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Shakespeare, in Folds  Hester Lees-Je�ries

- - - - - - - - - -

When they meet in 1.5, the Ghost of Hamlet’s Father o�ers  
his son two stories. ‘Lend thy serious hearing | To what I shall 
unfold’ (1.5.5–6),1 he says, and then, a moment later, ‘I could  
a tale unfold whose lightest word | Would harrow up thy  
soul’ (1.5.15–16). The �rst story is the account of his murder  
by his brother Claudius, which he duly gives with all its 
circumstances and compelling details (1.5.59–80). The  
second is a description of his su�erings in purgatory,  
and that he cannot narrate:

But that I am forbid 
To tell the secrets of my prison-house 
I could a tale unfold whose lightest word 
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, 
Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres, 
Thy knotted and combined locks to part 
And each particular hair to stand on end 
Like quills upon the fearful porpentine – 
But this eternal blazon must not be 
To ears of �esh and blood. (1.5.13–22)

I could tell you a terrifying story, the Ghost tells his already-
terri�ed son, but I can’t, I’m not allowed. The Ghost himself 
might be thought of as an unfolded (or at least an unwrapped) 
thing, having ‘burst [his] cerements’ (1.4.48), cast o� his 
graveclothes, left them lying untidily in a corner of the tomb, 
in a blasphemous parody of the Gospel accounts of Christ’s 
Resurrection.2 But only one of the Ghost’s stories is unfolded; 
the other remains unspoken and unheard, but not (thanks to 

the Ghost’s framing of it) unfelt. It remains folded into the play; 
it could still be unfolded, folded out.3

This essay thinks about folds as a way of imagining both 
intertextuality and dramatic (or narrative) construction in 
some of Shakespeare’s plays and poems. The folds it thinks 
about and with are mostly material, especially textile. It is 
interested in the particular material a�ordances of the early 
modern textile fold, and how they might o�er ways of thinking 
about literary texts and how they are made and experienced. 
Beginning with the folded tapestry, and ending with a coda on 
the ru�, this essay proceeds as a series of unfoldings, quieter 
and more di�dent than revelations, and making fewer, smaller 
claims. It considers the temporary nature of folds, the way in 
which they are always transitional (a fold is that which can/will 
be unfolded), their relationship with time, matter, and making, 
and (on occasion) with violence.4

- - - - - - - - - -

Thomas Cromwell (as imagined by Hilary Mantel) is 
particularly fond of a tapestry depicting the meeting of 
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba; the latter, ‘smiling, light-
footed’,5 reminds him of Anselma, the lover of his youth in 
Antwerp. It belongs �rst to Wolsey and then, as Wolsey falls, 
decorates a room at York Place (once the Cardinal’s) now 
occupied by Anne Boleyn. As Thomas P. Campbell observes of 
the historical Wolsey, ‘Many English nobles were enthusiastic 
tapestry patrons, but Wolsey’s expenditure on tapestries was 
unparalleled – in the course of his life he acquired more than 
six hundred’.6 Visiting Anne, Cromwell is pleased to see the 

tapestry again: ‘Sheba eddies towards him, rosy, round, and  
he acknowledges her: Anselma, lady made of wool, I thought 
I’d never see you again’, and he notes that ‘Sheba makes Anne 
look bad: sallow and sharp’.7 The early modern term for such 
�gurative or narrative content, often biblical or classical, as 
opposed to the more common ‘verdures’ or ‘mille�eurs’ with 
designs of foliage and �owers, was ‘story work’.8 In between 
Cromwell’s two encounters with the tapestry, Mantel also 
imagines its removal:

They take down the tapestries and leave the bare  
blank walls. They are rolled up, the woollen monarchs, 
Solomon and Sheba; as they are brought into coiled 
proximity, their eyes are �lled by each other, and their 
tiny lungs breathe in the �bre of bellies and thighs.9

This tapestry’s story, now rolled up for transport and storage, 
is evoked in a way that is at once erotic and oddly comforting, 
Solomon and Sheba in their coiled proximity, lively and 
present to each other even though they are now unseen,  
and also vividly, impossibly present to the reader.

In his Parallel Lives of Greeks and Roman, the �rst-century 
historian Plutarch has Themistocles, the �fth-century BCE 
Athenian general and politician, use the conceit of the folded 
tapestry as a way of evoking the limited, imprecise speech  
of someone not yet �uent in a foreign language. He tells the 
Persian king Artaxerxes that

mens wordes did properly resemble the stories and 
imagery in a pece of arras: for both in the one & in the 
other, the goodly images of either of them are seene, 
when they are vnfolded and layed open. Contrariwise 
they appeare not, but are lost, when they are shut vp,  
& close folded.10

This is Sir Thomas North’s 1579 translation, via the French  
of Jacques Amyot: it is more expansive if a little less clear  
than the Loeb prose version,11 but emphatically Renaissance  
in its speci�c evocation of ‘stories and imagery’ in the arras. 
Francis Bacon cites Themistocles’ conceit twice. In his  
essay ‘Of friendship’, printed for the �rst time in 1612, he  
has Themistocles declare ‘that speech was like Cloth of Arras, 
opened, and put abroad; Whereby the imagery doth appeare  
in Figure; whereas in Thoughts, they lie but as in Packs’.12  
The distinction between speech and thought is Bacon’s  
own interpretation and ampli�cation, because in Plutarch, 
Themistocles is merely asking Artaxerxes for more time in 
which to learn Persian, so that he can address him without  
an interpreter, fully and explicitly in his own words. Bacon’s 
version is closer to Plutarch’s original than North’s, however, 
in that he does not quite imagine the ‘imagery’ as being lost, 
but rather as being inaccessible, bundled up too tightly for 
proper comprehension or appreciation, like a bale of cloth  
(for which ‘pack’ was the usual term).13

Far more Mantel-like than either, though, and far more 
interesting, is William Scott, writing on the �gure of 
ampli�catio in his treatise on poetry and poetics in the  
late 1590s:

Sometime we amplify by entering into particulars, 
breaking the whole into his parts, anatomizing every 
limb; and then speech (as Themistocles said to the King 
of Persia) resembles the imagery in a piece of arras, for 
in both the conceits and images are seen when they are 
unfolded and laid open, but seem lost when they are 
wrapt up and straitened, though they contain all  
they did otherwise.14

The change from being lost (as in North) to seeming lost is 
Scott’s, as is the additional observation that such tapestries, 
although folded, ‘contain all they did otherwise’. This 
assumption of the continued presence and importance  
of the unseen, and its being conceived of in textile terms  
as something folded or bundled, wrapped up, rolled, or 
otherwise packed away, is suggestive. The etymology is a  
false one, but the fold, le pli, is itself folded into ampli�catio, 
which Scott so vividly imagines as a �gure of unfolding. The 
bundle, the pack, the roll may seem drab and unexciting, an 
undi�erentiated mass, but it remains full of colour, wit, and 
story, the presence of which (Scott appears to suggest) is still  
in some ways palpable and immanent. It is known to be there 
– or, perhaps, something is known to be there – even if it 
cannot be seen. An early modern reader might think as readily 
of the uncut pages of a book, a stack of folded sheets to be 
taken to the binder, its inner leaves only able to be read 
if the sheet is unfolded, or when the book is bound, its 
edges trimmed and opened. It is assumed, at least in 
the Western tradition, that those inner leaves are not 
blank, although they cannot be read or seen.

Writing about the unseen in early modern drama and 
theatre more generally, Andrew Sofer borrows from 
astronomy the concept of ‘dark matter’, the existence  
of which is not observable, but which can be inferred 
from its gravitational e�ects. Theatrical dark matter,  
he suggests, might include ‘o�stage spaces and actions, 
absent characters, the narrated past, hallucination, 
blindness, obscenity, godhead, and so on […] dark matter is 
woven into the fabric of theatrical representation’; ‘most of 
the event we call theater depends on what might be called 
felt absences’, he avers.15 Rebecca Olson is less concerned 
with folds than with the double-sidedness of tapestries and 
hangings in particular, suggesting that ‘for early modern 
audiences […] an arras hanging in �ction becomes an 
opportunity to invent the other side – to “discover” what they 
feel remains unseen or left unsaid in the text itself’, another 
version of Sofer’s dark matter.16 As Sofer points out, theatre  
in the postclassical, Western tradition operates synecdochally, 
whereby the part (actor, character, prop, set) stands for the 
whole. Examples of this are easy to �nd in Shakespeare’s plays, 
the audience exhorted ‘into a thousand parts divide one man’ 
so as to make the armies at Agincourt (Henry V, Prologue 24) 
for instance, and also in the poems, as when Lucrece, looking 
at the Troy painting, notes that

much imaginary work was there: 
Conceit deceitful, so compact, so kind, 
That for ACHILLES’ image stood his spear, 
Gripped in an armed hand; himself behind 
Was left unseen, save to the eye of mind: 
A hand, a foot, a face, a leg, a head, 
Stood for the whole to be imagined. (1422–8)

In the case of the folded tapestry and, this essay suggests,  
the fold itself, that which is left unseen but which retains  
an absent presence in the imagination of audience or reader 
can also sometimes remain unspeci�ed or ill-de�ned, a very 
particular kind of dark matter; it is the fact and the palpability 
of absence or occlusion, the something which could still be 
revealed which matters, around which the action ‘bends’.17 
The fold is thus a potent cue for enargeia18 or even just the 
possibility of enargeia and, as William Gruber suggests of the 
o�stage or imagined event, what is to be imagined is often sex 
or violence, or both.19 Even without the precision of Mantel’s 
intimately folded woollen monarchs, Scott’s version of 
Themistocles’s folded arras in particular pulsates with an 
un�xed potential, like the tale which the Ghost does not tell,  
an immanent pleat or pack of story, untold and unheard, but 
not unfelt.

- - - - - - - - - -

Innogen has been reading late in bed. ‘What hour is it?’ she 
asks her waiting woman, Helen; ‘Almost midnight, madam’, 
Helen replies. Realising that she’s been reading for nearly 
three hours, Innogen presumably hands her book to her 
attendant, giving her the instruction ‘Fold down the leaf where 
I have left’, and bids her goodnight (Cymbeline, 2.2.2–4).20 
There are no stage directions, but the implied action is clear; 
the book, closed, the corner of one of its pages folded down to 
mark the place, is left beside the bed, perhaps next to the taper 
which Innogen instructs Helen to leave burning, and Helen 
exits. Innogen says a prayer and settles down to sleep. (Bad 
habits: surely this British princess should use a book mark? 
Does the apparent lack of an 

integrated silk 
bookmark signal to an alert audience 

that this is not a prayerbook?) A moment later – but there 
could be a long, suspense-building pause – a trunk (in the 
corner of the imagined room? beside the bed?) opens, the 
villainous Iachimo emerges, and this chilling, central, much-
discussed scene proceeds.

It’s near the end of the scene, some thirty-�ve lines later, that 
Innogen’s bedtime reading is identi�ed: ‘she hath been reading 
late | The tale of Tereus; here the leaf’s turned down | Where 
Philomel gave up’ (2.2.44–6). (This is a moment when the play’s 
self-conscious, exuberant anachronism can obtrude: Innogen 
the British princess is reading – Ovid? Is it printed? Is it Arthur 
Golding’s English translation of Ovid, �rst printed in 1567  
and in its sixth edition by the date of Shakespeare’s play? In 
performance, unless it’s a forensically reconstructed early 
seventeenth century production, it doesn’t matter. But it can’t 
be a Kindle.) Again there are (of course) no stage directions, 
but Iachimo must pick up the book, open it, perhaps observe 
the title page because it won’t be obvious from the cover and 
then open it at the folded-down corner. Or he might insert a 
�nger at the fold itself, open the book in the middle in a single 
action. He notes that she’s reading the tale of Tereus and then 

– where’s she got up to? – ah, ‘the leaf’s turned down where 
Philomel gave up’. Does Iachimo unfold the folded corner of 
the page in order to make that precise observation, and then 
carefully refold it, before closing the book and returning  
it to its place beside the bed? Perhaps. In performance,  
the audience probably doesn’t think much about the exact 
sequence of actions here, or about the materiality of the book; 
editors in their commentaries note the details of Philomel’s 
story, perhaps pointing out, too, that Philomel does not, in  
fact, give up, but rather resists; she is raped and mutilated  
by Tereus but communicates her story to her sister Procne, 
Tereus’s wife, and with her takes a terrible revenge. Editors  
do not, however, comment on the fold, and the particularities 
of the way in which it both enables and structures the dense 
intertextuality of this moment and this scene.

The central part of the scene is Iachimo’s noting down of  
the details of Innogen’s bedchamber and her body while she 
sleeps, details which he will eventually recount to Innogen’s 
exiled husband Posthumus in order to ‘prove’ Innogen’s 
in�delity and so win a wager. In 2.2, Iachimo’s note-taking  
is framed by the folding, unfolding and refolding of the leaf;  
it acts as a material and gestural cue for a kind of ekphrasis  
or ampli�catio.21 The leaf is folded, and it also folds in; it can 
be unfolded, and it also, potentially, unfolds. It materialises 
both the implicit/explicit, and their interdependence. The fold 
here can be a �gure of Sofer’s ‘dark matter’, latency, potential, 
something which is occluded but which yet can be brought to 
light or brought to bear; an absent presence or felt absence.

- - - - - - - - - -

In the �rst instance, therefore, what is folded into this scene  
in Cymbeline is the possibility of rape.22 That barely remains 
implicit even before Innogen’s reading is identi�ed, in  
the scenario itself and in Iachimo’s explicit comparison of 
himself to ‘our Tarquin’, who ‘did softly press the rushes’  
as he creeps out of the trunk (2.2.12–13); Valerie Wayne notes 
that Iachimo’s surveying of Innogen as she sleeps closely 
parallels Shakespeare’s own Lucrece (386–427; Q5  
had been published in 1607; 2.2.12n). This moment in 
Cymbeline might go either way: if the Lucretia story  
were to unfold at this point, then it would connect with 
Innogen’s story not simply in its situation (the wager, the 
sleeping woman, her bed linen, the nocturnal intruder) 
and subject but in the device of the fold itself, which it 
shares with Shakespeare’s Lucrece.

