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The Esquire and the Pettifogger: Reintroducing James Cobbe 
and Rethinking his Alopichos

Michael Lind Menna

This article reexamines an overlooked manuscript play titled Alopichos and dated 
1623. Composed by ‘Iames Cobbe Esquior’ while studying law at Gray’s Inn, the 
document warrants interdisciplinary reconsideration as a remnant of England’s 
changing legal and playing professions in light of its ambiguous status as a piece of 
amateur law-school drama or aspirational entry to the commercial theatre. In staging 
the exploits of an ‘old crafti pettyfogger’ named Versuto, Alopichos offers an occupa-
tional spin on city comedy befitting an Inns of Court audience. That story, however, 
does not explain why the manuscript play advertises a performance at the Globe.

This article reexamines a manuscript play dated 1623, titled Αλοπιχος (Alopichos), 
and authored by ‘Iames Cobbe Esquior’ during or shortly after his residency as 
a law student at Gray’s Inn.1 Little has been published on the document, which 
until now has been the primary subject only of a brief but helpful entry in Martin 
Wiggins and Catherine Richardson’s Catalogue of British Drama.2 Cobbe, for his 
part, has enjoyed a modest revival among diligent bibliographers and archivists, 
who have researched his life largely on account of his propensity for collecting 
important medieval books.3 Here, I supplement the biographical findings of Rob-
ert Schuler, Richard Beadle, and other book historians with a more interdisciplin-
ary inquiry into what Cobbe’s uncertain vocational identity can teach us about 
Alopichos’s expression of amateur law-student revelry, theatrical-professional 
ambition, or perhaps most intriguing, some combination of both.4 The manu-
script play bears markings of being prepared for multiple occasions and, likely, 
for other Inns of Court residents, yet those who have encountered the title page 
tend to cast doubt on its claims of having been ‘Imprinted att London’ and acted 
‘By his highnes seruants att ye globe’ [See Appendix].5 A city comedy about the 
exploits of an ‘old crafti pettyfogger’ named Versuto, Alopichos invites questions 
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about Cobbe’s purpose in giving the successful commercial genre such a con-
spicuously occupational spin.6 Apart from whether the play was to be performed 
for a small coterie of legal professionals or on the public stage, why would a man 
who ultimately became a provincial landowner write in a popular mode about a 
humble London lawyer? Could the play only have been for extracurricular amuse-
ment, and if so, why would Cobbe either memorialize or fabricate its performance 
by a professional company in a commercial venue?

This focus on authorial intentionality, however old hat, speaks directly to 
revived discussions about the literary-historical significance of ‘amateur’ drama 
in early modern England, in part because Alopichos’s title page states that it was 
written during or shortly after Cobbe’s time studying law at the Inns of Court.7 
Matteo Pangallo’s work on ‘playwriting playgoers’ has taught us much about 
how audience members participated in the public theatre not only as paying cus-
tomers, but as literary hobbyists expressing their own vision of that enterprise.8 
Alopichos displays much of the replicative and reinterpretive enthusiasm that Pan-
gallo deems characteristic of amateurs’ ‘avocational’ attempts to model their own 
plays after commercial stage conventions.9 And yet, the extent of this practical 
emulation in the manuscript — in the title page declarations, the preparation 
of multiple prologues, and repeated gestures to an unwritten sequel — warrants 
reconsideration of whether those elements were incorporated in jest or in earnest 
and, relatedly, in tension or in keeping with Cobbe’s Inns of Court affiliation.10 
For while some have taken literary exercises like Alopichos to be symptomatic of 
Cobbe’s unserious approach to legal education, the basis of that assessment rests 
mostly in an uncertain identification of the provincial gentleman as a non-practi-
cing lawyer. In this sense, the investigation of Cobbe’s commitment to the study 
and practice of law implicates an investigation of his enthusiasm for the theatre, 
and vice versa.

When we acknowledge these intertwining professional-historical stakes, Alop-
ichos’s simultaneous (if not verifiable) association with both the Inns of Court and 
the commercial theatre offers a rare opportunity to reevaluate those institutions’ 
close relationship. Recent studies in early modern law and literature have made 
astounding advances with regard to the Inns’ literary-intellectual culture and the 
persistence of legal rhetoric through English society and onto the public stage.11 
Still, many literary historians have yet to explore lesser-known patches of the legal 
profession beyond London’s limits, where we know Cobbe to have landed after 
his time at Gray’s Inn. The career of lawyer was certainly more institutionalized 
than the career of player or pamphleteer, but the legal profession was undergoing 
massive changes in the century leading up to the English civil wars. C.W. Brooks’s 
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history of the period, Pettyfoggers and Vipers of the Commonwealth, draws close 
attention to the increase in litigation and emergence of a so-called ‘lower branch’, 
composed of common law attorneys and other practitioners lacking the right to 
plead before the central courts.12 Though Alopichos’s ‘old crafti pettyfogger’ rep-
resents a familiar stereotype of this emerging stratum, Brooks makes sure to high-
light the actual breadth and diversity of this professional class — to the point even 
of admitting that the term ‘lower branch’ represents only a convenient anachron-
ism to lump together professionals who had never been admitted as barristers 
or appointed to high legal office.13 What’s more, and with specific relevance to 
our understanding of Cobbe, Brooks’s observations that the lower branch grew 
larger, more London-centric, and less exclusive in its clientele come paired with 
a cautious reminder: ‘the uneven survival of manorial and town court records 
puts any firm estimate about the purely provincial practitioners beyond reach’.14 
Because Cobbe ultimately ended up in Bury St Edmunds as a court baron, and 
because that life trajectory has engendered certain presumptions about his legal 
and literary ambitions, it is high time we think about how that prospect might 
actually have affected his life at Gray’s Inn and the lawyerly play he wrote while 
he was there.

This article thus proceeds in a two-part investigation of the ‘Esquior’ and the 
‘pettyfogger’ whom he decided to write, followed by a concluding reflection on 
what Cobbe’s biography and the contents of Alopichos can and cannot teach us 
about his purpose in composing the play. It would be unwise to believe in the rep-
resentative value of one manuscript or one career to our general sense of the Inns 
of Court and the commercial theatre in Stuart London. And yet, because Alopic-
hos signals such explicit but ambiguous connections to these two institutions, its 
bibliographic puzzles manifest important unknowns about the vocational identi-
ties cultivated and aspired to therein. Sensitive as Brooks and Pangallo are to cer-
tain understudied peripheries of the practicing bar and the theatrical community, 
Cobbe and his manuscript play illustrate how much there is still to learn about 
the obscure osmosis between legal learning and the public stage. Recent advances 
and lingering questions about the study and practice of law in England help us to 
remember all the ways that the esquire and his fictional pettifogger would have 
been understood to share certain experiences and priorities, at least by virtue of 
their affiliation with the Inns of Court. If we are too quick to impute difference 
between these members of the early English legal profession, we risk doing the 
same with respect to Cobbe’s potentially fluid identity as a law student and aspir-
ing playwright.
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The Esquire

In English, on paper: written in about 1623 by J. Cobbe: 11¼ * 6⅞ in., 2 + 29 leaves.

‘Αλοπιχος, the first part of a most pleasaunt comedy, as it hath been sundrie 
tymes acted with great applause … by his highnes seruants att the Globe on the 
Banck side. Made and composed by James Cobbe esquire … Printed att London … 
1623.’ This does not seem to have been printed. The old binding is part of an English 
deed of 1614 relating to property of the family of White of Winchilsea.

