fair may be the first

portrait in literary history of how a free market operates.
| f Jonson displays unusual synpathy for the nascent free

mar kets of the Renai ssance in Barthol onew Fair, the reason may be

that he recogni zed that as a professional dramatist and actor he
was a participant in a marketplace hinself. Bartholomew Fair may
be the headquarters of charlatans and thieves, but it is also the
home of playwights and actors. Jonson seens to have cone to
realize that if marketplaces are regulated, the theatre wll

al ways be anong the first to cone under governnent control and
the results will not always be beneficial to the theatre and its

public.® In Barthol omew Fair Jonson seens to allow his

prof essional commtnent to the theatre to overcone his
| ongstandi ng aristocratic contenpt for the world of comerce. He
even seens to have tried to shape a new dramatic formin

Bart hol omew Fair that would mrror the freedom and spontaneity of

the marketplace it represents. The apparent form essness of the
play actually answers to an inner |aw -the spontaneous order of
the free market--and its artful artlessness suggests in aesthetic
terms how the principles of order and freedom can be

reconcil ed. ' Barthol omew Fair thus explores the issue of |aw on

several levels at once--religious |law, political |aw, economc



| aw, and aesthetic |law-and charts the conplex interaction of
t hese various | egal domains.
ii.

At first sight, Barthol onew Fair seens to carry on

vigorously the critique of the nascent market econony of the
Renai ssance Jonson had devel oped in earlier plays |ike Vol pone

and The Alchem st. Like many of his contenporaries, Jonson was

particul arly suspicious of the nove in his day froma conception
of wealth based on |land to one based on noney. |In Vol pone, he
satirizes the way noney begets noney in the devious schenes of
Vol pone and Mbsca, who appear to be utterly unproductive and
living |ike parasites off the wealth of others. In The
Al chem st, Jonson inmages the world of trade and finance as a
gi ant con gane, in which greedy and anbitious nmen on the nmake are
seduced into a variety of get-rich-quick schenes by the
charl atans Face and Subtle. To Jonson, the act of market
exchange | ooks |ike al cheny, the fraudul ent prom se to create
val ue out of nothing, to change sonmething worthless into
sonet hi ng precious, as the alchem st clains to transnute base
metal s into gold.

Jonson is thus a good illustration of Hayek's claimthat the
mar ket econony | ooks |like magic to people who do not understand
the conplexities of econom c transactions. |gnorant of the

genui ne contributions entrepreneurs nmake to economc life by



their risk-taking and ferreting out know edge of market

condi tions, many people picture the businessman as a ki nd of

sorcerer. As Hayek wites:
Such di strust and fear have, since antiquity and in many
parts of the world, led ordinary people as well as sociali st
thinkers to regard trade not only as distinct frommateri al
production, not only as chaotic and superfluous in itself,

but al so as suspicious, inferior, dishonest, and

contenptible. . . . Activities that appear to add to
avai l abl e weal th, "out of nothing', w thout physical
creation and by nerely rearrangi ng what already exists,
stink of sorcery. . . . That a nmere change of hands shoul d
lead to a gain in value to all participants, that it need
not nmean gain to one at the expense of the others (or what
has cone to be called exploitation), was and i s nonet hel ess
intuitively difficult to grasp. . . . As a consequence of
all these circunstances, nmany people continue to find the
mental feats associated with trade easy to di scount even
when they do not attribute themto sorcery, or see them as
depending on trick or fraud or cunning deceit.'

As Hayek points out, this kind of distrust of the businessman is

particularly acute early in economc history, for exanple, during

t he Renai ssance, when capitalist principles were just begi nning

to dissolve feudalist ways of doi ng busi ness and many people were



confused and alienated by the initial results.

Jonson is an especially interesting exanple of early
hostility to the market econony. He seens to have spent nuch of
his career in reaction to and rebellion agai nst what can be
described as his lower mddle-class origins.* Hs stepfather
was a bricklayer, and by following in his footsteps, Jonson was
exposed early in his life to the world of trade. Fortunately
Jonson received an excellent education at the fanpbus Westm nster
School in London, and when the opportunity presented itself, he
pursued the typical mddle-class path of rising in society by
using his wits and learning.'® Probably in 1594, he entered the
worl d of the professional theatre, first as an actor and soon as
a playwight. The theatre was one of the nore advanced segnents
of the Elizabethan econony, enploying financial and marketing
techni ques that were sophisticated for the tine (for exanple, the
theatres were early exanples of joint-stock conpani es and were
heavily capitalized by Renai ssance standards). As the cases of
Mar | owe and Shakespeare had al ready shown, the Elizabet han
theatre offered a marvel ous opportunity for a talented young man
to make noney and a nane for hinself.*

Though Jonson prospered in the theatre world, he seens to
have resented the source of his inconme and success. He
repeatedly shows signs of believing that the conditions of the

comercial theatres forced himto conprom se his art to pl ease



t he debased taste of the public. He nmade fun of the way other
pl ayw i ghts (including Shakespeare) catered to their audi ence and
he often got enbroiled in controversy as a result. He sought to
purge the theatre of what he perceived to be its vulgarity,
conceiving of hinself as the playwight who woul d restore
classical dignity to drama, in part by consciously imtating
Roman nodels in many of his plays. Jonson was the first English
pl aywright to bring out a published edition of his plays (in
1616), no doubt with a view to proving that his works were not
the nere epheneral products of the entertai nment marketpl ace but
literature of lasting value.®

Throughout his literary career, Jonson did everything he
could to escape the commercial theatre world, above all turning
to aristocratic and royal patronage as an alternative to his
bourgeoi s source of inconme in the entertai nnent business. He
wrote poetry in quest of aristocratic patrons and even in his
dramatic career, he alternated between witing for the public

theatres and witing for the royal court.?*

He was the great
master of the court masque, and was richly rewarded over the
years by Janmes | for his contribution to royal entertainnents.
Aside fromthe financial advantages of witing for the court,
Jonson seens to have been attracted by the prospect of conposing
with aristocratic taste in mnd, rather than the | ower- and

m ddl e-cl ass taste that prevailed in the comercial theatres.
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The stage history of Barthol omew Fair encapsul ates Jonson's

theatrical career in mniature. The play was first staged on
Cctober 31, 1614 at one of the public theatres, the Hope, and
then the following evening it was perfornmed at the court before

