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BIOGRAPHY From: 
http://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/middleton/thomasbio.htm 
 
Thomas Middleton (c.1580-1627) 

 
Thomas Middleton was the son of a London master bricklayer. 

He was educated first at Queen's College, Oxford, and was then 
admitted at Gray's Inn in 1593. He published three volumes of verse 
by 1600, and it is believed that he had already begun to write for 
the stage at that time. Certainly he was a working playwright by 
1602, when he is mentioned in Henslowe's Diary, and his earliest 
surviving independent play, Blurt, Master Constable  (1602) was 
printed. 
          Middleton was an industrious, prolific writer, writing for both 
Boys of St. Paul's and the Admiral's Men. His citizen comedies, 
written for boys' companies between 1602 and 1607, include A Mad 
World, My Masters  (c.1605), A Trick to Catch the Old One  (c.1605) 
and Michaelmas Term  (c.1606). He collaborated with Dekker on the 
comedies The Honest Whore [Part I]  (1604), The Family of Love  
(1603-1607), and The Roaring Girl  (1610). For the adult 
companies, he also wrote his masterpiece, A Chaste Maid in 
Cheapside (1611). These comedies expose bourgeois vice in 
contemporary London in a satiric tone. 
          From 1613 on, Middleton wrote many City of London 
pageants for the Lord Mayor, and served as City Chronologer [Ben 
Jonson followed him in this position] from 1620 until his death in 
1627. Yet, he continued to write plays as well; three collaborations 
with Rowley are worth mention: A Fair Quarrel  (pub.1617), The 
World Tossed at Tennis  (pub.1620) and the superb tragicomedy 
The Changeling  (1622). 
          Middleton's patriotic drama, A Game at Chess,  (1624), 
unprecedentedly successful, was closed after nine performances 
due to its inflammatory anti-Spanish content and the Spanish 
Ambassador's outrage. The writer and the actors were reprimanded 
and fined. One of Middleton's last plays, Women Beware Women  
(c.1625), was a tragedy where the final “slaughter” scene verged on 
comedy, a matter which has persuaded some critics that Middleton 
was also the author of The Revenger's Tragedy  (1607).   Middleton 
died of natural causes at Newington Butts and was buried there on 
July 4, 1627. 
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From: http://www.tech.org/~cleary/witch.html 
 
NOTES 
The Witch has survived in quarto in the hand of Ralph Crane, a 
scrivener employed by the King's Players; the copy is dated some 
time between 1619 and 1627. From the dedication, it is 
traditionally believed that Middleton recovered the play from the 
King's Players at the Blackfriars Theater "not without much 
difficulty" because the play was a failure and lay in "an imprisoned 
obscurity." However, that view has been challenged by Anne 
Lancashire in one of the most interesting essays I've read about this 
play, "The Witch: Stage Flop or Political Mistake?" (in "Accompaninge 
the players": Essays Celebrating Thomas Middleton, 1580-1980—
THIS WILL BE AVAILBLE IN THE TYSON). In this detailed and carefully 
presented analysis, she argues that the play, a political drame à clef 
of the notorious Essex divorce case, was in fact suppressed. There 
are too many particulars to summarize here, but it's a fascinating 
piece of sleuthing. Conjectured composition dates range from 1609 
to 1616; I have decided upon 1613, a decision based in part upon 
her theories. 
 
Charles Lamb may have been the first to observe that in comparison 
to Middleton's witches, the witches of Macbeth are much more 
mysterious, much more an elemental force of the supernatural. 
Indeed, Middleton's witches are more "realistic," in the sense that 
they could have easily come from the everyday society of which 
those accused of witchcraft were a part. (As we'll see, these witches 
are not immortal and not impervious to comic deflation.) I think 
that much of the thrill for Jacobean audiences of this play came 
from allowing them to peek behind closed doors, as it were, that 
this was supposedly what the witches in their midst did when non-
initiates were not around. The distinguishing factor between the 
Weird Sisters and Hecate & Co. is, of course, the type of play in 
which they appear. As usual, Shakespeare's tragic vision is both 
cosmic and microscopic: Macbeth has moral choices to make, but 
ultimately his freedom of action is undermined by an ineluctable 
predestination. On the other hand, Middleton avoids a central focus 
for a complexity of a plot, a complexity sometimes out of control in 
this, one of his first attempts at tragicomedy. Apart from the 
occasional body-snatching and midnight seduction, the witches get 
involved only when others ask them: they are the servants and not 
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the wellspring of the plot. If the demands of the genre are to be 
satisfied, the folk of Ravenna must be afforded the opportunity to 
repent their wrongs, and the real design responsible for those 
eleventh-hour moral conversions--staggering even for Fletcherian 
tragicomedy--is not supernatural but literary. 

 
 
Above: a woodcut featuring the devil, a wizard and witches (Newes 
from Scotland, 1591-92). 
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The Persons 
 
FIRESTONE: 1) a stone that resists the action of fire, used for lining furnaces 
and hearths, alluding to his duties in connection with the cauldron, 2) fire 
(burning sensation of the pox, a common metaphor) + stone (testicle) 
 
HECATE: from the Greek goddess of the moon, earth, and the infernal regions, 
later associated with magic and witchcraft 
 
STADLIN: As we'll see in notes throughout the play, Middleton relied heavily 
upon Reginald Scot's The Discovery of Witchcraft (1584). (By the way, Scot 
denounces belief in witchcraft, which makes Middleton's manipulations of his 
source very interesting!) Dyce cites Scot: "It is constantly affirmed in [Sprenger's 
Malleus Maleficarum] that Stafus used always to hide himself in a [mouse-hole], 
and had a disciple called Hoppo, who made Stadlin a master witch, and could all 
when they list invisibly transfer the third part of their neighbour's dung, hay, 
corn, etc. into their own ground, make hail, tempests and floods, with thunder 
and lightning; and kill children, cattle, etc.; reveal things hidden, and many 
other tricks, when and where they list." Bullen adds a note about a male witch in 
France called Stadlin. 
 
