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The literary vestiges of Early Modem ceremonial tokens may be seen 

throughout Shakespeare's plays in their reduced function as stage props. For 

instance, Shakespeare's lovers exchange many things, from the indeterminate 

"remembrances" that Ophelia returns, to Troilus's gift sleeve and Cressida's 

glove, from the "napkin,/Dy'd in blood" Orlando sends to Rosalind, still dis

guised as a shepherd boy, to Othello's famous handkerchief"dy'd in mummy 

which the skillful/ Conserv'd of maidens' hearts." All such tokens act in place 

of words in oral culture, and they function in two ways: to engrave in memory 

and to enlist real, magical power. The latter function is clear from the presence 

of blood in Orlando's token, and Othello's reference to "mummy" that the 

"skillful" have preserved through magic and forbidden ceremonies. If not the 

most magical, the most prominent stage tokens of all are rings; exchanging them 

as pledges and enablers of love is one stage convention that remains a social 

convention. With ring tokens, essential distinctions between art and life blur. 

Only one other kind of token raises as many procedural difficulties, and that is 

the book. Provocative instances of the use of books in ceremony and in 

breaches of ceremony occur in the Medieval and Early Modem periods. Cer

emonial references to books occur throughout Shakespeare's plays. Evidentiary 

instances hail from Medieval England and France, from an Early Modem cross

cultural encounter in Peru, and from Shakespeare's plays. 

When used by those who do not read it, a book usually functions as a 

token. This is as true for ceremonial uses of untranslated sacred texts, where 

reading is the protected domain of a privileged class, as it is true for the largely 

illiterate majority in Early Modem Western societies. In Western societies, the 

book has been used as a ceremonial token not only in religious ceremonies but 

also in judicial proceedings. In seventeenth century Massachusetts, Roger 

Williams's objection to swearing an oath on the Bible in court resulted in his 

banishment to the swampy confines of Rhode Island. 1 Williams challenged the 

conflation of religious and civil court matters; he argued that "the magistrates 
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should have no authority over the religious beliefs a man held" and "that an 

oath, a calling upon to God to witness, was an act of worship, and should not be 

required of 'an unregenerate man,' since it caused him to take the name of God 

in vain" (Easton 164).2 

Many Renaissance ceremonials are structured for memorial 

recall. W. T. Clanchy finds such habits from oral culture to have overlapped 

with the early use of books in medieval charters and conveyances. Books were 

presented of exhibited as memorial tokens. The Gospel book merely symbolized 

the solemnity of the occasion for the witnesses. The Monmouth priory charter 

therefore distinguishes the written grant (~), which "speaks" to the hearers, 

from the symbolic book (!iw) which is "exhibited" to viewers. 

Nevertheless, although it seemed logical to dispense with 

symbols and make full use of the potentialities of writing, contemporaries 

continued with their pre-literate habits long after charters had become common. 

In the rare instances where the conveyance appears to be made by the written 

document itself (as in the Monmouth priory charter), we should probably 

assume that the document is serving the ancient function of a symbolic object, 

rather than being considered primarily for its contents in a modem literate way. 

There are examples of the conveyance document being presented on the altar 

like a Gospel book (205).3 Clanchy's evidence suggests that books were used as 

tokens, especially in ceremonies celebrating or commemorating the foundations 

of religious edifices. 

But books were also put to the very use Roger Williams specifically 

decried; in the Middle Ages the Gospel book was employed because it was 

customary to reinforce oaths with it. Thus, in the wardrobe of Edward l's was 

kept "a book, which is called ~. upon which the magnates were accustomed 

to swear." Clanchy remarks the vestigial quality of such customs: 

Once property was conveyed in writing, it would have seemed logical for 

the charter to supersede the symbolic object, such as the knife or turf, 

which had formerly been used in witnessing ceremony. As the grant to 

Monmouth priory shows, that object had sometimes itself been a writ• 
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ing- a book solemnly exhibited upon an altar. Traditionally the book 

used for this purpose was the text of the Gospels. For example, a gift of a 

saltpan was made to St. Peter's priory at Sele in Sussex in 1153 "by the 

text of the Holy Gospel upon the altar of St. Peter, many person hearing 

and seeing." (205 nl 4) 

Thus, early written documents also functioned as ceremonial tokens in 

certain specific situations, usually religious. Although this vestigial use of books, 

particularly of sacred books, appears to have little use in the judicial system of a 

literate culture, it continued unabated even after Roger Williams's objection. 

