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Emily George

The Devil at the Edge of this Book: Intertextual Ecologies of
Early Modern Crime Narratives

This essay uses The Wonderfull Discouerie of Elizabeth Sawyer and The Witch
of Edmonton to examine how the multiple, conflicting agendas and intertextual
relationships of crime narratives in popular print and professional drama manifest
on both the space of the page and of the stage. Considering paratexts as part of the
intertextual ecology of early modern crime narratives as they move between print and
stage reveals materialized ambivalence about the relationships among the narratives
themselves; the audiences consuming, circulating, and reproducing those narratives;
and the criminals whose voices are both marginalized and authoritative in the story.

In June of 1592, two years after the death of her husband John Brewen, Anne
Welles was burned at the stake for his murder. The six-page pamphlet account
of her crime presents an archetypal story of petty treason as early modern crime
narratives commonly depicted it.! Enamoured of another man and resentful of
her husband, Anne, at the urging of her lover, resorts to poison, taking advantage
of her husband’s trust to kill him through a gesture of wifely care: offering him
a dish of sugar sops (steeped and sweetened bread). After her husband dies, her
lover turns abusive, refusing to marry her. They are overheard arguing about the
murder, arrested, and, after initial denial, confess, their crime discovered by the
irresistible workings of Providence, since “The Lord giue all men grace by their
example to shunne the hatefull sinne of murder, for be it kept neuer so close and
done neuer so secret, yet at length the Lorde will bring it out’ (A4v).

The Trueth of the Most Wicked and Secret Murthering of Iohn Brewen is so con-
ventional that Malcolm Gaskill uses it as an example representative of the genre,
a testament to how crime pamphlets promote the ideology that criminal justice
was inevitable and reflect ‘a belief universal in early modern England that God
exposed and punished the crime of murder’? If anything, this brief relation of
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events provides less complexity and sympathy than many similar accounts of
domestic crime since it lacks the common practice of including the murderess’s
confession and repentance before death. This sort of cheap print corresponds to
what Ken MacMillan and Melissa Glass describe as ‘the common characteris-
tics in the crime pamphlet genre, which ensured that readers would be educated
about social boundaries, religious ideologies, and community expectations’3 Pre-
scriptive and boundary-enforcing, sensational and morally edifying, the pamph-
let takes a potentially disturbing tale of an upended hierarchy of marital relations
and contains it in the generic body of the text — but not, perhaps, in its paratexts.

The pamphlet’s stated purpose — to provide an example of how the devil
works in the hearts of humans — rests uneasily within the scattered and stitched-
together materiality of the crime pamphlet genre. If the story told in the main text
provides a model of an early modern adulteress, a traitorous wife dominated by her
lover and therefore not really beyond the authority of men, the title page wood-
cut (Figure 1) presents readers with an incongruous rendering of Anne Welles’s
story. The image shows a woman bound to a stake, surrounded by flames. She
is somehow both clothed and naked, breasts clearly visible beneath an otherwise
modest dress. She presses her hands together in prayer, and her gaze is direct and
calm. Beneath the title’s announcement of John Brewen’s murder ‘committed by
his owne wife, through the prouvocation of one Iohn Parker, whom she loued:
Jfor which she was burned’ (Alr, italics in original), the image of a devout woman
burning at the stake resembles nothing so much as a martyr — because she is one.
The Trueth of the Most Wicked and Secret Murthering of lohn Brewen repurposes a
woodcut from the most important collection of martyrdom accounts in Protest-
ant England, John Foxe’s Aczs and Monuments (Figure 2). The burning woman on
the cover of this crime pamphlet is a palimpsest of Anne Welles, murderess, and
Cicilie Ormes, Marian rnatrtyr.5 As Randall Martin suggests, the woodcut’s use in
a murder pamphlet may sexualize the religious image,® but it might equally sanc-
tify Anne Welles. Before readers encounter the poisoner and adulteress dominated
by another man, they encounter this image of self-possession and faith.