MALKIN: A diminutive of Matilda, a common name for a familiar 
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GLOSSARY 
I.i. 
 
clapp'd it up: settled hastily 
 
can abide no counsel: cannot be denied 
 
sensible: i.e., capable of feeling the pain 
 
act: experience 
 
His sighs drink life-blood: a typical feature of love melancholy; cf. Blurt, Master 
Constable 2.1 
 
riot: debauchery 
 
obeys: is obeyed 
 
[duke's]: King's (Q) 
 
Malaga: white wine from Malaga, Spain 
 
blackjack: large leather jug for beer 
 
small drink: small beer was thinned with water 
 
spleen: regarded as the seat of melancholy 
 
traded: of a road, much used or trodden, here with the sexual implication 
 
comfortable: comforting 
 
miss: manage without 
 
perfumers: those who fumigate or perfume rooms; cf. A Trick to Catch the Old 
One IV.iv. 
 
suckets: candies 
 
complement: The full number to complete a company, as in a ship's 
complement, or as with Gaspero's bawdy metaphor, to fill a vacancy. There are 
other possible meanings: 1) a quality of character which "completes" the person 
(cf. Jonson's Every Man in His Humour I.ii), 2) observance of ceremony or 
honour, in light of Florida's kind words about serving-men (cf. Love's Labours 
Lost IV.ii, Romeo and Juliet II.ii, Twelfth Night III.i, King Lear I.i). 
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termers: dissolute persons who frequented London during term-time; cf. 
introductory notes for Michaelmas Term, The Family of Love Pref. 
 
well-booted: ready for riding, with the sexual innuendo 
 
Amsterdam swallow...thee up again: Amsterdam and Geneva were refuges for 
Puritanism. The pun is on geneva, a spirit distilled from grain, and flavored with 
the juice of juniper berries, from whence comes the word "gin." To cast = to 
vomit. Amoretta continues the religious/alcoholic imagery in her sarcastic reply 
about Almachildes' drunkenness. 
 
she that sunk...Queenhithe: According to legend, Eleanor of Castille, wife of 
Edward I, after denying the murder of the Mayoress of London and praying the 
earth might swallow her up if she lied, sank into the ground at Charing Cross 
and rose from the Thames at Queenhithe. Actually, Charing Cross was so named 
because the hamlet of Charing was the last place in Eleanor's funeral cortege 
where Edward had crosses erected in her honor. Queenhithe was a large quay 
just west of Southwark Bridge. 
 
[holy]: holly (Q) 
 
venery: lechery 
 
tail: conclusion 
 
headstrong: drunk 
 
fall backwards: succumb sexually 
 
firedrake: will-o'-the-wisp, or a 
firecracker, named for the 
dragons of German mythology; 
The illustration shows a firedrake 
ignited and being propelled along 
a rope. 
 
conclusions: experiments 
 
round: with the pun on the rounds walked by those who checked on sentries 
and watches 
 
service: a blend of military and sexual imagery, concluding with Gaspero's 
"tossed pike" 
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I.ii. 
 
Titty and Tiffin...Hellw[a]in and [Puckle]: The Malone Society reprint cites Scot: 
"Now, how Brian Darcy's he-spirits and she-spirits, Tittie and Tiffin, Suckin and 
Pidgin, Liard and Robin, etc., his white spirits and black spirits, gray spirits and 
red spirits, devil toad and devil lamb, devil's cat and devil's dam, agree 
wherewithal, or can stand consonant with the word of God, or true philosophy, 
let heaven and earth judge." These familiars (spirits that followed witches in 
animal form) appear as the following: Titty as a little gray cat, Tiffin as a white 
lamb, Pidgin as a black toad, Suckin as a black dog, Liard as a red lion, and 
Robin as a white colt, toad, or black cat (cf. Witchcraft in England, 1558-1618, 
ed. Barbara Rosen). The illustration: witches with their familiars, from The 
Wonderful Discoverie of the Witchcrafts of Margaret and Phillip Flower (1619). 

 
[Puckle]: Prickle (Q); the name of one of the witches, but the puckle were also 
spirits, a type of bugbear 
 
 
gallops: boils 
 
[seething]: Seeton (Q). Corbin and Sedge's edition in Three Jacobean Witchcraft 
Plays (1986) provides an excellent gloss; they choose not to emend, and gloss 
"seeton" as "not in OED; a substance presumably having the property of turning 
the flames more blue [associated with witchcraft]. R's [Isaac Reed, 1778 edition] 
'seeten' suggests that he has knowledge of such a chemical. D's [Dyce] 'seething' 
(i.e., boiling) seems inappropriate as it refers to the contents of the cauldron, 
not the flames as Hecate's words suggest; but it should be noted that the verb 
'seethe' occurs in the source for this passage [Scot, see below] and it may be 
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that Hecate is contemplating extra boiling to compensate for the lack of heat in 
the flames." 
 
nips of fairies: from the superstition that elves pinched sluttish maids; cf. The 
Merry Wives of Windsor V.v. 
 
brazen: brass 
 
unbaptised: Corbin & Sledge cite Scot, "Then he teacheth them to make 
ointments of the bowels and members of children, whereby they ride in air, and 
accomplish all their desires. So as, if there be any children unbaptised, or not 
guarded with the sign of the cross or orisons, then the witches may and do 
catch them from their mothers' sides in the night, or...after burial steal them out 
of their graves, and seethe them in a cauldron until their flesh be made 
potable." Also cf. Jonson's Masque of Queens. 
 
precious: valuable 
 
pricks: marks or dots in musical notation 
 
stops: finger-holes or ventages in the tube of a wind instrument so as to alter 
the pitch. "Pricks" and "stops" appear in conjunction in Your Five Gallants II.i 
with the sexual innuendo; there doesn't seem to be such innuendo here, 
although the witches do have, as Norman Britten puts it, an "itchy sexuality." 
 
leek: like 
 
coll: embrace 
 
incubus: A feigned evil spirit or demon (originating in personified 
representations of the nightmare) supposed to descend upon persons in their 
sleep, and especially to seek carnal intercourse with women. In the Middle Ages, 
their existence was recognized by the ecclesiastical and civil law. 
 
yallow: yellow 
 
mounting: i.e., the next time she flies through the air, but with the sexual 
innuendo 
 
eleoselinum: mountain parsley 
 
aconitum: Aconite, a genus of poisonous plants called Monk's-hood and Wolf's-
bane. Also applied loosely or erroneously to other poisonous plants.  
 