Oaths are not unlike bets, structurally. When one swears by something, 

he is offering to forfeit what he swears by. Spevack's Concordance to 

Shake&peare lists 263 uses of the word "swear" (23 of them in Merchant of 
Venice), many of them indicating a specific forfeit: Shylock, "by my soul I 

swear" (4.1.240); Gratiana, "By yonder Moone I swear" (5.1.142); sometimes 

several forfeits are offered, as in "by my hand I swear, and my father's soul" (HS 

3.2.90). Oaths "by God" are not to be bandied lightly, because of forfeiting all; 

on stage, Shakespeare sometimes prefers to syncretize with "by the gods." 

(Spevack lists 796 uses of the word "God," and 362 of "gods," especially in the 

Roman plays written under James; the Jacobean injunction against stage swear

ing evidently had an effect. Even the wagering in Cymbeline makes sense when 

we consider this structure of oaths. Posthumus swears, by his diamond, that 

Imogen herself is a diamond- impenetrable, unique, priceless. Such an oath, 

when put to the test of a plot, becomes a wager. Such a bet repels modem 

readers, but we must understand it as an oath. 

Before we tum to Renaissance book-tokens, let us survey Shakespearean 

love tokens. Setting aside poems and money exchanges, the plays include 

gloves, kerchiefs, and rings as tokens, all of which are mentioned in contempora• 

neous canon court records as well (Houlbrooke 60-61). Then there are the 

more stagy, because more visible, gold chains and the medieval romance gift of 

sleeves. Gloves are given by Dumain to Katherine (LLL), by Antonio to Portia/ 

Bathasar (MY.), by Claudio to Hero (&12), and by Cressida to Troilus. Gloves 
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do not suggest eternal love, nor do chains or handkerchiefs. Rosalind, for 

instance, impulsively gives Orlando her chain, but the Courtesan in Comedy of 

~ is promised the chain Antipholus originally planned to give his wife, 

Adriana. Both Orlando's and Othello's gift handkerchiefs are given contextual 

associations with wounds. Troilus gives Cressida not a ring but, in the romance 

tradition, a sleeve. Posthumus gives Imogen a bracelet, which Jachimo steals 

and exhibits as a symbol of his conquest. Rings are exchanged in at least seven 

plays' in a surprising number of instances, the woman initiates the exchange: 

Sylvia, Juliet, Portia, Olivia, and Imogen. 

During the sixteenth century, vows were also attested via the printed 

book. Is it too obvious to add that the ceremonial use of books was a religiously 

charged issue? The Book became the center of many controversies, including 

those surrounding its ceremonial use as a ritual object. Furthermore, the cer

emonial use of books has survived into the modem era, particularly the book as 

token in oral exchange, where swearing on the Bible continues despite 

Williams's objections. 

Not only in cross-cultural encounters were books perceived as ritual 

tokens. In an era of widespread illiteracy, two hundred years earlier at 

Montaillou in the French Pyranees, holy men or parfaits of the Cathar sect, a 

branch of the Albigensians, baptized using not water, but the Book. In the book 

that made the village famous, Ladurie mentions this sacrament, which the 

Cathars called coruolamentum and which ordinary people referred to as 

"heretication." "The parfait& came into their illustrious title after they had been 

initiated by receiving the Albigensian sacrament of baptism by book and word 

(not by water)" (Ladurie viii). Because the Cathars did not believe in interces

sion or intermediaries, they refused baptism by water. Instead, according to 

Rosalind and Christopher Brooke, 

At the solemn sacrament of the con&olamentum the candidate for 

purification was given the book of the Gospels to hold and addressed by 

one of the perfect in some such words as these: "You wish to receive this 

holy baptism of Jesus Christr' The Gospel book was placed on his head 

and all the Cathars present laid their right hands upon him. The Lord's 
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Prayer was recited and a few other short prayers were said, the beginning 

of St. John's Gospel was read and the purified Christianus kissed the 

book and bowed three times ( 101). 

This medieval use of books as tokens in sworn oaths recurs in Shakespeare. 

Stephano sounds like an instructor of the Cathars when he orders Caliban, 

"Come, swear to that, kiss the book" (Tmp.147). 