Janes |.Y

In the published version of the play, both the

prol ogue and the epilogue are addressed to Janes, and Jonson
shanel essly flatters the king for having taste superior to the
mob's. In this one play, Jonson for once seens to have it both
ways.®* He gives his popul ar audi ence the kind of vul gar
spectacle it craves and then he repackages the sane material for
a royal audience, presenting it in a condescendi ng fashion and
inplying that he and his aristocratic patrons are above this sort
of foolery and derive their enjoynent from | ooki ng down upon

it.!®

In that sense, Bartholonew Fair seens to enbody everything

t hat was conservative and backward-| ooking in Jonson's drama. He
seens to side with the aristocracy and its world of feudal
privilege against the rising mddle class and its world of noney
and commerce.?® For critics with socialist leanings, it is

tenpting to read Barthol omew Fair as a proto-Brechtian work, as

if Jonson were criticizing the early signs of capitalismfromthe
left. But insofar as the play satirizes the comercial world, it
does so fromthe right. One nust renenber that even (and

especially) in Marxist terns, capitalismwas the progressive
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force in Jonson's day, working to dissolve centuries of
anti quat ed feudal privilege and unl eash unprecedentedly
productive forces. At first glance, Jonson's view of capitalism

in Barthol omew Fair thus seens reactionary. Turning his back on

his own class origins, and scorning the original source of his
theatrical success, he identifies with an aristocracy we now know

to have been dying. |In fact, Barthol onew Fair does a renarkabl e

j ob of showi ng how chaotic and norally dubi ous the new worl d of
trade and noney | ooked to the old order it was displacing.
Jonson seens to give a very negative portrait of the proto-

capitalist world in Bartholomew Fair. The marketpl ace apparently

flouts all conventional notions of norality, decency, and fair
play. Jonson portrays the fair as basically a den of thieves.
Ezeki el Edgworth is a professional cutpurse, but Jonson does not
present himas the one crimnal anong a group of honest
tradespeople. On the contrary, the seem ngly honest nerchants at
the fair work hand in hand with Edgworth, identifying victins for
him setting themup for the actual robberies, and helping himto
di spose of the stol en goods.

Even when the nmerchants of Barthol onew Fair are not
participating in outright thievery, Jonson presents them as
| ooking to cheat their custoners. He nakes the famliar charge
that the nmerchants adulterate their products to increase their

profits. Many of the tradespeople deal in suspicious nerchandi se
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(see, for exanple, I1.i1.3-9), but the prize for adulteration at
the fair goes to Usula the pig-woman. She al so does a thriving
busi ness in al cohol and tobacco on the side, and instructs her
assi stant Mooncalf on how to stretch their supplies and increase
their sal es:
But ook to't, sirrah, you were best; threepence a pipeful
will ha nmade of all ny whol e pound of tobacco, and a

quarter of a pound of coltsfoot mxed with it too, to eke it

out. . . . Then six and twenty shillings a barrel | wll
advance o' ny beer, and fifty shillings a hundred o' ny
bottle-ale; | ha' told you the ways howto raise it. Froth
your cans well i' the filling, at length, rogue, and jog

your bottles o' the buttock, sirrah, then skink out the

first glass, ever, and drink with all conpanies, though you

be sure to be drunk; you'll m sreckon the better, and be
| ess ashanmed on't. (Il.ii.86-95)
The density of detail in this passage suggests that Jonson was

uncannily famliar wth the dark side of Renai ssance conmerce.
Perhaps in his apprentice days in the theatre, he hel ped run a
food concession during interm ssion.

But Jonson's critique of the marketpl ace goes deeper than
sinple charges of thievery and cheating. He is not interested
only in aberrations of the market principle, nonents when

unscrupul ous individuals mght be said to depart fromthe decent
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norns of business as usual. Jonson's satire goes right to the
heart of the market principle itself. He is extrenely skeptical
about the way products are nerchandi sed, and displays a
surprisingly sophisticated understandi ng of how tradespeople are
able to prey upon the desires of potential custoners. Jonson's
portrait of the fair suggests a world that has gone mad with
consuneri sm and the young gal | ant Bart hol omew Cokes is the
maddest of themall, Jonson's inmage of everything that can go
wrong when a market |liberates the desires of its custoners.?
Jonson is particularly struck by the power of what we woul d cal
advertising. He shows the custoners at the fair continuously
bonmbarded by the din of the nmerchants hawking their wares: "Wat
do you lack? What is't you buy? Wat do you |ack? Rattles,
drunms, hal berts, horses, babies o' the best? Fiddles of the
finest?" (Il.1i. 28-30).
Cokes's tutor, Hunphrey Wasp, describes himas nesnerized by
t he power of advertising, the many signs displayed at the fair:
Why, we could not neet that heathen thing, all day, but
stayed him he would nane you all the signs over, as he
went, aloud; and where he spied a parrot or a nonkey, there
he was pitched, with all the little | ong-coats about him
mal e and femal e; no getting himaway! (I.iv.102-6)
As a result of being bonbarded with advertising, Cokes has his

desires awakened and he cannot control his appetites:
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If he go to the Fair, he will buy of everything to a baby

t here; and househol d-stuff for that too. . . . And then he

is such a ravener after fruit! You wll not believe what a

coil | had t'other day to conpound a business between a

Cat heri ne- pear woman and hi m about snatching! (1.v.100-106)
I n Cokes, Jonson creates an unforgettable portrait of the
hel pl ess consuner, caught in the webs of advertising and
overwhel ned by the wealth of goods now available in the
Renai ssance nar ket pl ace:

And the three Jew s trunps; and half a dozen o' birds, and

that drum (I have one drum al ready) and your smths (I like

that device o' your smths very pretty well) and four

hal berts--and (le' ne see) that fine painted great |ady, and

her three wonen for state, I'll have. (Ill.iv.67-71)

Wasp sees the | ogical conclusion of Cokes's infinite desire:
"No, the shop; buy the whole shop, it will be best, the shop, the
shop!™ (Ill.iv.72-73). Cokes recognizes the truth of Wasp's
charge--"1 do want such a nunber o' things" (Ill.iv.82)--and
finally asks one nerchant: "What's the price, at a word, o' thy
whol e shop, case and all, as it stands" (Il1.iv.129-30).
Wt hout skipping a beat, Leatherhead cal culates the sum "Sir, it
stands nme in six and twenty shillings sevenpence hal f penny,
besides three shillings for nmy ground” (Il11.iv.131-32). This is