frondes populeas: poplar leaves 
 
sium: yellow watercress 
 
acorum vulgare: common myrtle 
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[Pentaphyllon]: cinquefoil; Dentaphillon (Q) 
 
flitter-mouse: bat 
 
solanum somnificum: solanum somniferum, deadly nightshade 
 
oleum: oil 
 
farmer's picture: Bullen cites a contemporary Pamphlet “The Examination of John 
Walsh touching Witchcraft (1566)”: "Pictures made in wax will cause the party 
(for whom it is made) to continue sick two whole years, because it will be two 
whole years ere the wax will be consumed." 
 
barm: yeast 
 
goose-grease: the melted fat of a goose 
 
[churnings]...batches: e.g., butter-making, brewing and baking; Charmings (Q), 
which is a variant form of churnings 
 
forspoke: bewitched 
 
meet with: revenged upon 
 
Evensong: the service, also called vespers, usually celebrated shortly before 
sunset, being the sixth of the seven `canonical hours' of the Western Church 
 
milch-kine: milk cow 
 
[dew]-skirted: dew-d-skirted (Q) 
 
sillabubs: desserts made of a mixture of whole milk or cream with wine or cider, 
usually slightly sweetened, and often including eggs, nutmeg and cinnamon 
 
ware: 1) merchandise, commodity, 2) matter (i.e., pus) 
 
more unconscionable than bakers: alluding to a baker's dozen, 13 
 
cast: a stroke of fortune 
 
costermonger's: apple-seller's; the "first apple" is, of course, Eve's 
 
prick'd down: written down, with the bawdy innuendo 
 
shed: spill 
 
posset: drink of hot milk curdled with liquor 
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Urchins...puckle: Dyce cites Scot: "And they have so 'fraid us with bull beggars, 
spirits, witches, urchins, elves, hags, fairies, satyrs, pans, fawns, silens, kit with 
the can'stick, tritons, centaurs, dwarves, giants, imps, calcars, conjurors, 
nymphs, changelings, incubus, Robin Goodfellow, the spoorn, the mare, the 
man in the oak, the hellwain, the firedrake, the puckle, Tom Thumb, hob goblin, 
Tom Tumbler, boneless, and such other bugs, that we are afraid of our own 
shadows." Urchins are small, mischievous fairies, sometimes appearing in the 
form of a hedgehog. 
 
[silens]: Silence (Q); the Sileni or wood-gods, sylvans 
 
kit with the candlestick: jack-o-lantern 
 
tritons: mermen 
 
the spoorn: a special kind of specter or phantom 
 
A ab hur hus: also from Scot, who mentions this incantation as a charm against 
the toothache 
 
disease: this usage recurs throughout the play, indicating varying degrees of 
discomfort or unrest 
 
firk: rouse, impel, drive away 
 
takes Anno Domini/Out of a rich man's chimney: alluding to the date of the 
house's construction, often placed on chimneys. (Hecate goes on to say that rich 
men prefer to enshrine themselves ("their own years" = their age, often included 
with the portrait's date) in expensive private paintings rather than the humbler 
chimneys.) Chimneys were "blown down" after Duncan's murder in Macbeth. 
 
reeks: ricks 
 
starve up generation: render impotent; cf. Lancashire for the importance of this 
in the Essex case 
 
Chirocineta, adincantida,/Archimedon, marmaritin, calicia: Bullen cites Scot: 
"Pythagoras and Democritus give us the names of a great many magical herbs 
and stones, whereof now both the virtue and the things themselves also are 
unknown; as marmaritin, whereby spirits might be raised; archimedon, which 
would make own bewray [betray] in his sleep all the secrets in his heart; 
adincantida, calicia, mevais, chirocineta, etc.: which had all their several virtues, 
or rather poisons." Marmaritin grows in marble quarries and is used as a drug. 
 
sort to: use for 
 
privy gristle: dead body; murderers' bodies would be left to hang after the 
execution 
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scurf: scab, encrustation 
 
that patient miracle: Job 
 
dispose: regulate or govern in an orderly way; to determine or control the 
course of affairs 
 
I know he loves me not: cf. Macbeth III.v. 
 
bravest: most handsomely dressed 
 
pipkin: small earthenware pot 
 
tumbling cast: somersault 
 
I pray be covered: the usual meaning being "please put your hat back on" 
 
tumblers: 1) somersaulters, acrobats, 2) Those who tumble or toss things into 
confusion or disorder, 3) with the sexual innuendo 
 
flat: 1) prostrate, 2) absolute, downright (cf. Measure for Measure II.ii), 3) 
 
dry ones: referring to his capacity to drink 
 
remora: any one of certain fishes with a sucker on the top of the head by which 
it can attach itself especially to ships and other fishes for transportation; it was 
believed to be able to change the ship's course 
 
suck-stone: any sucking fish 
 
[sea]-lamprey: Stalamprey (Q); Lamprey is a character in A Trick to Catch the Old 
One, and lampreys often have a sexual connection (cf. The Duchess of Malfi I.i). 
 
pismires: ants; both the remora and pismire references are from Scot 
 
marchpane: a confection made of ground almonds and sugar, molded into 
various forms; marzipan 
 
fitted me: given me exactly what I wanted; it also has bawdy innuendo 
 
paddock: toadstool; cf. Macbeth I.i for a toad familiar named Paddock 
 
beray'd: defiled; cf. Blurt, Master Constable IV.iii, The Family of Love V.iii. 
Firestone is probably being ironic with "sweetly" because Almachildes' 
handkerchief is soiled by something other than marchpane. 
 
ordinary: eating establishment 
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II.i. 
 
cullis: a strong broth, in which gold and pearls were used, given to the sick, 
although Gaspero's reference to a "consumption" has implications of gonorrhea, 
which is why he fears the surgeon and the apothecary might follow the 
goldsmith. Bullen references a "cullis of a cock."  
 
nobles: gold coins worth 6s. 8d.; Corbin & Sledge mention that this is slightly 
more than the going rate for prostitutes, according to Barry's Ram Alley. 
 