Now MS. Rawl. Poet. 17815

So appears Alopichos in the curt idiom of the Bodleian Library’s Summary Cata-
logue. Perhaps because the manuscript play presents such an archival oddity, 
immediately engendering doubts about its own print and performance claims, 
scholars have largely focused on the man claiming to have ‘Made and composed’ 
it. Following Robert Schuler’s 1978 article on the ‘Jacobean Dramatist and Trans-
lator’, book historians have identified James Cobbe’s marks of ownership on 
several surviving scientific and medieval texts including, most notably, the Wis-
dom and Mankynd portions of the Macro manuscript in the Folger Shakespeare 
Library.16 These scattered remnants of a once-lively antiquarianism, along with a 
few data points from Cobbe’s legal and political career, permit us to outline the 
trajectory of a man operating away from the urbanized ‘lower branch’ of profes-
sionals developing in the late-sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. If, as Brooks 
writes, ‘It is tempting to suggest that there were two legal professions (or at least 
two groups of legal practitioners) in England during the early years of the reign of 
Elizabeth, one centred on London and another whose training and activity was 
concentrated in the country’, scholars have treated Cobbe as a lagging member of 
that second and lesser understood subset, albeit with the nouveau twist of London 
schooling. In this brief review of Cobbe’s early life and career, I lay out how these 
assumptions about his vocational identity (or lack thereof) may unduly diminish 
Alopichos’s value as a theatrical-historical artifact — whether or not the perform-
ance and publication claims on its title page are true. Understandably, previous 
bibliographers who laid eyes on the manuscript did so thinking of its author more 
as a book collector than as a lawyer or, for that matter, a would-be playwright. 
But taking a more expansive and contingent view of Cobbe’s professional life can 
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help us see how all of those identities might have implicated one another and 
influenced the surviving play.

By coincidence or otherwise, both of Cobbe’s earliest appearances in the his-
torical record place him in distinctly legal contexts. He first pops up in the 1619 
will of his father William Cobbe as ‘my sonne James Cobbs’,17 then roughly a 
year and a half later in the register of admissions to Gray’s Inn, London, on 3 
November 1620, as ‘James Cobb, son and heir of William Cobb of Aldington, 
Kent, Esq., deceased’.18 Because there is no baptism record, scholars have fol-
lowed Richard Beadle in backwardly inducting a rough date of birth some time 
at the turn of the seventeenth century, premised on the fact that the average age 
of matriculation at the Inns of Court was between sixteen and twenty years old.19 
Even so, the filial connection to ‘William Cobb of Aldington, Kent, Esq.’ gives 
us enough to place James in a relatively well-documented genealogical line and 
to corroborate Alopichos’s authorial attribution.20 The strongest piece of evidence 
connecting Cobbe to the manuscript is its enclosure within that 1614 English 
deed, described in the Bodleian Summary Catalogue. That document directly 
concerns and mentions ‘William Cobbes of Alington’, and it presumably fell into 
James’s hands upon the death of his father and benefactor.21 The younger Cobbe 
seems to have maintained a habit of recycling these sorts of records for his literary 
exploits, in a literal intermingling of legal and playwriting activities.22 Cobbe’s 
only other surviving piece of drama, ‘The designe of a Tragedy called Romanus’, 
is written on the back of a letter pertaining to his sale of various pieces of land.23 
There, his counterparty expresses suspicion at negotiating with someone poten-
tially ‘ill affected to the State of this Realme hauinge bynne bredd vpp in Popery 
from his Childhood’.24 This accusation tracks with what little we know of Wil-
liam Cobbe, whose 1619 will opens with a declaration, ‘I doe beleeue and fyrmely 
holde the Catholicke faith’, before leaving the dissolution of his lands to his wife 
and, upon her death, his first son James.25

William Cobbe appears in the Gray’s Inn register more than thirty years before 
his son in 1587, albeit without the ‘Esq.’ given to him in James’s entry.26 Some 
readers may be confused to learn that this change in presentation did not neces-
sarily or even primarily correlate to the Cobbes’ formal study of law or residency 
at the Inns, because unlike today in other English-speaking countries, the title 
‘esquire’ conferred social and not professional status in early modern England. As 
the jurist and foundational legal historian John Selden wrote in his first published 
treatise, Titles of Honor (1614), the word’s philological roots lay in the French and 
Latin ‘Escuyer’ and ‘Scutifer’, taken to mean ‘shield-bearer’ or ‘Armiger’.27 It only 
became a term of social rank at some point around King Richard II’s reign, and 
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at the time of Selden’s writing, for a ‘Gentleman of the better Rank, hauing his 
honor either from some particular descent or Function, or created into it by the 
King, as into the first step of eminencie before common Gentrie’.28 Wilfrid Prest’s 
survey of the Inns’ student body shows that ‘esquire’ was not at all an uncommon 
level of social attainment among matriculants, and that at least in 1606 roughly 
40.2 percent of Gray’s Inn members identified as some form of ‘peer-esquire’ (ie, 
peer, knight, baronet, esquire).29 At the same time, though, Brooks’s analysis of 
litigant status during the contemporary era raises a salient concern: these honor-
ifics might not necessarily correlate to a stable socio-economic category over time, 
if market developments and welfare increases permitted them to be ‘appropriated 
more and more promiscuously by men … who had some money and social pre-
tensions, but who were in no sense members of the elite landed society’.30 Selden 
certainly expressed his own skepticism about the extent to which the title con-
ferred any real concept of rank or accomplishment when he wrote, ‘Neither rests 
there any communitie now with the name and the Dignitie’.31 And with respect 
to our ‘Iames Cobbes Esquior’, at least, William Cobbe seems to have been the 
first before his son to style himself that way in several generations.32

Whatever the precise nature of James Cobbe’s social pretensions and economic 
status, they have thoroughly inflected the way that some have glossed his time 
at the Inns of Court and his relationship to the law. Beadle surmises that Cobbe 
‘seems not to have gone on to practise as a lawyer, though he later sat as a justice 
of the peace at Bury St Edmunds’.33 This characterization is premised on Cobbe 
belonging to a certain ‘sphere’ at Gray’s:34

Admission to one of the Inns of Court at this time did not necessarily imply a long-
term intention to follow a career in the legal profession, and for many young men 
drawn from better-off backgrounds the Inns were a kind of finishing school, where 
cultivated accomplishments could be acquired alongside such basic knowledge of the 
law as might be useful for the management of an estate, or to undertake duties in 
local administration or jurisdiction.35

This conceptualization of the ‘legal profession’ reflects a limited regard for activ-
ities that in some way predicate or resemble today’s popular notions of what it 
means to study and practice law. Cobbe does identify himself in the manuscript 
as a ‘Scoller’ and ‘louer of ye liberall sciences’,36 and he may well have treated 
his time at Gray’s like a ‘finishing school’, but legal historians have also demon-
strated that seventeenth-century professionals increasingly sought to distinguish 
themselves by way of ‘extra-legal accomplishments and activities’.37 Beadle may 
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be right that Cobbe had no intention ever of making his living in the London 
courts (as a member of either an ‘upper’ or ‘lower branch’), but he overlooks how 
little we know about England’s provincial practitioners. For as Brooks remarks 
of these ‘ambiguous legal characters’, the patchy survival of manorial and town 
court records makes any estimate of their numbers or understanding of their 
day-to-day responsibilities difficult, if not impossible.38 Whatever ‘sphere’ James 
Cobbe came from, he may still have acted in a legal capacity — whether or not 
he wrote plays.