Jonson's image of the new world of capitalism-everything has its
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price in noney and everything is up for sale. To enphasize the
poi nt, and suggest that even human fl esh can be bought in the
mar ket pl ace, Jonson nakes prostitution an integral part of the
fair. He presents the narketplace as a deeply confused and
confusing realm a topsy-turvy world in which noral values are
inverted and characters | ose their bearings. As the consuner par
excel |l ence, Cokes ends up conpletely bew | dered and di soriented
by his experience at the fair: "By this light, | cannot find ny
gi nger bread-wi fe nor ny hobby-horse man in all the Fair, now, to
ha' my noney again. And | do not know the way out on't, to go
home for nore. . . . Dost thou know where | dwell?" (IV.ii.20-22,
25). Assaulted fromall sides by thieves, charl atans, and
advertisers, Cokes utterly loses all sense of his own identity:
"Friend, do you know who | anP" (IV.ii.71).
i
Jonson devel ops a strong case against the market in

Bart hol omew Fair. He shows the anorality, venality, |aw essness,

and even the crimnality of the unregul ated market pl ace, thus
portraying a world that seens to cry out for sone form of
econom ¢ regulation. And he includes in the play characters who
vehenently condemm the fair and call for its regulation. But for
once Jonson asks the foll ow up question: who are these woul d-be
regul ators and are they fit to i npose |aw and order on the

sprawl i ng mar ket pl ace they profess to despise? This is not a
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trivial question, and just by posing it, Jonson takes a
significant step toward argunents that eventually were to be
devel oped by econom sts like Adam Smth in favor of free markets.
The fact that an unregul ated market may have its faults and

di sadvant ages does not in itself prove that a regul ated market

w Il not have its faults and di sadvantages as well, and perhaps

end up produci ng an even worse situation. |In Barthol omew Fair

Jonson finally gets around to scrutinizing the proponents of |aw
and order, to see if they really are capable of living up to
their promse of inproving the world.

The sinpl est case Jonson exam nes i s Hunphrey Wasp, who is
devoted to restraining the appetites of his charge Cokes. @G ven
how freely young Barthol onew spends his noney, one can synpathi ze
Wi th Hunphrey's attenpts to be strict with him But Wasp
responds to Cokes's excesses with noral indignation. As his nane
i ndi cates, Hunphrey is waspish, always ready to fly off into fits
of anger and quarrel with anyone in sight. It is thus by no
means clear that his disposition is preferable to Cokes's or any
| ess passionate and excessive. Bartholonewis a fool but he is a
relatively harm ess fool, and unlikely to cause much trouble for
others. By contrast, Wasp is always provoking conflict and
getting hinself and others into difficulties. Mstress Overdo
views himas an eneny of the "conservation of the peace" (Il.v.12)

and instructs him "do you show discretion"” (I.v.10-11),
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eventually pleading wwth him "govern your passions” (I.v.21).
Here is the irony of Wasp's role in the play: he sets hinmself up
as the governor of his charge's passions, and yet he cannot
govern his own. He presents hinself as the chanpion of |aw and
order, and yet he is in fact one of the chief forces for disorder
in the play.

The gane of vapours that breaks out in Act IV is very funny
and borders on absurdity, but it may reflect a serious threat
Jonson sensed in his world. In his inmage of people contradicting
each other nerely for the sake of contradicting each other,
Jonson offers a comc reflection of Elizabethan and Jacobean
society--a nation riven by all sorts of conpeting clains and
authorities, political and religious. Wth the benefit of

hi stori cal hindsight, we can read Barthol onew Fair today and see

the forces at work in the London of the play that were in a few
decades to plunge Britain into civil war. But Jonson hinself
evidently saw the Puritan Revolution comng, or at |east had an
i nkling of what m ght spark it. As the ganme of vapours gets out
of hand and starts to becone dangerous, M stress Overdo once
again tries to rein in Wasp and his quarrel sone conpani ons:
"conserve the peace" (IV.iv.101). She sees the direction in

whi ch his waspishness is |leading: "Are you rebels? Gentlenmen?
Shall | send out a sergeant-at-arns or a wit o' rebellion

agai nst you?" (IV.iv.128-29). The threat of revolution does seem
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to be hovering in the background of Barthol omew Fair, and Jonson

traces it not to the childish appetites of a Barthol onew Cokes
but to the fiery indignation of a Hunphrey Wasp

In fact, the only way to contain Wasp's rebellious anger
turns out to be to place himin the stocks. In another ironic
tw st, the woul d-be restrainer ends up in restraint. The irony
is not lost even on the dimwtted Barthol omew, |earning of his
tutor's disgrace, Cokes is no |onger disposed to honor his
authority: "Hold your peace, Nunps; you ha' been i' the stocks,
hear"” (V.iv.88). Wasp immedi ately recogni zes the inplications
for his continued rule over his charge: "Does he know that? Nay,
then the date of ny authority is out; | nust think no |onger to
reign, ny governnent is at an end. He that will correct another
must want fault in hinmself" (V.iv.90-91). Wsp's |ast statenent
may represent Jonson's great discovery in the course of thinking

2

t hrough and writing Barthol omew Fair.?* The principle that only

a superior, indeed a perfect, person has the right to regul ate
ot hers does not apply just to Wasp in the play. In fact it is
t he governing principle of Jonson's critique of all the woul d-be
forces of law and order in the play, and especially Zeal-of-the-
Land Busy. ?
V.
The fact that a fanatical Puritan is one of the chief

critics of the marketplace in Barthol onew Fair suggests that
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Jonson may well be reconsidering his earlier attacks on the new
econom ¢ freedomof his era.? Jonson's portrayal of Busy makes
it clear that argunents against the free market are often
ultimately based in religion, not economcs. Busy's objections
to advertising and to the products displayed at the fair are
rooted in his Puritanismand specifically his hatred of idolatry:
For long hair, it is an ensign of pride, a banner, and the
world is full of those banners, very full of banners. And
bottle-ale is a drink of Satan's, a diet-drink of Satan's,
devised to puff us up and make us swell in this latter age
of vanity, as the snoke of tobacco to keep us in m st and
error. But the fleshly woman which you call Ursula is above
all to be avoided, having the marks upon her of the three
enem es of man: the world, as being in the Fair; the devil,
as being in the fire; and the flesh, as being herself.
(111.vi.27-35)
Busy is convinced that the economc activity at the fair is not
nmerely disordered and unregul ated but sinful and evil. For him
the fair is "wcked and foul” and "fitter may it be called a fou
than a Fair" (111.vi.79-80). He clains to know what is good for
his fell ow human beings and what is bad for them |Indeed he
t hi nks he knows better than they thenselves what is in their
interest. Thus he arrogates to hinself the right to tell people

what they can and cannot do in the marketplace. Jonson hinself
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had a strong streak of noralismand in many of his plays he sets
hi msel f up as the arbiter of good and evil. But his creation of
the character of Busy seens to reflect a grow ng doubt about the
soci al consequences of noralistic attitudes.