panada: Ponado (Q); a dish made by boiling bread in water to a pulp, and 
flavoring it according to taste with sugar, currants, nutmeg, or other ingredients 
 
strangely: i.e., because of its strangeness 
 
rocking: i.e., her cradle 
 
account: accounting, addition, math 
 
venturing: sexually adventurous 
 
friend: lover 
 
watermen: boatmen paid for transporting people up and down the Thames; 
 
chewets: A dish made of various kinds of meat or fish, chopped fine, mixed with 
spice and fruits, and baked, fried, or boiled; mincemeat 
 
egg pies: believed to be an aphrodisiac 
 
powder up: to salt or preserve meat, hence prepare for a long voyage 
 
gamester: profligate 
 
tobacco: used for affectation; There is an interesting article about the 
Elizabethans and tobacco at 
http://www.tobacco.org/History/Elizabethan_Smoking.html (see below). 
 
toy: trifle 
 
knights' wives in town: a jibe at the low value of knighthood. Almost 
immediately after he was crowned, James I began conferring many new 
knighthoods, considered lavish and undiscriminating by those who felt that 
these "carpet knights" cheapened the rank. Cf. The Phoenix I.vi ("He's no 
gentleman, only a knight."), Dekker and Webster's Eastward Ho! IV.i. 
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statute against them,/As against fiddlers: Minstrels were included in the 
statutes against vagabonds of 1572, 1598, and 1604. 
 
for a yard of lawn: used as a betting phrase. Lawn = fine linen or clothing made 
from it, so called because it was bleached on a lawn instead of the ordinary 
bleaching grounds; cf. A Chaste Maid in Cheapside I.i, Your Five Gallants II.iii 
 
a cold, sir, by your means: presumably due to the lengthy yet unsuccessful 
attempts at love-making 
 
bake-meats: pies, pastries 
 
canary: canary wine, a light sweet wine from the Canary Islands 
 
entertain'd: hired 
 
I left her heal' varray well: "I left her health very well" in Scots dialect. This line 
led Dyce to exclaim, "Scotch--at Ravenna!" Of course, plays of this period, while 
nominally taking place in foreign lands, were quite frequently thinly veiled 
portraits of London and England, so the gentleman "from the North" is really a 
Scot. Or is he? Remember, the letter is not really from Antonio's mother in the 
north but rather a fake from Abberzanes just to get Francisca to a farmhouse 
outside of town. Corbin & Sledge note that parodies of Scottish accents were 
common and punishable at this time because of James's accession. 
 
down: e.g., out from the city 
 
preferment: Advancement in status, here, by means of marriage 
 
kindness: here (and possibly elsewhere in the play), a sexual love;  
 
conceit: idea, understanding 
 
It takes: i.e., the witches' charm 
 
throughly: thoroughly 
 
red sighs in the hearts of lovers: cf. "his sighs drink life-blood" in I.i. 
 
breach: i.e., as in war 
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II.ii. 
 
Necte tribus nodis ternos Amoretta colores: This and the next Latin phrase are 
taken from Virgil's eighth eclogue, the name having been changed from 
Amaryllis to Amoretta. "I tie each of the three colors, Amoretta, in three knots." 
 
boughts: knots 
 
Nodo et Veneris dic vincula necte: "Tie them and say, 'I tie the bonds of Venus.'" 
 
construction: 1) translation, 2) interpretation of others' conduct or words (cf. 
Much Ado about Nothing III.iv, Macbeth I.iv). Cf. Tim Yellowhammer's 
misconstrued Latin in A Chaste Maid in Cheapside. 
 
noddies: fools, simpletons 
 
makes turn'd colours: retreats in battle, or betrays his country (?) 
 
make all split else: wreak havoc otherwise. 
 
blame: blameworthy 
 
when there's time: while there's still time 
 
entertainment: reception, treatment 
 
desertless: without merit 
 
computent: competent (obs.) 
 
case alter'd: proverbial 
 
[rul'd]: rude (Q) 
 
clipp'd: Bullen glosses as "clept" (called), but there's the pun of "defiled" (cf. 
Blurt, Master Constable III.iii, unclipp'd angel = virgin), therefore clipp'd name = 
ruined reputation 
 
beholding: beholden 
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II.iii. 
 
Well ballast of all sides: i.e., very pregnant 
 
drab: whore 
 
'scape: transgression 
 
to a hair: exactly 
 
This comes of bragging: I'm beginning to brag 
 
well said: well done 
 
safeguard: the outer petticoat worn over other clothes to protect them from dirt, 
the usual riding dress for women;  
 
dabbled: mud-spattered 
 
woodcock: 1) a bird easily trapped, 2) fool, simpleton, dupe, gull, 3) prostitute; 
one of the watch in Blurt, Master Constable is called Woodcock. 
 
sweet: with a pun on "pleasing"; Abberzanes is being sarcastic. 
 
I'll speak with least: at least 
 
Rhenish: Rhine wine 
 
caudle: warm drink of gruel and ale or wine 
 
of a week's departure: used up a week ago 
 
wand: switch for urging a horse on 
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III.i. 
 
bird-lime: 1) a glutinous substance spread upon twigs, by which birds may be 
caught and held fast, 2) prison-time (rhyming slang) 
 
my oath's out: I have no more to say 
 
desert: merit 
 
give him breath, but seeks to have that too: sexual pleasure makes him 
breathless, but also takes his breath (i.e., life) away 
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III.ii. 
 
quean: whore 
 
humour: temperament 
 
pricksong: a pricked song is music written down, with the sexual innuendo; cf. 
Romeo and Juliet II.iv. 
 
close: shut up, confined 
 
condition: disposition, character 
 
city tuck: Bullen conjectures this is a misprint for "city-truck" (city "trash"). But 
"tuck" is associated with fashion (the style in which one's hair is plaited), 
therefore Sebastian may be saying that when he saw Florida before, she 
appeared more fashionable, more cosmopolitan ("the common courtesy of 
frailty"?), but on this occasion there is less formality (e.g., her hair is loose, not 
plaited). If "tuck" is a misprint, it might also be "tack" (smack, taste, or flavor of 
something, especially an alien, peculiar, or ill flavor). 
 
at a strange stand: stalled at a peculiar point, perplexed 
 
Rutney's: Probably a proper name, i.e., a boarding-house; I haven't been able to 
locate this as a place. Corbin & Sedge note the bawdy innuendo ("rut") and 
conjecture the name is fictional. 
 
shifts: tricks, with a possible pun on loosely fitting dresses like chemises;  
 