This essay is part of a project exploring how the multiple, sometimes conflict-
ing agendas and intertextual relationships of crime narratives in popular print and
professional drama manifest on the space of the page and the space of the stage.
In studies of early modern representations of crime, scholars have often contrasted
pamphlets with plays, viewing pamphlets as more simplistic accounts of sensa-
tional events that remain ‘contained within certain narrative and interpretive
frames’” Pamphlets purportedly lack the moral complexity of plays like Arden of
Faversham (1592), Two Lamentable Tragedies (1594), or A Warning for Fair Women
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Figure 1: Title page of The Trueth of the Most Figure 2: Depiction of the martyrdom of
Wicked and Secret Murthering of Iohn Cicilie Ormes, from Acts and Monuments
Brewen. Shelfmark [ZZ7] 1594.16.11. Used (1576 edition).
with permission from the Lambeth Palace
Library.

(1599), which can provide compelling characters, ambiguous guilt, and contested

narratives. Even when adapting the plot and moralizing tone of the pamphlets,

critics argue, plays stage narrative contradictions and moral ambivalence because
drama ‘must by its very nature present multiple subjectivities and voices’.® Even
when scholars treat crime pamphlets as complex texts in their own right, their
focus has been on how moral ambivalence emerges in the ‘plot’ through factors
such as the inclusion of criminal biography? or the suggestion that social issues
contribute to a criminal’s guilt.!®

But the double vision prompted by the woodcut of Anne-Welles/Cicilie-Ormes
offers a reminder that crime pamphlets are not merely plots, and that they, too, can
contain visible manifestations of polysemous and contradictory claims. Pamph-
lets are comprised of fragmented parts: prison letters, dedications, confessions,
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scaffold speeches, margin notes, woodcuts, witness lists, and other pieces of the
story are assembled and reassembled alongside the narrative provided in the body
of the text, when and if that body can be meaningfully differentiated at all. I argue
that considering material elements such as paratexts and typographic markings,
not just plots, as part of an intertextual ecology of early modern crime narratives
as they move within and between print ephemera and staged drama reframes the
relationship between crime pamphlets and crime plays as one of mutual, recipro-
cal adaptation. Approaching these stories as composite, crowded, collaborative
narratives reveals materializations of ambivalence about the relationships among
the narratives themselves; the audiences consuming, circulating, and reproducing
those narratives; and the convicted, whose voices are at once marginalized and
authoritative in telling the story. Attentiveness to this exchange suggests ways that
both crime pamphlets and plays present disputed and shifting truths, inviting
readers and audiences to recognize their status as mediated, multivocal accounts
of private tragedy and community violence.

For the remainder of this essay, I focus on a story that critics have primarily
studied within the genre of witchcraft narratives rather than crime narratives:!!
that of Elizabeth Sawyer, whose trial and execution as a witch in 1621 served as
fodder for ballads, a pamphlet, and a play. While the ballads and records of her
trial are lost, two versions of her story are extant: prison chaplain (and semifre-
quent crime pamphlet author) Henry Goodcole’s The Wonderfull Discouerie of
Elizabeth Sawyer (1621),12 which provides an account of her confession; and the
domestic tragedy The Witch of Edmonton (1621).13 Critics have long noted that
The Witch of Edmonton, a collaboration by William Rowley, Thomas Dekker,
and John Ford — and perhaps others unknown, acknowledged with ‘&c.” on
the 1658 title page — offers an unusually sensitive stage portrayal of a witch,
contrasting it to other witch plays as ‘represent[ing] witchcraft with subtle insight
into social contradictions’4 and confronting how ‘economic hardship, social con-
structions, and prejudices create witches’!> Goodcole’s pamphlet, on the other
hand, although dismissive toward specific folk beliefs, strains to avoid contro-
versy about the nature of witchcraft or the justice of prosecution. Critics describe
Goodcole as more focused on attempting to ‘set the record straight’1® and offer
‘the transformation of multiple sources and testimonies into a coherent and pre-
sumptively definitive narrative’!” than on writing a nuanced portrayal of witch-
craft. But when studied together not as two accounts of early modern witchcraft,
but as two versions of a crime narrative personating the voice of a marginalized —
and already dead — woman, deeper connections emerge between pamphlet and
play. The troubled multivocality inherent in telling and retelling this convicted
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witch’s story appears in the struggle between the authority of Sawyer’s first-person
voice in the body of the text and the competing, ultimately dominant voices that
hedge her in; the doubt over what, exactly, Sawyer confesses to and repents; and
a boundary-violating figure who can move in and out of Sawyer’s narrative, and
even in and out of her voice.