Rote learning held the written word sacrosanct, so it preserved the 

preliterate awe for print. Entries for "book" in Spevack's Concordance to 
Shakespeare divide between those referring to printing and those meaning 

handwritten registries. Spevack lists 90 uses in singular and 38 more in plural. 

In fact, the uses to which a non-reader might put a book, predominate. Con

sider references to swearing "on a book," to enrollment in a registry, including 

"put in the book" or "blotted from the book" or "book of memory"; to rote 

learning, including "to "con without book" or "by the book"; and to "secret 

books." Even conning "by the book" could be done via an intermediary who 

read. Finally, the concordance lists "book" such as we usually mean the word, 

including literature, "the dainties that are bred in a book" (I.LL. 4.2.25). 

Shakespeare's references to swearing on a book occur throughout the canon from 

Two Gentleman (1.1.20) and Love's Labors Lost. where Berowne's "Oh, who 

can give an oath? Where is a book?/ That I may swear ... " (4.3.250) to~ 

Merchant of Venice with Launcelot's "if any man in Italy have a fairer table 

which doth offer to swear upon a book ... " (2.3.166) to Pompey's wonderful use 

of Froth's face as courtroom evidence, "I'll be supposed upon a book, his face is 

the worst thing about him" (MM 2.1.162). 

David Bergeron has recently noted that Shakespeare's final plays depend 

upon a certain bookishness. 

These final plays, more than others, depend on the intrusion of 'bookish' 

authority for their resolution: Gower's book of his author, Apollo's 

oracle brought in on a scroll, Jupiter's tablet book, and of course, 

Prospero, the preeminent man of books. (Bergeron 91) 
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But as Robert Knapp points out, the books which are appealed to have a dis

tinctly preliterate cast: repositories of magic, oracles and tales. Knapp says, 

"These plots personate an authority in no way whole or self-sufficient, but rather 

obviously frail and fictional" (Bergeron 91). Prospero, in fact, is a magus, a man 

of book-tokens, a man whose books have efficacy in nature. His books have 

power, almost like that attributed to computers in our day. When he promises to 

drown his book, he vows to abdicate his special powers-including those over 

stage effects like strange music. 

But this rough magic 
I here abjure, and when I have required 
Some heavenly music-which even now I do-
To work mine end upon their senses, that 
This airy charm is for, I'll break my staff, 
Bury it certain fathoms in the earth, 
And deeper than did ever plummet sound 
I'll drown my book. (5.1.50) 

Prospero's use of a book to charm (whether or not he read the "charm" 

from it) is similar to the courtroom use of books as tokens to verify oaths, as 

when the Hostess in 2 Henry 4 challenges Falstaff before Chief Justice, "And 

disdst thou not kiss me and bid me fetch thee thirty shillings? I put thee now to 

thy book-oath. Deny it, if thou canst" (2.1.111). Over and over in 

Shakespeare's plays speakers attest to the verity of the spoken word by vow or 

token, the book being the token used in court. 

How different a use of the book was the courtroom test of literacy in 

capital causes. Under Tudor and Stuart English law, literacy was, for men 

exclusively, a legal exemption from punishment or trial. Ben Jonson is the most 

famous example of a man released from a murder trial because he was literate

no question in this case-although he had not completed a baccalaureate. He 

was punished, branded on the thumb with the "T yburn T'' which in his case was 

evidently an "M." By the 1590's, benefit of clergy had extended to all those 

literate enough to read the Bible, the "neck verse," to prove their literacy. But it 

was a privilege under attack. 
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Men appealed to the literacy exclusion by the following process. The 

malefactor was brought to trial, entered a plea "benefit of clergy" and was given a 

reading test. The Renaissance reading test was of course a passage from the 

Bible; often the same passage was used, so an informed suspect with a good 

memory could cheat. Since benefit of clergy was commonly pled in capital 

crimes, one who flunked, died. Of course, at that time there were many more 

capital offenses: e.g., grand larceny or theft of anything valued over fifteen 

shillings, such as a lace tablecloth. Even court documents for such cases can 

achieve poignancy, as in the Calendar of Assize Records; Hertfordshire Indict

ments. lames I. Since she was a woman, Elizabeth Shawe of Ware, accused of 

stealing Thomas Studdard's tablecloth, hat, and neckerchief on February 2, 

1607, could not plead benefit of clergy to remand her sentence: "Guilty; to 

hang" (Calendar 34). On the other hand or rather, gender, Charles Seawell of 

Royston did plead clergy when accused of stealing three cows. His sentence 

reads, "Guilty; claimed clergy but unable to read; to hang" (146). 