Busy is a busy-body, constantly nmeddling in other people's
affairs and trying to reorder their lives. He criticizes pride
but he is exceedingly proud hinself, and enjoys lording it over
others. It surely was not | ost on Jonson that it was people |ike
Busy who were attacking the London theatres and constantly trying
to shut them down. Anyone who condems attenpts to pl ease
consuners is eventually going to get around to condemni ng the
theatre. In short, if the Puritans were enem es of the
mar ket pl ace, Jonson may have begun to wonder if the marketpl ace

was his friend. The way Jonson sets up the terns of Barthol onew

Fair, economc freedomis pitted against religious tyranny.
Jonson portrays Busy as an overreacher, a man who sets

hi msel f up as a god over his fellow human beings and fails to

live up to his inflated self-image. But he al so shows that Busy

is a hypocrite. He condemms the noney-nmaking activities of the

mar ket pl ace and yet he is obsessed wi th noney-making hinsel f.?

In general, as if he were anticipating Max Weber's The Protestant

Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism Jonson shows the Puritans

devoting thensel ves quasi-religiously to the acquisition of

wealth. In the fifth act, Dame Purecraft finally reveal s that
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she is "worth six thousand pound” (V.ii.46)--a huge sumin those
days--and she goes on to explain the devious neans by which she
accunul ated the noney: ?°
These seven years | have been a wllful holy widow, only to
draw feasts and gifts fromny entangled suitors. | amalso
by office an assisting sister of the deacons, and a
devourer, instead of a distributor, of the alnms. | ama
speci al maker of marriages for our decayed brethren with
rich widows, for a third part of their wealth, when they are
married, for the relief of the poor elect; as also our poor
handsone young virgins with our wealthy bachel ors or
wi dowers to make them steal fromtheir husbands when | have
confirmed themin the faith, and got all put into their
custodies. (V.ii.48-57)
Here the Puritan Dame Purecraft begins to sound a good deal |ike
one of Jonson's connen in earlier plays.
But Purecraft defers to Busy as the chief noney-naker of
themall:
Qur el der, Zeal-of-the-Land, would have had ne, but | know
himto be the capital knave of the |and, making hinself rich
by being made feoffee in trust to deceased brethren, and
cozening their heirs by swearing the absolute gift of their
i nheritance. (V.ii.59-63)

Jonson gives Busy nercantile origins; the fact that he began as a
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baker (I.iii.107-112) stresses his kinship to the tradespeopl e he
| ater conderms. Toward the end of the play, in Busy's debate at
t he puppet show, the Puppet Dionysius points out that the
Puritans are heavily involved in the clothing trade and thus
inplicated in the very luxuries they rail against (V.v.75-84).%

By revealing the Puritans to be hypocrites, Jonson
underm nes their authority as advocates of |aw and order. He
further shows that Busy is willing to bend the lawto suit his
own purposes.?® Despite their claimto adhere strictly to
religious law, the Puritans turn out to be extrenmely flexible
when it comes to interpreting the lawin accord with their own
desires. Wen Wn Littlewit expresses her deep |onging for roast
pig at the fair, her nother at first urges her to resist the
tenptation, but soon is willing to endorse the desire "if it can
be any way made or found lawful" (I.vi.27-28). Danme Purecraft
enlists her spiritual advisor Busy to find a way of pronouncing
Wn's appetite lawful. Busy sets to work interpreting the |aw,
but it is a difficult case:

Verily, for the disease of longing, it is a disease, a

carnal disease, or appetite, incident to wonen; and as it is

carnal, and incident, it is natural, very natural. Now pig,

it is anmeat, and a neat that is nourishing, and nay be

| onged for, and so consequently eaten; it may be eaten; very

exceeding well eaten. But in the Fair, and as a Barthol onew
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pig, it cannot be eaten, for the very calling it a

Bart hol omew pig, and to eat it so, is a spice of idolatry.

(1.vi.43-49)

Purecraft urges a liberal understanding of the |law on her fell ow
Puritan: "Good Brother Zeal-of-the-Land, think to nmake it as
| awful as you can" (1.vi.54-55). Busy proves equal to the task:

It may be eaten, and in the Fair, | take it, in a booth, the

tents of the wicked. The place is not nuch, not very nuch,

we may be religious in mdst of the profane, so it be eaten
with a reforned nmouth, with sobriety, and hunbl eness; not
gorged in with gluttony or greediness. (Il.vi.63-67)

The ease with which Busy is able to interpret the lawto
legitimate desire rai ses doubts about the whole status of law in
the play. The advocates of the |aw present it as the noral
alternative to the marketplace. The |law is supposed to be
i mut abl e and incorrupti ble, as opposed to the nutable and
corrupt marketpl ace, where everyone is on the nmake and val ues and
prices change frommnute to mnute. But Jonson shows the
Puritan characters making and remaki ng the | aw before our eyes.
The |l aw | oses much of its prestige when it is revealed to be
changebl e and even pervertible according to the dictates of
desire. In the puppet show debate, |awful ness turns out to be a
matter of semantics, the product of nere wordplay and not of any

fundanental principle. The puppet has an easy answer to Busy's
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charge that the theatre | acks | awful ness:
BUSY | nmean no vocation, idol, no present |lawful calling.

PUPPET DIONYSIUS |Is yours a lawful calling? .

BUSY Yes, mne is of the spirit.
PUPPET DI ONYSIUS Then idol is a lawful calling.

LEATHERHEAD He says, then idol is a lawful calling! For
you called himidol, and your calling is of the spirit.
(V.v.49-50, 52-55)
By the tinme Jonson is through ringing changes on the word law in

Bart hol omew Fair, the term has becone virtually neaningless. The

| aw no | onger appears to stand majestically above the marketpl ace
and hence entitled to regulate it. Rather the law is negotiated
and renegotiated just like any other itemat the fair.