In the competitive environment of early modern cheap print, where audi-
ences could consume multiple versions of crime stories, access to the imprisoned
could lend authenticity to crime pamphlets. Yet this also posed a problem: the
authority of the crime writer derived from the authority of the criminal, creating
a vexed entanglement of subjectivities and agendas. The resulting patchwork of
truth-claims appears in typographic shifts, subtitles, running headers, incongru-
ous woodcuts, and disruptive marginalia — the kind of ‘social’ and ‘peopled’
page that Evelyn Tribble describes as characteristic of early modern print.!® The
dynamic between the voices attributed to the authors and the voices attributed
to the convicted creates a shifting impression of contention and collaboration, a
material multivocality presenting readers with ‘truths’ and ‘discoveries’ often vis-
ibly marked as morally, authoritatively, and narratively compromised. 7he Won-
derfull Discouerie and The Witch of Edmonton highlight this compromise as they
grapple with the necessity of relying on Sawyer’s authority over her own story and
the possible danger of giving her voice too much power — and as both suggest
unease about offering up Sawyer’s tragedy for public consumption. The pamph-
let presents Sawyer’s voice as crucial even as the margins and framing material
restrict, direct, and appropriate it; her dialogue confession is simultaneously her
own words and a script, disrupted by asides and contradictions. In the play, this
tension manifests most dramatically in Dog, the devil that tempts and damns
Sawyer as he moves between scenes with a mobility unavailable to any other
character.

Although Goodcole has more words than Sawyer in the pamphlet, and
although Sawyer’s plot is secondary in the play, both rely on the power of her
presence to distinguish themselves. As Frances Dolan explains, although many
people were familiar with witch trials through their own participation, ‘many
more participated through print ... many witchcraft trials were published —
often proclaiming themselves to be true and indeed to be correctives of inaccur-
ate reports in circulation’!® Goodcole’s complaints about ‘base and false Ballets’
indicate that he considered his publication to be such a corrective, but Goodcole
needed a way to mark his text as credible. To do so, he needed to rely on the nar-
rative authority of Sawyer herself. This strategy first appears in the title announ-
cing that this wonderful discovery is not simply of a witch, but of a named witch,
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‘Elizabeth Sawyer’ emblazoned on the title page.?® Goodcole uses this tactic in
tive of his six crime pamphlets, emphasizing his unique access. These titles sug-
gest that Goodcole is not just telling the story of the crime — he is telling the
story of the criminal, providing ‘the Testimony of the liuing and the dead, which
I hope shall be Authenticall for the confirmation of this Narration, and free mee
from all censorious minds and mouthes’ (A3r). Goodcole establishes his right to
Sawyer’s testimony by the closeness and frequency of their contact: “Written by
Henry Goodcole, Minister of the Word of God, and her continuall Visitor in the
Gaole of Newgate” (A2r).

The play is likewise named for Sawyer. As Susan Amussen notes, ‘One of the
odd things about The Witch of Edmonton is that the title plot is the second of the
two main plots of the play, subordinate to the marriage/bigamy plot’.?! While
there are thematic reasons for emphasizing the play’s witch in the title, there are
also commercial reasons. The phrase “The Witch of Edmonton’ would garner
immediate recognition from London audiences in 1621 given that Edmonton’s
witch was so recently imprisoned in Newgate and executed at Tyburn. Goodcole
describes hearing ballads ‘sung at the time of our returning from the Wizches
execution’ (A3v). Sawyer’s imprisonment and death embeds her in London’s
geography, in the London soundscape through the songs Goodcole hears after
watching her hang, and in London’s popular print, as the sensational songs of
‘Balletmongers ... creepe into the Printers presses and peoples eares’ (A3v). The
bigamist Frank Thorney might be the closest thing the play has to a main charac-
ter, but Elizabeth Sawyer’s ‘known true story’, as the play’s 1658 title page stresses,
is what draws in the audiences.