The literacy exemption derived from the distinction between church 

and civil law, civil courts and canon courts. The eighteenth century jurist 

Blackstone devotes an entire chapter in his Commentaries (Vol.4 Ch. 28) to 

privile~ium clericale. A man who graduated with a baccalaureate from Oxford 

and Cambridge, a seminary degree at least until 1872, could legitimately plead 

clergy, which necessitated trial in canon courts. Blackstone says that by the late 

sixteenth century these trials before the bishop or his deputy included a "vast 

complication of perjury and subornation of perjury, in this solemn farce of a 

mock trial" (Blackstone 4:361). The dramatis personae of this solemn farce were 

twelve compurgators "who swore they believed [the accused] spoke the truth; 

then, witnesses were to be examined upon oath, but on behalf of the prisoner 

only; and lastly, the jury were to bring in their verdict upon oath, which usually 

acquitted the prisoner; otherwise, if a clerk, he was degraded, or put to penance" 

(Blackstone 4:361). Here was a book ceremony indeed, with oaths evidently 

bought and sold. This ceremonial travesty was abolished in the eighteenth year 

of Elizabeth's reign, when 18 Eliz. c. 7 enacts that after burning in the hand, "he 

shall forthwith be enlarged and delivered out of prison; with proviso, that the 

judge may, if he thinks fit, continue the offender in gaol for any time not ex-
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ceeding a year" (Blackstone 4:362). So the outrageous inequity of complete 

freedom upon pleading benefit of clergy grew out of the more outrageous travesty 

of justice that bishops' court trials had become in the partisan mid-sixteenth 

century. The bishops' trails in privile~ium had become a ceremonial advocacy of 

the accused; the reading test alone replaced ceremony with individual responsi

bility. 

Without other records, notably the executioner's, it is impossible to tell 

whether the above sentences of Elizabeth Shawe and Charles Seawell were 

carried out. Of course, Charles Seawell probably never went to school, and 

Shawe certainly did not. Because benefit of clergy was only available to men, 

Shawe's only hope in the justice system was pregnancy, although help was on 

the way. Eighteen years after her trial, the statute 21 Jae.I. c.6. allowed 

that women convicted of simple larcinies [sic] under the value of ten 

shillings should, [not properly have the benefit of clergy, for they were 

not called upon to read; but] be burned in the hand, and whipped, 

flocked, or imprisoned for any time not exceeding a year. (Blackstone 

4:362) 

In the 1690's, the gender bias was eliminated when women "guilty of 

any clergyable felony whatsoever . . . were allowed to claim the benefit of the 

statute, in like manner as men might claim the benefit of clergy" (3&4 W.&M. 

c.9 and 4&5 W. & M. c.24 ). At that point, literate women, peers, and com

moners were discharged in clergyable felonies, but "those men, who could not 

read, if under the degree of peerage, were hanged" (Blackstone 4:364). 

Blackstone remarks that soon opinion shifted, so that "education and 

learning were no extenuations of guilt, but quite the reverse: and that, if the 

punishment of death for simple felony was too severe for those who had been 

liberally instructed, it was. a fortiori, too severe for the ignorant also." After 5 
Ann. c.6., benefit of clergy was granted to all those who were entitled to ask it, 

without requiring them to read. The Gospel book had moved from token 

ceremonial attestation of truth, to verification of literacy and surely Protestant 

affiliation, to a test and witness of male privilege. 
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Notes 

1 Williams also objected to the King's patent in land ownership, "that the King 

had no right to give away lands in America that belonged not to him but to the 

Indians" (Easton 164). We shall find that the Inca ruler Atahualpa anticipates 

him in this opinion. 

2 "In the "Bloody Tenent," Roger Williams's own words define an oath: "an 

oath, being an invocation of a true or false God to judge in a case, is an action of 

a spiritual and religious nature, whatever the subject matter be, about which it is 

taken, whether civil or religious" (Easton 165). 

3 "In a charter of 1193 the abbot of Glastonbury states that 'the present charter 

was placed on the altar of St Mary by me as an offering, the clergy and the 

people of the same vill [a Street in Somerset] standing round" (Clanchy 205). 
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