Indeed, before following up on what Cobbe actually did after leaving Lon-
don, we ought to reflect on how this uniquely status-based conceptualization of 
a ‘finishing school’ Inns experience risks warping our view of the law students’ 
diverse theatrical and pseudo-theatrical activities. Over the past decade and a 
half, early modernists of various persuasions have renewed their interest in Eng-
land’s so-called ‘third university’. They have studied the Inns of Court not only 
as sites for would-be legal professionals, but also for their ‘artistic and intellectual 
patronage’ and ‘influence on religion, politics, rhetoric, and culture’.39 Unsurpris-
ingly, this interdisciplinary frame has uncovered much about the dynamics which 
allowed these law schools together to function with relative license as a hub for 
theatrical activity. The Inns’ affordance of a performance venue on the north 
side of the Thames, for instance, arose not only out of the fact that they housed 
many residents with disposable income to attend and commission plays, but also 
from their ambiguous and vigorously defended status as exempted liberties and 
separate jurisdictions within London city limits.40 Such unique privileges would 
not have been experienced entirely differently by those of higher and lower socio-
economic status, and we would do well to remind ourselves what Prest concluded 
about the Inns’ student body when he wrote that, ‘like the proverbial doors of the 
Ritz hotel, the inns remained open to all sorts of men, rich and poor alike, as long 
as they could foot the bill’.41 To the extent that there was a shared identity among 
law students at the Inns of Court, it was produced by institutional contexts and 
routines that could obfuscate class-based distinctions among its participants.42 
These performative rituals and occasions deserve further study, particularly since 
their traces have been compiled and edited in Alan Nelson and John Elliott, Jr’s, 
three volume contribution to the Records of Early English Drama.43 But it is also 
worth noting that playgoing was a recognizable law-student practice by the time 
Cobbe was a resident at Gray’s Inn. The popular character sketches published 
under Thomas Overbury’s name, for example, chide the ‘Innes of Court man’ 
because he attends ‘two plaies’ for every one lesson in ‘mooting’.44
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Pangallo and others contributing to the new focus on amateur drama have 
shed light on the underdiscussed record and historical significance of theatre con-
sumers’ attempts to replicate the commercial theatre in their own backyard, so to 
speak.45 The Inns of Court have not been entirely left out of this discussion,46 but 
if they have been kept on the sidelines, it is either because amateur playwriting 
and performativity writ large were baked into their reputation, or because the law 
schools housed too many well-known commercial playwrights.47 The Inns did 
produce canonical achievements in the more academic, courtly, and altogether 
‘institutional drama’ of Gorbuduc (1561, Inner Temple) and The Misfortunes of 
Arthur (1587, Gray’s Inn).48 But the environment also encouraged rambunctious 
activities — reproduced in Alopichos — whose mix of law and play lent itself to 
bending social norms, upending hierarchy, and sometimes providing runways for 
careers in playwriting.49

Consider the Christmastime revels, wherein the younger members of each Inn 
elected temporary lords of misrule, bearing the title ‘Prince of Purpoole’ (at Gray’s 
Inn), ‘Prince D’Amour’ (at Middle Temple), ‘Prince of the Sophie’ (at Inner Tem-
ple), or ‘Prince of the Grange’ (at Lincoln’s Inn).50 Such ‘princes’ not only starred 
in the festivities’ processional theatrics, but could also extend backward- and for-
ward-looking ‘Pardon of all Dangers, Pains, Penalties, Forfeitures, or Offences’ 
and even levy ‘great Taxes, and Sums of Money’, for their costs.51 In mimick-
ing the monarchical courts’ mechanics in governance, these festivities certainly 
reinforced presentations of power and authority that would have spoken directly 
to the experiences of students like Francis Bacon, who contributed speeches to the 
1594–5 Gray’s Inn revels before becoming attorney general and lord chancellor.52 
At the same time, part of the point was at least temporarily to mock these forms 
of pageantry, by reappropriating their vocabulary in the context of revelry and 
misrule. The same year that Bacon is thought to have written those orations, the 
Prince of Purpoole was a ‘Norfolk gentleman’ never admitted to the bar, named 
Henry Helme, ‘who was thought to be accomplished with all good Parts, fit for 
so great a Dignity; and also a very proper Man of Personage, and very active in 
Dancing and revelling’.53 Here, the punchline and communal sense of gratifica-
tion seem to have come from rejiggering structures of status and merit, with little 
care to the prince’s rank and none at all to his future in court.

Thus, whether or not Beadle is right to suggest that Cobbe’s own penchant 
for playwriting arose from a dilettantish, ‘finishing school’ approach to his legal 
education, it is crucial to articulate what that turn of phrase does and does not 
mean, to avoid certain misconceptions about Cobbe or his interest in dramatic 
literature.54 As Jessica Winston puts it in her excellent study of the Inns’ literary 
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milieu, ‘the social and cultural experience of members of any of the Inns was 
more universal than unique’.55 If, as we know, playgoing and plays themselves 
were high on the list of experiences that ‘forced singularity out of … plurality’,56 
it does not feel like too much of a leap to believe that such common exploits, in 
allowing members to try on and pursue different lifestyles, also inspired attempts 
to break into the popular theatre. Cobbe did not have to imagine this possibility; 
he had only to recall the example of Francis Beaumont. The third of three sons 
to a prominent justice of common pleas in Grace-Dieu priory, Leicestershire, the 
future Jacobean playwright left Oxford after the death of his father and namesake 
to enroll at the Inner Temple in November, 1600.57 His first surviving piece of 
literary writing actually articulates how residents at the Inns could be expected 
to change dispositions toward legal studies during their stay. Apparently written 
for some sort of occasional celebration, his ‘Grammer Lecture’ delivers a satirical 
oration in the style of William Lyly’s Latin Grammar, structured around an ‘orth-
ography’ dividing Inner Temple residents into ‘Revelers’, ‘plodders’, and ‘young 
students’ deemed ‘fit for the impression of eyther plodder or Reveler’.58 Though 
Beaumont boldly professes his own identification with the better dressed and 
more fun-loving revelers, his framing allows for a shared period of indeterminacy 
before the process of evolving into one type of student or the other.59 In this 
sense, just as literary historians account for the possibility that Beaumont might 
have enrolled at the Inner Temple hoping to follow in his father’s professional 
footsteps, we should remember that Cobbe might not always have known what 
he wanted out of his residency at Gray’s Inn.60 We can agree with Beadle that 
‘Admission to one of the Inns of Court at this time did not necessarily imply a 
long-term intention to follow a career in the legal profession’, but only so long as 
we remember that it certainly did not not imply a long-term intention to follow a 
career in the legal profession.61 Cobbe, for all we know, could have wanted to be 
a justice like the elder Beaumont or a playwright like the younger — whichever 
ultimately came to pass.

In truth, very little can be gleaned of Cobbe’s professional life after he sold 
his inherited properties in Kent, married the daughter of a prominent Catholic 
family, and left London for Bury St Edmunds. It is unclear to me which record 
Beadle is referring to when he writes that Cobbe acted as justice of the peace, but 
we can find evidence of his whereabouts and activities before he appeared as an 
‘Associate Justice’ in the Bury Corporation’s ‘Booke of Subscriptions’ in 1674–5.62 
Specifically, Cobbe receives mention in a nineteenth-century topographical and 
genealogical survey of Suffolk for having ‘held his first court baron for the manor 
of Shimpling Thorn, Oct. 22, 1655’.63 I have not yet been able to corroborate this 
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exact start date, but the Essex Record Office does house documents confirming 
Cobbe’s occupation of this role in a bundle of admissions and surrenders dated 
from 1656–1765.64 They are three admittances — one in English, and two mostly 
in Latin, from 16 October 1656; 20 October 1662; and 14 October 1667 — which 
seem to record the transfer of copyhold and habitation rights to the lands of one 
Richard Plume, his son of the same name, and subsequent heirs. For our purposes, 
these documents are most important for their opening formulae, which name the 
court and lord of the manor according to custom: ‘At the Court baron of Iames 
Cobbs esquir with the view of ffrankpledge’; ‘Ad Curiam generalem Iacobi Cobbs 
armigeri domini manerij cum visu ffrancij plegij’; and ‘Ad Curiam generalem 
Iacobi Cobbs armigeri cum visu francij plegij’.65 Such records place Cobbe at the 
head of the Courts Baron and Leet incident to the manor of Shimpling Thorne. 
Did these offices meet the criteria for what it meant to practice law or hold oneself 
a member of the legal profession, or would they have required only that level of 
training which we might associate with ‘finishing school’? How should the answer 
to that question bear on our sense of Alopichos’s amateurism?