[her]: here (Q) 
 
confusion: ruin 
 
rod: a measure of length equal to 1612 feet; "by the rod" is descriptive of an old 
form of taking or surrendering land 
 
travell'd: with the pun on "travailed," i.e., given birth 
 
hand: Isabella means handwriting, but Francisca probably first thinks of 
"handiwork" or the body part 
 
strangeness: unfamiliarity (Bullen glosses as "coyness") 
 
so: as long as 
 



THE WITCH 
Actors’ Renaissance Season 

2008 

19 
 

churching: the appearance of a woman at church one month after childbirth to 
give public thanks and be "re-sanctified" 
 
[fine]: five (Q) 
 
have cast it: Bullen glosses "'Cast' = (1) devise, (2) vomit", a good gloss ("vomit" 
reflecting the immorality of Francisca's plot) if the sense of the interruptive 
phrase is "I've figured it out", the reference being her changing her mind about 
Isabella's ability to keep a secret. However, this interpretation is jarring to the 
flow of Francisca's thoughts, and I prefer "I would have spit it out," Francisca 
referring hypothetically to her own ability to keep secrets. The double entendre 
of telling/vomiting is maintained, along with a possible allusion of Francisca's 
own secret (her baby) inevitably coming out. 
 
be quit: deal 
 
fit: use for my purposes 
 
lightness: wantonness 
 
forthnight's: fortnight's 
 
make shift: make do 
 
dear: costly 
 
forthnight's journey: As Corbin & Sedge point out, Sebastian has had no time to 
learn of Antonio's journey. This is not the only plot-related oversight in the play. 
 
country: Cuntry (Q), the spelling of which brings out the sexual pun 
 
[depend]: depends (Q) 
 
stand in't: persist 
 
[lowness]: Lownes (Q) 
 
common fame: public report 
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III.iii. 
 
brisk: finely dressed 
 
There was a bat...drank her fill: cf. 1 Henry VI V.iii, The Witch of Edmonton II.i 
and IV.i. According to Corbin & Sedge, the belief in vampirish familiars was 
peculiarly English. 
 
mortality: i.e., deaths within the area 
 
mar-martin: Mar Martin (Q); Gareth 
Roberts ("A Re-examination of the Sources 
of the Magical Materials in Middleton's The 
Witch," Notes & Queries (1976), 216-219) 
suggests the comic allusion is to the 1589 
tract Mar Martine attributed to Lyly. 
 
mandrake mandragon: an altered form of 
"mandrake," which is a shortened form of 
"mandragora," the genus of plants native 
to Southern Europe and the East 
characterized by very short stems, thick, 
fleshy, often forked, roots, and fetid lance-
shaped leaves. The mandrake is 
poisonous, having emetic and narcotic 
properties, and was formerly used 
medicinally. The forked root is thought to 
resemble the human form, and was fabled 
to utter a deadly shriek when plucked up 
from the ground. The notion indicated in 
the narrative of Genesis xxx, that the fruit 
when eaten by women promotes 
conception, is said still to survive in 
Palestine (OED). Cf. Othello III.iii, Antony 
and Cleopatra I.v for its soporific effect. 
The image appears in William Turner's 
Herbal, Part 2 (1552). 
 
panax: a plant believed to yield a balsam that healed all wounds 
 
pan: head (as in "brain-pan") 
 
selago: club-moss, or a genus of South African herbs or undershrubs 
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hedge-hyssop: a plant of Central Europe formerly noted for its medicinal 
properties 
 
mooncalf: fool 
 
noise: company 
 
Song: Corbin & Sedge give the music. This and the final song appear to have 
been interpolated into later performances of Macbeth (1606), and exist in a 
1673 text of that play. 
 
Davenant [over misty]: our Mistris (Q); the Malone Society editors write, 
"apparently corrupt. The 1673 text of Macbeth reads Over misty Hills and 
Fountains and Davenant's text of 1674 reads Over Hills, and misty Fountains." 
Some editors, like Corbin & Sedge, do not emend; they cite J. M. Nosworthy 
(Shakespeare's Occasional Plays: Their Origin and Transmission, 1965): "The 
seas are fountains drawn up by ['our mistress'] the moon." This explanation is 
very appealing, but I think the 1673 Macbeth reading, picked up by Davenant, is 
a valid transmission.  
 
[steeples,]: Steepe (Q); again, both the 1673 Macbeth and Davenant's 1674 
Witch read "Steeples". Cf. "steeple-tops" in I.ii. 
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IV.i. 
 
rub out: go without 
 
endued: endowed 
 
studient: student 
 
lunary: from luna, the moon. Almachildes is basically saying he knows a hawk 
from a handsaw. 
 
aqua vite: liquor; often linked with bawds: cf. Romeo and Juliet III.ii, Marston's 
The Malcontent V.i. 
 
wildfire: 1) Will-o'-the-wisp, ignis fatuus, 2) lightning, but most germane, 3) 
erysipelas and various inflammatory eruptive diseases, especially those in which 
the eruption spreads from one part to another. Cf. 1 Henry IV III.iii. 
 
A Fair Warning for All Hair Bracelets: a parody of the titles of moralistic tracts 
like Thomas Heywood's ‘A Warning for Fair Women’ (1599) 
 
rudeness: ignorance 
 
close: hidden 
 
spoon-meat: soft or liquid food for taking with a spoon, especially by infants or 
invalids, and easily poisoned; Almachildes means that if he lives, he has avoided 
being poisoned, and possibly has been wiser than a baby or a fool. 
 
countenance: grace 
 
these: i.e., the rioting public bow to the Lord Governor 
 
popular: i.e., of the populous 
 
dearer: more grievous, more intense 
 
rankness: haughtiness, rebelliousness 
 
ensign: flag, standard 
 
clogg'd: chained 
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IV.ii. 
 
IV.ii.: In IV.ii Middleton seems to have left some of the plot unexplained 
beforehand. What appears to have happened is that Sebastian (posing as Celio 
the servant) has told Isabella to appear at the house of Fernando, who is posing 
as someone who lets out lodging; Isabella is to pose as Florida in order to catch 
Antonio at his extramarital tryst. In the meantime, Sebastian gives the keys to 
Antonio's chamber to Florida, who plans to spite Isabella by letting her find her 
with Antonio after she (Isabella) returns from what Sebastian has let her (Florida) 
believe is her (Isabella's) tryst with Celio. I know, it's confusing. Wait until you 
see what plot twists do to Antonio in Act V. 
 
