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John Kuhn’s Making Pagans: Theatrical Practice and Comparative Religion in Early
Modern England examines how the early modern English theatre participated in
the construction of “pagans,” a universalizing category applied to peoples who
practice non-Abrahamic religions, past and present, from different parts of the
world. Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century religious writers often made compari-
sons between religions. Hugo Grotius, for example, compared ancient Egyptian
and Roman rituals to contemporary African and Indigenous ones in 7rue Reli-
gion Explained and Defended Against the Archenemies Thereof (English translation
1631). On the early modern and Restoration stage, “set-pieces” — established and
then reused theatrical properties (both large and small) and dramaturgical ele-
ments akin to Louise George Clubb’s “theatergrams” — “helped produce a species
of knowledge about paganism and contributed to an emerging set of ideas about
comparative religion” (3). Because the set-pieces used to stage pagan rituals were
spectacular, affectively powerful, and often expensive, theatre companies were
keen to reuse them. Ultimately, Making Pagans demonstrates that the reusing of
set-pieces in plays was “ethnologically productive, creating fictional homologies
between religious practices of vastly different times and places” (4). Moreover,
Kuhn argues that the concurrence of the wars of religion, European exploration,
colonialism, and the transatlantic slave trade accelerated this interest in pagans.
Each of the book’s four chapters traces the use and reuse of a different set-piece.
The first chapter examines the staging of prophetic altars and oracles. Kuhn con-
tends that this set-piece originates in Ben Jonson’s Sejanus (1603) and notes that
Jonson’s innovation was the staging of a pagan alter — unlike plays like 7he
Winter’s Tale, for example, in which oracles are consulted off-stage. Jonson’s set-
piece demonstrates a deep engagement with early modern writings about pagan
oracles. While early modern authors were usually skeptical of oracles’ ability to
speak truthfully, surprisingly, only Sejanus’s villainous characters question their
veracity. Tracing this set-piece from Sejanus to John Fletcher’s Bonduca (1613),
to James Shirley’s Sz. Patrick for Ireland (1639), and to Aphra Behn’s 7he Widow
Ranter (1689), with brief references to other plays, Kuhn demonstrates that pagan
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