Jonson's antipathy to the Puritans led himto probe deeper
into their hostility to the marketplace. The ganmester Quarl ous
notes that Busy, as a Puritan, rejects all tradition and cl ains
to remain true to a purified notion of an original faith: "By his
profession, he will ever be i' the state of innocence, though,
and chil dhood; derides all antiquity; defies any other |earning
than i nspiration; and what discretion soever years should afford
him it is all prevented in original ignorance” (l.iii.129-33).
Busy's hatred for the marketplace grows out of his Puritan
hostility to tradition. For Busy the marketplace is the | ocus of

busi ness as usual, where nen and wonmen go about satisfying the
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desires they have always had. By catering to what people want,
the market stands in the way of the noral reformation Busy is
striving for. Unlike the nerchants of Barthol omew Fair, he wll
not accept human beings as he finds them but rather wants to
remake themin one grand revolutionary effort. That is why Busy
i mages the noral reformation of the world in terns of an
apocal yptic abolition of the marketplace. He defines hinself as:
"one that rejoiceth in his affliction, and sitteth here to
prophesy the destruction of fairs and May-ganes, wakes and
Wi tsun al es, and doth sigh and groan for the reformation of
t hese abuses"” (IV.vi.78-80). Jonson understands that Busy
rejects the world as such and wants to see it fundanentally
remade. His hostility to life as usual dictates his hostility to
busi ness as usual, and hence demands the overthrow of the
mar ket pl ace as the center of existing abuses. Jonson saw how
deeply revolutionary the Puritan nentality was, and events in a
few decades were to prove himright.

The Puritan revolutionary inmpul se manifests itself even on
the |l evel of |anguage. Refusing to accept the common names of
t hi ngs, the Puritans becone involved in a | aughabl e process of
trying to rename everything, including thenselves: "O they have
all such nanmes, sir; he was witness for Wn here--they wll not
be cal |l ed godfat hers--and named her Wn-the-fight. You thought

her name had been Wnifred, did you not?" (l.1ii.116-19). 1In a
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play in which signs are often nore inportant than substance, the
impul se to renane things is tantanmount to the inpulse to renmake
them Thus, although Busy appears to be an advocate of |aw and
order, like Wasp he turns out to be a force for disorder. Again
i ke Wasp, he is guity of incivility, as Quarlous nmakes clear in
his final summary of the Puritan character: "Away, you are a
herd of hypocritical proud ignorants, rather wild than nmad,
fitter for woods and the society of beasts than houses and the
congregation of nmen. You are. . . outlaws to order and
di scipline" (V.ii.38-41).

V.

Adam Overdo is Jonson's nost interesting exanple of the need
to tame the regulatory spirit. Like Wasp and Busy, he clains to
devote hinself to repressing passions and correcting excesses in
others, and yet he is in the grip of passion hinself and goes

from one excess to anot her. ?°

Though he presents hinself as a

di sinterested servant of "the public good" (I1.1.9; see also
V.11.84), Jonson suggests that he may be just a social clinber,
using his office to advance his own cause. \WAsp reproaches

M stress Overdo: "Way mistress, | knew Adam the clerk, your
husband, when he was Adam scrivener, and wit for twopence a
sheet, as high as he bears his head now, or you your hood, dane"

(I'V.iv.141-43). Overdo is a little man who puffs hinself up with

t he thought that he is better than his fell ow human bei ngs and
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seeks to prove it by inposing order on their |ives.

Unfortunately for Overdo, he is not equal to the task he
sets hinself as the overseer of |aw and order. He prides hinself
on his judgnment of human nature and his ability to spy into the
soul s of nmen. But Jonson shows hi m maki ng one m stake after
another.® He thinks that the robber Edgworth is in fact a
"civil" young man and tries to beconme his patron (11.iv.30).
Overdo is particularly susceptible to anyone who wll flatter his
ego, as becones evident in his encounter with Trouble-All, a man
who went mad when Overdo dism ssed himfromhis position in the
Court of Piepowders at the fair. Trouble-Al is unwilling to do
anything without a witten warrant from Overdo, a form of nadness
that initally strikes the Justice as evidence of Trouble-All"s
w sdom "What should he be, that doth so esteem and advance ny
warrant? He seens a sober and discreet person!” (I1V.i.23-24).
Overdo's continuing m sjudgnent of the other characters in the
pl ay makes hima | aughi ng-stock and ultinmately underm nes his
authority. As Quarlous points out to himat the end of the play:
"your 'innocent young man' you have ta' en care of all this day,
is a cutpurse that hath got all your brother Cokes his things,
and hel ped you to your beating and the stocks" (V.vi.72-75).
Overdo clains to be able to bring noral order to the world, and
yet he cannot tell good fromevil, as he m stakes crimnals and

madnmen for nodel citizens. The conplete collapse of his regine
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occurs when he goes to punish a group of prostitutes and
di scovers that one of themis his owm wife in disguise.

When Overdo speaks out against the fair's nerchandi se,
chiefly al cohol and tobacco, one mght be tenpted to synpathize
with his criticism but Jonson goes out of his way to caricature
Overdo' s conpl aints and make them sound foolish. Busy inveighs
agai nst the products of the fair because he is trying to save the
souls of its customers; Overdo is trying to save their bodies.
He cautions against al coholic beverages: "Thirst not after that
frothy liquor, ale; for who knows when he openeth the stopple
what may be in the bottle? Hath not a snail, a spider, yea, a
newt been found there?" (Il.vi.11-14). Overdo is also on an
anti-snoki ng crusade: "Neither do thou lust after that tawny
weed, tobacco. . . Whose conplexion is like the Indian's that
vents it! . . . And who can tell, if, before the gathering and
maki ng up thereof, the alligator hath not pissed thereon?"
(I'1.vi.21-26). Overdo may be raising slightly different doubts
about the safety of al cohol and tobacco products than we hear
today, but the basic principle is the sanme. He distrusts
anyt hing exotic and loves to dwell on the worst-case scenario.
He goes on to lanment the anount of noney he thinks is wasted on
these luxury products: "Thirty pound a week in bottle-ale! Forty
in tobacco! And ten nore in ale again" (Il.vi.77-78). At tines

Overdo sounds nuch |ike a contenporary canpai gn agai nst snoki ng:
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"Hence it is that the lungs of the tobacconist are rotted, the
liver spotted, the brain snoked |ike the backside of the pig-
woman' s booth here" (I11.vi.39-41).