[men]: Man (Q) 
 
carriage: action, plan 
 
simple turn: straightforward favor 
 
When a suspect doth catch once, it burns mainly: Once a suspicion is lit, it burns 
entirely. 
 
allusion: comparison 
 
feel mine arms: sense kinship or alliance. The Malone Society editors suggest 
emending to "feed" or "fill," but "feel" makes just as much sense--perhaps more 
if the image we are meant to see is a coat of arms, the first in a series of familial 
imagery. 
 
fear: doubt 
 
on's: of his 
 
disease: again, discomfort, disturb 
 
abuse her: take her chastity 
 
seraphin: seraphim, one of the highest order of angels 
 
by the way: i.e., to goodness 
 
[these]: this (Q) 
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IV.iii. 
 
[above]: on the upper stage 
 
mettle: spirit, courage, with the pun on "metal" (coins) 
 
cries it: snores 
 
[hither]: hether (Q) 
 
disease: again, discomfort or rouse 
 
spic'd: drugged 
 
drowsy: i.e., which made them drowsy; cf. Macbeth II.ii, "The surfeited 
grooms/Do mock their charge with snores; I have drugged their possets." 
 
throw 't down: put the plot in action 
 
stir: with the sexual innuendo 
 
his own lodging: i.e., Celio's room 
 
[FLORIDA]: Fra. (Q) 
 
burthen: burden 
 
Above a man: beyond a man's capacity for cruelty 
 
[ruinous]: Ruynes (Q) 
 
new man: i.e., Celio 
 
service: This normally would have been a sexual pun, except that Antonio at this 
point is no longer suspicious. 
 
knock up: i.e., knock on his door and rouse him 
 
whispers: Antonio tells Hermio here to poison the wine he'll later bring. 
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V.i. 
 
[Antonio]: Sebastian (Q) 
 
[ANTONIO]: Seb. (Q) 
 
untruss'd: The points that joined the breeches to the doublet are not tied. This 
is the method of Elizabethan dramatists to indicate the character has just 
awakened.  
 
[ANTONIO]: Seb. (Q) 
 
honester men go to't: honest men die, but baser men escape death 
 
holiday: befitting a holiday, festive, gay, sportive 
 
starting-holes: loopholes;  
 
light: get satisfaction 
 
[solemnly]: sollempnely (Q) 
 
strong bill of divorcement: It was extremely difficult to divorce at this time. 
Strong = powerful, convincing (e.g., having evidence of infidelity) 
 
falsely...falsely: deceitfully...mistakenly 
 
fearful: out of fear 
 
You were nev'r at charge yet, but with one light horse: at charge = charged with 
murder, with a pun on the military charge one would perform on a horse, and 
the pun there being light horse = courtesan 
 
[doe]: -Doa (Q) 
 
conceit abuse: perception misinform 
 
wears: possesses 
 
sureness: security 
 
It is not...thy privilege: Just because you were accidentally harmed doesn't mean 
you'll get away with adultery. 
 
[GOVERNOR]: S.p. missing in (Q) 
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overtook: taken with, charmed by 
 
I am much...me fair: said sarcastically 
 
Flatters recovery: to straighten everything out 
 
gross: far gone 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THE WITCH 
Actors’ Renaissance Season 

2008 

27 
 

 
 
 
 
 
V.ii. 
 
fitted: suited 
 
gifts of: ingredients for 
 
tedious: slow to take effect 
 
[Here's]: her's (Q) 
 
perfection's: i.e., the time it takes to finish preparing the charm 
 
scrupulous: distrustful 
 
Cum volui...luna, traho: "When I have willed, the very river banks admiring, 
rivers to their source turn themselves back; I roil the seas by singing, and 
shaken up, I stop them to a standstill; clouds I drive off and clouds I bring on; 
winds I both drive away and summon; I break serpents' jaws by words and 
songs, and set forests in motion, and command mountains to tremble, and the 
land to bellow, and spirits to come out of sepulchers. I draw you, moon, 
wherever (I wish)." Bullen cites three sources for this passage, including Scot. 
 
woods walk: cf. Birnam Wood in Macbeth IV.i. 
 
marbles: marble sepulchers 
 
envolv'd: involved, intricate, all-encompassing 
 
spits French: Firestone may be likening the glottal aspects of French 
pronunciation to the spitting of a angry cat. 
 
howlet-time: time for the owlet, i.e., night 
 
moments: time to appear 
 
semina cum sanguine: seeds 
with blood; to the right, a witch 
feeding familiars, from “A 
Rehearsall both straung and 
true, of hainous and horrible 
actes committed by Elizabeth 
Stile, Alias Rockingham, Mother 
Dutten, Mother Devell, Mother 
Margaret, Fower notorious 
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Witches, apprehended at winsore in the Countie of Barks, and at Abbington 
arraigned, condemned, and executed on the 26 daye of Februarie laste Anno” 
(1579).  
 
niggard: miser 
 
[hither]: hether (Q) 
 
tother: the other 
 
conscionable: reasonable 
 
when!: an exclamation of impatience 
 
bear-breech: popular name for the herbaceous plant of the genus Acanthus, 
brank-ursine 
 
red-hair'd girl: Corbin & Sedge cite Massinger's A Very Woman II.i, about a red-
headed slave who "will poison rats,/Make him but angry, and his eyes kill 
spiders;/Let him but fasting, spit upon a toad,/And presently it bursts and dies; 
his dreams kill." 
 
acopus: Bullen: "Pliny...mentions a plant of this name. It was so called from its 
soothing qualities (Gk. akopos)." cf. Acopon, a soothing salve; a poultice or 
plaster to relieve pain; an anodyne. 
 