Although Sawyer’s voice is the source of Goodcole’s authority and the titular
attraction of the play, her voice is also continuously circumscribed, at once the
most compelling element in both narratives and surrounded by outside forces
that seek to direct, possess, or silence it. The importance of speech in Sawyer’s
case has received ample critical attention.?? Goodcole concludes his discovery
of witchcraft and murder with this moral: ‘Deare Christians, lay this to heart,
namely the cause, and first time, that the Diuell came vnto her, then, euen then
when she was cursing, swearing, and blaspheming’ (D3r). The Witch of Edmonton
maintains this emphasis on dangerous speech. When Sawyer longs for the power
to curse her violently abusive neighbour, the devil takes her wish as his entry cue:
‘Ho! Have I found thee cursing? Now thou art mine own’ (2.1.136-7). The play’s
1658 title page emphasizes this line as a speech ribbon unfurling from the devil-
Dog. Yet although Goodcole portrays Sawyer’s speech as ‘the occasioning cause,
of the Diuels accesse vnto her’ (Blr) and an unreliable, destructive force, he insists
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on the importance of conveying her words ‘verbatim, out of her owne mouth
deliuered to me’ (B3v—B4r).

Marion Gibson cautions that ‘verbatim’ claims in witch pamphlets ‘can be
unhelpful if taken literally’ in their attempts to construct closed narratives. 23 We
cannot establish the degree to which the words attributed to Sawyer are actually
hers, but the appearance of Sawyer’s voice on the page seems to have peculiar
importance in this case — and actively works against the attempt to construct
a single conclusive account. Goodcole is adamant about Sawyer’s agency in con-
fessing and the authenticity of her words, and presents her confession as a dia-
logue, using section titles, typographic signals, and a question/answer format to
demarcate Sawyer’s words from his own — an unusual move when most written
accounts of testimonies and confessions used one consistent narrative voice.24
Goodcole does not replicate this dialogue format in his other pamphlets, even
though he acts as confessor to the convicted in those narratives, too. Identifying
and distinguishing the body of an early modern text as distinct from its paratexts
can be a dubious undertaking,25 but if 7he Wonderfull Discouerie has a body, it
is Sawyer. The confession dialogue takes up the bulk of the pamphlet, confined
within Goodcole’s preface, his description of her trial and execution, his anti-
blasphemy moral, and his margin notes.

The Witch of Edmonton takes up this dual approach to Sawyer’s voice, making
her words both a danger to the community and her soul, and the source of the
play’s most forceful speeches. Sawyer enters with an incisive critique of the society
that condemns her:

"Cause I am poor, deformed and ignorant,

And like a bow buckled and bent together

By some more strong in mischiefs than myself,
Must I for that be made a common sink

For all the filth and rubbish of men’s tongues

To fall and run into? Some call me ‘witch’,

And being ignorant of myself they go

About to teach me how to be one, urging

That my bad tongue — by their bad usage made so —
Forspeaks their cattle, doth bewitch their corn,
Themselves, their servants, and their babes at nurse.
This they enforce on me, and in part

Make me credit it. (2.1.3-15)
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The play’s Sawyer complains that outside narratives have the power to define
her — something Goodcole similarly protests in his preface, dismissing some of
the same accusations that Sawyer disputes:

I was ashamed to see and heare such ridiculous fictions of her bewitching Corne
on the ground, of a Ferret and an Owle dayly sporting before her, of the bewitched
woman brayning her selfe, of the Spirits attending in the Prison: all which I knew to
be fitter for an Ale-bench then for a relation of proceeding in Court of Iustice. (A3v)

