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The framing text in early modern English drama serves as a pivotal structural and thematic
element that aids in the organization and interpretation of plays. During the late 16th and early 17th
centuries, playwrights began to experiment with narrative techniques that not only enhanced the
story but also engaged the audience in unique ways. Framing texts function to provide context,
create a sense of distance, or deepen the emotional resonance of the primary narrative. This article
will explore the role of framing texts in early modern English drama, examining their functions,
notable examples, and the significance of this technique in shaping audience perception.

Understanding Framing Texts

Framing texts refer to any introductory or contextual material that surrounds the core narrative of a
play. This can include prologues, epilogues, and even embedded narratives that provide a meta-
theatrical commentary on the events unfolding on stage. The impact of these texts is multifaceted,
serving to:

Set the tone and establish expectations for the audience

Offer commentary on the narrative or characters

Enhance thematic depth and complexity

Create a dialogue between the audience and the performance

By providing context, these framing devices not only guide the audience's understanding but also
invite them to engage critically with the material.

Functions of Framing Texts

The use of framing texts in early modern English drama serves several critical functions:

Contextualization: Framing texts often situate the play within a particular historical or1.
cultural framework. Prologues can outline the play's themes or historical events, grounding
the audience in the narrative's context.



Guidance: Framing devices can serve as a guide for the audience, offering insights into2.
character motivations or plot developments that might not be immediately apparent.

Reflection: By prompting the audience to consider the nature of the play they are about to3.
watch, framing texts can encourage a reflective engagement with the themes presented.

Meta-Theatricality: Framing texts often draw attention to the artificiality of the theatrical4.
experience, encouraging the audience to contemplate the relationship between reality and
representation.

Through these functions, framing texts contribute significantly to the overall experience of early
modern drama.

Notable Examples of Framing Texts in Early Modern English
Drama

Several prominent plays from the early modern period incorporate framing texts effectively,
demonstrating their diverse applications:

1. William Shakespeare's "Henry V"

In "Henry V," the Chorus serves as a framing device that comments on the action of the play. The
Chorus introduces the audience to the historical context of the narrative, encouraging them to use
their imagination to fill in the gaps left by the limitations of the stage. For example, the opening
prologue invites the audience to envision the grandeur of the historical events depicted, asserting:

> "O, for a muse of fire, that would ascend
> The brightest heaven of invention!"

This framing not only sets the tone for the play but also highlights the contrast between the vastness
of historical events and the physical limitations of the theatrical production.

2. Christopher Marlowe's "Doctor Faustus"

Marlowe's "Doctor Faustus" employs a prologue that establishes the character of Faustus and
foreshadows his tragic downfall. The prologue serves to distill the essence of Faustus's ambitions
and warns the audience of the consequences of hubris. This framing text enhances the central
themes of knowledge, ambition, and morality, guiding the audience's interpretation of Faustus's
character as they witness his inevitable decline.

3. "The Spanish Tragedy" by Thomas Kyd

Kyd’s "The Spanish Tragedy" features a character named Revenge, who serves as a meta-theatrical
commentator throughout the play. His presence creates a framing narrative that reinforces the



themes of revenge and justice. By interacting with other characters and the audience, Revenge
complicates the narrative, prompting viewers to question the morality of the characters’ actions and
the nature of justice itself.

4. "The Tempest" by William Shakespeare

In "The Tempest," Shakespeare uses the character of Prospero to provide a framing perspective on
the events of the play. The narrative begins with a shipwreck, which serves as a catalyst for the
unfolding drama. Prospero's manipulation of events and his eventual revelation of his identity and
intentions create a reflective space for the audience. The epilogue, delivered by Prospero, serves as
a meta-commentary on the play itself, inviting the audience to consider their role in the theatrical
experience:

> "Now my charms are all o'erthrown,
> And what strength I have's mine own."

This closing statement encapsulates the themes of power, forgiveness, and the nature of art,
reinforcing the connection between the audience and the narrative.

The Significance of Framing Texts in Audience Engagement

The incorporation of framing texts in early modern English drama is significant for several reasons.
Firstly, it allows playwrights to engage their audiences more directly, creating a dynamic
relationship between the performers and spectators. This interaction fosters a sense of shared
experience and invites critical reflection on the themes presented in the play.

Secondly, framing texts can enhance the emotional impact of the narrative. By providing context and
commentary, these texts guide the audience's emotional journey, deepening their investment in the
characters and story. The effective use of framing can transform a passive viewing experience into
an active engagement with the material.

Lastly, framing texts contribute to the overall richness of the theatrical experience. By blurring the
lines between fiction and reality, these devices encourage audiences to reflect on their own
experiences, beliefs, and values in relation to the themes explored within the play.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the framing text in early modern English drama plays a vital role in shaping the
narrative and guiding audience interpretation. Through contextualization, guidance, reflection, and
meta-theatricality, framing texts enhance the emotional and intellectual engagement of the
audience. Notable examples from Shakespeare and his contemporaries illustrate the diverse
applications of this technique, highlighting its significance in the evolution of drama during this
period. As audiences continue to reflect on the complexities of human experience through the lens of
early modern plays, the importance of framing texts remains a key area of exploration in the study of
dramatic literature.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is framing text in early modern English drama?
Framing text refers to the narrative or structural elements in a play that provide context, setting, or
commentary, often creating a 'frame' around the main action.

How does framing text influence the audience's perception of
the play?
Framing text can shape the audience's understanding by establishing themes, guiding emotional
responses, and offering insights into character motivations.

Can you give an example of framing text in a Shakespearean
play?
In 'Hamlet', the play-within-a-play serves as framing text, reflecting Hamlet's inner conflict and
enhancing the themes of appearance versus reality.

What role does the prologue play as a framing text in early
modern drama?
The prologue sets the stage for the story, introduces key themes, and prepares the audience for the
narrative that will unfold, often summarizing or foreshadowing events.

How does the use of framing text affect the structure of early
modern English dramas?
Framing text often creates a layered structure, where the main narrative is interspersed with
commentary or reflections, adding depth and complexity to the storytelling.

What is the significance of the epilogue in the context of
framing text?
The epilogue serves as a concluding framing text that reflects on the events of the play, offers moral
lessons, or connects the audience to the broader themes presented.

How does framing text contribute to the themes of identity
and performance in early modern drama?
Framing text often highlights the performative aspects of identity, showing how characters navigate
their roles within societal expectations and personal desires.



In what ways does framing text engage with the audience's
expectations in early modern plays?
Framing text can play with audience expectations by subverting traditional narrative arcs or by
directly addressing the audience, creating a more interactive experience.

What are some common forms of framing text found in early
modern English drama?
Common forms include prologues, epilogues, soliloquies, dialogues with the audience, and the use of
meta-theatrical elements like plays-within-plays.

How does the historical context of early modern England
influence the use of framing text in drama?
The political, social, and religious contexts of early modern England often inform the framing text,
reflecting contemporary issues and engaging with the audience's realities.
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