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 The topic of my thesis is located at the intersection of sixteenth-century English history 
and drama. The century is notorious for its religious persecution of Protestants by the Catholic 
Mary and of Catholics by her sister Elizabeth, about which much was written by their 
contemporaries. There is relentless competition among writers who use the same terms to 
authenticate the martyrdoms of those of their own religious persuasion and to expose as 
pseudo-martyrs those their side persecuted. This martyrological discourse finds its way into 
the dialogue and sometimes the action of drama both when dramatists are putting historical 
martyrs on stage and when they are presenting figures and action far removed from their own 
century. My purpose is to explore how dramatic appropriations of the conventions of competing 
martyrologies complicates readings of both characters and larger dramatic and narrative 
structures. 
 Because there are so many instances of dramatic martyrological discourse throughout 
the period, I will limit my study to plays that engage with the culture of martyrdom in a political 
context. Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus and Julius Caesar and the collaborative play The 
Book of Sir Thomas More have recently been addressed by scholars in relation to martyrdom. 
For the most part, however, these studies have disregarded the political in favour of religious 
implications of martyrological appropriations. I will revisit these dramatic works and explore 
how their martyrological discourses function to problematize political characters (such as 
generals) and events (such as the threat of foreign invasions of Rome). In addition, I will also 
examine other political plays that have yet to be fully absorbed into current critical discussions. 
These include Shakespeare’s Henry VI (Parts I, II & III), featuring historical martyrs such as 
Joan of Arc and political figures such as York and Henry himself, who are figured as martyrs; 
Shakespeare’s Richard II, Thomas Heywood’s If You Know Not Me, You Know Nobody (Parts 
I & II), and the anonymous manuscript play Thomas of Woodstock, in all of which monarchs or 
nobles are endowed with features of the martyr.  
 Although the topic of martyrdom and drama has been recently addressed by scholars 
such as Richard Wilson and Marsha Robinson, little consideration has been given to the 
interpretative problems that arise from reading plays in the context of contemporary cross-
confessional martyrological debates. In fact, Susannah Monta’s 2005 book Martyrdom and 
Literature in Early Modern England is the only work to reconsider drama within this 
hermeneutic framework. While it makes significant headway, it discusses only three plays and 
a limited number of martyrological conventions.  
 My dissertation will build upon Monta’s seminal study by examining the cross-
confessional martyrological discourse that appears in a wider range of relevant Early Modern 
dramatic works. My readings will be informed by consideration of conventions of cross-
confessional martyrologies beyond those selected by Monta: gender and class, suffering, trust 
in providence eventually to validate one’s cause, and unassailable moral probity. I will consult 
a variety of competing martyrologies, including works by John Bale, John Foxe, Anthony 
Munday, William Roper, Sir Thomas More and Robert Parsons. In addition, I will also employ, 
as a starting point, Thomas Freeman’s and Danna Piroyansky’s recent historical work, which 
has called attention to a number of different ways in which political figures during both the late 
Medieval and Early Modern periods were conceived of in martyrological terms. 