Honestly, it is hard to tell, in no small part because Cobbe lived toward the end 
of that period of sustained flux in the legal profession. Brooks tells us that there 
was a growing expectation in the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries 
that those overseeing manorial courts have legal training.66 Accompanying the 
proliferation of ‘professional’ stewards, who might hold court for multiple land-
lords, the Elizabethan regime and its officials took greater interest than its pre-
decessors in the administration of customary law. In his First and Fourth Institutes, 
Edward Coke acknowledges that custom might allow a lord-appointed steward 
alone to review and authorize the surrender of a copyhold,67 while also bewailing 
the possibility that the Court Leet’s much-expanded jurisdiction in common law 
cases of trespass, debt, and more, might expose innocent parties to ‘Ignorantia 
Judicis’, or ‘ignorance of the judge’.68 We also see expressions of disdain from the 
likes of John Smith, the Inns-educated steward of Lord Littleton in Nibley, at 
having to deal with incompetent counterparts. He derided Lord Berkeley’s high 
steward in Gloucestershire, Anthony Huntley, for not knowing Latin and being 
‘fitter for ffaires and markets of Cattell and sales of wood’.69 Statements like these 
impart an emergent sense of vocationalism — and elitism — among the manorial 
practitioners, too.

All told, Cobbe does not appear to have hired one of Brooks’s newer breed of 
professional stewards in his operation of the Shimpling Thorne manor. Was this 
the product of not having the resources, or of having himself been trained suf-
ficiently in the law to run the show? We do see in the three surviving admittances 
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that a Robert Mallyward attests to having examined the document as ‘steward’, 
or ‘senescallum’, of the manor.70 Mallyward appears nowhere in any Inn’s rolls of 
admissions, as far as I can tell, which might be taken to mean that Cobbe con-
sidered formal training in the law too costly or an entirely unnecessary prerequi-
site for his steward. Still, an uncredentialed steward might also index the cavalier 
approach to legal education suggested by Beadle. Other remains of Cobbe’s activ-
ity in Norfolk Record Office’s ‘Shimpling Court Book (1668–80)’ could shed 
light on his approach to governance or, at the very least, the sorts of cases that a 
Shimpling Court Baron or Court Leet could be expected to adjudicate.71 At any 
rate, given the preservation of Bury Corporation letters from 1669 asking Cobbe 
to help appoint a new minister, he seems to have acted in some manner as a public 
servant, legal or otherwise.72 The question that remains is how — if at all — 
this knowledge of Cobbe’s professional life impacts our reading of Alopichos and 
understanding of its purpose.

The Pettifogger

As we make the turn from the ‘Esquior’ James Cobbe to the ‘old crafti pettyfog-
ger’ in his manuscript play, it is worth rehearsing some cautionary precepts in bio-
graphical interpretation. Elsewhere, I have warned against too quickly presuming 
how the known characteristics of any early modern writers or playwrights  — 
namely, their linguistic capacities — informed their composition process.73 This 
principle may be doubly relevant where so much of what we know about Cobbe 
would have lain in the unknowable future at the time of his writing the play 
in question. If Alopichos was completed some time in or before 1623, as its title 
page tells us, we must account for the fact that Cobbe had not yet lived his days 
in Shimpling Thorne and the surrounding area of Bury, while then resident at 
Gray’s.74 This caveat would sound patronizingly obvious, if its neglect had not 
already altered perceptions about Cobbe’s attitude toward his legal career and, 
correspondingly, his playwriting. Given what Beaumont’s ‘Grammer Lecture’ 
teaches us about the indeterminacy of a ‘young student’, we ought not presuppose 
that this literary experiment bears the residual attitudes of any one type of Inns 
personality — even if we were to follow Beadle in thinking that Cobbe ultimately 
led a life wherein these early exercises in law and drama were ancillary.

No matter what, because Alopichos’s city comedy is designedly conversant with 
the commercial theatre, we must also account for how patterns from popular stage 
conventions inspired and interacted with its commentary on the legal profession. 
In addition to accommodating a broader outlook on Cobbe’s literary pretense, this 
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approach turns Alopichos into a more valuable artifact of the intellectual culture 
that produced it at the Inns of Court, in its documenting one member’s attempt 
to interpolate a familiar lawyer type according to the demands of a familiar stage 
villain. Indeed, the manuscript play becomes yet another provocative reminder 
about the vocational indeterminacy of Inns residents, by inviting complex ques-
tions about whether Cobbe wrote it with the public theatre in mind and, relatedly, 
why the title page would advertise its performance ‘att ye globe’.

First, though, since so few have been able to access Cobbe’s ‘pettyfogger’ play, 
a review of its plot is in order. Wiggins and Richardson’s catalogue entry gives 
a good bare-bones summary of Alopichos, but here I provide a more detailed 
account of its dramatic action, so we may reexamine the title page’s claims with 
greater knowledge of the manuscript’s inner contents and the play’s responsiveness 
to popular stage conventions.75 I organize this overview in accordance with the 
‘Argumentum’ on the title page’s reverse side, which offers a rather decent abstract 
of the play by enumeration of its marriage plots.76 Though the paratextual sum-
mary does sometimes jumble the actual dramatic sequencing, it has the added 
advantage of coming from the most neatly prepared portion of MS Poet 178, both 
immediately proximate and stylistically similar to the title page, its authorial attri-
bution, and its print and performance claims. This fact is significant, because some 
portions of the manuscript have been compared to ‘the paleaographic equivalent 
of slurring your words’, so as to engender uncertainty about its hand.77 The wild 
and sudden swoons may indicate a sometimes hurried preparation, but either way, 
they lend themselves to caution in claiming or denying that the play-text was 
written by Cobbe or copied by someone else — particularly given the curious 
language of its authorial attribution, ‘Made and Composed by Iames Cobbe’.78 In 
any event, the Argumentum retains and arguably elaborates on the careful, print-
like presentation of Alopichos’s mysterious title page on its reverse side. Any who 
wish to read the line-by-line summary in its entirety may consult the appended 
image and transcript, which both include the dramatis personae from the same 
page [See Appendix]. I also provide the manuscript’s act and scene divisions in a 
parenthetical citation beneath each of the quoted subheadings below.

Versuto, for his eldest sonne Ventoso doth prouide
a feigned title by deceauing Consumpto …
(Act 1, scene 1)

Alopichos opens with its pettifogger soliloquizing and identifying himself 
immediately as a trickster villain: ‘what now Versuto! what chimeras worke / thy 
restles braynes in their Continuall motion? what gull comes next vnto our gin’.79 
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In addition to establishing a stereotypical roguishness, these first lines engender 
a moment of almost metatheatrical self-awareness when Versuto goes on fret, ‘I 
feare the world of late is wiser growne / & men know better how to keep their 
owne / now, then In times outworne’ — as if in understanding that his generic 
familiarity to others will compromise his ability to trick, or ‘gull’, them.80 This 
deeper anxiety gives way to frustration about the absence of his son Ventoso, 
whose entrance prompts Versuto to instruct him in a plan to marry an as-of-yet 
unidentified woman of wealth (Credula). The banter between father and son is 
rife with bawdy and sometimes cringe-worthy jokes that reveal Versuto (‘Wily’) 
to be a manipulative bully, and Ventoso (‘Windy’) a vapid pedant.81 At one point, 
Versuto reminisces about his raucous days at the Inns of Court, when London’s 
law students could be charged with far more than just ‘reveling’:

… our Inns of Court men bandied hard
a gainst the Citizens they vsed
(when dismall night had lulled the world asleepe)
to Ransack houses and ye wife there found
If fayer she seemed Committ Addultery
And sweare her husband loyall to ye hevanes
my humour Raune contrary and whilest they
Glutted their apetite with crimes Sport
Mammons conceald excheaquer I did Robb
and thus mauntaynd myself in good estate.82