Goodcole and Sawyer echo one another in their entrances. Goodcole may appro-
priate her voice, but the play’s Sawyer appropriates Goodcole’s. Moreover, Good-
cole’s dismissal of rumours that Sawyer bewitched corn, controlled animals, and
drove a woman to suicide appears partly based on Sawyer’s rejection of those
claims. The translation between Sawyer’s prison conversations, Goodcole’s
printed claims, and the play-Sawyer’s performed speeches creates an impression of
category collapse that extends out into audiences. Sawyer’s complaint about being
made a ‘common sink’ vulnerable to the ‘filth and rubbish of men’s tongues’
demands an explanation from audiences that are likely made up in part by the
same people circulating these rumours. The stories that trouble Goodcole and the
play’s Sawyer spread among the same audiences they address, and they both pro-
ceed to feed the same sensationalist stories, assuming her voice and perpetuating
accusations while drawing attention to the questionable ethics of doing so.

In Goodcole’s pamphlet, this conflicted awareness of who has power over Saw-
yer’s story is most apparent in the relationship between the body of the text and
the margins, where, instead of being immersed in the immediate and apparently
verbatim interaction between questioner and witch, readers can actually see Saw-
yer’s voice appropriated, directed, and interpreted by Goodcole. The printed prox-
imity of their words replicates Goodcole’s emphasis on his access to Sawyer, with
Goodcole’s margin notes nudging against and even merging with Sawyer’s dis-
tinctly marked voice. Goodcole uses his margins to justify questions and provide
context. These marginal comments also force a sort of double-reading, pushing
readers both in-scene with the dramatized dialogue and pulling them out of the
scene with Goodcole’s intermediary presence, allusions to court testimonies that
are withheld from the pamphlet, and the presence of other witnesses and speakers
left out of the dialogue proper and intervening from the margins, such as when
‘A Gentleman by name Mr. Maddox standing by, and hearing of her say the word
blaspheming, did aske of her, three or foure times, whether the Diuell sayd haue
I found you blaspheming, and shee confidently sayd, I' (Clv).
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In addition to the unnamed and unnumbered group apparently present during
the prison dialogue, the margins continuously reference corroborating and com-
peting testimonies from Sawyer’s earlier trial: reported speech from Sawyer’s hus-
band, the women who searched her body for witch’s teats, and children attesting
to witnessing her familiars recontextualizes, contradicts, or explains Goodcole’s
questions and Sawyer’s replies. For instance, when Goodcole demands to know
the exact location on her body where the devil suckled, the margin reveals that he
seeks confirmation of the women’s testimony to evidence that he could not see.
When he devotes several questions to the existence of ferret familiars, the margin
references multiple witness sightings — only to let Sawyer refute them unchal-
lenged in the main dialogue. The page presents a surprisingly crowded scene of
characters interrupting, disputing, and jostling one another.

Goodcole’s margin notes call attention to his mobility: he references outside
contexts, conflicting rumours, testimonies, and witnesses he brought with him to
the prison. Sawyer remains stuck in prison and the centre of the page, but Good-
cole can move in and out of both. As seen in figure 3, after Sawyer confesses that
the devil was glad to find her cursing, a section that typography and layout indi-
cate to be Sawyer’s voice transforms into Goodcole’s (Clv). The initial switch is
indecipherable: ‘when he, namely the Diuel, came to me, the first words he spake
unto me were these: Ob! haue I now found you cursing, swearing, and blasphem-
ing? now you are mine’, (Clv). Sawyer appears to continue: ‘A wonderfull warn-
ing to many whose tongues are too frequent in these abhominable sinnes, I pray
God’ — and only here do readers get a signal that the speaker is no longer Saw-
yer — ‘that this her terrible example may deter them’ (Clv). Despite the apparent
importance of delineating Sawyer’s voice from Goodcole’s, those boundaries are
almost instantly violated.

