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Abstract

Richard Tarlton, the Elizabethan clown, is frequently mentioned in many Elizabethan and
Jacobean written works, one of which, Tarlton's Jests, gives accounts of the clown in performance
and print. However, these reports are mixed up with popular legends and fables, so at this distance
in time and without firm evidence, we cannot be certain that the published document is loyal to the
authentic jests of Tarlton. On the other hand, Tarlton's Jests certainly provides clear evidence that
the art of clowning in the late Elizabethan age relied heavily on the ability to come up with witty
improvised responses to comments or requests from the audience. Its publication in later times
also proves that Tarlton's reputation and popularity lived on into the Jacobean age.

Bridging the divide between theatre history and literary criticism, this study takes up the print
industry as an agent for tracing the careers of clowns and fools in Renaissance drama. It examines
how the image of Tarlton passed into literary texts, especially via jest-book printing. Through an
examination of Tarlton's Jests, it also discusses the influence of Richard Tarlton: he was
historically accepted as a brand or influential name in literary texts relating to contemporary
religious controversy and pamphlet writing. The myths surrounding Tarlton will be deciphered to
explain the decisive role played by this instantly recognisable and immortalised clown in the overall
evolution of the English clown. Historicised, Tarlton was endowed with a material identity, which
completes the coming-into-being of clowns and fools in early modern play texts.
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The coorser Cates, that might the feast disgrace,
Left out: And better serv’d in, in their place.
Pasquels conceits are poore, and Scoggins drie,
Skeltons meere rime, once read, but now laid by.
Pecles lests are old, and Tarletons are growne stale,
These neither bark, nor bite, nor scratch, nor raile.
Bangquets were made for laughter, not for Teares.

Such are these sportive Taunts, Tales, Jests, and J eeres.”’

Royston %% 1634 FERUIC 2 LA 72, AT T 2 EMEEZH LV LR XD
verse 2B, DX BEFHFENEROLAILICZ I 2 L EZ Tk
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Anon, Tarltons iests. Drawne into these three parts. 1 His court-wittie iests
2 His sound cittie iests. 3 His country prettie iests. Full of delight, wit, and
honest myrth (London: Printed [by Thomas Snodham] for Iohn Budge, and
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Richard Tarlton, 4 Very Lamentable and Woeful Discourse of the Fierce
Floods (London: Printed by John Allde, 1570).
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Synopsis

Tarlton in Print: From Myth to History

Naoko Komachiya

Richard Tarlton, the Elizabethan clown, is frequently mentioned in
many Elizabethan and Jacobean written works, one of which, Tarlton’s
Jests, gives accounts of the clown in performance and print. However,
these reports are mixed up with popular legends and fables, so at this dis-
tance in time and without firm evidence, we cannot be certain that the
published document is loyal to the authentic jests of Tarlton. On the other
hand, Tarlton’s Jests certainly provides clear evidence that the art of clown-
ing in the late Elizabethan age relied heavily on the ability to come up with
witty improvised responses to comments or requests from the audience. Its
publication in later times also proves that Tarlton’s reputation and popular-
ity lived on into the Jacobean age.

Bridging the divide between theatre history and literary criticism,
this study takes up the print industry as an agent for tracing the careers of
clowns and fools in Renaissance drama. It examines how the image of Tarl-
ton passed into literary texts, especially via jest-book printing. Through an
examination of Tarlton’s Jests, it also discusses the influence of Richard
Tarlton: he was historically accepted as a brand or influential name in

literary texts relating to contemporary religious controversy and pamphlet
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writing. The myths surrounding Tarlton will be deciphered to explain the
decisive role played by this instantly recognisable and immortalised clown
in the overall evolution of the English clown. Historicised, Tarlton was
endowed with a material identity, which completes the coming-into-being

of clowns and fools in early modern play texts.