Overdo thus offers a puritanismof the body to correspond to
Busy's puritanismof the soul. 1In either case, the result is the
sanme: strict governnent control over the everyday activities of
ordinary people, with prohibition as the ultimate goal. If it is
not clear fromthe way Jonson has the Justice characteristically
overdo his tirade against al cohol and tobacco that he is making

fun of this health-conscious puritanism??

one m ght recall that

Overdo's attack on drinking and snoking is identical to Puritan

strictures against theatre-going ("it's bad for you," "it wastes
your noney," and so on). Evidently by the time of witing

Bart hol onmew Fair, Jonson had begun to wonder whet her concern for

savi ng souls and bodies would result in the end of the
entertai nnent business as he knew it.
Per haps the nost remarkabl e aspect of Jonson's critique of

authority in Bartholonmew Fair is his anticipation of Hayek's

t heory about the benefits of dispersing know edge in society.
Overdo's schene to disguise hinself and spy out enormties at the
fair is an attenpt to gain the know edge he would actually need
to regulate the marketplace. Mdelling hinself on "a worthy
wor shi pful man" (11.i.11-12), probably "Thomas M ddl eton, the

reform ng Lord Mayor of London in 1613-14,"% Overdo uses his
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masquer ade to seek out a synoptic, even a panoptical view of the
econom ¢ world of London:
Marry, go you into every al ehouse, and down into every
cellar; neasure the |length of puddings, take the gauge of
bl ack pots and cans, aye, and custards with a stick; and
their circunference with a thread; weigh the |oaves of bread
on his mddle finger; then would he send for 'em hone; give
t he puddings to the poor, the bread to the hungry, the
custards to his children; break the pots and burn the cans
hi msel f; he would not trust his corrupt officers; he would
do't hinmself. (Il.i.16-24)
As Overdo describes the Mayor's procedures, they seem a nodel of
regul ati ng the econony. He oversees all economc activity in the
city, down to the last detail, and he uses his conprehensive
know edge to correct all injustices, with a particular care to
redi stributing goods to the poor and needy. The actions of
Overdo's nodel are in fact what nost people have in mnd when
they tal k about correcting the failures of the nmarket.

But Bartholonew Fair is a comedy and Overdo is one of the

chief targets of its satire, not a nodel of enlightened rule in
Jonson's eyes. There is nore than sonmething faintly absurd about
the Justice's view of a centrally planned econony. |ndeed he

i nadvertently reveals the inpossibility of the task. For a

government to regul ate the econony successfully, it would need
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know edge of every detail of its working, all the way down to
wei ghi ng every single |loaf of bread to the ounce. But in fact
this know edge in all its conplexity of detail is never avail able
to any one person or centralized authority, as Jonson's exanple
suggests. The mayor's idea of regulating the econony is to do
every job hinself, a telling image for the ultinmte consequences
of government intervention in the econony. The mayor viol ates
the principle of the division of |abor, which is the foundation
of any advanced econony. In fact, the market works precisely by
di spersi ng knowl edge of econom c phenonena anong a nyriad of
peopl e and using the pricing nmechanismto coordinate their

efforts.

The central thrust of entrepreneurial activity is the
creation, or at least the ferreting out, of know edge, and this
process works best precisely when it is not centralized, but pits
many i ndi vi dual s agai nst each other, in active conpetition (wth
success rewarded and failure punished in financial terns).

Recogni zing this point was Hayek's great contribution to the
so-cal l ed econom c cal cul ati on debate concerning socialism
i naugur ated by his teacher, Ludwig von Mses, in the 1920s. %
Wthout going into the details of this debate, one may say that
events in the Soviet Union and el sewhere in the fornerly
communi st world woul d appear to have vindicated the Austrian

econom sts M ses and Hayek in their claimthat true econom c

calculation is inpossible in the absence of open markets and the
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nonet ary accounting they nmake possible. The Sovi et econony
eventual |y col | apsed precisely because its central planning
proved unable to coordi nate, or even just to ascertain, all the
econom ¢ data involved in a nodern system of production and
distribution. As the Russian econom st Yuri Mltsev wites:
"When the Soviet governnent set 22 mllion prices, 460,000 wage
rates, and over 90 mllion work quotas for 110 mllion governnent
enpl oyees, chaos and shortages were the inevitable result."?®
Jonson surely could not have anticipated the econom c cal cul ation
debat e concerning socialism he would not even have known what
socialismis. But he does |ook forward to the core of the M ses-
Hayek argunent, that woul d-be governnment regulators are sinply
i nadequate to the task of overseeing the conplex division of
| abor in a nodern econony.

Jonson specifically presents the problem of governnent
regul ation of the econony as a problem of know edge. Overdo's
nodel mayor has anbitious plans for restructuring the econony,
and yet he hinself does not "trust his corrupt officers"; hence
he gets involved in the hopel ess task of doing everything in the
econony by hinself. Overdo realizes the limtations of his
knowl edge as a governnent official:

For (alas) as we are public persons, what do we know? Nay,

what can we know? We hear with other nen's ears; we see

with other nmen's eyes; a foolish constable or a sleepy
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wat chman is all our information; he slanders a gentl eman by
virtue of his place, as he calls it, and we by the vice of
ours, nmust believe him . . . This we are subject to, that
l[ive in high place; all our intelligence is idle, and nost
of our intelligencers, knaves; and by your |eave, ourselves
thought little better, if not arrant fools, for believing
‘em (I1.1i.24-34)
By i npeachi ng his sources of know edge, Overdo underm nes his
authority to regulate the marketplace. He points out all the
reasons why governnent officials are not in a position to know
the relevant economc facts, and his schene to gain access to
t hat know edge proves to be a conplete and humliating failure
for him Overdo's nobl e-sounding vision of an all-seeing and
al | -knowi ng governnment turns out to be a fantasy and a farce.
Governnent officials are limted and fallible human bei ngs
thenmsel ves and just as likely to make m stakes as nerchants in
the marketplace. The only and the crucial difference between
civil servants and private businessnen is that when a central
pl anner rmakes a m stake, he is likely to disrupt the whole
econony, and not just his own business.
Vi .

In the eyes of government officialdom the disguised Overdo

appears to be a crimnal, and, he |ike Wasp and Busy, ends up in

the stocks. Wen he hinself is charged with "enormty," Overdo
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sees the irony of the situation: "M ne own words turned upon ne
i ke swords" (I11.v.203). The woul d-be regulators in the play
are not happy when they thensevles fall under the power of
government regul ation. WAsp objects to the intrusion of
strangers into his business: "Cannot a man quarrel in quietness,
but he nust be put out on't by you?" (IV.iv.147-48). \Wen he

|l earns that the intruders are "His Majesty's Watch," Wasp i s not
pl eased with the governnent's panoptical surveillance: "A body
woul d think, an you watched well o' nights, you should be
contented to sleep at this tinme o' day" (IV.iv.149-52). Wasp
would i ke a respite fromthe all-seeing eye of the governnent.

One gets the sense from Barthol onew Fair that Jonson, severa

times the victimof governnent surveillance hinself, synpathized
with this position.