Shakespeare’s Lucrece is emphatically textile in the way 
it depicts the rape of Lucretia by Tarquin, and the depiction  
of the rape of Lucretia in visual art is also heavily textile,  
often erotically so; Titian’s great painting is only one of  
many examples.23 Innogen is unfolded in language to the ears 
and the mind’s eyes of the audience, a process of controlled 
revelation in which textiles play a crucial part, enabling and 
framing her blazon as it is unfolded by Iachimo. Shakespeare’s 
Lucrece has one ‘lily hand’, implicitly whiter than the pillow 
which it ‘cozen[s] […] of a lawful kiss’ (386–7) and her other 
hand is like ‘an April daisy’ against the green of the coverlet 
(394–5); she lies asleep ‘like a virtuous monument’ (391), as  
if her bedlinen were already transformed to the petri�ed 
draperies of the dead.24 Innogen is a ‘fresh lily, and whiter than 
the sheets’ (2.2.15–16), and Iachimo describes her ‘sense’, her 
awareness as she lies unconscious ‘as a monument | Thus in a 
chapel lying’ (2.2.32–3). In the poem, the terri�ed woman ‘o’er 
the white sheet peers her whiter chin’ (472); the ‘white sheet’ 
here is also the page, allowing Lucrece’s face, for a split-
second, to be brought into shockingly close proximity to  
the Tarquin-like reader. Innogen’s body, too, has the qualities 
of both page and sheet, in the linen/lily whiteness of her skin 
but also in that sense of gradual revelation in space and time 
by Iachimo, who reads and writes her like a book – who could 
also read and write her like the book that she is reading 
herself, its leaf turned down.

As Laura Gowing and others have explored, drawing on court 
records,

Talking about clothes instead of bodies was a 
recognised strategy for rape victims. But it was also  
a way of describing sex that made sense when the 
boundaries of the body were readily understood  
in terms of clothes.25

Those boundaries were constituted above all by body linen, 
shirts and smocks, and, on occasion, by sheets; these textile 
layers could be thought of as a second skin, but also as already 
creating the conditions whereby the body’s borders and 
surfaces might be revealed, destabilised, or violated. 
Sometimes those sheets and other linen layers become  
pages, written on and folded (or unfolded) in turn, in  
another play of concealment and revelation. So Tarquin

sets his foot upon the light, 
For light and lust are deadly enemies: 
Shame folded up in blind concealing night, 
When most unseen, then most doth tyrannize. 
The wolf hath seized his prey, the poor lamb cries,

Till with her own white �eece her voice controlled 
Entombs her outcry in her lips’ sweet fold.

For with the nightly linen that she wears 
He pens her piteous clamours in her head, 
Cooling his hot face in the chastest tears 
That ever modest eyes with sorrow shed. 
O, that prone lust should stain so pure a bed!

The spots whereof could weeping purify, 
Her tears should drop on them perpetually. (673–86)

The actual rape is doubly veiled, both by Lucrece’s ‘nightly 
linen’, probably her smock, with which Tarquin sti�es her 
cries, and also by the metaphor which describes that action,  
as Tarquin ‘with her own white �eece her voice controlled’ 
(678, 680). Both �eece/linen and metaphor are anticipated  
by the double appearance of folding in the previous stanza, 
where night becomes a kind of sheet, or concealing coverlet, 
like metaphor (or poetry) itself. It’s not speci�ed whether the 
shame is Tarquin’s or Lucrece’s, or both; both are temporarily 
equally mu
ed, equally unseen, folded up, folded in, 
blindfolded.

The whiteness of the linen in the second stanza of the two, via 
the metaphor of the �eece, is contrasted with the darkness of 

night, which has the same concealing, 
mu
ing function when Tarquin 
extinguishes the light. But Lucrece’s 
own lips are also a fold, imprisoning her 
cries and, as Rachel Eisendrath points 
out, ‘the sexual implications of “her lips’ 
sweet fold” con�ates the rape with the 
act of silencing her’.26 In the 1594 quarto 
at least, the reader turns the page (sig. 
F1) at the end of the second stanza just 
quoted, perhaps more than ordinarily 
apprehensive about what she will read 
next, what will unfold, and how. As  
the image of the lamb suggests, folds  
in early modern usage often have  
two, readily related, valences: they  
can be pastoral, the sheep-fold, a place  
of safety and protection, especially at 
night, and they can be textile, paper or 
otherwise material, similarly suggesting 
concealment, containment, storing up, 
but with the possibility of subsequent 
revelation or release. Both kinds of  
fold are simultaneously temporal  
and material, the fold de�ned and 
constituted by the possibility, even  

the necessity, of its future unfolding; the unfold ‘is not the 
contrary of the fold, nor its e�acement, but the continuation  
or the extension of its act, the condition of its manifestation’.27 
And the fold is always temporary, always transitional.

- - - - - - - - - -

In the opening scene of The Two Gentlemen of Verona, very 
close in date to Lucrece,28 the laboured exchange between 
Proteus and Speed links a very long joke about sheep to the 
carrying of a letter, in part via their shared concerns with 
folds. Speed has gone astray (‘played the sheep’, 1.1.73)29 in 
becoming separated from his master Valentine as Valentine  
is about to depart Verona for Milan while delivering a letter  
to Proteus’s beloved Julia. They pun on ‘pound’ (where such 
strays are shut up, or else an excessive fee for carrying such  
a letter) which then suggests ‘pinfold’ (the sheepfold), the 
contrast between the excessive pound and the minuscule  
pin (or pin’s fee, a tiny amount of money), which must be 
multiplied, ‘fold it over and over’ (106), itself a false etymology, 
with its multi-plies – but even thus multiplied it will still be 
‘threefold too little for carrying a letter to your lover’ (107).  
The folding of the letter itself, its status as a or even the folded 
thing can remain largely unspoken and understood here, 
axiomatic in an age before envelopes.

When Julia, after much to and fro, eventually gets the letter 
via her waiting woman Lucetta in the following scene, she 
tears it without reading it, throwing the pieces to the ground, 
but is immediately overcome with remorse (‘O hateful hands, 
to tear such loving words’, 1.2.105). She pieces together the 
fragments, rebuking herself as she kisses them:

Lo, here in one line is his name twice writ, 
Poor forlorn Proteus, passionate Proteus, 
To the sweet Julia– that I’ll tear away; 
And yet I will not, sith so prettily 
He couples it to his complaining names. 
Thus will I fold them, one upon another; 
Now kiss, embrace, contend, do what you will.  
(1.2.124–9)

Rather than tear away her own name in a �t of self-loathing 
and morti�cation, Julia folds her name with Proteus’s, her 
gesture and words loaded with erotic suggestion: ‘now kiss, 
embrace, contend, do what you will’, as she imagines ‘Julia’ 
and ‘Proteus’ enfolded, implicitly, between the sheets. (The 
same joke is made of Beatrice in Much Ado, when, overheard 

by Benedick, Claudio and Leonato recount how they have 
heard from Hero that Beatrice, up at night in her smock, writes 
endless letters to Benedick that she never sends: ‘O, when she 
had writ it and was reading it over’, Leonato says, ‘She found 
“Benedick” and “Beatrice” between the sheet’.)30 Just as 
Proteus and Speed slip between the pinfold and the paper  
fold, the folded letter and the folded sheet are easily elided,  
by their shared textile origin, the sheet itself (paper, linen)  
and the fold, their capacity to be folded and unfolded,  
and to enfold; the punning itself has an erotic charge in  
its slipperiness, its teasing shifts and imagined revelations  
as names and the bodies for which they stand are brought  
to bear one on another, in paper folds and unfolded sheets.

In what seems a wholly di�erent, comic mode these examples 
demonstrate the easy, allusive slippage between the pastoral 
and the textile, the letter and the sheet, that is characteristic  
of many instances of early modern folding; that slippage 
speaks also to the contingency of the fold, the way in which  
it is always in transition and in motion, like a metaphor or a 
pun. Yet Two Gentlemen is also a text in which the very real 
possibility of rape is suddenly unfolded; it’s not so much neatly 
folded in at the play’s conclusion as bundled untidily away,  
as another unfolding, that of the true identity of the faithful 
Julia, disguised as Sebastian, acts as diversion and distraction. 
The play has its hasty comic, romantic conclusion, is 
(anachronistically) ‘wrapped up’ – without Sylvia, the object  
of Proteus’s thwarted sexual assault, saying another word.31

- - - - - - - - - -

Lucrece’s body is doubly unfolded in the poem, revealed by  
the drawing back of curtains (‘The [bed] curtains being close, 
about [Tarquin] walks’; they are ‘the cloud that hides the  
silver moon’, 367, 371) and the disturbance or destruction of its 
concealing layers of linen and, even more, by Tarquin’s blazon 
(386–420), which unfolds her in language: as Nancy Vickers 
noted in her seminal essay on Lucrece and the blazon, ‘display’ 
is ‘from the Latin displicare (to scatter and, later, to unfold as 
in unfolding a banner to view)’ and ‘description […] is a gesture 
of display’.32 After the rape, however, it is Lucrece’s own  
voice which is released, unfolded, from where it has been  
both penned, described and reinscribed, and pent, silenced  
by Tarquin. Lucrece writes to her husband Collatine asking  
him to return home, but not telling him anything of what has 
been done to her (1303–9). And then she makes the letter ready 
for carrying to Collatine in his camp:

Here folds she up the tenor of her woe, 
Her certain sorrow writ uncertainly. 
By this short schedule COLLATINE may know 
Her grief, but not her grief’s true quality […] (1310–13)33

But the rape is wrapped up in the obfuscations and evasions  
of language (‘certain sorrow writ uncertainly’) even before  
it is folded up as a letter, and the folding of the letter thus 
parallels Lucrece’s own concealment of what has happened, 
simultaneously occluding and making entirely clear that 
something of great moment has occurred and will be revealed. 
She prepares for a revelation to her husband that she imagines 
as being as catastrophic as the rape; both events share the 
language of folding and unfolding, acts which are more than 
inseparable; they are mutually implicated.34

- - - - - - - - - -

Cymbeline is a play of many letters. When Iachimo �rst arrives 
at the British court (1.6), he comes with letters for Innogen 
from Posthumus, at least one of which she reads in his 
presence, partly aloud; it introduces Iachimo as ‘one of the 
noblest note’ (1.6.22), but Innogen keeps the rest of the letter  
to herself: ‘So far I read aloud, | But even the very middle of my 
heart | Is warmed by th’rest’ (1.6.26–8). That is, she unfolds the 
letter and unfolds Iachimo from it, but keeps the rest of the 

letter’s content to herself, still folded in. Iachimo tells her that 
he must depart the next day, and therefore that ‘if you please | 
To greet your lord with writing, do’t tonight’ (1.6.204–5). (She 
evidently does: dark matter, unstaged, unseen.) Back in Rome, 
Iachimo reports to Posthumus and gives him letters, this  
letter of Innogen’s presumably among them, but it’s not clear 
whether he reads it, although it can be inferred. What replaces 
any explicit reading of Innogen’s presumed letter is Iachimo’s 
confected account of his nocturnal visit to her bedchamber;  
it is that which he unfolds to Posthumus’s horri�ed ear and 
gaze, and the audience’s. Perhaps Iachimo produces his 
notebook or his tables, but what is most striking is the level  
of detail, largely absent from his notetaking in 2.2, and almost 
certainly describing aspects of the setting which were not 
originally imagined as being staged.

The bedchamber’s most prominent feature, apparently, to 
which Iachimo devotes most of his description, is a tapestry

of silk and silver, the story 
Proud Cleopatra when she met her Roman, 
And Cydnus swelled above the banks, or for 
The press of boats or pride: a piece of work 
So bravely done, so rich, that it did strive 
In workmanship and value, which I wondered 
Could be so rarely and exactly wrought, 
Since the true life on’t was— 
(2.4.69–76)35

It’s an appropriately textile folding out of damning 
circumstantial details: it’s story work, but it’s also 
Shakespeare’s story, folded in from his own Antony and 
Cleopatra, where (in Enobarbus’s great speech, 2.2.201–228)  
it already has the quality of a work of art, as ‘rarely and exactly 
wrought’ as the tapestry which Iachimo now, in retrospect, 
describes. He describes the chimney-piece, ‘Chaste Dian 
bathing’ (2.4.82), the gilded ceiling, the �re-dogs; he produces 
the bracelet that he took from Innogen’s arm: ‘Maybe  
she plucked it o� to send it me’ suggests Posthumus, in 
desperation; ‘She writes so to you, doth she?’, responds 
Iachimo, focusing the audience’s attention, and Posthumus’s, 
once more on the letter in Posthumus’s hand, as if that now-
unfolded sheet has somehow unleashed this terrible blazon of 
apparently incontrovertible evidence. Iachimo’s speech here 
also draws on the messenger tradition and, as Lorna Hutson 
points out, in his discussion of enargeia, Erasmus notes that 
the narratives of messengers in tragedies are ‘especially rich  
in the power to make images appear before the mind’s eye, 
because they present what is impossible to stage. The vivid 
description of these speeches, he notes, “consists in an 
explication of circumstances” (circumstantiarum), especially 
those which bring the incident most before our eyes’. The task 
of the messenger is the unfolding, explicatione, of the unseen 
and the unstageable.36

The description of Innogen’s mole (2.4.134–6) is the only part of 
Iachimo’s account less detailed than his rehearsing of features 
in situ, as he takes his notes, and so it’s left to the audience’s 
memories to unfold that particular piece of evidence in their 
mind’s eyes, turn back to something which they heard but  
did not, could not see, but rather imagined, the boy actor’s 
impossible breast, cued by the lily-white folds of Innogen’s 
bedlinen, her lily-white skin. The one thing missing from 
Iachimo’s sly, devastating inventory of his nocturnal visit to 
Innogen’s bedchamber, oddly, is the book, its leaf folded down 
at the tale of Tereus, but its dark matter is surely unfolded in 
this Roman scene, not just by Iachimo’s Machiavellian tour  
de force of enargeia, but by the appalling, pornographic, 
misogynistic outburst of Posthumus’s soliloquy in the scene 
immediately following, with its suggestions of bestiality and 
rape (2.5.15–19).