In The Witch of Edmonton, this mobility and boundary-crossing is a power
granted to its most unnerving, and most theatrical, character: the demonic Dog,
who wanders at will in and out of scenes, nudging characters before they com-
mit acts of startling violence, observing and commenting on events, playing the
music in the morris scene, and never clarifying how much influence he possesses.
Dog, too, can slip into Sawyer’s speech, catechizing her with the mangled Latin
of the Lord’s Prayer that she uses to curse her enemies, and even finishing her
sentences:
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sawYER And I desire as little. There’s an old churl,
One Banks —

poG That wronged thee: he lamed thee, called thee witch. (2.1.168-169)

Dog comes from the pamphlet, where Sawyer describes the devil appearing as a
dog, but his ‘stunning theatrical mobility’% as he moves from one plot to another,
shifting between domestic companion and supernatural threat, makes him a far
more disturbing figure in the play. Dog is by turns affectionate, frightening, and
clownish; he is both dog and devil, bow-wowing and threatening. Dog is the
most obviously dramatic element of this adaptation of Sawyer’s story, plucked
from the pamphlet and transformed into the malevolent centre of the play. Dog’s

Figure 3: Detail of Goodcole’s The Wonderfull Discouerie, © British Library Board, Shelfmark
C.27.b.38, Clv.
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focus-drawing presence at the edges of the action, his power over Sawyer’s speech,
and his ability to travel through the play’s stories, however, has peculiar reson-
ance with Goodcole — and with crime pamphlets more broadly. Within Sawyer’s
story, Dog is aid and antagonist, prompter and, strangest of all, confessor.

In an unexplained moment within Sawyer’s confession, she mentions that the
devil-dog that appeared to her was ‘sometimes of blacke and sometimes of white’
(C2v). The play makes this transformation a turning point rather than a random
variation. Dog only turns white when Sawyer faces arrest, and the reason for this
change aligns him uncannily with Goodcole: ‘my whiteness puts thee in mind of
thy winding-sheet’ (5.1.34-5), he tells the angry and confused Sawyer; “White-
ness is day’s footboy, a forerunner to light, which shows thy old rivelled face. Vil-
lains are stripped naked; the witch must be beaten out of her cockpit’ (5.1.45—48).
A reminder of death, a harbinger of revelation, Dog is white because he has come
for this criminal’s confession, like any good chaplain. His words threaten discov-
ery, a sinister copy of Goodcole’s ‘labour ... concerning her’ (D2v). Taunting her
in ‘puritan paleness’ (5.1.53), Dog, too, urges her confession: ‘And ere the execu-
tioner catch thee full in’s claws, thou’lt confess all’ (5.1.74-5). ‘Discovering’ the
witch, extracting and appropriating her narrative for public consumption, is the
shared goal of the dramatized Edmonton community, London audiences, courts,
ministers, the play itself — and the devil.

But Sawyer’s narrative remains surprisingly undiscoverable. Critics disagree
about whether the play’s Sawyer repents.?” Whether she does or not, audiences and
characters are left uncertain over which of the accusations leveled against her —
some absurd, some frightening, some witnessed by audiences, some unseen — are
true, and which are not. The Edmonton townspeople demand further confes-
sions from her, insisting that the town’s recent violence could not occur without
the presence of the devil, and Sawyer agrees: “Who doubts it? But is every devil
mine?” (5.2.46). She has confessed enough, she claims, but her confession leaves
them beset by accusations and doubts. The pamphlet’s Sawyer confesses — but
she confesses to the murders for which she was acquitted and denies the murder
for which she was convicted. Goodcole’s willingness to use the margins to explain
and contain Sawyer’s words is strikingly absent in this instance; he presents Saw-
yer’s rejection of the court’s narrative without commentary. Rather than offering
a conclusive, closed account, in both cases, confession multiplies the possible nar-
ratives available.

