How to be a Shakespearean Atheist
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The state of the controversy then is this: which of
the parties 1s in the wisest way? The Atheist thinks
that the Religious is a tool; the Religious, that he is
a fool that saith in his heart there is no God; the
Atheist, that the souls of men are mortal, as the
souls of beasts; the Religious, that the Atheist 1s a
beast to say so, etc.

Seth Ward, A philosophical essay (1652)



I. The stereotypical atheist

II. Some real unbelievers

I1I. A question of morals
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Sketches for the West Yorkshire Playhouse production

“The Atheist’s Tragedy’
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Pleasure only tlows

Upon the stream of riches ...

Let all men lose, so I increase my gain
I have no feeling of another’s pain.

D’Amville, in Tourneur,

Atheist’s Tragedy, 1.1



Incest? Tush, these distances atfinity observes are
articles ot bondage cast upon our freedoms by our
own subjections. Nature allows a gen’ral liberty ot
generation to all creatures else.

D’Amville, in Tourneur,

Atheist’s Tragedy, IV it
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These are devised fables, to keep poor fools in fear

.. These things are nothing so:

No God nor devil is biding, no Heaven nor Hell I know.
All things are wrought by Nature, the earth, the air, and sky:
There is no joy nor sorrow after that man doth die.

I'herefore let me have pleasure, while here I do remain:
I fear not God’s displeasure, nor Hell’s tormenting pain.

The wonderfull example of God
shewed upon Jasper Coningham(|ca.
1600])
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I. The stereotypical atheist

e Male

* Rich

* Educated
*  Healthy

. Less certain than he pretends



Atheism is rather in the Iz, than in the Heart ot
Man. ... Atheists will ever be talking of that their
Opinion, as 1f they fainted in it, within themselves,
and would be glad to be strengthened, by the
Consent of others.

Sir Francis Bacon, Essays (1612)



I respite thee not till the day of thine own death ...

I respite thee but a few hours, but six hours, but till
midnight. Wake then; and then dark, and alone,
hear God ask thee then, remember that I asked
thee now, Is there a God? and 1f thou darest, say

\\[e}

John Donne, . XXX Sermons (1640)



Men become first Atheists in their life and
conversation [and]| wallow in their sins and sensuality.
... When they are constrained sometimes to think that
there 1s a God, they become Atheists in their desire
and atfection, wishing that there were not a God to be
avenged upon them for their wickedness; and in end
the Lord giveth them up to Atheism in their
judgement and opinion.

Alexander Henderson, A sermon Dreached to the honourable
House of Commons (1644)



II. Some real unbelievers
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* That if there be any God or any good religion,
then it 1s in the papists, because the service of God
is performed with more ceremonies.

* That all Protestants are hypocritical asses.

* That if he were put to write a new religion, he
would undertake both a more excellent and
admirable method.

 That all the apostles were fishermen and base
fellows, neither of wit nor worth.

Charges against Marlowe by Richard Baines, BI. Harleian MS 6848
fos. 185r-186r



e 'That if Christ would have instituted the sacrament
wth more ceremonial reverence it would have been
had in more admiration; that it would have been
much better being administered in a tobacco pipe.

s Bl

e That Christ was a bastard and his mother dishonest.

ry

* That he was the son of a carpenter, and that if the

Jews among whom he was born did crucity him,
they best knew him and whence he came.

Charges against Marlowe by Richard Baines, BI. Harleian MS 6848
fos. 185r-186r



e That Christ deserved better to die then Barabbas ...
though Barabbas were both a thief and a murderer.

e That the woman of Samaria and her sister were
whores, and that Christ knew them dishonestly.

* That St John the Evangelist was bedfellow to Christ
and leaned always in his bosom; that he used him as
the sinners of Sodom.

* That all they that love not Tobacco and Boys were
fools.

Charges against Marlowe by Richard Baines, BI. Harleian MS 6848
fos. 185r-186r



II. Some real unbelievers

* Detiance of moral authority

*  C(lerical hypocrisy and its

consequences

*  Reassuringly depraved?



I1I. A question of morals
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 EAST VWARD

... all religions 1’the land, as
papist, Protestant, puritan,
Brownist, Anabaptist,
Millenary, Family o’Love,
Jew, Turk, infidel, atheist,
good fellow, etc.”

Ben Jonson, Eastward Ho!

(1605)
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Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
And then 1s heard no more. It is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury
Signifying nothing.

Macbeth V.v



To die, and go we know not where;
To lie in cold obstruction and to rot;

'This sensible warm motion to become

A kneaded clod. ...
... "T1s too horrible!

Measure for Measure, 111.1
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