- - - - - - - - - -

- - - - - - - - - -

As she takes leave of her sisters following her banishment, 
another British princess speaks words which are at once 
consoling and de�ant:

Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides. 
Who covert faults at last with shame derides. 
(King Lear, 1.1.282–3)37

Cordelia invokes the device of Truth the Daughter of Time: 
Elizabeth I had been celebrated as Veritas Temporis Filia, 
Time’s Daughter, Truth, a motto which she appropriated from 
her sister Mary.38 In her �gure of plighted or pleated cunning, 
which is itself a folding (or tangling) together of plight as 
danger and as pledge, the false protestations her sisters have 
made, Cordelia asserts that truth will eventually out, the truth 
of her sisters’ malice and dissembling, and in time that she 
herself, her truth, and her virtue will be vindicated. Here the 
unfolding of time that Cordelia invokes has the folded tapestry 
quality of the single revelation, the big picture once more 
brought to light, the storied royal tapestry back where  
it belongs. But time itself can also be a pleated thing, as 
Jonathan Gil Harris proposes in relation to Othello and  
the handkerchief, drawing on the work of Michel Serres;  
for Serres, time ‘can be schematized by a kind of crumpling,  
a multiple, foldable diversity’, whereby past and present can 
suddenly be brought into ‘sudden, unexpected topological 
conjunction’, made to touch.39

Bruce R. Smith has refocused attention on the materiality of 
the ‘cut’ as an editorial term, and how it particularly speaks  
to the ‘piece-work’ of early modern play-texts, the creations of 
multiple hands, often over an extended period of time. Smith 
thinks about cutting as a process of shaping, reshaping and, 
perhaps, discarding. He is interested in the traces that such 
processes leave, but doesn’t quite consider the possibility that 
temporary occlusion rather than permanent excision might  
be more akin to what he is describing.40 The manuscript of  
an early modern play-text itself began life as a folded thing,  
the dramatist (like most writers) �rst folding the sheet of paper 
into a bifolium and then sometimes folding it again to create 
columns, narrow for speech pre�xes on the left-hand side of 
the leaf and for exits on the right, and a wide central column 
for the text; such pleating was the particular custom of the 
scrivener Ralph Crane, who copied many manuscripts for the 
King’s Men.41 A play-text in manuscript might eventually have 
additions glued or pinned in, but a passage marked for deletion 
would only rarely be scored through: instead, a vertical line  
in the margin marked a ‘cut’, the text itself remaining entirely 
legible and present (in that state of the text at least) even as  
it was designated as being not for performance.42 As James 
Marino has pointed out, any alterations to the main body of  
the play-text after its entry into a company’s repertory have to 
be thought of in terms of the actors’ parts: a monologue could 
be shortened relatively easily, whether intentionally or 
unintentionally, or lengthened through improvisation, but  
the crucial thing was that the cues remained intact, even as the 
distance between them might be extended or collapsed.43 King 
Lear, even more than Hamlet or Othello, o�ers a reminder 
that a play-text itself can still have a pleated quality, its Quarto 
/ Folio variants a series of ins and outs, folded, unfolded, 
refolded by editors rather than actors or playwrights. The  
lines spoken by Cordelia vividly demonstrate in miniature the 
way in which such choices are not necessarily cuts, but might 
rather be thought of as folds, where at the level of scene or 
speech or line or word, something is folded out and something 
else is folded in – but it’s still there, whether or not the eye  
of the reader loops down to the collation, and on another 
occasion the choice might be reversed.

To think of a play-text as a folded thing in this way imagines it 
as being akin to that most recognisable Renaissance accessory, 
the ru�, which involved ‘meticulously pleating up to nineteen 

yards of gossamer-thin lawn into as many as six hundred 
pleats, which were then sometimes triply or quadruply 
layered’.44 The �nal arrangement of its folds was made by 
con�guring the starched, pressed ru� into ‘sets’ by pinning 
them and shaping them with a hot setting or poking stick  
made from iron or steel; depending on the fashion of the day, 
the whim of the wearer, and the skill of the laundress, such sets 
might be large or small, plain, or more elaborate shapes, such 
as �gures-of-eight, and there could well be hundreds of them. 
The ru� existed as a ru� only in the ‘�eeting and fragile �xity, 
illusory solidity’ of this temporary form,45 for without its 
pleats and sets, a ru� was merely a linen band, and every  
time it was laundered, or simply caught in a shower of rain, it 
would have to be starched and set again. A ru� was a beautiful 
thing, the product of intense, skilled labour, craft, and even 
creativity, which existed to be worn, to catch the play of light 
and shadow in motion, which lasted only a short time before 
being recon�gured and remade. The ru� depended on the 
endless, repetitive labour of the laundress, which Natasha 
Korda terms ‘laundry time’: ‘she wrings, she folds, she pleits, 
she smoothes, she starches, | She sti�ens, poakes, and sets and 
dryes again, | And foldes’.46 Even in its apparent �nitude and 
re�nement, the ru� – or the play-text, that other temporarily 
folded thing – contained and manifested the possibility of 
other future versions of itself.

King Lear is an extreme example, but this same imagining  
of the text as a dynamic folded and foldable thing o�ers a way 
of thinking about how particular episodes might be selected 
for dramatisation from pre-existing material, or how a text 
might be recon�gured to �t changing circumstances: available 
personnel, political pressure, court performance. A printed 
play-text omitting material performed on at least some 
occasions could be thought of as folding it in: the Parliament 
scene in the �rst three quartos of Richard II.47 A play-text,  
in print or manuscript, which included texts mutually 
incompatible in performance might be thought of as folding 
them out: the multiple epilogues at the end of 2 Henry IV,  
for instance, or ‘a scribal manuscript of Jonson’s masque  
The Gypsies Metamorphosed […] recording three di�erent 
sets of performances before James I’.48 In the anonymous 
predecessor of Shakespeare’s play, The true chronicle historie 
of King Leir and his three daughters,49 Leir and Cordella  
are victorious at the end and no one dies. Part of the agony of 
Shakespeare’s version, however, whatever the con�guration  
of its textual folds and pleats, is that it retains the palpable 
presence of its source, dark matter folded in, which it could 
unfold – but doesn’t.
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- - - - - - - - - -

When they meet in 1.5, the Ghost of Hamlet’s Father o�ers  
his son two stories. ‘Lend thy serious hearing | To what I shall 
unfold’ (1.5.5–6),1 he says, and then, a moment later, ‘I could  
a tale unfold whose lightest word | Would harrow up thy  
soul’ (1.5.15–16). The �rst story is the account of his murder  
by his brother Claudius, which he duly gives with all its 
circumstances and compelling details (1.5.59–80). The  
second is a description of his su�erings in purgatory,  
and that he cannot narrate:

But that I am forbid 
To tell the secrets of my prison-house 
I could a tale unfold whose lightest word 
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, 
Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres, 
Thy knotted and combined locks to part 
And each particular hair to stand on end 
Like quills upon the fearful porpentine – 
But this eternal blazon must not be 
To ears of �esh and blood. (1.5.13–22)

I could tell you a terrifying story, the Ghost tells his already-
terri�ed son, but I can’t, I’m not allowed. The Ghost himself 
might be thought of as an unfolded (or at least an unwrapped) 
thing, having ‘burst [his] cerements’ (1.4.48), cast o� his 
graveclothes, left them lying untidily in a corner of the tomb, 
in a blasphemous parody of the Gospel accounts of Christ’s 
Resurrection.2 But only one of the Ghost’s stories is unfolded; 
the other remains unspoken and unheard, but not (thanks to 

the Ghost’s framing of it) unfelt. It remains folded into the play; 
it could still be unfolded, folded out.3

This essay thinks about folds as a way of imagining both 
intertextuality and dramatic (or narrative) construction in 
some of Shakespeare’s plays and poems. The folds it thinks 
about and with are mostly material, especially textile. It is 
interested in the particular material a�ordances of the early 
modern textile fold, and how they might o�er ways of thinking 
about literary texts and how they are made and experienced. 
Beginning with the folded tapestry, and ending with a coda on 
the ru�, this essay proceeds as a series of unfoldings, quieter 
and more di�dent than revelations, and making fewer, smaller 
claims. It considers the temporary nature of folds, the way in 
which they are always transitional (a fold is that which can/will 
be unfolded), their relationship with time, matter, and making, 
and (on occasion) with violence.4

- - - - - - - - - -

Thomas Cromwell (as imagined by Hilary Mantel) is 
particularly fond of a tapestry depicting the meeting of 
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba; the latter, ‘smiling, light-
footed’,5 reminds him of Anselma, the lover of his youth in 
Antwerp. It belongs �rst to Wolsey and then, as Wolsey falls, 
decorates a room at York Place (once the Cardinal’s) now 
occupied by Anne Boleyn. As Thomas P. Campbell observes of 
the historical Wolsey, ‘Many English nobles were enthusiastic 
tapestry patrons, but Wolsey’s expenditure on tapestries was 
unparalleled – in the course of his life he acquired more than 
six hundred’.6 Visiting Anne, Cromwell is pleased to see the 

tapestry again: ‘Sheba eddies towards him, rosy, round, and  
he acknowledges her: Anselma, lady made of wool, I thought 
I’d never see you again’, and he notes that ‘Sheba makes Anne 
look bad: sallow and sharp’.7 The early modern term for such 
�gurative or narrative content, often biblical or classical, as 
opposed to the more common ‘verdures’ or ‘mille�eurs’ with 
designs of foliage and �owers, was ‘story work’.8 In between 
Cromwell’s two encounters with the tapestry, Mantel also 
imagines its removal:

They take down the tapestries and leave the bare  
blank walls. They are rolled up, the woollen monarchs, 
Solomon and Sheba; as they are brought into coiled 
proximity, their eyes are �lled by each other, and their 
tiny lungs breathe in the �bre of bellies and thighs.9

This tapestry’s story, now rolled up for transport and storage, 
is evoked in a way that is at once erotic and oddly comforting, 
Solomon and Sheba in their coiled proximity, lively and 
present to each other even though they are now unseen,  
and also vividly, impossibly present to the reader.

In his Parallel Lives of Greeks and Roman, the �rst-century 
historian Plutarch has Themistocles, the �fth-century BCE 
Athenian general and politician, use the conceit of the folded 
tapestry as a way of evoking the limited, imprecise speech  
of someone not yet �uent in a foreign language. He tells the 
Persian king Artaxerxes that

mens wordes did properly resemble the stories and 
imagery in a pece of arras: for both in the one & in the 
other, the goodly images of either of them are seene, 
when they are vnfolded and layed open. Contrariwise 
they appeare not, but are lost, when they are shut vp,  
& close folded.10

This is Sir Thomas North’s 1579 translation, via the French  
of Jacques Amyot: it is more expansive if a little less clear  
than the Loeb prose version,11 but emphatically Renaissance  
in its speci�c evocation of ‘stories and imagery’ in the arras. 
Francis Bacon cites Themistocles’ conceit twice. In his  
essay ‘Of friendship’, printed for the �rst time in 1612, he  
has Themistocles declare ‘that speech was like Cloth of Arras, 
opened, and put abroad; Whereby the imagery doth appeare  
in Figure; whereas in Thoughts, they lie but as in Packs’.12  
The distinction between speech and thought is Bacon’s  
own interpretation and ampli�cation, because in Plutarch, 
Themistocles is merely asking Artaxerxes for more time in 
which to learn Persian, so that he can address him without  
an interpreter, fully and explicitly in his own words. Bacon’s 
version is closer to Plutarch’s original than North’s, however, 
in that he does not quite imagine the ‘imagery’ as being lost, 
but rather as being inaccessible, bundled up too tightly for 
proper comprehension or appreciation, like a bale of cloth  
(for which ‘pack’ was the usual term).13

Far more Mantel-like than either, though, and far more 
interesting, is William Scott, writing on the �gure of 
ampli�catio in his treatise on poetry and poetics in the  
late 1590s:

Sometime we amplify by entering into particulars, 
breaking the whole into his parts, anatomizing every 
limb; and then speech (as Themistocles said to the King 
of Persia) resembles the imagery in a piece of arras, for 
in both the conceits and images are seen when they are 
unfolded and laid open, but seem lost when they are 
wrapt up and straitened, though they contain all  
they did otherwise.14

The change from being lost (as in North) to seeming lost is 
Scott’s, as is the additional observation that such tapestries, 
although folded, ‘contain all they did otherwise’. This 
assumption of the continued presence and importance  
of the unseen, and its being conceived of in textile terms  
as something folded or bundled, wrapped up, rolled, or 
otherwise packed away, is suggestive. The etymology is a  
false one, but the fold, le pli, is itself folded into ampli�catio, 
which Scott so vividly imagines as a �gure of unfolding. The 
bundle, the pack, the roll may seem drab and unexciting, an 
undi�erentiated mass, but it remains full of colour, wit, and 
story, the presence of which (Scott appears to suggest) is still  
in some ways palpable and immanent. It is known to be there 
– or, perhaps, something is known to be there – even if it 
cannot be seen. An early modern reader might think as readily 
of the uncut pages of a book, a stack of folded sheets to be 
taken to the binder, its inner leaves only able to be read 
if the sheet is unfolded, or when the book is bound, its 
edges trimmed and opened. It is assumed, at least in 
the Western tradition, that those inner leaves are not 
blank, although they cannot be read or seen.

Writing about the unseen in early modern drama and 
theatre more generally, Andrew Sofer borrows from 
astronomy the concept of ‘dark matter’, the existence  
of which is not observable, but which can be inferred 
from its gravitational e�ects. Theatrical dark matter,  
he suggests, might include ‘o�stage spaces and actions, 
absent characters, the narrated past, hallucination, 
blindness, obscenity, godhead, and so on […] dark matter is 
woven into the fabric of theatrical representation’; ‘most of 
the event we call theater depends on what might be called 
felt absences’, he avers.15 Rebecca Olson is less concerned 
with folds than with the double-sidedness of tapestries and 
hangings in particular, suggesting that ‘for early modern 
audiences […] an arras hanging in �ction becomes an 
opportunity to invent the other side – to “discover” what they 
feel remains unseen or left unsaid in the text itself’, another 
version of Sofer’s dark matter.16 As Sofer points out, theatre  
in the postclassical, Western tradition operates synecdochally, 
whereby the part (actor, character, prop, set) stands for the 
whole. Examples of this are easy to �nd in Shakespeare’s plays, 
the audience exhorted ‘into a thousand parts divide one man’ 
so as to make the armies at Agincourt (Henry V, Prologue 24) 
for instance, and also in the poems, as when Lucrece, looking 
at the Troy painting, notes that

much imaginary work was there: 
Conceit deceitful, so compact, so kind, 
That for ACHILLES’ image stood his spear, 
Gripped in an armed hand; himself behind 
Was left unseen, save to the eye of mind: 
A hand, a foot, a face, a leg, a head, 
Stood for the whole to be imagined. (1422–8)

In the case of the folded tapestry and, this essay suggests,  
the fold itself, that which is left unseen but which retains  
an absent presence in the imagination of audience or reader 
can also sometimes remain unspeci�ed or ill-de�ned, a very 
particular kind of dark matter; it is the fact and the palpability 
of absence or occlusion, the something which could still be 
revealed which matters, around which the action ‘bends’.17 
The fold is thus a potent cue for enargeia18 or even just the 
possibility of enargeia and, as William Gruber suggests of the 
o�stage or imagined event, what is to be imagined is often sex 
or violence, or both.19 Even without the precision of Mantel’s 
intimately folded woollen monarchs, Scott’s version of 
Themistocles’s folded arras in particular pulsates with an 
un�xed potential, like the tale which the Ghost does not tell,  
an immanent pleat or pack of story, untold and unheard, but 
not unfelt.