When Dog plays the minister, he combines the roles of Sawyer’s devil and dis-
coverer in an alarming manifestation of the boundary collapse characteristic of
both pamphlet and play. But he also echoes Goodcole in his mobility. For much
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of the play, Sawyer’s plot seems separate from the bigamy plot. They mirror one
another thematically, with their shared emphasis on poverty driving desperate
characters to sin, but avoid crossover. Although Sawyer uses Dog to target those
who have wronged her, she pays no attention to Frank. Frank’s story, likewise,
avoids awareness of Sawyer’s. Characters reference metaphorical devils of ‘beg-
gary and want (1.1.18) rather than invoking the actual devil. It is a shock when,
in the middle of act 3, Dog simply walks from Sawyer’s plot into Frank’s and
prompts the turn to violence, reaching out to touch Frank in the moment he
decides on murder. Dog’s influence is obvious and yet opaque: “The mind’s about
it now; one touch from me / Soon sets the body forward’ (3.3.2-3) he declares,
suggesting he is there to encourage Frank’s worst thoughts, contradicting Frank,
who, calling his wife a whore and stabbing her, insists that he never thought of
murder. Dog hovers near the action, there and not-there to Frank, who interacts
with him without acknowledging him. For the rest of the play, Sawyer remains in
her own plot, but Dog can go where he wishes, taking over the fiddle to play the
community’s morris dance, ignoring Sawyer when she calls for him, and, finally,
leaving Edmonton for London, suggesting a move from the setting of the play to
the world of the audience.

While Dog’s stage mobility echoes Goodcole’s pamphlet mobility, his ability
to move from one crime to another, present but unacknowledged, also evokes the
intertextuality of crime narratives more broadly, where plots and materials travel
from one account to another. For instance, on the title page of the 1605 pamphlet
Two Most Vanaturall and Bloodie Murthers (Figure 4) — an account of a Yorkshire
man’s murder of his children and attack on his wife — a woodcut suggests an
ominous relationship between the central narrative of lurid domestic violence and
the pamphlet conveying that story.?® This crime pamphlet reuses an earlier image
of carnage: on the title page of the 1591 Sundrye Strange and Inhumaine Murthers
(Figure 5), the same image depicts the hatchet murder of three children.?” In the
1591 image, the killer stands above the bodies of the children, hatchet raised above
his head. Standing at his side, a man in black, with the clawed hands and feet of
a devil, reaches for him, while in the background, a dog discovers a body among
the stumps of felled trees. This original scene is a sensational piece of storytell-
ing. The 1605 recycling, however, perhaps through a combination of attempts
to alter the image and accidents of the printing process, creates something more
unsettling. The landscape is gone, leaving the figures hovering in blank space;
the dog in the background seems to bear no relationship to the scene, an observer
crouching over nothing; and the devil, uncannily blurring the boundary between
human and monster, no longer stands fully visible next to the murderer. Instead,
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Figure 4: Title page of Two Most Vnnaturall and Bloodie Murthers. Used with permission from the
Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, Shelfmark 4° C 16 (27) Art. BS.

Sundrye ftrange and inhumaine Murthers,
lately committed. :
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with the vengeance which God infli-
Geth on murtherers.

Printed at London by Thomas Scarlet.

Figure 5: Title page of Sundrye Strange and Inhumaine Murthers. Shelfmark 1594.16.10TP. Used

with permission from the Lambeth Palace Library.
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he reaches in from the margin, only half present, a reminder of the scene’s inter-
textual status within the circulation of popular crime narratives and a suggestion
that something devilish might emerge from the pamphlet itself, moving between
narratives of violence and horror and breaking through the boundary of the page
into the scene of the murder.

Studying the interplay between the centre and the margins — the story in
the body of the text or the heart of the play and the agents (commercial, moral,
civil, demonic) nudging at its edges — suggests overlooked ways that crime nar-
ratives may have prompted audiences to recognize the gap between what text
and performance ‘discover’ and what remains unknowable. Both 7he Wonderfull
Discouerie and The Witch of Edmonton keep the witch central and yet confined,
confronting audiences with how ambivalent, muddled, and ultimately inaccess-
ible Sawyer’s story remains through the margins: the paratexts of the pamphlet,
where Goodcole uses his proximity to Sawyer to establish his truthfulness and
struggles to assert his authority over her narrative; and the edges of the play’s
action, where the demonic Dog lurks, intruding everywhere with malevolent but
ambiguous influence.

Notes

I would like to thank Sarah O’Malley for organizing and editing this Issues in Re-
view section, Alex Smith and Early Theatre’s anonymous reviewer for their helpful
feedback on earlier drafts, and the participants in the SAA’s Witches in Space and
Early Modern Carceral Studies seminars, whose suggestions have been invaluable in
developing this ongoing project.
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