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Some scholarly books strain to make their arguments. Their authors perform 
impressive rhetorical somersaults, squeeze theoretical insights from scraps of evi-
dence, and make readers work as hard as they do. Other books make their argu-
ments with ease. Their authors array and assess evidence with such elegance that 
the central claims seem downright intuitive, even obvious. A reader might finish 
the book wondering why it took so long for such a book to appear. Both types of 
book matter; both merit our attention. Without both types, scholarship on early 
modern English theatre suffers.

The present book is a prime, indeed definitive example of the latter sort. Heidi 
Craig has written Theatre Closure and the Paradoxical Rise of English Renais-
sance Drama in the Civil Wars with such precision and rigour that one legitimate 
response is to wonder (as I did) ‘surely, a book like this has already been written?’ 
But no, not a book like this. Craig’s central claim is that the 1642–60 closure 
of English theatres precipitated major cultural changes, including the harden-
ing of printed drama as a literary genre and the origins of theatre history. Craig 
aptly summarizes the book’s claims in a striking sentence: ‘the allied processes 
of recollection (in incipient forms of theatre history and dramatic criticism) and 
collection (the frenetic publication of full-length plays and creation of dramatic 
compendia) were material substitutes for the lost theatrical past’ (8). With the-
atres closed and in many cases dismantled, and with performances outlawed for 
nearly two decades, playbooks became the predominant mode by which to access 
plays and recall a receding theatre industry.

The five main chapters of Theatre Closure explore Craig’s central claim across 
multiple vectors. Chapter one broadly demonstrates that awareness of the loss of 
professional theatres from 1642 until 1660 drove the popularity of printed play-
books: ‘The further the theatre’s fortunes fell, the higher those of the playbook 
rose’ (46). Stationers and writers, led by playbook power publisher Humphrey 
Moseley, borrowed the older rhetoric surrounding stage flops (ie, plays that failed 
in performance, such as Ben Jonson’s Catiline) to frame the failure of the whole 
theatrical industry and argue for the value of printed plays. Later writers appealed 
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to relic metaphors as a way of coming to terms with the ‘theatrical death’ of the 
industry (70).

Having cast a wide net, as it were, Craig then zeros in on several key writ-
ers — or at least their names. Chapter two studies the paucity of printed Shake-
speare plays amid the otherwise booming playbook market. Stationers who could 
print Shakespeare did not, Craig demonstrates, due to the market’s emphasis on 
novelty. Moreover, Craig shows how Shakespeare’s face, characters, and play titles 
functioned as signifiers floating unattached from the plays themselves. Chap-
ter three turns to Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, who unlike Shakespeare 
remained incredibly popular during the theatre closure. From the Interregnum to 
the present, Beaumont and Fletcher’s plays have acquired a reputation for hold-
ing political convictions (usually royalist but sometimes anti–royalist). This has 
proven especially true of A King and No King, with its apparently on the nose titu-
lar political reference. Based on a lengthy close reading of this play, Craig argues 
that Beaumont and Fletcher’s appeal for early readers derives more from their use 
of paradox and exploration of identity than from any particular political position. 
Those formal features, in turn, are themselves easily politicized by readers and 
writers seeking to make sense of the regicide and subsequent protectorate.

The final two chapters look beyond the period of closure. Chapter four stresses 
that the dearth of the years 1642–60 persisted beyond the Restoration for many 
theatre practitioners, particularly those excluded from the duopoly of Thomas 
Killigrew and William Davenant on theatrical performance. Finally, chapter five 
argues that, contrary to longstanding scholarly consensus, dramatic criticism 
and theatre history did not begin after the Restoration. Rather, nascent forms 
of both arose in the early 1640s. As Craig puts it, ‘theatre history begins after 
1642 because that is when theatre became history’ (40). My favorite moment 
in the book comes from this final chapter. Craig observes that the puritan John 
Rowe — writing in 1653 about a catastrophic illicit performance of Mucedorus 
in which the floor collapsed and many were killed or injured — in fact performs 
what we would call dramatic criticism: he reviews the performance, contextual-
izes stage practices, and even quotes from the play-text.

This summary should indicate why the book exemplifies the latter of the two 
types outlined above. Once made, Craig’s thoroughly researched and eloquently 
argued claims seem as though they should have been obvious all along: of course 
this is why and how printed playbooks took off in the 1640s and 50s. Of course 
this explains the paucity of Shakespeare publications and Beaumont and Fletcher’s 
windfall. Of course the sudden and drastic closure of theatres created an epoch-
making shift in theatrical culture, though not quite long-standing narrative of its 
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outright death. The ingenious thesis is right there in the book’s keyword-search-
friendly title: this is a book about theatre closure and the paradoxical rise of Eng-
lish Renaissance drama in the civil wars. (I do wonder, why not entertain other 
titles like: When Theatre Became History or Dead Theatre, Living Drama or Closed 
Theatres, Open Books: How Puritans Made Drama Live Forever?)

While Theatre Closure’s chief intervention is to provide a long overdue account 
of and explanation for the rise in drama and dramatic criticism when theatres 
themselves were closed, its central contribution and core intellectual work is the 
collection and analysis of dramatic paratexts (ie, texts around texts). Each chap-
ter makes extensive, sophisticated use of examples drawn from dedicatory epis-
tles, commendatory poems, publisher’s prefaces, and other threshold texts. This 
material serves as the foundation on which Craig tells the story of drama in the 
absence of theatre. Admittedly, I was surprised that the book makes no mention 
of how these examples were found (presumably digitally, perhaps on the ‘Early 
Modern Dramatic Paratexts’ repository of which Craig herself is an editor), and 
that the book cites neither the earlier printed version of this collection (Paratexts 
in English Printed Drama, ed. Tom Berger and Sonia Massai) nor major work on 
paratexts (such as Gerard Genette’s Paratexts), which would perhaps highlight 
the theoretical and methodological stakes of the book. That said, these curious 
omissions are understandable given Craig’s fully realized intention to write one 
type of book rather than another. The story Craig tells should have been obvious 
already; now it is.