The madman Troubl e-All provides the inverted mrror inmage of
an all-seeing, all-know ng governnent in Jonson's play. He is
the perfect subject of a panoptical regime,®* the man who will
not make a nove w thout express warrant from a gover nnent
official: "he will do nothing but by Justice Overdo's warrant: he
will not eat a crust, nor drink a little, nor make himin his
apparel ready. H's wife, sir-reverence, cannot get him make his
water or shift his shirt without his warrant” (IV.i.51-54).%
Here finally is soneone who woul d presunably heed Overdo's

i nvectives agai nst al cohol and tobacco. But Trouble-All provides
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the reductio ad absurdum of the world of government regul ation.

He reveal s what woul d be the disturbing but |ogical result of a
total command econony, in which no human action took pl ace

w t hout a governnment decree. Even Overdo is appalled at what he
has done to transform Trouble-All into a figure wholly dependent
on authority for guidance: "If this be true, this is nmy greatest
di saster!"™ (I1V.i.55).

From his encounter with Trouble-All, Overdo |l earns a very
Hayeki an | esson, what one m ght call the |aw of unintended
consequences: "To see what bad events may peep out o' the tail of
good purposes!"™ (Il1.iii.12-13).% Jonson seems to nmeasure his
characters by the results of their actions, not their notives.

The do-gooders in Bartholonew Fair are the cause of nobst of the

difficulties in the play and all the near-disasters. And the
reason is that in Jonson's view, life in general and the

mar ket pl ace in particular are just too conplicated for these
sinplistic and noralistic regulatory schenes to work
successfully. Actions have unantici pated consequences and
efforts to control events only succeed in producing di sorder and
eventual |y chaos. Overdo nust learn to accept life for what it
is, admt his owmn limtations, and abandon his plans for
perfecting and refornming the world.*® As Quarlous tells himin
the end: "remenber you are but Adam flesh and bl ood! You have

your frailty; forget your other name of Overdo, and invite us al
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to supper. There you and | wll . . . drown the nenory of all
enormty in your biggest bow at honme" (V.vi.93-97). Jonson
presents the festive spirit of comedy as the triunph of humanity
and freedom over petty noralismand of ficious governnent.*

The spokesnen for authority in Barthol onew Fair want to

contrast the ordered and stable world of lawwith the chaotic and
unstable world of the marketplace. But Jonson's satiric view of
t he woul d-be regul ators suggests a different perspective. He
seens to contrast the rigid and stultifying world of law with the
fluid and vibrant world of the marketplace. As happens in many

conedi es, in Barthol onmew Fair Jonson portrays the dead wei ght of

the law as the obstacle standing in the way of the characters
satisfying their normal human desires. The |aw appears in the
first speech in the play proper, appropriately in stilted | egal

| anguage: "Here's Master Barthol onew Cokes, of Harrow o'the hill,
i'the county of M ddl esex, Esquire, takes forth his license to
marry M stress Grace Wl I born of the said place and county”
(I.1.3-5). The first manifestation of the power of law in

Bart hol omew Fair significantly takes the formof a marriage

li cense.* Jonson enphasizes the way the | aw gi ves power to sone
human beings to dispose of the lives of others, with nmen usually
ruling over wonen, and parents over children. Jonson nmakes one

of the marriage plots turn on the fact that G ace Wl lborn is the

| egal ward of Adam Overdo, and thus his to dispose of in
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marriage. In Gace's statenent of her position, Jonson stresses
the arbitrariness of her status and her dissatisfaction with it.
When asked how she becanme Overdo's ward, Gace bitterly replies:
"Faith, through a common calamty: he bought nme, sir; and now he
will marry me to his wife's brother, . . . or else | nust pay
value o' ny land" (I1l1.v.260-62). Evidently, human beings are
bought and sold in the legal world just as commoditi es are bought
and sold in the marketplace.*® Far fromproviding an alternative
to the venality of the market, the | aw seens to operate accordi ng
to the sanme principles. Indeed in Jonson's presentation, the | aw
seens worse than the market: it gives people the right to buy and
sell other human bei ngs, and not just commodities.

Wonen especially do not fare well in the Iegal world of

Bart hol omew Fair. In their hones, they seemto be the chattle

property of their husbands, fathers, and guardians. That perhaps
explains why the wonen in the play are particularly eager to go
to the fair. For them entering the marketplace represents a
kind of liberation. Jonson suggests this point comcally when
several of the wonen quite literally enter the marketpl ace, that
is, are enlisted into prostitution. He certainly is not
advocating prostitution as a way of life, but he approaches the
subject with greater freedomand | ess noralismthan Justice
Overdo does. Half jokingly, Jonson has the bawd Captain Wit try

to teach Wn Littlewit that she ought to prefer the life of a
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prostitute to that of a married woman: "de honest woman's life is
a scurvy dull life" (IV.v.26-27). The chief reason Wit offers
for his claimis that a wwife |eads "de | eef of a bondwoman,"
whereas he tells Wn: "I vill make tee a free-woman" (1V.v.29-

30). In Bartholonmew Fair, the legal institution of marriage is

presented as a formof slavery, while entering the marketpl ace as
a prostitute appears to be a formof freedom

Vi ewed from one perspective, prostitution is one of the
chief vices of the fair, but in the full context of the play, it
is difficult for the advocates of |aw and order to use
prostitution as an argunent agai nst the marketplace. Jonson does
everything he can to efface the distinction between prostitutes
and married wonmen, as he shows nen buying wonen in narriage.*
Quarl ous thinks of the legal institution as in fact a way to
marry noney itself: "Why should not | marry this six thousand
pound. . . ? And a good trade too, that she has beside, ha?.
It is noney that | want; why should | not marry the noney, when
"tis offered ne? | have a license and all; it is but razing out
one name and putting in another"” (V.ii.69-75). Quarlous also
reveals the arbitrariness of |egal docunents: they are supposed
to enbody the sanctity of the law, but it is an easy natter to
doctor them* A |egal docunent can nean al nost anyt hing,
depending on how the witing is altered. There are a nunber of

"bl ank checks"” in the formof |egal documents circulating in
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5

Bart hol omew Fair,* including the open warrant Overdo thinks he

is giving to the madman Troubl e-Al'l but which actually falls into
the hands of Quarlous. He imedi ately grasps the possibilities
of having the justice's signature on a bl ank docunent: "Wy
should not |I ha' the conscience to make this a bond of a thousand
pond, now?" (V.ii.112-13). But Quarlous finds a better use for
this bl ank docunent: to certify transferring G ace as a ward from
Overdo to hinself. Thus he, not Overdo, becones the beneficiary
when Grace nust pay noney to her guardian for the right to marry
Wnwi fe.