This sort of behaviour was hardly unheard of at the Inns of Court. Overbury’s 
character sketch of a typical resident describes how he ‘had rather go to a Cit-
izens Wife, then a Bawdy house, only to saue charges’.83 What’s more, Versuto’s 
account of this mobbing would have struck a chord with anyone who participated 
in routs like the so-called ‘Heavy Hitter’ incident in the Christmastime revelries 
of 1627–8, when the Inner Temple’s Prince of Sophy ordered the collection (read: 
theft) of collateral ‘distresse[s]’ from nearby tenants who had not paid ‘taxes’ for 
that year’s festivities.84 By having his pettifogger law student treat these occasions 
as opportunities to whet his acquisitive and not his libidinal appetites, Cobbe 
may be characterizing Versuto as an especially duplicitous and mercenary kind 
of plodder, willing to partake in the revelers’ ‘Sport’ only long enough to steal 
people’s money. This theory feels on the one hand like a stretch of the dualism 
in Beaumont’s playful ‘orthography’, given Versuto’s outspoken appreciation for 
revelry and apparent lack of interest in plodderly pursuits. On the other hand, it 
may help contextualize an otherwise perplexing exchange in the very same scene, 
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when Versuto mentions the London courts in a lecture to his son about the one 
thing he considers to have a ‘fayerer shape then Gold’:

but only a sett battel in ye hall o westminster
fought by ye yeomanry, armed with boxes & ye paper Rolls
of bills of chancery ioyned, pede pes densusque viro vir
In fierce assault with buckram bags of beardles clerks.85

This speech looks like the distracted reverie from a member of the middling 
‘yeomanry’, eager to join the skirmishing litigators frequently characterized by 
their ‘buckram bags’ for carrying documents.86 Following Beadle’s genteel char-
acterization of Cobbe, it would seem that the playwright might here be making 
a joke at Versuto’s expense — as if to laugh at the pauper who would dream of 
becoming something far less desirable than prince: a busy lawyer. This suggestion 
is certainly a live possibility, given all the more colour when we allow ourselves 
to envisage Cobbe or one of his fellows actually playing Versuto in an Inns of 
Court performance. But even this reading depends upon Cobbe having sufficient 
contact and familiarity with his more law-focused peers to give voice to their 
professional ambitions in his pettifogger. It entails that, no matter how much we 
imagine him treating Gray’s like ‘finishing school’, he interacted enough with 
those who did not, to mock their admiration for legal practice. When we acknow-
ledge this overlapping community, we also see the possibility that Cobbe was sim-
ply expressing residual attitudes from his own legal education by giving Versuto 
this brief genuflection to the ‘fierce’ work at the prestigious Court of Chancery.

In any event, the secret conference between father and son is soon interrupted 
by the entrance of Versuto’s brother–in-law Consumpto (‘Spent’), whom it is 
revealed has title to some land in Bedford but no money whatsoever. Versuto con-
vinces Consumpto that Ventoso has marriage prospects in a wealthy woman who 
‘thinks him very Rich, & desires for her friends satisfaction a ionture of 2000 li. a 
yeare’, and that if only his uncle would ‘settle ouer the title of the land’, he might 
be able to seal the deal to repay him in full after the marriage.87 Consumpto 
protests, ‘I would not be gulled & sharked out of all for nothing’, but Versuto 
waves these concerns off and somewhat forebodingly instructs Ventoso to ‘draw 
the assignment’.88
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… & with the same
gulleth dame credula & marieth with help of Versipellis to Ventoso
(Act 1, scenes 2 and 3)

The first of the next two scenes shifts from Versuto to his wife Palabra, immedi-
ately characterized by a nagging concern for her children (‘why wheares the 
child … thy mother calls thee’); disdain for her ‘filthy fulsome’ husband; and 
the catchphrase, ‘god bee my Iudge’.89 Versuto’s other son, the ‘young swaggerer’ 
Phantastico,90 enters only to denigrate his mother and demand money to visit ‘a 
most wretched Courtous punck to day’.91 Horrified, Palabra threatens to call on 
Phantastico’s father to punish him — only for Versuto then to enter and encour-
age his son with forty pence.92 Versuto and Palabra exit, leaving space for Phan-
tastico’s man Grunto to enter and trade clownish banter with his master before 
heading out on the town.

The play returns somewhat awkwardly to Versuto and Ventoso’s marriage 
scheme with a silent dumb show: ‘Enter Ventoso & Credula Ventoso woeing her 
hee shewes her the bed of Consumpto’.93 How all those details were to be con-
veyed without dialogue I can only imagine, but Grunto interrupts this ‘woeing’ 
with a message from Versuto ordering Ventoso to ride to Bedfordshire to claim his 
inheritance of a formidable tract of land, where ‘there bee 9 or 10 Thousand ten-
aunts … to turn to your worshippe as their true landlord’.94 Ventoso, in his typ-
ically foppish manner, feigns disappointment at having to leave his mark Credula 
(‘Credulous’): ‘Now fayer / mistress I may sport with you in whose fayer company 
/ I did more delight, then If I walk all around / constipated with hundrithes of 
my tenants’.95

In the final scene of act 1, Ventoso introduces his parents to their new daugh-
ter–in-law, and Versuto tries against Palabra’s protestations to shepherd the newly-
weds ‘to bed to bed’, to consummate their marriage.96 Father and mother do 
eventually leave, but Versuto returns almost immediately to ask about Credula’s 
assets and the success of his earlier ‘plott to send Grunto with such a Mesuage’.97 
Ventoso, though he responds affirmatively to the second question, reveals to his 
father that Credula was not the big catch they had thought. As it turns out, ‘some 
whisper as though her 2000 li. more turned to 200 li.’, and Versuto is left next to 
ponder how to gull Credula’s friends after the newlyweds leave.98

Versuto after gulleth Inscio, & thrust of luxuriosa his daghter on him
(Act 2 and act 3, scenes 1)
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The next two acts are much occupied by the drunken activities of Phantastico 
and his man Grunto, who jokes, ‘I shall neuer feare you Sir for doing mischeefe 
with your Inn’, right before his master picks a fight with two gentlemen and steals 
away the wife of another.99 In the midst of all this debauchery, however, Versuto 
is given a private moment with Ventoso to spell out his next scheme: they will 
gull ‘a madd precisian yat for conscience sake / Is like to forfeit all his land & 
state’, by paying the corrupt parson Versipellis (‘Shifty’) to marry the old man to 
his daughter Luxuriosa (‘Wanton’).100 There follows a humorous scene during 
which Versuto and Luxuriosa together try desperately to get the ancient Inscio 
(‘Ignorant’) to court and ‘speake of loue’ to the young mistress, but succeed only 
in prompting him to recall the glory days of family members back in ‘king harries 
tyme’.101

Act 3 opens with Versuto instructing Versipellis ‘in secular attire’ to ‘Con-
terfeit a massing preist’ and perform the new couple’s marriage. The two knew 
each other before landing in their respective professions as lawyer and minister, 
and they execute the strategy without incident after Ventoso enters with Inscio 
and Luxuriosa, who have had relations off-stage. Luxuriosa agrees enthusiastic-
ally to the marriage, ‘what should a poor mayd rifled of her virginity, by such a 
worthy man doe but consent’,102 before a mock marriage ritual is performed, with 
Versipellis rattling off Latin phrases to assure the apparently Catholic groom that 
he does indeed ‘euangelize the old Religion’.103 The bumbling Inscio inexplicably 
mistakes Versipellis for an Inns of Court man — perhaps in metatheatrical refer-
ence to the performer — then complains about having not been paid any dowry 
to take Luxuriosa as his wife.104 Versuto not only puts off his promises, but also 
makes sure that Ventoso had ‘wrightings drawne’ for the transfer of all Inscio’s 
lands to Luxuriosa: ‘ye fee scripte absolutely without any proviso, or limitation of 
any vse, or vses giuen her’.105 Ventoso assures his father that all has been done as 
he wished, and just as he is about to read the indenture aloud, Versuto interrupts 
evasively:

				    … hold hold
It is no matter, I hope betweene friends needes no
such striktnes: Comme well neuer Read them they are
allready examined, Come heere I deliuer this as my
act & deed: Sende you that sonne & deliuer it to mee
& your brother Ventoso to ye vse of your wife
say you deliuer It as your act & deed.106
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The deal is struck; Inscio and Luxuriosa exit; and Versuto stays on to tell Ven-
toso about his next plan to further gull Inscio with the help of Versipellis. Ventoso, 
after convincing Inscio to attend church, is to deliver a message telling Versipellis 
to disguise himself again, only this time as a bishop of the Church of England to 
examine the groom. A slapstick inquisition scene follows, wherein Inscio is bound 
and gagged in a pew after he fails to deny ‘the pope, the multiplicity of sacra-
ments, Idolatrie, the reall presence, the superstitious crosse & auricular confes-
sion’ — even with Ventoso mercifully trying to nudge him in the right direction: 
‘know you to whome you speake[?]’107

shee after the death of Inscio marieth infronto gulleth Casto
(Act 4 and act 5, scene 2)

Because the ‘Argumentum’ on the back of the title page summarizes Alopichos by 
its marriage plots, it jumps ahead of the actual dramatic sequencing. Act 4’s second 
marked scene opens with Credula, now wise to the worthlessness of Ventoso’s 
titles, asking Luxuriosa for money while comforting her about the (unexplained) 
death of Inscio. Luxuriosa ignores her sister–in-law’s desperation and resolves 
to remove herself to the country ‘to settle my estate’, leaving Credula alone to 
discuss with Ventoso their plan to marry her blood brother Casto (‘Chaste’) to 
Luxuriosa and thereby benefit from the assets held in the new widow’s name.108 
After hearing that Luxuriosa has left, Ventoso expresses skepticism of her ability 
to remain single for long — ‘Is shee gonne, zounds sheel bee married to / some 
sharking Rogue or other within this 2 houres’ — before advising Casto to ‘slipp 
downe In to ye Countrie’ to get to her first.109 Unfortunately for these schem-
ers, Ventoso was right about his sister. The next scene shows her accompanied 
by Grunto, immediately agreeing to marry the ‘swaggering Roague’ Infronto 
(‘Headstrong’).110

Act 5, scene 2 shows the unfortunate results of this hasty marriage — both for 
Luxuriosa and the cadre trying to get their hands on her wealth. Having made the 
trip to the country, Casto enters trying rather disingenuously to woo Luxuriosa:

lady you haue shewed mee, a fayer house
goodly furnitures conuenient Roomes, plate
& Ritch Iewells, but the best I see
or possibly can euer hope to see
Is your sweet self.111

Yet Casto cannot reverse the vows that Luxuriosa has made, and she is forced to 
reveal to him that she is already married — albeit not without trying herself to 
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woo him in return.112 Before she can finish her overture, however, a chamber-
maid announces the coming of Infronto, who enters only to shoo Casto away and 
reprimand his new wife, ‘kick[ing] her in’.113

Versuto gulleth prodigo with his daughter lena
(Act 3, scenes 2 and 3)

An ‘Old BankRupt’ named Prodigo (‘Prodigal’) identifies himself by his recent 
escape from debtors’ prison and his mission to learn the legendary Versuto’s ‘craft 
to skrape acquayntance’.114 The fugitive seems to get exactly what he desires when 
Phantastico fortuitously intervenes to stifle a sergeant in pursuit and offer a con-
venient introductory connection to the confidence man. The next scene opens 
with Prodigo consulting Versuto about the ‘Euidences’ of a mortgaged estate with 
‘no other meanes to effect it but by my mariage’.115 True to character, the trickster 
Versuto tells Prodigo that he knows ‘a gentlewoman Sister to a neighbor of mine’ 
with enough money to reclaim his lands, only afterwards to instruct Ventoso to 
fetch his other sister Lena (‘Bawd’) and have her appear to them as ‘a stranger’.116 
Sister and brother execute the plan to perfection, and Prodigo and Lena ‘enter 
from the reding’ of their marriage — by Versipellis, of course — only for her then 
to reveal her true identity as Versuto’s daughter. Prodigo protests, but Versipellis 
threateningly ‘pulls out a cudgell vnder his gowne’, leaving the groom no choice 
but to exit, cursing ‘the maddest minister & ye strangest mariage / that euer I 
knew’.117

shee findeth means to bring phantastico to defamatas bed
wher coldly entertayned hee home returns shamed & disgraced
(Act 5, scenes 1 and 4)

The fifth and final act of the play opens with Lena’s reluctant husband, Prodigo, 
introducing his daughter Defamata (‘Infamous’) to her new mother–in-law.118 
Phantastico, also present, makes inappropriate advances on Defamata, who exits 
with her father and leaves the brother and sister alone to hatch a scheme.119 Lena 
instructs Phantastico that they will attempt a cross-dressing body swap, but 
unsurprisingly, the plan is not as successful as they hoped. A transitory sequence 
between the third and fourth scenes of act 5 discovers Phantastico ‘In womans 
apparell’, coaching himself to act like a ‘propper wench’, before Prodigo mistakes 
him for Lena, jumps him, and, learning of his disguise, calls for help.120 Not to 
be deterred, Phantastico enters the next scene ‘In his owne attire’ and gains entry 
to Defamata’s chamber off stage.121 But his departure is soon followed by a ‘crie 
within help help, a Rape, a Rape’, before Phantastico’s reentry in the custody 
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of ‘seruants with bills & other weapons’. Prodigo lectures Phantastico in then-
commonplace (albeit grossly hypocritical) terms for having distrusted his own 
merits by trying to take Defamata by force. He orders that his servants ‘cudgell 
his galley gaskins sorly’, and grimly warns, ‘next tyme I find him heere agayne / a 
cleerer Eunuch shall no where remayne’.122

& so alopicos doth end the first part the second not yet pend
(Act 5, scenes 3 and 5)

Cobbe’s Alopichos concludes abruptly and somewhat confusingly with Versuto 
getting his comeuppance, as he faces new challenges and must bear witness to 
his sons’ and daughters’ repeated failures. Act 5, scene 3 opens with the pettifog-
ger addressing his wife Palabra in keen anticipation, delighting at the prospect of 
advancing his family’s interests:

haue not my witts now played their masters prize
to get my children liuing? …
… how happy am I
That from so small estate haue so encreased
My childrens fortunes, yat they without, the help of friends or
Els of mee
liue as befits a gentlemans degree.123

Despite this confidence, Versuto manages only to make himself more enemies, 
when Grunto delivers a message from one ‘whose name hath / sued forth a latitat’, 
or court summons.124 Reading the letter aloud, Versuto learns that his former 
partner–in-crime Versipellis is ‘no more a / minister, but a sworn brother, of the 
Roguing / society of ye black gard’, newly committed to avenging himself upon 
the pettifogger who had refused to help him escape city officials in the previous 
act.125 Versipellis’s message promises ‘a most mortall / affray’, but Versuto laughs 
the threats off, ‘ha, ha, ha, the parsone Madd’, before sending Grunto off to fetch 
Ventoso.126

The last scene of the play shows Versuto in a more anxious state than before. 
He worries rather forebodingly, ‘I for my part feele / the skourge of god light heauy 
for my sinnes’, before meeting with Ventoso, Credula, and Casto to hear report 
of the plan to whisk Luxuriosa (and her assets) away.127 When Casto reveals to 
everyone what the audience already knows — that she married Infronto right 
after Inscio died — Ventoso takes the news rather poorly, flying off the stage in 
a ‘rauing’ fit.128 The one son’s exit brings about the other’s entrance, with Phan-
tastico revealing that he has been ‘soundly peppered’ by Prodigo and his men.129 
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These disastrous outcomes inspire Versuto to deliver a remorseful closing speech, 
‘lett euery man that think to gull his frend / Consider first, what like to bee the 
end’, before a final ‘march ouer the stage In order caring phantastico wounded, in 
great files’. This procession clears way for the epilogue to recount events as they 
stand:

our action ends, then, with his two stif coase
hath cut our span, of sporting, some may deem
our play to long, & others, which is worse
to short, some say tis, dark, & obscure, by the meane
wee grant all faults, but contradictory
& craue Not Iustice but your clemency
Ventoso for, his sisters mariage, looses sence
phantastico is een a breathelesse coase
Versuto doth agnowledge his offence
& doth begin for to see some recourse
what issues of these meteors, wile succeade
our part hath Not yett to life decreed /
hee only doth desire, your minds to know
whether this like or whether itt displease
whether his first doe with good omen goe
or whether, Infamy on It do freaze
It is your power, this first lone babe to kill
or passe another, by your propitious will.130