- - - - - - - - - -

Innogen has been reading late in bed. ‘What hour is it?’ she 
asks her waiting woman, Helen; ‘Almost midnight, madam’, 
Helen replies. Realising that she’s been reading for nearly 
three hours, Innogen presumably hands her book to her 
attendant, giving her the instruction ‘Fold down the leaf where 
I have left’, and bids her goodnight (Cymbeline, 2.2.2–4).20 
There are no stage directions, but the implied action is clear; 
the book, closed, the corner of one of its pages folded down to 
mark the place, is left beside the bed, perhaps next to the taper 
which Innogen instructs Helen to leave burning, and Helen 
exits. Innogen says a prayer and settles down to sleep. (Bad 
habits: surely this British princess should use a book mark? 
Does the apparent lack of an 

integrated silk 
bookmark signal to an alert audience 

that this is not a prayerbook?) A moment later – but there 
could be a long, suspense-building pause – a trunk (in the 
corner of the imagined room? beside the bed?) opens, the 
villainous Iachimo emerges, and this chilling, central, much-
discussed scene proceeds.

It’s near the end of the scene, some thirty-�ve lines later, that 
Innogen’s bedtime reading is identi�ed: ‘she hath been reading 
late | The tale of Tereus; here the leaf’s turned down | Where 
Philomel gave up’ (2.2.44–6). (This is a moment when the play’s 
self-conscious, exuberant anachronism can obtrude: Innogen 
the British princess is reading – Ovid? Is it printed? Is it Arthur 
Golding’s English translation of Ovid, �rst printed in 1567  
and in its sixth edition by the date of Shakespeare’s play? In 
performance, unless it’s a forensically reconstructed early 
seventeenth century production, it doesn’t matter. But it can’t 
be a Kindle.) Again there are (of course) no stage directions, 
but Iachimo must pick up the book, open it, perhaps observe 
the title page because it won’t be obvious from the cover and 
then open it at the folded-down corner. Or he might insert a 
�nger at the fold itself, open the book in the middle in a single 
action. He notes that she’s reading the tale of Tereus and then 

– where’s she got up to? – ah, ‘the leaf’s turned down where 
Philomel gave up’. Does Iachimo unfold the folded corner of 
the page in order to make that precise observation, and then 
carefully refold it, before closing the book and returning  
it to its place beside the bed? Perhaps. In performance,  
the audience probably doesn’t think much about the exact 
sequence of actions here, or about the materiality of the book; 
editors in their commentaries note the details of Philomel’s 
story, perhaps pointing out, too, that Philomel does not, in  
fact, give up, but rather resists; she is raped and mutilated  
by Tereus but communicates her story to her sister Procne, 
Tereus’s wife, and with her takes a terrible revenge. Editors  
do not, however, comment on the fold, and the particularities 
of the way in which it both enables and structures the dense 
intertextuality of this moment and this scene.

The central part of the scene is Iachimo’s noting down of  
the details of Innogen’s bedchamber and her body while she 
sleeps, details which he will eventually recount to Innogen’s 
exiled husband Posthumus in order to ‘prove’ Innogen’s 
in�delity and so win a wager. In 2.2, Iachimo’s note-taking  
is framed by the folding, unfolding and refolding of the leaf;  
it acts as a material and gestural cue for a kind of ekphrasis  
or ampli�catio.21 The leaf is folded, and it also folds in; it can 
be unfolded, and it also, potentially, unfolds. It materialises 
both the implicit/explicit, and their interdependence. The fold 
here can be a �gure of Sofer’s ‘dark matter’, latency, potential, 
something which is occluded but which yet can be brought to 
light or brought to bear; an absent presence or felt absence.

- - - - - - - - - -

In the �rst instance, therefore, what is folded into this scene  
in Cymbeline is the possibility of rape.22 That barely remains 
implicit even before Innogen’s reading is identi�ed, in  
the scenario itself and in Iachimo’s explicit comparison of 
himself to ‘our Tarquin’, who ‘did softly press the rushes’  
as he creeps out of the trunk (2.2.12–13); Valerie Wayne notes 
that Iachimo’s surveying of Innogen as she sleeps closely 
parallels Shakespeare’s own Lucrece (386–427; Q5  
had been published in 1607; 2.2.12n). This moment in 
Cymbeline might go either way: if the Lucretia story  
were to unfold at this point, then it would connect with 
Innogen’s story not simply in its situation (the wager, the 
sleeping woman, her bed linen, the nocturnal intruder) 
and subject but in the device of the fold itself, which it 
shares with Shakespeare’s Lucrece.

Shakespeare’s Lucrece is emphatically textile in the way 
it depicts the rape of Lucretia by Tarquin, and the depiction  
of the rape of Lucretia in visual art is also heavily textile,  
often erotically so; Titian’s great painting is only one of  
many examples.23 Innogen is unfolded in language to the ears 
and the mind’s eyes of the audience, a process of controlled 
revelation in which textiles play a crucial part, enabling and 
framing her blazon as it is unfolded by Iachimo. Shakespeare’s 
Lucrece has one ‘lily hand’, implicitly whiter than the pillow 
which it ‘cozen[s] […] of a lawful kiss’ (386–7) and her other 
hand is like ‘an April daisy’ against the green of the coverlet 
(394–5); she lies asleep ‘like a virtuous monument’ (391), as  
if her bedlinen were already transformed to the petri�ed 
draperies of the dead.24 Innogen is a ‘fresh lily, and whiter than 
the sheets’ (2.2.15–16), and Iachimo describes her ‘sense’, her 
awareness as she lies unconscious ‘as a monument | Thus in a 
chapel lying’ (2.2.32–3). In the poem, the terri�ed woman ‘o’er 
the white sheet peers her whiter chin’ (472); the ‘white sheet’ 
here is also the page, allowing Lucrece’s face, for a split-
second, to be brought into shockingly close proximity to  
the Tarquin-like reader. Innogen’s body, too, has the qualities 
of both page and sheet, in the linen/lily whiteness of her skin 
but also in that sense of gradual revelation in space and time 
by Iachimo, who reads and writes her like a book – who could 
also read and write her like the book that she is reading 
herself, its leaf turned down.

As Laura Gowing and others have explored, drawing on court 
records,

Talking about clothes instead of bodies was a 
recognised strategy for rape victims. But it was also  
a way of describing sex that made sense when the 
boundaries of the body were readily understood  
in terms of clothes.25

Those boundaries were constituted above all by body linen, 
shirts and smocks, and, on occasion, by sheets; these textile 
layers could be thought of as a second skin, but also as already 
creating the conditions whereby the body’s borders and 
surfaces might be revealed, destabilised, or violated. 
Sometimes those sheets and other linen layers become  
pages, written on and folded (or unfolded) in turn, in  
another play of concealment and revelation. So Tarquin

sets his foot upon the light, 
For light and lust are deadly enemies: 
Shame folded up in blind concealing night, 
When most unseen, then most doth tyrannize. 
The wolf hath seized his prey, the poor lamb cries,

Till with her own white �eece her voice controlled 
Entombs her outcry in her lips’ sweet fold.

For with the nightly linen that she wears 
He pens her piteous clamours in her head, 
Cooling his hot face in the chastest tears 
That ever modest eyes with sorrow shed. 
O, that prone lust should stain so pure a bed!

The spots whereof could weeping purify, 
Her tears should drop on them perpetually. (673–86)

The actual rape is doubly veiled, both by Lucrece’s ‘nightly 
linen’, probably her smock, with which Tarquin sti�es her 
cries, and also by the metaphor which describes that action,  
as Tarquin ‘with her own white �eece her voice controlled’ 
(678, 680). Both �eece/linen and metaphor are anticipated  
by the double appearance of folding in the previous stanza, 
where night becomes a kind of sheet, or concealing coverlet, 
like metaphor (or poetry) itself. It’s not speci�ed whether the 
shame is Tarquin’s or Lucrece’s, or both; both are temporarily 
equally mu
ed, equally unseen, folded up, folded in, 
blindfolded.

The whiteness of the linen in the second stanza of the two, via 
the metaphor of the �eece, is contrasted with the darkness of 

night, which has the same concealing, 
mu
ing function when Tarquin 
extinguishes the light. But Lucrece’s 
own lips are also a fold, imprisoning her 
cries and, as Rachel Eisendrath points 
out, ‘the sexual implications of “her lips’ 
sweet fold” con�ates the rape with the 
act of silencing her’.26 In the 1594 quarto 
at least, the reader turns the page (sig. 
F1) at the end of the second stanza just 
quoted, perhaps more than ordinarily 
apprehensive about what she will read 
next, what will unfold, and how. As  
the image of the lamb suggests, folds  
in early modern usage often have  
two, readily related, valences: they  
can be pastoral, the sheep-fold, a place  
of safety and protection, especially at 
night, and they can be textile, paper or 
otherwise material, similarly suggesting 
concealment, containment, storing up, 
but with the possibility of subsequent 
revelation or release. Both kinds of  
fold are simultaneously temporal  
and material, the fold de�ned and 
constituted by the possibility, even  

the necessity, of its future unfolding; the unfold ‘is not the 
contrary of the fold, nor its e�acement, but the continuation  
or the extension of its act, the condition of its manifestation’.27 
And the fold is always temporary, always transitional.

- - - - - - - - - -

In the opening scene of The Two Gentlemen of Verona, very 
close in date to Lucrece,28 the laboured exchange between 
Proteus and Speed links a very long joke about sheep to the 
carrying of a letter, in part via their shared concerns with 
folds. Speed has gone astray (‘played the sheep’, 1.1.73)29 in 
becoming separated from his master Valentine as Valentine  
is about to depart Verona for Milan while delivering a letter  
to Proteus’s beloved Julia. They pun on ‘pound’ (where such 
strays are shut up, or else an excessive fee for carrying such  
a letter) which then suggests ‘pinfold’ (the sheepfold), the 
contrast between the excessive pound and the minuscule  
pin (or pin’s fee, a tiny amount of money), which must be 
multiplied, ‘fold it over and over’ (106), itself a false etymology, 
with its multi-plies – but even thus multiplied it will still be 
‘threefold too little for carrying a letter to your lover’ (107).  
The folding of the letter itself, its status as a or even the folded 
thing can remain largely unspoken and understood here, 
axiomatic in an age before envelopes.

When Julia, after much to and fro, eventually gets the letter 
via her waiting woman Lucetta in the following scene, she 
tears it without reading it, throwing the pieces to the ground, 
but is immediately overcome with remorse (‘O hateful hands, 
to tear such loving words’, 1.2.105). She pieces together the 
fragments, rebuking herself as she kisses them:

Lo, here in one line is his name twice writ, 
Poor forlorn Proteus, passionate Proteus, 
To the sweet Julia– that I’ll tear away; 
And yet I will not, sith so prettily 
He couples it to his complaining names. 
Thus will I fold them, one upon another; 
Now kiss, embrace, contend, do what you will.  
(1.2.124–9)

Rather than tear away her own name in a �t of self-loathing 
and morti�cation, Julia folds her name with Proteus’s, her 
gesture and words loaded with erotic suggestion: ‘now kiss, 
embrace, contend, do what you will’, as she imagines ‘Julia’ 
and ‘Proteus’ enfolded, implicitly, between the sheets. (The 
same joke is made of Beatrice in Much Ado, when, overheard 

by Benedick, Claudio and Leonato recount how they have 
heard from Hero that Beatrice, up at night in her smock, writes 
endless letters to Benedick that she never sends: ‘O, when she 
had writ it and was reading it over’, Leonato says, ‘She found 
“Benedick” and “Beatrice” between the sheet’.)30 Just as 
Proteus and Speed slip between the pinfold and the paper  
fold, the folded letter and the folded sheet are easily elided,  
by their shared textile origin, the sheet itself (paper, linen)  
and the fold, their capacity to be folded and unfolded,  
and to enfold; the punning itself has an erotic charge in  
its slipperiness, its teasing shifts and imagined revelations  
as names and the bodies for which they stand are brought  
to bear one on another, in paper folds and unfolded sheets.

In what seems a wholly di�erent, comic mode these examples 
demonstrate the easy, allusive slippage between the pastoral 
and the textile, the letter and the sheet, that is characteristic  
of many instances of early modern folding; that slippage 
speaks also to the contingency of the fold, the way in which  
it is always in transition and in motion, like a metaphor or a 
pun. Yet Two Gentlemen is also a text in which the very real 
possibility of rape is suddenly unfolded; it’s not so much neatly 
folded in at the play’s conclusion as bundled untidily away,  
as another unfolding, that of the true identity of the faithful 
Julia, disguised as Sebastian, acts as diversion and distraction. 
The play has its hasty comic, romantic conclusion, is 
(anachronistically) ‘wrapped up’ – without Sylvia, the object  
of Proteus’s thwarted sexual assault, saying another word.31

- - - - - - - - - -

Lucrece’s body is doubly unfolded in the poem, revealed by  
the drawing back of curtains (‘The [bed] curtains being close, 
about [Tarquin] walks’; they are ‘the cloud that hides the  
silver moon’, 367, 371) and the disturbance or destruction of its 
concealing layers of linen and, even more, by Tarquin’s blazon 
(386–420), which unfolds her in language: as Nancy Vickers 
noted in her seminal essay on Lucrece and the blazon, ‘display’ 
is ‘from the Latin displicare (to scatter and, later, to unfold as 
in unfolding a banner to view)’ and ‘description […] is a gesture 
of display’.32 After the rape, however, it is Lucrece’s own  
voice which is released, unfolded, from where it has been  
both penned, described and reinscribed, and pent, silenced  
by Tarquin. Lucrece writes to her husband Collatine asking  
him to return home, but not telling him anything of what has 
been done to her (1303–9). And then she makes the letter ready 
for carrying to Collatine in his camp:

Here folds she up the tenor of her woe, 
Her certain sorrow writ uncertainly. 
By this short schedule COLLATINE may know 
Her grief, but not her grief’s true quality […] (1310–13)33

But the rape is wrapped up in the obfuscations and evasions  
of language (‘certain sorrow writ uncertainly’) even before  
it is folded up as a letter, and the folding of the letter thus 
parallels Lucrece’s own concealment of what has happened, 
simultaneously occluding and making entirely clear that 
something of great moment has occurred and will be revealed. 
She prepares for a revelation to her husband that she imagines 
as being as catastrophic as the rape; both events share the 
language of folding and unfolding, acts which are more than 
inseparable; they are mutually implicated.34

- - - - - - - - - -

Cymbeline is a play of many letters. When Iachimo �rst arrives 
at the British court (1.6), he comes with letters for Innogen 
from Posthumus, at least one of which she reads in his 
presence, partly aloud; it introduces Iachimo as ‘one of the 
noblest note’ (1.6.22), but Innogen keeps the rest of the letter  
to herself: ‘So far I read aloud, | But even the very middle of my 
heart | Is warmed by th’rest’ (1.6.26–8). That is, she unfolds the 
letter and unfolds Iachimo from it, but keeps the rest of the 

letter’s content to herself, still folded in. Iachimo tells her that 
he must depart the next day, and therefore that ‘if you please | 
To greet your lord with writing, do’t tonight’ (1.6.204–5). (She 
evidently does: dark matter, unstaged, unseen.) Back in Rome, 
Iachimo reports to Posthumus and gives him letters, this  
letter of Innogen’s presumably among them, but it’s not clear 
whether he reads it, although it can be inferred. What replaces 
any explicit reading of Innogen’s presumed letter is Iachimo’s 
confected account of his nocturnal visit to her bedchamber;  
it is that which he unfolds to Posthumus’s horri�ed ear and 
gaze, and the audience’s. Perhaps Iachimo produces his 
notebook or his tables, but what is most striking is the level  
of detail, largely absent from his notetaking in 2.2, and almost 
certainly describing aspects of the setting which were not 
originally imagined as being staged.