[Liard]: Liand (Q) 
 
libbard's bane: leopard's bane, a plant of the genus Doronicum, a kind of 
Aconitum; it is mentioned in Jonson's The Masque of Queens. 
 
younker: a young nobleman or gentleman 
 
light: light-hearted 
 
[damnation]: dampnation (Q) 
 
burthen: 1) burdoun, the low undersong or accompaniment, which was sung 
while the leading voice sang a melody (cf. As You Like It III.ii, The Two 
Gentlemen of Verona I.ii), or else the refrain or chorus of a song, a set of words 
recurring at the end of each verse (cf. The Tempest I.ii), 2) crop, yield 
 
let the air strike our tune: Cf. Macbeth IV.i ("I'll charm the air to give a sound") 
and 1 Henry IV III.i. 
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V.iii. 
 
glads: gladdens 
 
intelligence: report, information 
 
[Who?]: how? (Q) 
 
faddom: fathom 
 
light: 1) light-headed, 2) wanton 
 
Your service cannot alter me from knowledge: my acting as a servant cannot 
have made me recognizable 
 
one forsworn mouth/Hath got me two or three more here: Presumably Gaspero 
is saying that his forsworn mouth, i.e., his lying, has gotten him two or three 
more orifices, i.e., open wounds. 
 
Urbin: probably an error for Ravenna, but the marriage could easily have taken 
place in another town 
 
beneath myself: i.e., beneath his social level as a gentleman 
 
[ ]: Some of the text in (Q) is missing. 
 
meaner: baser 
 
tumult: rebellion 
 
worthy and unequall'd piece: He is referring ironically to Almachildes as a villain. 
 
His injury: desecrating her father's skull 
 
too low for: not worthy of 
 
[Perform]: performes (Q) 
 
known her better: with the sexual innuendo 
 
I am touch'd: it affects me 
 
[hired]: hirde- (Q) 
 
This comes of scarfs: 1) being blindfolded, 2) an allusion to the extravagant 
dress of courtiers like Parolles in All's Well that Ends Well 
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practise: conspiracy 
 
SOME RELIGIOUS COMMENTARY: 
Everything that we know about Thomas Middleton suggests that he 
was a Puritan, and in many of his plays he seems to take positive 
delight in chronicling the misfortunes of Catholics or those 
identified with Catholic families, such as Frances Howard, scion of 
the traditionally Catholic Howard family, who is identifiable as his 
target in plays as otherwise diverse as The Witch, The Changeling, 
and Hengist, King of Kent.( Hopkins, Lisa. ‘A Yorkshire Tragedy and 
Middleton's Tragic Aesthetic’ EMLS. 
http://extra.shu.ac.uk/emls/08-3/hopkyork.html) 
 
SOURCES: 
Middleton’s use of Reginald Scot’s contemporary (1584) work on 
witches called The Discovery of Witchcraft is obvious in his almost 
direct quotations from the document.  The witches he paints are of 
the more “Continental” sort than the weird sisters in Macbeth. While 
still described as “haggish” or ugly, these are witches who—more 
than being poor, older women singled out as “trouble” by their own 
neighbors—seem to relish the craft—flying, covenry, etc.  In this 
play their scenes are the light, fun, crazy bits contrasting strongly 
with those of the court. 
 
Scholars (including the editor of New Mermaid’s The Witch, 
Elizabeth Schafer) identify the court scenes as being related to a 
contemporary scandal—that of Frances Howard/Essex/Carr.  
Frances, like Francisca, had—apparently—murderous inclinations 
(she may have been part of the poisoning of her second husband’s 
former lover—Thomas Overbury).  Too, like Sebastian, Frances’ first 
husband (Essex) returned home to find her dallying with another, 
Antonio in the play’s case (Carr).   Also, the claim of virginity was 
used as grounds for a divorce (Frances was 13 when she married 
the 14 year old Essex, and their marriage was not consummated 
before he traveled to the Continent.)  Accusations of witchcraft 
(making Essex impotent—embarrassing!) were leveled in the divorce 
proceedings, as well as in the later poisoning accusations. The 
pieces are jumbled, but there are many parallels, including the 
environment of the drinking, bawdy court—like that of James I.  All 
of these factors may have led to the “ignorantly ill-fated” 
disappearance of the play.   
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THE TEXT 
Unlike the other plays in this season, The Witch’s text is drawn from 
a hand-written manuscript, rather than a printed quarto or folio.  
This means that the scribe’s hand—really, the “first editor”—is more 
evident.  Scholars have studied this scribe pretty closely because he 
had a big part in the creation of the folio (that’s Shakespeare’s, 
ya’ll), so people think they can tell some tendencies he has.  For 
instance, his “?” and “!” look almost alike, he has a love affair with 
“:” and “;”, and he elides more than is common.  He missed some 
entrances and exits (meaning that the play had likely not been 
performed in a while, and, possibly, that the book from which he 
was copying was not well marked for performance—because it saw 
so few?) and he mis-assigned a couple of lines at the beginning of 
Act V (was he as confused by the details of the Carr case (above)  
and how they match up to The Witch as I continue to be?).  Of 
course, in all cases of transmission, including the one that brought 
the edited text to our group hub and your cue scripts to you, more 
changes occur, so the script we have—while likely closer in the 
chain of transmission to the stage version the King’s men may have 
used than others in our season—is still 400 years, or in this play’s 
case 395-398 years, from its origin.   
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From The GENTLE ART OF SMOKING (1954) 

by Alfred H. Dunhill Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 54-
10495 

SMOKING IN ENGLAND--ELIZABETHAN 

Opinion is still divided about which of the sea captains or colonists 
in the time of Hawkins and Drake was the first to introduce the 
plant into the country, and we can be sure only that smoking slowly 
established itself in England between 1565 and 1590. From the 
first, however, Englishmen seem to have been more concerned with 
the pleasures offered by tobacco than with its medical virtues. No 
doubt the English sailors were the first to become acquainted with 
cigar and pipe smoking from their rivals in Spanish, Portuguese, 
French, and Flemish ships; some soldiers may have collected 
tobacco pipes from the Huguenots with whom they fought in 
France. Smoking was doubtless a familiar practice in the ports of 
England before the frequently quoted incident of Drake's return 
from Virginia with a number of colonists in 1586. These men 
brought with them pipes, tobacco seeds, and plants, and their 
example of what was at first called "drinking" tobacco smoke 
(inhaling and apparently swallowing it) is known to have caused 
considerable excitement and interest. From that time, at any rate, 
smoking developed from the private pleasure of a few 
"tobacconists"--as the first smokers were called--into a social 
practice. 