This final summary is curious for how it throws the fate of Versuto and his 
family into confusion and, perhaps relatedly, advertises Alopichos’s inconclusive 
narrative arc. Audience members would not have been privy to the stage direction 
describing Phantastico as ‘wounded’, and may very well have heard the language 
about Phantastico’s ‘two stif ’ and ‘breathelesse coase’ to report mortal injuries.131 
Cobbe may have wanted this outcome to remain ambiguous as a suspenseful 
cliffhanger to increase the likelihood of a sequel. That is certainly what the manu-
script seems to suggest, if we are to read the epilogue according to its conventional 
function as an avatar for the playwright: ‘what issues of these meteors … our part 
hath Not yett to life decreed’.132 Still more intriguing, though, is how Cobbe 
explicitly connects Alopichos’s status as an incomplete two-part series to his future 
making plays. Whether out of genuine humility or strategic self-promotion, he all 
but promises that if ‘his first doe with good omen goe’ he will make due efforts to 
‘passe another’ — raising questions of where, and for whom?133
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The Playwright: A Conclusion

This strategizing around a career in the theatre, not the law, brings us full circle to 
the questions surrounding Cobbe’s purpose in writing Alopichos. Namely, know-
ing what we know about the esquire and his pettifogger, it stands to reflect on 
whether we are in a better position to conceptualize Cobbe’s understanding of 
himself as a playwright, particularly as it relates to the title page claims of having 
been ‘Imprinted att London’ and acted ‘att ye globe’. Until now, scholars have 
understood Cobbe’s literary activities as manifesting a lack of ambition to practice 
law, but we may perhaps learn more about his life and his writings by flipping 
the direction of that inquiry. What if, instead of asking what Cobbe’s dramatic 
exercises tell us about his aspirations in law, we ask what his legal-professional 
environment can tell us about his aspirations in theatre? Even if this line of ques-
tioning does not itself have any easy answer, the process of weighing the possibil-
ities can give us new purchase on why an Inns of Court law student would write a 
play and keep a manuscript advertising its commercial performance.

First, I must remark that the Bodleian Summary Catalogue entry is not the 
most recent engagement with Rawl MS Poet. 178 to cast doubt on its title page: 
Wiggins and Richardson express a similar skepticism because ‘its wording is com-
piled from several identifiable printed title pages’.134 The handwritten cover sheet 
does exhibit a conspicuous attentiveness to presentation, as if to replicate (or at 
least try to replicate) quartos from that year.135 What remains unclear to me is 
why that attentiveness necessarily cuts against the likelihood that Cobbe pre-
pared the play with an eye to the commercial theatre. Wiggins and Richardson’s 
logic corresponds to Pangallo’s identification of amateurism in the superfluous 
imitation of professional contemporaries, insofar as they interpret mock features 
from popular printed plays as evidence against Alopichos having actually appeared 
on the public stage or in print.136 But if we accede to this interpretation with-
out considering other reasons why Cobbe or anyone else might have written this 
title page, we run the risk of turning valuable observations about ‘playwrighting 
playgoers’ into a presumption against the professionalism (or aspirational profes-
sionalism) of anyone who did not achieve success as a company playwright.137 
The fluidity of Cobbe’s law-student milieu and the legacy of Inns dramatists both 
instruct against this anchoring. Even if one holds that Alopichos was never printed 
or publicly performed, the manuscript may nonetheless have been prepared for 
submission to a stationer or acting company.138 The past tense phrasing of the 
title page pronouncements, ‘Imprinted att London’ and ‘acted … att ye globe’, 
does feel a bit presumptuous for this purpose, but not in any way unimaginable 
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for a young playwright — maybe entertaining the notion only in fantasy or in jest. 
Either way, the play-text evinces an expectation at least of having some chance at 
a public debut. It includes the rather hastily prepared ‘alter prologus’, presumably 
for a second performance of the play, and there is the insistent intention of writing 
and staging a sequel.139 Even more fundamental, though, is Cobbe’s decision to 
write his ‘old crafti pettyfogger’ into a comedic genre known more for its com-
mercial success than its academic merit.

Indeed, Versuto’s role as the devious engine behind so many of Alopichos’s 
exploits might seem only to conform to what we already know about the endur-
ing appeal and influence of the medieval vice figure, coincidentally preserved in 
plays from the Macro manuscript that Cobbe himself is thought to have owned 
later on in life.140 Most readers today will recognize this type in Shakespearean 
characters like Richard III, Shylock, and Iago, but late Jacobeans well-versed in 
languages would also have seen Alopichos’s title as a reference to the eponymous 
trickster of Ben Jonson’s beast fable city comedy, Volpone (1606), with its Hel-
lenizing of the totemic Italian word for a ‘foxy’ or ‘fox-like’ man. This influence 
tracks with Jonson’s known affiliation with the Inns of Court literary scene,141 
which we know Cobbe appreciated from his books collecting Jonson’s poems.142 
It may also explain why Alopichos’s title page incorporates a Latin motto from 
Horace, the famous Jonsonian mouthpiece in Every Man Out of His Humour, and 
source of mottos for Volpone and other well-known plays.143 These details leave 
the impression that Cobbe’s manuscript play was modelled after Jonson’s achieve-
ments as an author-playwright — which is to say, in its print-like presentation as 
well as in its dramatic action. But we might just as easily look to the city comed-
ies’ many differences in asking how exactly Cobbe intended to follow in Jonson’s 
footsteps, particularly where those differences concern representations of legal 
professionalism. Separate from its eponymous trickster and ambiguously defined 
‘magnifico’, Volpone features the double-talking lawyer Voltore by giving him a 
wayward trial scene to deceive four Venetian ‘Avocatori’.144 Alopichos imports the 
action to London and promotes its lawyer to the role of central villain, but never 
gives its pettifogger Versuto an opportunity to display talents of argumentation at 
trial. Why would Cobbe make these choices, and how might they have changed 
his sense of the play’s commercial viability?

Drawing on Pangallo’s focus on the ‘avocational’ imitation of popular stage 
conventions outside of their commercial context, one could read Cobbe’s varia-
tion on the comedic vice as an amateur attempt simply to dress Jonson’s ‘mag-
nifico’ fox and other villains of old in lawyer’s clothing. It is not hard to imagine 
a revelrous Inns occasion befitting this sort of exercise, particularly where the 
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‘pettyfogger’ slant could accommodate Alopichos’s many filthy jokes and bur-
lesque hijinks. In this circumstance, the peppering of procedural and contractual 
terminology seems to fulfill a community-building function — and maybe an 
exclusionary one, if Cobbe were the sort to write about Versuto’s failed exploits 
as a way of demeaning certain peers. In any event, the likelihood of an Inns of 
Court performance is neither certain nor intrinsically at odds with Alopichos also 
being prepared for a wider audience. If anything, when we recall the diversity in 
London’s ‘lower branch’ of practitioners, we grow more attentive to how Versuto’s 
ambiguous and opportunistic relationship to the law conformed to that of other 
popular heavies who, upon second look, are marked by their legal learning as 
much as their generic lineage. The pettifogger’s opening soliloquy, for example, 
runs through a whole résumé of criminal activities before mentioning any rela-
tionship to the law or legal practice. There, however, he conceives of his shifti-
ness as part and parcel to his vocation. The protean ability to take any ‘shape’ 
features in stories about mugging passersby and impersonating officers, before he 
continues:

but oftnest I In lawyers outside lurk
Then sett I strife betwee my freinds, or foes
I care not whether
lett mothers with their children In front contend
speed who speede may gayne Is my only End
I oft haue wandred In Merchaunts shape
and bought a Mortgage for an easy Rate
but heers my Curse what euer I doe gayne
Cousands a way as Earth Cousenneth Rayne.145

When first transcribing this curriculum vitae, I suspected that it might contain 
line-skipping errors, because Versuto follows the superlative boast about being 
‘oftnest … in lawyers outside’ with an apparently less impressive remark about 
being ‘oft … In Merchaunts shape’.146 Yet this curiously anticlimactic sequen-
cing — whatever the cause — evinces a perception of contiguity between the 
crooked merchant and the cunning lawyer, ‘speed[ing] who speede may gayne’. 
There is a built-in flexibility to Versuto’s sense of his profession, which has the 
benefit of corresponding not only to what Brooks tells us about the many differ-
ent activities subsumed in the ‘lower branch’, but also to parodic caricatures of 
those practitioners at the time. The Overburian character sketch of ‘a meere Peti-
fogger’ explicitly links that personage to the trickster villain, or ‘one of Sampsons 
Foxes’, before enumerating his various legal and pseudo-legal devices for getting 
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ahead, from ‘Writs of error’ to ‘Bonds’ and ‘Broken titles’.147 With this context in 
mind, it becomes easier to see why so many of Versuto’s devices in Alopichos — 
including comedic staples like marriage — revolve around the legal institutions 
of property and contract.