The bedchamber’s most prominent feature, apparently, to 
which Iachimo devotes most of his description, is a tapestry

of silk and silver, the story 
Proud Cleopatra when she met her Roman, 
And Cydnus swelled above the banks, or for 
The press of boats or pride: a piece of work 
So bravely done, so rich, that it did strive 
In workmanship and value, which I wondered 
Could be so rarely and exactly wrought, 
Since the true life on’t was— 
(2.4.69–76)35

It’s an appropriately textile folding out of damning 
circumstantial details: it’s story work, but it’s also 
Shakespeare’s story, folded in from his own Antony and 
Cleopatra, where (in Enobarbus’s great speech, 2.2.201–228)  
it already has the quality of a work of art, as ‘rarely and exactly 
wrought’ as the tapestry which Iachimo now, in retrospect, 
describes. He describes the chimney-piece, ‘Chaste Dian 
bathing’ (2.4.82), the gilded ceiling, the �re-dogs; he produces 
the bracelet that he took from Innogen’s arm: ‘Maybe  
she plucked it o� to send it me’ suggests Posthumus, in 
desperation; ‘She writes so to you, doth she?’, responds 
Iachimo, focusing the audience’s attention, and Posthumus’s, 
once more on the letter in Posthumus’s hand, as if that now-
unfolded sheet has somehow unleashed this terrible blazon of 
apparently incontrovertible evidence. Iachimo’s speech here 
also draws on the messenger tradition and, as Lorna Hutson 
points out, in his discussion of enargeia, Erasmus notes that 
the narratives of messengers in tragedies are ‘especially rich  
in the power to make images appear before the mind’s eye, 
because they present what is impossible to stage. The vivid 
description of these speeches, he notes, “consists in an 
explication of circumstances” (circumstantiarum), especially 
those which bring the incident most before our eyes’. The task 
of the messenger is the unfolding, explicatione, of the unseen 
and the unstageable.36

The description of Innogen’s mole (2.4.134–6) is the only part of 
Iachimo’s account less detailed than his rehearsing of features 
in situ, as he takes his notes, and so it’s left to the audience’s 
memories to unfold that particular piece of evidence in their 
mind’s eyes, turn back to something which they heard but  
did not, could not see, but rather imagined, the boy actor’s 
impossible breast, cued by the lily-white folds of Innogen’s 
bedlinen, her lily-white skin. The one thing missing from 
Iachimo’s sly, devastating inventory of his nocturnal visit to 
Innogen’s bedchamber, oddly, is the book, its leaf folded down 
at the tale of Tereus, but its dark matter is surely unfolded in 
this Roman scene, not just by Iachimo’s Machiavellian tour  
de force of enargeia, but by the appalling, pornographic, 
misogynistic outburst of Posthumus’s soliloquy in the scene 
immediately following, with its suggestions of bestiality and 
rape (2.5.15–19).

- - - - - - - - - -

- - - - - - - - - -

As she takes leave of her sisters following her banishment, 
another British princess speaks words which are at once 
consoling and de�ant:

Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides. 
Who covert faults at last with shame derides. 
(King Lear, 1.1.282–3)37

Cordelia invokes the device of Truth the Daughter of Time: 
Elizabeth I had been celebrated as Veritas Temporis Filia, 
Time’s Daughter, Truth, a motto which she appropriated from 
her sister Mary.38 In her �gure of plighted or pleated cunning, 
which is itself a folding (or tangling) together of plight as 
danger and as pledge, the false protestations her sisters have 
made, Cordelia asserts that truth will eventually out, the truth 
of her sisters’ malice and dissembling, and in time that she 
herself, her truth, and her virtue will be vindicated. Here the 
unfolding of time that Cordelia invokes has the folded tapestry 
quality of the single revelation, the big picture once more 
brought to light, the storied royal tapestry back where  
it belongs. But time itself can also be a pleated thing, as 
Jonathan Gil Harris proposes in relation to Othello and  
the handkerchief, drawing on the work of Michel Serres;  
for Serres, time ‘can be schematized by a kind of crumpling,  
a multiple, foldable diversity’, whereby past and present can 
suddenly be brought into ‘sudden, unexpected topological 
conjunction’, made to touch.39

Bruce R. Smith has refocused attention on the materiality of 
the ‘cut’ as an editorial term, and how it particularly speaks  
to the ‘piece-work’ of early modern play-texts, the creations of 
multiple hands, often over an extended period of time. Smith 
thinks about cutting as a process of shaping, reshaping and, 
perhaps, discarding. He is interested in the traces that such 
processes leave, but doesn’t quite consider the possibility that 
temporary occlusion rather than permanent excision might  
be more akin to what he is describing.40 The manuscript of  
an early modern play-text itself began life as a folded thing,  
the dramatist (like most writers) �rst folding the sheet of paper 
into a bifolium and then sometimes folding it again to create 
columns, narrow for speech pre�xes on the left-hand side of 
the leaf and for exits on the right, and a wide central column 
for the text; such pleating was the particular custom of the 
scrivener Ralph Crane, who copied many manuscripts for the 
King’s Men.41 A play-text in manuscript might eventually have 
additions glued or pinned in, but a passage marked for deletion 
would only rarely be scored through: instead, a vertical line  
in the margin marked a ‘cut’, the text itself remaining entirely 
legible and present (in that state of the text at least) even as  
it was designated as being not for performance.42 As James 
Marino has pointed out, any alterations to the main body of  
the play-text after its entry into a company’s repertory have to 
be thought of in terms of the actors’ parts: a monologue could 
be shortened relatively easily, whether intentionally or 
unintentionally, or lengthened through improvisation, but  
the crucial thing was that the cues remained intact, even as the 
distance between them might be extended or collapsed.43 King 
Lear, even more than Hamlet or Othello, o�ers a reminder 
that a play-text itself can still have a pleated quality, its Quarto 
/ Folio variants a series of ins and outs, folded, unfolded, 
refolded by editors rather than actors or playwrights. The  
lines spoken by Cordelia vividly demonstrate in miniature the 
way in which such choices are not necessarily cuts, but might 
rather be thought of as folds, where at the level of scene or 
speech or line or word, something is folded out and something 
else is folded in – but it’s still there, whether or not the eye  
of the reader loops down to the collation, and on another 
occasion the choice might be reversed.

To think of a play-text as a folded thing in this way imagines it 
as being akin to that most recognisable Renaissance accessory, 
the ru�, which involved ‘meticulously pleating up to nineteen 

yards of gossamer-thin lawn into as many as six hundred 
pleats, which were then sometimes triply or quadruply 
layered’.44 The �nal arrangement of its folds was made by 
con�guring the starched, pressed ru� into ‘sets’ by pinning 
them and shaping them with a hot setting or poking stick  
made from iron or steel; depending on the fashion of the day, 
the whim of the wearer, and the skill of the laundress, such sets 
might be large or small, plain, or more elaborate shapes, such 
as �gures-of-eight, and there could well be hundreds of them. 
The ru� existed as a ru� only in the ‘�eeting and fragile �xity, 
illusory solidity’ of this temporary form,45 for without its 
pleats and sets, a ru� was merely a linen band, and every  
time it was laundered, or simply caught in a shower of rain, it 
would have to be starched and set again. A ru� was a beautiful 
thing, the product of intense, skilled labour, craft, and even 
creativity, which existed to be worn, to catch the play of light 
and shadow in motion, which lasted only a short time before 
being recon�gured and remade. The ru� depended on the 
endless, repetitive labour of the laundress, which Natasha 
Korda terms ‘laundry time’: ‘she wrings, she folds, she pleits, 
she smoothes, she starches, | She sti�ens, poakes, and sets and 
dryes again, | And foldes’.46 Even in its apparent �nitude and 
re�nement, the ru� – or the play-text, that other temporarily 
folded thing – contained and manifested the possibility of 
other future versions of itself.

King Lear is an extreme example, but this same imagining  
of the text as a dynamic folded and foldable thing o�ers a way 
of thinking about how particular episodes might be selected 
for dramatisation from pre-existing material, or how a text 
might be recon�gured to �t changing circumstances: available 
personnel, political pressure, court performance. A printed 
play-text omitting material performed on at least some 
occasions could be thought of as folding it in: the Parliament 
scene in the �rst three quartos of Richard II.47 A play-text,  
in print or manuscript, which included texts mutually 
incompatible in performance might be thought of as folding 
them out: the multiple epilogues at the end of 2 Henry IV,  
for instance, or ‘a scribal manuscript of Jonson’s masque  
The Gypsies Metamorphosed […] recording three di�erent 
sets of performances before James I’.48 In the anonymous 
predecessor of Shakespeare’s play, The true chronicle historie 
of King Leir and his three daughters,49 Leir and Cordella  
are victorious at the end and no one dies. Part of the agony of 
Shakespeare’s version, however, whatever the con�guration  
of its textual folds and pleats, is that it retains the palpable 
presence of its source, dark matter folded in, which it could 
unfold – but doesn’t.
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- - - - - - - - - -

When they meet in 1.5, the Ghost of Hamlet’s Father o�ers  
his son two stories. ‘Lend thy serious hearing | To what I shall 
unfold’ (1.5.5–6),1 he says, and then, a moment later, ‘I could  
a tale unfold whose lightest word | Would harrow up thy  
soul’ (1.5.15–16). The �rst story is the account of his murder  
by his brother Claudius, which he duly gives with all its 
circumstances and compelling details (1.5.59–80). The  
second is a description of his su�erings in purgatory,  
and that he cannot narrate:

But that I am forbid 
To tell the secrets of my prison-house 
I could a tale unfold whose lightest word 
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, 
Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres, 
Thy knotted and combined locks to part 
And each particular hair to stand on end 
Like quills upon the fearful porpentine – 
But this eternal blazon must not be 
To ears of �esh and blood. (1.5.13–22)

I could tell you a terrifying story, the Ghost tells his already-
terri�ed son, but I can’t, I’m not allowed. The Ghost himself 
might be thought of as an unfolded (or at least an unwrapped) 
thing, having ‘burst [his] cerements’ (1.4.48), cast o� his 
graveclothes, left them lying untidily in a corner of the tomb, 
in a blasphemous parody of the Gospel accounts of Christ’s 
Resurrection.2 But only one of the Ghost’s stories is unfolded; 
the other remains unspoken and unheard, but not (thanks to 

the Ghost’s framing of it) unfelt. It remains folded into the play; 
it could still be unfolded, folded out.3

This essay thinks about folds as a way of imagining both 
intertextuality and dramatic (or narrative) construction in 
some of Shakespeare’s plays and poems. The folds it thinks 
about and with are mostly material, especially textile. It is 
interested in the particular material a�ordances of the early 
modern textile fold, and how they might o�er ways of thinking 
about literary texts and how they are made and experienced. 
Beginning with the folded tapestry, and ending with a coda on 
the ru�, this essay proceeds as a series of unfoldings, quieter 
and more di�dent than revelations, and making fewer, smaller 
claims. It considers the temporary nature of folds, the way in 
which they are always transitional (a fold is that which can/will 
be unfolded), their relationship with time, matter, and making, 
and (on occasion) with violence.4

- - - - - - - - - -

Thomas Cromwell (as imagined by Hilary Mantel) is 
particularly fond of a tapestry depicting the meeting of 
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba; the latter, ‘smiling, light-
footed’,5 reminds him of Anselma, the lover of his youth in 
Antwerp. It belongs �rst to Wolsey and then, as Wolsey falls, 
decorates a room at York Place (once the Cardinal’s) now 
occupied by Anne Boleyn. As Thomas P. Campbell observes of 
the historical Wolsey, ‘Many English nobles were enthusiastic 
tapestry patrons, but Wolsey’s expenditure on tapestries was 
unparalleled – in the course of his life he acquired more than 
six hundred’.6 Visiting Anne, Cromwell is pleased to see the 

tapestry again: ‘Sheba eddies towards him, rosy, round, and  
he acknowledges her: Anselma, lady made of wool, I thought 
I’d never see you again’, and he notes that ‘Sheba makes Anne 
look bad: sallow and sharp’.7 The early modern term for such 
�gurative or narrative content, often biblical or classical, as 
opposed to the more common ‘verdures’ or ‘mille�eurs’ with 
designs of foliage and �owers, was ‘story work’.8 In between 
Cromwell’s two encounters with the tapestry, Mantel also 
imagines its removal:

They take down the tapestries and leave the bare  
blank walls. They are rolled up, the woollen monarchs, 
Solomon and Sheba; as they are brought into coiled 
proximity, their eyes are �lled by each other, and their 
tiny lungs breathe in the �bre of bellies and thighs.9

This tapestry’s story, now rolled up for transport and storage, 
is evoked in a way that is at once erotic and oddly comforting, 
Solomon and Sheba in their coiled proximity, lively and 
present to each other even though they are now unseen,  
and also vividly, impossibly present to the reader.