 

A tremendous impetus was doubtless given to the habit by the 
influence and patronage of so distin guished a man as Sir Walter 
Raleigh. Every school boy knows the story of the servant who found 
Raleigh smoking and who, thinking that his master was on fire, 
drenched him with beer. Many fabulous stories have attached 
themselves to the name of Raleigh, who has ahnost been regarded 
as the patron saint of smoking; though most of these are probably 
fictitious, and Raleigh was certainly not the first to introduce the 
plant, he perfected a method of curing the leaf and helped to 
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popularize smoking among the courtiers of his day. But smoking 
was an expensive pleasure; the poor took to it very slowly. Some 
seventy years later Aubrey wrote in his comments on Raleigh: "It 
[tobacco] was sold then for its weight in Silver. I have heard some of 
our old yeomen neighbouts say that when they went to Malmesbury 
or Chippenham market, they culled out their biggest shillings to lay 
in the Scales against the Tobacco." And so, while the Elizabethan 
dandies with their starched ruffs, gilthandled swords, and velvet 
breeches took boxes of silver pipes to the theater, clay pipes were 
passed from hand to hand in the so-called "tabagies"--meeting 
places resembling ordinary taverns. And the poor man had to 
content himself with a pipe made from a walnut shell and a straw 
stem. 

The contemporary writer Dekker employs the term "artillery" to 
describe the elaborate smoking paraphernalia of these fashionable 
dandies who, especially at the Elizabethan theater, earned 
themselves the title of "reeking gallants." Such a "tobacconist" 
might carry a set of Winchester clays (or those ornamented with 
silver and gold), an ivory or metal box which contained up to a 
pound of tobacco, silver tongs for lifting the glowing ember to light 
his pipe, a pick, a knife to shred the tobacco, and a small scoop for 
drying the leaf. With such equipment a gallant might sit on a stool 
at the side of the stage and, "clowding the loathing ayr with foggie 
fume," as one observer put it, embarrass the actors with his audible 
criticism. Serving boys supplied lights which were passed from one 
gallant to another on the point of a sword. It is therefore not 
surprising that a citizen's wife in a contemporary play should 
remark, "This stinking tobacco kills men. Would there were none in 
England." 

In order to share his pleasure with different company the gallant 
might direct his steps to St. Paul's-the fashionable resort and 
meeting place of sporting men and swaggcrers. There, it was said, a 
man could "spit private" and the uninitiated could receive 
instruction in the solemn ritual of smoking. He could learn to 
display the fashionable tricks such as "The Ring," "The Whiffe," "The 
Gulp," and "The Retention"--always "putting the fume through his 
nose"--and the bizarre fads which would establish him among the 
"reeking gallants" as an accomplished smoker. From St. Paul's the 
"tobacconist" might wander to a "tobacco ordinary," or to the shop 
of a tobacco-seller--a trade rated almost as low as that of usury--
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or, turning into the Mermaid Tavern, he might watch the famous 
writers of the day smoking their pipes with rather less fuss and 
excitement. Meanwhile Dekker, Marston, Chapman, and many 
others were writing their lampoons on the subject, which was 
already arousing criticism from moralists and clergy. It is therefore 
simple to imagine the amusement of an audience which heard the 
water-carrier in Ben Jonson's Every Man in His Humour make the 
following observation about "roguish tobacco". 

It's good for nothing but to choke a man, and fill him full of smoke 
and embers: there were four died out of one house, last week, with 
taking of it, and two more the bell went for, yesternight: one of 
them, they say, will ne'er scape it; hc voided a bushel of soot 
yesterday, upward and downward. By the stocks, and there were no 
wiser men than I, I'd have it present whipping, man, or woman, that 
should but deal with a tobacco pipe: why, it will stifle them all in the 
end, as many as use it: it's little better than ratsbane [white arsenic] 

Yet, in spite of satire that was bound to make sport of a habit which 
was taking society by storm, by 16oo smoking ranked in the life of 
a fashionable man with dancing, riding, hunting, and card playing. 
It is therefore surprising that there is no direct reference to it in the 
plays of Shakespeare. He may of course have considered that the 
subject was already threadbare, or he may have wished to remain 
persona grata at Court, For at the turn of the seventeenth century 
King James I became the center of the opposition to tobacco which 
did its utmost to stamp out the "Indian vice." 

THE COUNTERBLASTE 

Some pamphleteers insisted that smoking caused sterility, and 
innumerable diseases. Others, supporting the medical virtues of 
tobacco, thought it illogical to use the weed for pleasure. 
Indignation at the extravagant smoking habits of the gallants found 
fulfillment in the famous Counterblast to Tobacco published by 
James I in 16o4. This, reflecting much of the King's narrow-
mindedness, proclaimed that the habit had been acquired from 
barbarous people, that "smoking gallants" were a social menace, 
that doctors regarded the habit as dirty and injurious to health, and 
that to foster the tobacco trade meant playing into the hands of 
Spanish enemies. The treatise concludes by stating that smoking is 
"a custome lothsome to the eye, hatefull to the nose, harmefull to 
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the braine, daungerous to the Lungs, and in the blacke stinking 
fume thereof, nearest resembling the horrible Stigian smoke of the 
pit that is bottomelesse." 

 

In spite of this denunciation from the throne and a subsequent 
increase in the duty on tobacco (which inevitably encouraged 
bootlegging, smuggling, and the cultivation of the plant on English 
soil), the popularity of smoking continued. The consumption of 
tobacco from Virginia rose to astonishing heights. Whereas before 
1616 the indifferent plant (Nicotiana rustica) of the English colonies 
offered little competition to the popular Spanish leaf (Nicotiana 
tabacum) which was grown in the West Indies, Mexico, and the 
north of South America, the English colonists, by taking the Spanish 
plant from Trinidad and planting it in Virginia, began to trade in 
earnest. Indeed, it was largely due to this fact that England kept its 
hold on North America. In 1616 the first successful shipload of the 
New Virginian tobacco was sent across the Atlantic. When the 
colonists asked for women to be sent out to them, their traveling 
expenses were paid for with tobacco. In 162o forty thousand 
pounds of leaf were sent to England, where a guild of pipemakers 
had been formed, and the increased duties provided a new and 
immense revenue for the King, who had tried to bring this trade to 
an end. In order to encourage the colonists, even home-grown 
tobacco, which was making progress around Gloucester and 
Worcester, was officially prohibited. No wonder that the antiquary 
Camden, writing in 1625, remarked: "Tobacco shops are set up in 
greater numbers than either Alehouses or Tavernes." 
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