Jonson's criticismof the law is doubl e-edged. On the one
hand, the | aw appears to be too rigid; with its iron hand, it
tries to define all human rel ati onshi ps, and keep peopl e confined
to the straight and narrow path. But on the other hand, the | aw
appears to be too flexible and arbitrary; wth a stroke of a pen,
a man can alter a |legal docunent and redefine a human
relationship. Utimtely in Jonson's portrayal the problemwth
the lawis its mndless legalism The lawtries to codify the
fluidity of life into binding rules, but as Jonson shows in

Bart hol omew Fair, once a | egal docunent is witten down, it can

all too easily be rewitten and hence becone fluid itself. As
Jonson presents it, the |law seens to alternate between defining
the ternms of human life too tightly and defining themtoo

| oosely. In either case, the | aw gives sone human beings a
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despoti c power over others.
vii.
The fact that Jonson devel ops such a devastating critique of

the law and its representatives in Barthol onew Fair does not nean

that he is blind to the failings of the marketplace. On the
contrary, as we have seen, he was well-aware of all the
shortcom ngs of the fair and the energi ng market econony it
represents--if anything, he exaggerates them But when Jonson
conpares the woul d-be regulators of the market with the people
they wish to regul ate, on bal ance he seens to side with the
latter. On the whole, the apparently unregul ated markets of the
fair stand for order in the play, while their woul d-be regul ators
actually prove to be the notive forces for disorder. Jonson
presents the merchants as generally cooperating with one another,
if only in schemes to defraud and rob their custoners. They are
of course not saints, but they are not quite sinners either, at
| east not in the evil terns in which nmen |ike Busy and Overdo try
to portray them Many of the nerchants provide |egitinmte goods
and services to their custoners and Jonson presents the fair as a
Iife-enhancing force. After all, people flock to it voluntarily
and thus it nust be perform ng sonme sort of service to the
comunity.

By contrast, the characters who try to shut down the fair

are the spoilsports of the play, and nust be defeated for the
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comc ending to be possible. 1In seeking to please the public,
the fair may cater too nmuch for Jonson's taste to the baser
appetites of the London populace. And yet all the opponents of
the fair have to set against these natural desires is their anger
and their noral indignation, as Wasp, Busy, and Overdo repeatedly
prove. And in Jonson's portrayal, this anger turns out to be
just as irrational as desire and nore socially disruptive. As we
have seen, Jonson suggests at several points that religious and
noral hostility to the marketplace easily translates into a
revolutionary inpulse and may in fact tear the fabric of society
apart .

In earlier plays |ike Vol pone and The Al chem st, Jonson had

dwel | ed upon the ways in which the energi ng market econony was
itself a revolutionary force, threatening to upset the settled
order of society and above all to overthrow the social hierarchy

by maeki ng poor nmen rich and rich nmen poor. But in Barthol onrew

Fair, Jonson appears to rethink his view of the social effects of
t he market econony, or at least to refine it. He now dwells on
the ways in which the market allows people to negotiate their

di fference and thus actually helps to bring themtogether. The

mar ket provi des an i mage of social harnony in Barthol onew Fair,

not a harnmony wi thout conflict, but one in which the tensions
anong the characters can be worked out as the participants in the

fair come to realize their conmmbn econonic interests.
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Jonson shows the way the market tends to | evel out
di fferences. Bartholonmew Fair is a place where people from al
wal ks of life meet and interact freely.* The narket does a
particularly good job of levelling social pretensions. Wnwfe
tries to put on airs when he first cones to the fair and acts as
if the coomercial world were beneath him "That these people
shoul d be so ignorant to think us chapnmen for "em Do we | ook as
if we would buy gingerbread? O hobby-horses?" (Il.v.10-12).

But Quarl ous points out that to enter the fair is to accept it on
its own terns and acknow edge kinship with the rest of the
custoners: "Wy, they know no better ware than they have, nor
better custoners than come. And our very being here nmakes us fit
to be demanded as well as others" (Il1.v.13-15). |In fact the only
peopl e the fair works to exclude are zealots |ike Busy and Overdo
who will not accept its ternms and admt their conmmon humanity.
Unli ke the nmerchants, they are unconprom sing and refuse to
negotiate their differences with others.*” By contrast, in the
fair noney provides a comon currency by neans of which people
can settle their accounts, financial and otherw se.

It would be easy to overstate the extent to which Jonson
anticipates the argunents in favor of free markets devel oped | ong
after his death. He has a weak grasp of how free markets
operate, which is only natural for soneone who was in effect

wi tnessing their troubled birth. He has only the barest sense of
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how markets are sel f-regul ati ng nmechani sns; he does at |east have
sone inkling of how Bartholonew Fair, left to itself, constitutes
a kind of rough-and-tunble order. But one could not credit
Jonson with anticipating the full concept of spontaneous order as
it was to be devel oped by M ses, Hayek, and other Austrian

econom sts. \Where Jonson does genuinely anticipate |ater
econom c thinking is in his critique of efforts to regulate the
mar ket pl ace. Here his thinking becones rather sophisticated
economcally, as he shows how efforts to reformthe narket
actually tend to make things worse, and how efforts to inpose
order on the econony only succeed in nmaking it nore chaotic. |In
short, his negative case for not regulating the market i s nuch
stronger than any positive case he nmakes for |eaving the market
to regulate itself. This is only to be expected of a witer who
had extensive experience with governnent regul ation of the
econony, living as he did in a world still largely feudal and
mercantilist, but only limted experience with genui ne econonic
freedom which was only just beginning to energe in his day.
Though Jonson could not fully understand how nmerchants regul ate

t henmsel ves, he knew enough to be suspicious of the kind of people
who seek to regulate them

Jonson's synpathy for the free market in Barthol onew Fair

makes the play unusual if not unique in his dramatic output. As

we have seen, in other plays he can be highly critical of the
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mar ket pl ace and its effect on society. But it seens that for
once in this play he decided to give the market its due and

expl ore what kind of case could be nmade for econom c freedom or
at | east against economc regulation. |If this seens |ike an

i npl ausi bl e concern for Jonson, one nust renenber that by
participating in the English Renai ssance theatre, he was
experienci ng one of the nost sophisticated and advanced segnents
of the econony of his tinme, and al so one that was heavily

regul ated by the government. Jonson's experience in the theatre
in fact put himin an excellent position to exam ne the question
of government regul ation of the econony, of the |aw versus the
mar ket pl ace. Hi's newfound synpathy for the marketpl ace seens to
have grown out of a new recognition of the way his theatre world
was inextricably intertwined with the energi ng market econony of

hi s day.
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cided: The Puritan would be judged by the Wrd of God: If he would speak
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