In his Parallel Lives of Greeks and Roman, the �rst-century 
historian Plutarch has Themistocles, the �fth-century BCE 
Athenian general and politician, use the conceit of the folded 
tapestry as a way of evoking the limited, imprecise speech  
of someone not yet �uent in a foreign language. He tells the 
Persian king Artaxerxes that

mens wordes did properly resemble the stories and 
imagery in a pece of arras: for both in the one & in the 
other, the goodly images of either of them are seene, 
when they are vnfolded and layed open. Contrariwise 
they appeare not, but are lost, when they are shut vp,  
& close folded.10

This is Sir Thomas North’s 1579 translation, via the French  
of Jacques Amyot: it is more expansive if a little less clear  
than the Loeb prose version,11 but emphatically Renaissance  
in its speci�c evocation of ‘stories and imagery’ in the arras. 
Francis Bacon cites Themistocles’ conceit twice. In his  
essay ‘Of friendship’, printed for the �rst time in 1612, he  
has Themistocles declare ‘that speech was like Cloth of Arras, 
opened, and put abroad; Whereby the imagery doth appeare  
in Figure; whereas in Thoughts, they lie but as in Packs’.12  
The distinction between speech and thought is Bacon’s  
own interpretation and ampli�cation, because in Plutarch, 
Themistocles is merely asking Artaxerxes for more time in 
which to learn Persian, so that he can address him without  
an interpreter, fully and explicitly in his own words. Bacon’s 
version is closer to Plutarch’s original than North’s, however, 
in that he does not quite imagine the ‘imagery’ as being lost, 
but rather as being inaccessible, bundled up too tightly for 
proper comprehension or appreciation, like a bale of cloth  
(for which ‘pack’ was the usual term).13

Far more Mantel-like than either, though, and far more 
interesting, is William Scott, writing on the �gure of 
ampli�catio in his treatise on poetry and poetics in the  
late 1590s:

Sometime we amplify by entering into particulars, 
breaking the whole into his parts, anatomizing every 
limb; and then speech (as Themistocles said to the King 
of Persia) resembles the imagery in a piece of arras, for 
in both the conceits and images are seen when they are 
unfolded and laid open, but seem lost when they are 
wrapt up and straitened, though they contain all  
they did otherwise.14

The change from being lost (as in North) to seeming lost is 
Scott’s, as is the additional observation that such tapestries, 
although folded, ‘contain all they did otherwise’. This 
assumption of the continued presence and importance  
of the unseen, and its being conceived of in textile terms  
as something folded or bundled, wrapped up, rolled, or 
otherwise packed away, is suggestive. The etymology is a  
false one, but the fold, le pli, is itself folded into ampli�catio, 
which Scott so vividly imagines as a �gure of unfolding. The 
bundle, the pack, the roll may seem drab and unexciting, an 
undi�erentiated mass, but it remains full of colour, wit, and 
story, the presence of which (Scott appears to suggest) is still  
in some ways palpable and immanent. It is known to be there 
– or, perhaps, something is known to be there – even if it 
cannot be seen. An early modern reader might think as readily 
of the uncut pages of a book, a stack of folded sheets to be 
taken to the binder, its inner leaves only able to be read 
if the sheet is unfolded, or when the book is bound, its 
edges trimmed and opened. It is assumed, at least in 
the Western tradition, that those inner leaves are not 
blank, although they cannot be read or seen.

Writing about the unseen in early modern drama and 
theatre more generally, Andrew Sofer borrows from 
astronomy the concept of ‘dark matter’, the existence  
of which is not observable, but which can be inferred 
from its gravitational e�ects. Theatrical dark matter,  
he suggests, might include ‘o�stage spaces and actions, 
absent characters, the narrated past, hallucination, 
blindness, obscenity, godhead, and so on […] dark matter is 
woven into the fabric of theatrical representation’; ‘most of 
the event we call theater depends on what might be called 
felt absences’, he avers.15 Rebecca Olson is less concerned 
with folds than with the double-sidedness of tapestries and 
hangings in particular, suggesting that ‘for early modern 
audiences […] an arras hanging in �ction becomes an 
opportunity to invent the other side – to “discover” what they 
feel remains unseen or left unsaid in the text itself’, another 
version of Sofer’s dark matter.16 As Sofer points out, theatre  
in the postclassical, Western tradition operates synecdochally, 
whereby the part (actor, character, prop, set) stands for the 
whole. Examples of this are easy to �nd in Shakespeare’s plays, 
the audience exhorted ‘into a thousand parts divide one man’ 
so as to make the armies at Agincourt (Henry V, Prologue 24) 
for instance, and also in the poems, as when Lucrece, looking 
at the Troy painting, notes that

much imaginary work was there: 
Conceit deceitful, so compact, so kind, 
That for ACHILLES’ image stood his spear, 
Gripped in an armed hand; himself behind 
Was left unseen, save to the eye of mind: 
A hand, a foot, a face, a leg, a head, 
Stood for the whole to be imagined. (1422–8)

In the case of the folded tapestry and, this essay suggests,  
the fold itself, that which is left unseen but which retains  
an absent presence in the imagination of audience or reader 
can also sometimes remain unspeci�ed or ill-de�ned, a very 
particular kind of dark matter; it is the fact and the palpability 
of absence or occlusion, the something which could still be 
revealed which matters, around which the action ‘bends’.17 
The fold is thus a potent cue for enargeia18 or even just the 
possibility of enargeia and, as William Gruber suggests of the 
o�stage or imagined event, what is to be imagined is often sex 
or violence, or both.19 Even without the precision of Mantel’s 
intimately folded woollen monarchs, Scott’s version of 
Themistocles’s folded arras in particular pulsates with an 
un�xed potential, like the tale which the Ghost does not tell,  
an immanent pleat or pack of story, untold and unheard, but 
not unfelt.

- - - - - - - - - -

Innogen has been reading late in bed. ‘What hour is it?’ she 
asks her waiting woman, Helen; ‘Almost midnight, madam’, 
Helen replies. Realising that she’s been reading for nearly 
three hours, Innogen presumably hands her book to her 
attendant, giving her the instruction ‘Fold down the leaf where 
I have left’, and bids her goodnight (Cymbeline, 2.2.2–4).20 
There are no stage directions, but the implied action is clear; 
the book, closed, the corner of one of its pages folded down to 
mark the place, is left beside the bed, perhaps next to the taper 
which Innogen instructs Helen to leave burning, and Helen 
exits. Innogen says a prayer and settles down to sleep. (Bad 
habits: surely this British princess should use a book mark? 
Does the apparent lack of an 

integrated silk 
bookmark signal to an alert audience 

that this is not a prayerbook?) A moment later – but there 
could be a long, suspense-building pause – a trunk (in the 
corner of the imagined room? beside the bed?) opens, the 
villainous Iachimo emerges, and this chilling, central, much-
discussed scene proceeds.

It’s near the end of the scene, some thirty-�ve lines later, that 
Innogen’s bedtime reading is identi�ed: ‘she hath been reading 
late | The tale of Tereus; here the leaf’s turned down | Where 
Philomel gave up’ (2.2.44–6). (This is a moment when the play’s 
self-conscious, exuberant anachronism can obtrude: Innogen 
the British princess is reading – Ovid? Is it printed? Is it Arthur 
Golding’s English translation of Ovid, �rst printed in 1567  
and in its sixth edition by the date of Shakespeare’s play? In 
performance, unless it’s a forensically reconstructed early 
seventeenth century production, it doesn’t matter. But it can’t 
be a Kindle.) Again there are (of course) no stage directions, 
but Iachimo must pick up the book, open it, perhaps observe 
the title page because it won’t be obvious from the cover and 
then open it at the folded-down corner. Or he might insert a 
�nger at the fold itself, open the book in the middle in a single 
action. He notes that she’s reading the tale of Tereus and then 

– where’s she got up to? – ah, ‘the leaf’s turned down where 
Philomel gave up’. Does Iachimo unfold the folded corner of 
the page in order to make that precise observation, and then 
carefully refold it, before closing the book and returning  
it to its place beside the bed? Perhaps. In performance,  
the audience probably doesn’t think much about the exact 
sequence of actions here, or about the materiality of the book; 
editors in their commentaries note the details of Philomel’s 
story, perhaps pointing out, too, that Philomel does not, in  
fact, give up, but rather resists; she is raped and mutilated  
by Tereus but communicates her story to her sister Procne, 
Tereus’s wife, and with her takes a terrible revenge. Editors  
do not, however, comment on the fold, and the particularities 
of the way in which it both enables and structures the dense 
intertextuality of this moment and this scene.

The central part of the scene is Iachimo’s noting down of  
the details of Innogen’s bedchamber and her body while she 
sleeps, details which he will eventually recount to Innogen’s 
exiled husband Posthumus in order to ‘prove’ Innogen’s 
in�delity and so win a wager. In 2.2, Iachimo’s note-taking  
is framed by the folding, unfolding and refolding of the leaf;  
it acts as a material and gestural cue for a kind of ekphrasis  
or ampli�catio.21 The leaf is folded, and it also folds in; it can 
be unfolded, and it also, potentially, unfolds. It materialises 
both the implicit/explicit, and their interdependence. The fold 
here can be a �gure of Sofer’s ‘dark matter’, latency, potential, 
something which is occluded but which yet can be brought to 
light or brought to bear; an absent presence or felt absence.

- - - - - - - - - -

In the �rst instance, therefore, what is folded into this scene  
in Cymbeline is the possibility of rape.22 That barely remains 
implicit even before Innogen’s reading is identi�ed, in  
the scenario itself and in Iachimo’s explicit comparison of 
himself to ‘our Tarquin’, who ‘did softly press the rushes’  
as he creeps out of the trunk (2.2.12–13); Valerie Wayne notes 
that Iachimo’s surveying of Innogen as she sleeps closely 
parallels Shakespeare’s own Lucrece (386–427; Q5  
had been published in 1607; 2.2.12n). This moment in 
Cymbeline might go either way: if the Lucretia story  
were to unfold at this point, then it would connect with 
Innogen’s story not simply in its situation (the wager, the 
sleeping woman, her bed linen, the nocturnal intruder) 
and subject but in the device of the fold itself, which it 
shares with Shakespeare’s Lucrece.

Shakespeare’s Lucrece is emphatically textile in the way 
it depicts the rape of Lucretia by Tarquin, and the depiction  
of the rape of Lucretia in visual art is also heavily textile,  
often erotically so; Titian’s great painting is only one of  
many examples.23 Innogen is unfolded in language to the ears 
and the mind’s eyes of the audience, a process of controlled 
revelation in which textiles play a crucial part, enabling and 
framing her blazon as it is unfolded by Iachimo. Shakespeare’s 
Lucrece has one ‘lily hand’, implicitly whiter than the pillow 
which it ‘cozen[s] […] of a lawful kiss’ (386–7) and her other 
hand is like ‘an April daisy’ against the green of the coverlet 
(394–5); she lies asleep ‘like a virtuous monument’ (391), as  
if her bedlinen were already transformed to the petri�ed 
draperies of the dead.24 Innogen is a ‘fresh lily, and whiter than 
the sheets’ (2.2.15–16), and Iachimo describes her ‘sense’, her 
awareness as she lies unconscious ‘as a monument | Thus in a 
chapel lying’ (2.2.32–3). In the poem, the terri�ed woman ‘o’er 
the white sheet peers her whiter chin’ (472); the ‘white sheet’ 
here is also the page, allowing Lucrece’s face, for a split-
second, to be brought into shockingly close proximity to  
the Tarquin-like reader. Innogen’s body, too, has the qualities 
of both page and sheet, in the linen/lily whiteness of her skin 
but also in that sense of gradual revelation in space and time 
by Iachimo, who reads and writes her like a book – who could 
also read and write her like the book that she is reading 
herself, its leaf turned down.

As Laura Gowing and others have explored, drawing on court 
records,

Talking about clothes instead of bodies was a 
recognised strategy for rape victims. But it was also  
a way of describing sex that made sense when the 
boundaries of the body were readily understood  
in terms of clothes.25

Those boundaries were constituted above all by body linen, 
shirts and smocks, and, on occasion, by sheets; these textile 
layers could be thought of as a second skin, but also as already 
creating the conditions whereby the body’s borders and 
surfaces might be revealed, destabilised, or violated. 
Sometimes those sheets and other linen layers become  
pages, written on and folded (or unfolded) in turn, in  
another play of concealment and revelation. So Tarquin

sets his foot upon the light, 
For light and lust are deadly enemies: 
Shame folded up in blind concealing night, 
When most unseen, then most doth tyrannize. 
The wolf hath seized his prey, the poor lamb cries,

Till with her own white �eece her voice controlled 
Entombs her outcry in her lips’ sweet fold.

For with the nightly linen that she wears 
He pens her piteous clamours in her head, 
Cooling his hot face in the chastest tears 
That ever modest eyes with sorrow shed. 
O, that prone lust should stain so pure a bed!

The spots whereof could weeping purify, 
Her tears should drop on them perpetually. (673–86)

The actual rape is doubly veiled, both by Lucrece’s ‘nightly 
linen’, probably her smock, with which Tarquin sti�es her 
cries, and also by the metaphor which describes that action,  
as Tarquin ‘with her own white �eece her voice controlled’ 
(678, 680). Both �eece/linen and metaphor are anticipated  
by the double appearance of folding in the previous stanza, 
where night becomes a kind of sheet, or concealing coverlet, 
like metaphor (or poetry) itself. It’s not speci�ed whether the 
shame is Tarquin’s or Lucrece’s, or both; both are temporarily 
equally mu
ed, equally unseen, folded up, folded in, 
blindfolded.

The whiteness of the linen in the second stanza of the two, via 
the metaphor of the �eece, is contrasted with the darkness of 

night, which has the same concealing, 
mu
ing function when Tarquin 
extinguishes the light. But Lucrece’s 
own lips are also a fold, imprisoning her 
cries and, as Rachel Eisendrath points 
out, ‘the sexual implications of “her lips’ 
sweet fold” con�ates the rape with the 
act of silencing her’.26 In the 1594 quarto 
at least, the reader turns the page (sig. 
F1) at the end of the second stanza just 
quoted, perhaps more than ordinarily 
apprehensive about what she will read 
next, what will unfold, and how. As  
the image of the lamb suggests, folds  
in early modern usage often have  
two, readily related, valences: they  
can be pastoral, the sheep-fold, a place  
of safety and protection, especially at 
night, and they can be textile, paper or 
otherwise material, similarly suggesting 
concealment, containment, storing up, 
but with the possibility of subsequent 
revelation or release. Both kinds of  
fold are simultaneously temporal  
and material, the fold de�ned and 
constituted by the possibility, even  

the necessity, of its future unfolding; the unfold ‘is not the 
contrary of the fold, nor its e�acement, but the continuation  
or the extension of its act, the condition of its manifestation’.27 
And the fold is always temporary, always transitional.

- - - - - - - - - -

In the opening scene of The Two Gentlemen of Verona, very 
close in date to Lucrece,28 the laboured exchange between 
Proteus and Speed links a very long joke about sheep to the 
carrying of a letter, in part via their shared concerns with 
folds. Speed has gone astray (‘played the sheep’, 1.1.73)29 in 
becoming separated from his master Valentine as Valentine  
is about to depart Verona for Milan while delivering a letter  
to Proteus’s beloved Julia. They pun on ‘pound’ (where such 
strays are shut up, or else an excessive fee for carrying such  
a letter) which then suggests ‘pinfold’ (the sheepfold), the 
contrast between the excessive pound and the minuscule  
pin (or pin’s fee, a tiny amount of money), which must be 
multiplied, ‘fold it over and over’ (106), itself a false etymology, 
with its multi-plies – but even thus multiplied it will still be 
‘threefold too little for carrying a letter to your lover’ (107).  
The folding of the letter itself, its status as a or even the folded 
thing can remain largely unspoken and understood here, 
axiomatic in an age before envelopes.