In this respect, Alopichos offers a helpful reminder of how our historical posi-
tioning has kept us from seeing the many faces legal professionalism could take, 
in as well as outside the Stuart theatre. The play draws attention to the equivocal 
vocationalism in at least one other famous villain of the early English stage, whose 
debut also lines up quite closely with Versuto’s.148 In A New Way to Pay Old Debts, 
Philip Massinger’s enduring personification of greed, Sir Giles Overreach, vaunts 
about his decision to bribe judges rather than be one himself. Though the play 
never identifies the ‘Old Cormorant’ outright as a pettifogger or lawyer, his solici-
tor assistant Jack Marall asks why he does not install himself ‘in commission’, 
prompting the comment:

In being out of Office I am out of danger,
Where if I were a Iustice, besides the trouble,
I might, out of wilfulnesse, or error,
Run my selfe finely into a Præmunire,
And so become a prey to the Informer.149

Notice how Overreach deploys formal legal terms to explain why he would forego 
the exposure, or ‘danger’, that naturally accompanies official modes of practicing 
law. Perhaps that is why the obsequious Marall goes on to endorse his mentor’s 
‘wisdom’, despite himself being mocked as a ‘term-driuer’ following court ses-
sions throughout the realm.150 Crucially, Massinger was not among the many 
commercial playwrights known to have a relationship with the Inns, and he may 
have written this exchange to signal nothing more than two craven individuals’ 
craven relationship to the law. But by acknowledging that it didn’t take a legal 
education to compose or appreciate these occupational archetypes, we open the 
door to a more sophisticated assessment of what writing one could have meant 
to someone like Cobbe, who did receive that training. Just as Massinger chose to 
ornament Overreach’s speech with a reference to the writ of ‘Præmunire’, Cobbe 
could have seen his education and familiarity with real practitioners as helpful in 
lending vividness to his own lawyerly villain.151 If that supposition is correct, then 
Cobbe may even have written Alopichos thinking about playgoers outside the Inns 
of Court. He at least had reason to believe that a fluency in legal vagaries might 
play well for paying audiences, even if he ultimately lacked the desire, skill, or 
opportunity to bring that about.
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Ultimately, we cannot determine the precise motivations behind Alopichos, but 
we can rest assured that reading them in all their complexity will require a look 
at the many possible connections between Cobbe’s self-identification as a land-
owning esquire, his commitment to the legal profession, and his decision to write 
in the popular mode of city comedy. Beadle may or may not be right that Cobbe’s 
literary-dramatic exercises arose from a casual approach to learning law and, relat-
edly, the privilege of not having to practice for money. But the popularity of con-
niving lawyers on the London stage, paired with the Inns’ record of producing 
commercially successful (and unsuccessful) dramatists like Beaumont, also made 
it possible to imagine Gray’s Inn as a convenient place to explore that calling.152 A 
belief that Cobbe entertained the thought does not have to rely upon dismissing 
or accepting the validity of Alopichos’s title page advertisements. Nor does it cast 
any doubt on an Inns of Court performance.

Indeed, given the overlapping and fluid community at London’s law schools, it 
is worth stating outright that Cobbe’s early efforts as an amateur or aspirational 
playwright can be reconciled with his future in Bury St Edmunds as much as 
they can be reconciled with one another. We do not know enough about provin-
cial offices in Stuart England to surmise exactly how much or how little contact 
the ‘Esquior’ would have had with the likes of his ‘old crafti pettyfogger’ later on 
in life. And yet, there are still moments in Alopichos that gesture to their shared 
legal-professional community. Even before Versuto’s piling failures accumulate 
to the point that audiences may have felt a bit sorry for him while chuckling at 
his expense, the play allows the pettifogger that moment to imagine himself as a 
more prestigious lawyer in Westminster. Prominent as this malapropic aspiration 
was in popular representations of this ‘lower branch’ type, there is also an implicit 
elitism in hesitating to imagine a future court baron harbouring an analogously 
unlikely desire to write plays for the Globe.153 Could it not be that, while training 
to be a justice like Francis Beaumont the elder, Cobbe toyed with the idea of fol-
lowing in the younger’s footsteps as a lawyer-bred playwright? Might he have seen 
his legal education as a way to advance himself along both career paths? Whether 
yes, no, or something in between, we benefit from exploring all of these possibil-
ities in our encounters with Alopichos and other remnants of theatrical culture at 
the Inns of Court.
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Appendix

[1]

Αλοπιχος
The first part of A most pleasaunt Comedy

As it hath been sundrie tymes acted
With great applause of ye spectators
By his highnes seruants att ye globe

on ye Banck side

Made and Composed by Iames Cobbe Esquior
and louer of ye liberall sciences

Non cuiuis homini Contingit adire Corinthum

Imprinted att London Anno domini 1623

laurea Corona

Noli Altum sapere
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[1v]

Argumentum

Versuto, for his eldest sonne Ventoso doth prouide
a feigned title by deceauing Consumpto & with the same
gulleth dame credula & marieth with help of Versipellis to Ventoso
Versuto after gulleth inscio, & thrust of luxuriosa his daghter on him
shee after the death of Inscio marieth infronto gulleth Casto
Versuto gulleth prodigo with his daughter lena
shee findeth means to bring phantastico to defamatas bed
wher coldly entertayned hee home returns shamed & disgraced
& so alopicos doth end the first part
the second not yet pend

				    Iames Cobbe

dramatis personæ

Versuto — an old crafti pettyfogger
palabra — his wife
Ventoso — a young shark their eldest son
phantastico — a young swaggerer their younger sonne
Versipellis — a Noble Sicophant
Inscio — a poor old gull
Consumpto — a titular Rogue
prodigo — an old BankRupt
Credula — a forward credulous wench gulled by Ventoso
Luxuriosa — a notable trull — Versutos daughter
Lena — A kind of bawd Versutos dughter
defamata — a wronged noble gentlewoman
Infronto — a swaggering Roague
henrico, or Casto — a suter to Luxuriosa
Grunto — the Clowne
Captayne — & liuetenant, theeues
Rhombus a Skoole master, Cunny, ye Cobbler, & Snuge the smith
2 gnet [for gent]- that quarrel with phantastico
flower a punc, & her husband, a mayd to Luxuriosa
Constable & wach, a serient
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This article’s current form owes greatly to feedback from various readers, includ-
ing Roland Greene, Robert Gordon, Bernadette Meyler, Alan Stewart, and Laura 
Stokes. Karen Britland deserves special mention for her guidance throughout this 
long palaeographic journey. So too must I thank Jessica Winston, Mattea Koon, and 
Daniel Koplitz, for joining me and helping me present this work at the Stanford Re-
naissances event, Moot Histories: Law-School Drama in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-
Century London. Last but not least, I am grateful to my readers and editors at Early 
Theatre for their invaluable comments and suggestions.
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