When Julia, after much to and fro, eventually gets the letter 
via her waiting woman Lucetta in the following scene, she 
tears it without reading it, throwing the pieces to the ground, 
but is immediately overcome with remorse (‘O hateful hands, 
to tear such loving words’, 1.2.105). She pieces together the 
fragments, rebuking herself as she kisses them:

Lo, here in one line is his name twice writ, 
Poor forlorn Proteus, passionate Proteus, 
To the sweet Julia– that I’ll tear away; 
And yet I will not, sith so prettily 
He couples it to his complaining names. 
Thus will I fold them, one upon another; 
Now kiss, embrace, contend, do what you will.  
(1.2.124–9)

Rather than tear away her own name in a �t of self-loathing 
and morti�cation, Julia folds her name with Proteus’s, her 
gesture and words loaded with erotic suggestion: ‘now kiss, 
embrace, contend, do what you will’, as she imagines ‘Julia’ 
and ‘Proteus’ enfolded, implicitly, between the sheets. (The 
same joke is made of Beatrice in Much Ado, when, overheard 

by Benedick, Claudio and Leonato recount how they have 
heard from Hero that Beatrice, up at night in her smock, writes 
endless letters to Benedick that she never sends: ‘O, when she 
had writ it and was reading it over’, Leonato says, ‘She found 
“Benedick” and “Beatrice” between the sheet’.)30 Just as 
Proteus and Speed slip between the pinfold and the paper  
fold, the folded letter and the folded sheet are easily elided,  
by their shared textile origin, the sheet itself (paper, linen)  
and the fold, their capacity to be folded and unfolded,  
and to enfold; the punning itself has an erotic charge in  
its slipperiness, its teasing shifts and imagined revelations  
as names and the bodies for which they stand are brought  
to bear one on another, in paper folds and unfolded sheets.

In what seems a wholly di�erent, comic mode these examples 
demonstrate the easy, allusive slippage between the pastoral 
and the textile, the letter and the sheet, that is characteristic  
of many instances of early modern folding; that slippage 
speaks also to the contingency of the fold, the way in which  
it is always in transition and in motion, like a metaphor or a 
pun. Yet Two Gentlemen is also a text in which the very real 
possibility of rape is suddenly unfolded; it’s not so much neatly 
folded in at the play’s conclusion as bundled untidily away,  
as another unfolding, that of the true identity of the faithful 
Julia, disguised as Sebastian, acts as diversion and distraction. 
The play has its hasty comic, romantic conclusion, is 
(anachronistically) ‘wrapped up’ – without Sylvia, the object  
of Proteus’s thwarted sexual assault, saying another word.31

- - - - - - - - - -

Lucrece’s body is doubly unfolded in the poem, revealed by  
the drawing back of curtains (‘The [bed] curtains being close, 
about [Tarquin] walks’; they are ‘the cloud that hides the  
silver moon’, 367, 371) and the disturbance or destruction of its 
concealing layers of linen and, even more, by Tarquin’s blazon 
(386–420), which unfolds her in language: as Nancy Vickers 
noted in her seminal essay on Lucrece and the blazon, ‘display’ 
is ‘from the Latin displicare (to scatter and, later, to unfold as 
in unfolding a banner to view)’ and ‘description […] is a gesture 
of display’.32 After the rape, however, it is Lucrece’s own  
voice which is released, unfolded, from where it has been  
both penned, described and reinscribed, and pent, silenced  
by Tarquin. Lucrece writes to her husband Collatine asking  
him to return home, but not telling him anything of what has 
been done to her (1303–9). And then she makes the letter ready 
for carrying to Collatine in his camp:

Here folds she up the tenor of her woe, 
Her certain sorrow writ uncertainly. 
By this short schedule COLLATINE may know 
Her grief, but not her grief’s true quality […] (1310–13)33

But the rape is wrapped up in the obfuscations and evasions  
of language (‘certain sorrow writ uncertainly’) even before  
it is folded up as a letter, and the folding of the letter thus 
parallels Lucrece’s own concealment of what has happened, 
simultaneously occluding and making entirely clear that 
something of great moment has occurred and will be revealed. 
She prepares for a revelation to her husband that she imagines 
as being as catastrophic as the rape; both events share the 
language of folding and unfolding, acts which are more than 
inseparable; they are mutually implicated.34

- - - - - - - - - -

Cymbeline is a play of many letters. When Iachimo �rst arrives 
at the British court (1.6), he comes with letters for Innogen 
from Posthumus, at least one of which she reads in his 
presence, partly aloud; it introduces Iachimo as ‘one of the 
noblest note’ (1.6.22), but Innogen keeps the rest of the letter  
to herself: ‘So far I read aloud, | But even the very middle of my 
heart | Is warmed by th’rest’ (1.6.26–8). That is, she unfolds the 
letter and unfolds Iachimo from it, but keeps the rest of the 

letter’s content to herself, still folded in. Iachimo tells her that 
he must depart the next day, and therefore that ‘if you please | 
To greet your lord with writing, do’t tonight’ (1.6.204–5). (She 
evidently does: dark matter, unstaged, unseen.) Back in Rome, 
Iachimo reports to Posthumus and gives him letters, this  
letter of Innogen’s presumably among them, but it’s not clear 
whether he reads it, although it can be inferred. What replaces 
any explicit reading of Innogen’s presumed letter is Iachimo’s 
confected account of his nocturnal visit to her bedchamber;  
it is that which he unfolds to Posthumus’s horri�ed ear and 
gaze, and the audience’s. Perhaps Iachimo produces his 
notebook or his tables, but what is most striking is the level  
of detail, largely absent from his notetaking in 2.2, and almost 
certainly describing aspects of the setting which were not 
originally imagined as being staged.

The bedchamber’s most prominent feature, apparently, to 
which Iachimo devotes most of his description, is a tapestry

of silk and silver, the story 
Proud Cleopatra when she met her Roman, 
And Cydnus swelled above the banks, or for 
The press of boats or pride: a piece of work 
So bravely done, so rich, that it did strive 
In workmanship and value, which I wondered 
Could be so rarely and exactly wrought, 
Since the true life on’t was— 
(2.4.69–76)35

It’s an appropriately textile folding out of damning 
circumstantial details: it’s story work, but it’s also 
Shakespeare’s story, folded in from his own Antony and 
Cleopatra, where (in Enobarbus’s great speech, 2.2.201–228)  
it already has the quality of a work of art, as ‘rarely and exactly 
wrought’ as the tapestry which Iachimo now, in retrospect, 
describes. He describes the chimney-piece, ‘Chaste Dian 
bathing’ (2.4.82), the gilded ceiling, the �re-dogs; he produces 
the bracelet that he took from Innogen’s arm: ‘Maybe  
she plucked it o� to send it me’ suggests Posthumus, in 
desperation; ‘She writes so to you, doth she?’, responds 
Iachimo, focusing the audience’s attention, and Posthumus’s, 
once more on the letter in Posthumus’s hand, as if that now-
unfolded sheet has somehow unleashed this terrible blazon of 
apparently incontrovertible evidence. Iachimo’s speech here 
also draws on the messenger tradition and, as Lorna Hutson 
points out, in his discussion of enargeia, Erasmus notes that 
the narratives of messengers in tragedies are ‘especially rich  
in the power to make images appear before the mind’s eye, 
because they present what is impossible to stage. The vivid 
description of these speeches, he notes, “consists in an 
explication of circumstances” (circumstantiarum), especially 
those which bring the incident most before our eyes’. The task 
of the messenger is the unfolding, explicatione, of the unseen 
and the unstageable.36

The description of Innogen’s mole (2.4.134–6) is the only part of 
Iachimo’s account less detailed than his rehearsing of features 
in situ, as he takes his notes, and so it’s left to the audience’s 
memories to unfold that particular piece of evidence in their 
mind’s eyes, turn back to something which they heard but  
did not, could not see, but rather imagined, the boy actor’s 
impossible breast, cued by the lily-white folds of Innogen’s 
bedlinen, her lily-white skin. The one thing missing from 
Iachimo’s sly, devastating inventory of his nocturnal visit to 
Innogen’s bedchamber, oddly, is the book, its leaf folded down 
at the tale of Tereus, but its dark matter is surely unfolded in 
this Roman scene, not just by Iachimo’s Machiavellian tour  
de force of enargeia, but by the appalling, pornographic, 
misogynistic outburst of Posthumus’s soliloquy in the scene 
immediately following, with its suggestions of bestiality and 
rape (2.5.15–19).

- - - - - - - - - -

- - - - - - - - - -

As she takes leave of her sisters following her banishment, 
another British princess speaks words which are at once 
consoling and de�ant:

Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides. 
Who covert faults at last with shame derides. 
(King Lear, 1.1.282–3)37

Cordelia invokes the device of Truth the Daughter of Time: 
Elizabeth I had been celebrated as Veritas Temporis Filia, 
Time’s Daughter, Truth, a motto which she appropriated from 
her sister Mary.38 In her �gure of plighted or pleated cunning, 
which is itself a folding (or tangling) together of plight as 
danger and as pledge, the false protestations her sisters have 
made, Cordelia asserts that truth will eventually out, the truth 
of her sisters’ malice and dissembling, and in time that she 
herself, her truth, and her virtue will be vindicated. Here the 
unfolding of time that Cordelia invokes has the folded tapestry 
quality of the single revelation, the big picture once more 
brought to light, the storied royal tapestry back where  
it belongs. But time itself can also be a pleated thing, as 
Jonathan Gil Harris proposes in relation to Othello and  
the handkerchief, drawing on the work of Michel Serres;  
for Serres, time ‘can be schematized by a kind of crumpling,  
a multiple, foldable diversity’, whereby past and present can 
suddenly be brought into ‘sudden, unexpected topological 
conjunction’, made to touch.39

Bruce R. Smith has refocused attention on the materiality of 
the ‘cut’ as an editorial term, and how it particularly speaks  
to the ‘piece-work’ of early modern play-texts, the creations of 
multiple hands, often over an extended period of time. Smith 
thinks about cutting as a process of shaping, reshaping and, 
perhaps, discarding. He is interested in the traces that such 
processes leave, but doesn’t quite consider the possibility that 
temporary occlusion rather than permanent excision might  
be more akin to what he is describing.40 The manuscript of  
an early modern play-text itself began life as a folded thing,  
the dramatist (like most writers) �rst folding the sheet of paper 
into a bifolium and then sometimes folding it again to create 
columns, narrow for speech pre�xes on the left-hand side of 
the leaf and for exits on the right, and a wide central column 
for the text; such pleating was the particular custom of the 
scrivener Ralph Crane, who copied many manuscripts for the 
King’s Men.41 A play-text in manuscript might eventually have 
additions glued or pinned in, but a passage marked for deletion 
would only rarely be scored through: instead, a vertical line  
in the margin marked a ‘cut’, the text itself remaining entirely 
legible and present (in that state of the text at least) even as  
it was designated as being not for performance.42 As James 
Marino has pointed out, any alterations to the main body of  
the play-text after its entry into a company’s repertory have to 
be thought of in terms of the actors’ parts: a monologue could 
be shortened relatively easily, whether intentionally or 
unintentionally, or lengthened through improvisation, but  
the crucial thing was that the cues remained intact, even as the 
distance between them might be extended or collapsed.43 King 
Lear, even more than Hamlet or Othello, o�ers a reminder 
that a play-text itself can still have a pleated quality, its Quarto 
/ Folio variants a series of ins and outs, folded, unfolded, 
refolded by editors rather than actors or playwrights. The  
lines spoken by Cordelia vividly demonstrate in miniature the 
way in which such choices are not necessarily cuts, but might 
rather be thought of as folds, where at the level of scene or 
speech or line or word, something is folded out and something 
else is folded in – but it’s still there, whether or not the eye  
of the reader loops down to the collation, and on another 
occasion the choice might be reversed.

To think of a play-text as a folded thing in this way imagines it 
as being akin to that most recognisable Renaissance accessory, 
the ru�, which involved ‘meticulously pleating up to nineteen 

yards of gossamer-thin lawn into as many as six hundred 
pleats, which were then sometimes triply or quadruply 
layered’.44 The �nal arrangement of its folds was made by 
con�guring the starched, pressed ru� into ‘sets’ by pinning 
them and shaping them with a hot setting or poking stick  
made from iron or steel; depending on the fashion of the day, 
the whim of the wearer, and the skill of the laundress, such sets 
might be large or small, plain, or more elaborate shapes, such 
as �gures-of-eight, and there could well be hundreds of them. 
The ru� existed as a ru� only in the ‘�eeting and fragile �xity, 
illusory solidity’ of this temporary form,45 for without its 
pleats and sets, a ru� was merely a linen band, and every  
time it was laundered, or simply caught in a shower of rain, it 
would have to be starched and set again. A ru� was a beautiful 
thing, the product of intense, skilled labour, craft, and even 
creativity, which existed to be worn, to catch the play of light 
and shadow in motion, which lasted only a short time before 
being recon�gured and remade. The ru� depended on the 
endless, repetitive labour of the laundress, which Natasha 
Korda terms ‘laundry time’: ‘she wrings, she folds, she pleits, 
she smoothes, she starches, | She sti�ens, poakes, and sets and 
dryes again, | And foldes’.46 Even in its apparent �nitude and 
re�nement, the ru� – or the play-text, that other temporarily 
folded thing – contained and manifested the possibility of 
other future versions of itself.

King Lear is an extreme example, but this same imagining  
of the text as a dynamic folded and foldable thing o�ers a way 
of thinking about how particular episodes might be selected 
for dramatisation from pre-existing material, or how a text 
might be recon�gured to �t changing circumstances: available 
personnel, political pressure, court performance. A printed 
play-text omitting material performed on at least some 
occasions could be thought of as folding it in: the Parliament 
scene in the �rst three quartos of Richard II.47 A play-text,  
in print or manuscript, which included texts mutually 
incompatible in performance might be thought of as folding 
them out: the multiple epilogues at the end of 2 Henry IV,  
for instance, or ‘a scribal manuscript of Jonson’s masque  
The Gypsies Metamorphosed […] recording three di�erent 
sets of performances before James I’.48 In the anonymous 
predecessor of Shakespeare’s play, The true chronicle historie 
of King Leir and his three daughters,49 Leir and Cordella  
are victorious at the end and no one dies. Part of the agony of 
Shakespeare’s version, however, whatever the con�guration  
of its textual folds and pleats, is that it retains the palpable 
presence of its source, dark matter folded in, which it could 
unfold – but doesn’t.
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- - - - - - - - - -

When they meet in 1.5, the Ghost of Hamlet’s Father o�ers  
his son two stories. ‘Lend thy serious hearing | To what I shall 
unfold’ (1.5.5–6),1 he says, and then, a moment later, ‘I could  
a tale unfold whose lightest word | Would harrow up thy  
soul’ (1.5.15–16). The �rst story is the account of his murder  
by his brother Claudius, which he duly gives with all its 
circumstances and compelling details (1.5.59–80). The  
second is a description of his su�erings in purgatory,  
and that he cannot narrate:

But that I am forbid 
To tell the secrets of my prison-house 
I could a tale unfold whose lightest word 
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, 
Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres, 
Thy knotted and combined locks to part 
And each particular hair to stand on end 
Like quills upon the fearful porpentine – 
But this eternal blazon must not be 
To ears of �esh and blood. (1.5.13–22)

I could tell you a terrifying story, the Ghost tells his already-
terri�ed son, but I can’t, I’m not allowed. The Ghost himself 
might be thought of as an unfolded (or at least an unwrapped) 
thing, having ‘burst [his] cerements’ (1.4.48), cast o� his 
graveclothes, left them lying untidily in a corner of the tomb, 
in a blasphemous parody of the Gospel accounts of Christ’s 
Resurrection.2 But only one of the Ghost’s stories is unfolded; 
the other remains unspoken and unheard, but not (thanks to 

the Ghost’s framing of it) unfelt. It remains folded into the play; 
it could still be unfolded, folded out.3

This essay thinks about folds as a way of imagining both 
intertextuality and dramatic (or narrative) construction in 
some of Shakespeare’s plays and poems. The folds it thinks 
about and with are mostly material, especially textile. It is 
interested in the particular material a�ordances of the early 
modern textile fold, and how they might o�er ways of thinking 
about literary texts and how they are made and experienced. 
Beginning with the folded tapestry, and ending with a coda on 
the ru�, this essay proceeds as a series of unfoldings, quieter 
and more di�dent than revelations, and making fewer, smaller 
claims. It considers the temporary nature of folds, the way in 
which they are always transitional (a fold is that which can/will 
be unfolded), their relationship with time, matter, and making, 
and (on occasion) with violence.4

- - - - - - - - - -

Thomas Cromwell (as imagined by Hilary Mantel) is 
particularly fond of a tapestry depicting the meeting of 
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba; the latter, ‘smiling, light-
footed’,5 reminds him of Anselma, the lover of his youth in 
Antwerp. It belongs �rst to Wolsey and then, as Wolsey falls, 
decorates a room at York Place (once the Cardinal’s) now 
occupied by Anne Boleyn. As Thomas P. Campbell observes of 
the historical Wolsey, ‘Many English nobles were enthusiastic 
tapestry patrons, but Wolsey’s expenditure on tapestries was 
unparalleled – in the course of his life he acquired more than 
six hundred’.6 Visiting Anne, Cromwell is pleased to see the 

tapestry again: ‘Sheba eddies towards him, rosy, round, and  
he acknowledges her: Anselma, lady made of wool, I thought 
I’d never see you again’, and he notes that ‘Sheba makes Anne 
look bad: sallow and sharp’.7 The early modern term for such 
�gurative or narrative content, often biblical or classical, as 
opposed to the more common ‘verdures’ or ‘mille�eurs’ with 
designs of foliage and �owers, was ‘story work’.8 In between 
Cromwell’s two encounters with the tapestry, Mantel also 
imagines its removal:

They take down the tapestries and leave the bare  
blank walls. They are rolled up, the woollen monarchs, 
Solomon and Sheba; as they are brought into coiled 
proximity, their eyes are �lled by each other, and their 
tiny lungs breathe in the �bre of bellies and thighs.9

This tapestry’s story, now rolled up for transport and storage, 
is evoked in a way that is at once erotic and oddly comforting, 
Solomon and Sheba in their coiled proximity, lively and 
present to each other even though they are now unseen,  
and also vividly, impossibly present to the reader.

In his Parallel Lives of Greeks and Roman, the �rst-century 
historian Plutarch has Themistocles, the �fth-century BCE 
Athenian general and politician, use the conceit of the folded 
tapestry as a way of evoking the limited, imprecise speech  
of someone not yet �uent in a foreign language. He tells the 
Persian king Artaxerxes that

mens wordes did properly resemble the stories and 
imagery in a pece of arras: for both in the one & in the 
other, the goodly images of either of them are seene, 
when they are vnfolded and layed open. Contrariwise 
they appeare not, but are lost, when they are shut vp,  
& close folded.10

This is Sir Thomas North’s 1579 translation, via the French  
of Jacques Amyot: it is more expansive if a little less clear  
than the Loeb prose version,11 but emphatically Renaissance  
in its speci�c evocation of ‘stories and imagery’ in the arras. 
Francis Bacon cites Themistocles’ conceit twice. In his  
essay ‘Of friendship’, printed for the �rst time in 1612, he  
has Themistocles declare ‘that speech was like Cloth of Arras, 
opened, and put abroad; Whereby the imagery doth appeare  
in Figure; whereas in Thoughts, they lie but as in Packs’.12  
The distinction between speech and thought is Bacon’s  
own interpretation and ampli�cation, because in Plutarch, 
Themistocles is merely asking Artaxerxes for more time in 
which to learn Persian, so that he can address him without  
an interpreter, fully and explicitly in his own words. Bacon’s 
version is closer to Plutarch’s original than North’s, however, 
in that he does not quite imagine the ‘imagery’ as being lost, 
but rather as being inaccessible, bundled up too tightly for 
proper comprehension or appreciation, like a bale of cloth  
(for which ‘pack’ was the usual term).13

Far more Mantel-like than either, though, and far more 
interesting, is William Scott, writing on the �gure of 
ampli�catio in his treatise on poetry and poetics in the  
late 1590s:

Sometime we amplify by entering into particulars, 
breaking the whole into his parts, anatomizing every 
limb; and then speech (as Themistocles said to the King 
of Persia) resembles the imagery in a piece of arras, for 
in both the conceits and images are seen when they are 
unfolded and laid open, but seem lost when they are 
wrapt up and straitened, though they contain all  
they did otherwise.14

The change from being lost (as in North) to seeming lost is 
Scott’s, as is the additional observation that such tapestries, 
although folded, ‘contain all they did otherwise’. This 
assumption of the continued presence and importance  
of the unseen, and its being conceived of in textile terms  
as something folded or bundled, wrapped up, rolled, or 
otherwise packed away, is suggestive. The etymology is a  
false one, but the fold, le pli, is itself folded into ampli�catio, 
which Scott so vividly imagines as a �gure of unfolding. The 
bundle, the pack, the roll may seem drab and unexciting, an 
undi�erentiated mass, but it remains full of colour, wit, and 
story, the presence of which (Scott appears to suggest) is still  
in some ways palpable and immanent. It is known to be there 
– or, perhaps, something is known to be there – even if it 
cannot be seen. An early modern reader might think as readily 
of the uncut pages of a book, a stack of folded sheets to be 
taken to the binder, its inner leaves only able to be read 
if the sheet is unfolded, or when the book is bound, its 
edges trimmed and opened. It is assumed, at least in 
the Western tradition, that those inner leaves are not 
blank, although they cannot be read or seen.

Writing about the unseen in early modern drama and 
theatre more generally, Andrew Sofer borrows from 
astronomy the concept of ‘dark matter’, the existence  
of which is not observable, but which can be inferred 
from its gravitational e�ects. Theatrical dark matter,  
he suggests, might include ‘o�stage spaces and actions, 
absent characters, the narrated past, hallucination, 
blindness, obscenity, godhead, and so on […] dark matter is 
woven into the fabric of theatrical representation’; ‘most of 
the event we call theater depends on what might be called 
felt absences’, he avers.15 Rebecca Olson is less concerned 
with folds than with the double-sidedness of tapestries and 
hangings in particular, suggesting that ‘for early modern 
audiences […] an arras hanging in �ction becomes an 
opportunity to invent the other side – to “discover” what they 
feel remains unseen or left unsaid in the text itself’, another 
version of Sofer’s dark matter.16 As Sofer points out, theatre  
in the postclassical, Western tradition operates synecdochally, 
whereby the part (actor, character, prop, set) stands for the 
whole. Examples of this are easy to �nd in Shakespeare’s plays, 
the audience exhorted ‘into a thousand parts divide one man’ 
so as to make the armies at Agincourt (Henry V, Prologue 24) 
for instance, and also in the poems, as when Lucrece, looking 
at the Troy painting, notes that

much imaginary work was there: 
Conceit deceitful, so compact, so kind, 
That for ACHILLES’ image stood his spear, 
Gripped in an armed hand; himself behind 
Was left unseen, save to the eye of mind: 
A hand, a foot, a face, a leg, a head, 
Stood for the whole to be imagined. (1422–8)

In the case of the folded tapestry and, this essay suggests,  
the fold itself, that which is left unseen but which retains  
an absent presence in the imagination of audience or reader 
can also sometimes remain unspeci�ed or ill-de�ned, a very 
particular kind of dark matter; it is the fact and the palpability 
of absence or occlusion, the something which could still be 
revealed which matters, around which the action ‘bends’.17 
The fold is thus a potent cue for enargeia18 or even just the 
possibility of enargeia and, as William Gruber suggests of the 
o�stage or imagined event, what is to be imagined is often sex 
or violence, or both.19 Even without the precision of Mantel’s 
intimately folded woollen monarchs, Scott’s version of 
Themistocles’s folded arras in particular pulsates with an 
un�xed potential, like the tale which the Ghost does not tell,  
an immanent pleat or pack of story, untold and unheard, but 
not unfelt.

- - - - - - - - - -

Innogen has been reading late in bed. ‘What hour is it?’ she 
asks her waiting woman, Helen; ‘Almost midnight, madam’, 
Helen replies. Realising that she’s been reading for nearly 
three hours, Innogen presumably hands her book to her 
attendant, giving her the instruction ‘Fold down the leaf where 
I have left’, and bids her goodnight (Cymbeline, 2.2.2–4).20 
There are no stage directions, but the implied action is clear; 
the book, closed, the corner of one of its pages folded down to 
mark the place, is left beside the bed, perhaps next to the taper 
which Innogen instructs Helen to leave burning, and Helen 
exits. Innogen says a prayer and settles down to sleep. (Bad 
habits: surely this British princess should use a book mark? 
Does the apparent lack of an 

integrated silk 
bookmark signal to an alert audience 

that this is not a prayerbook?) A moment later – but there 
could be a long, suspense-building pause – a trunk (in the 
corner of the imagined room? beside the bed?) opens, the 
villainous Iachimo emerges, and this chilling, central, much-
discussed scene proceeds.

It’s near the end of the scene, some thirty-�ve lines later, that 
Innogen’s bedtime reading is identi�ed: ‘she hath been reading 
late | The tale of Tereus; here the leaf’s turned down | Where 
Philomel gave up’ (2.2.44–6). (This is a moment when the play’s 
self-conscious, exuberant anachronism can obtrude: Innogen 
the British princess is reading – Ovid? Is it printed? Is it Arthur 
Golding’s English translation of Ovid, �rst printed in 1567  
and in its sixth edition by the date of Shakespeare’s play? In 
performance, unless it’s a forensically reconstructed early 
seventeenth century production, it doesn’t matter. But it can’t 
be a Kindle.) Again there are (of course) no stage directions, 
but Iachimo must pick up the book, open it, perhaps observe 
the title page because it won’t be obvious from the cover and 
then open it at the folded-down corner. Or he might insert a 
�nger at the fold itself, open the book in the middle in a single 
action. He notes that she’s reading the tale of Tereus and then 

– where’s she got up to? – ah, ‘the leaf’s turned down where 
Philomel gave up’. Does Iachimo unfold the folded corner of 
the page in order to make that precise observation, and then 
carefully refold it, before closing the book and returning  
it to its place beside the bed? Perhaps. In performance,  
the audience probably doesn’t think much about the exact 
sequence of actions here, or about the materiality of the book; 
editors in their commentaries note the details of Philomel’s 
story, perhaps pointing out, too, that Philomel does not, in  
fact, give up, but rather resists; she is raped and mutilated  
by Tereus but communicates her story to her sister Procne, 
Tereus’s wife, and with her takes a terrible revenge. Editors  
do not, however, comment on the fold, and the particularities 
of the way in which it both enables and structures the dense 
intertextuality of this moment and this scene.

The central part of the scene is Iachimo’s noting down of  
the details of Innogen’s bedchamber and her body while she 
sleeps, details which he will eventually recount to Innogen’s 
exiled husband Posthumus in order to ‘prove’ Innogen’s 
in�delity and so win a wager. In 2.2, Iachimo’s note-taking  
is framed by the folding, unfolding and refolding of the leaf;  
it acts as a material and gestural cue for a kind of ekphrasis  
or ampli�catio.21 The leaf is folded, and it also folds in; it can 
be unfolded, and it also, potentially, unfolds. It materialises 
both the implicit/explicit, and their interdependence. The fold 
here can be a �gure of Sofer’s ‘dark matter’, latency, potential, 
something which is occluded but which yet can be brought to 
light or brought to bear; an absent presence or felt absence.

- - - - - - - - - -

In the �rst instance, therefore, what is folded into this scene  
in Cymbeline is the possibility of rape.22 That barely remains 
implicit even before Innogen’s reading is identi�ed, in  
the scenario itself and in Iachimo’s explicit comparison of 
himself to ‘our Tarquin’, who ‘did softly press the rushes’  
as he creeps out of the trunk (2.2.12–13); Valerie Wayne notes 
that Iachimo’s surveying of Innogen as she sleeps closely 
parallels Shakespeare’s own Lucrece (386–427; Q5  
had been published in 1607; 2.2.12n). This moment in 
Cymbeline might go either way: if the Lucretia story  
were to unfold at this point, then it would connect with 
Innogen’s story not simply in its situation (the wager, the 
sleeping woman, her bed linen, the nocturnal intruder) 
and subject but in the device of the fold itself, which it 
shares with Shakespeare’s Lucrece.

Shakespeare’s Lucrece is emphatically textile in the way 
it depicts the rape of Lucretia by Tarquin, and the depiction  
of the rape of Lucretia in visual art is also heavily textile,  
often erotically so; Titian’s great painting is only one of  
many examples.23 Innogen is unfolded in language to the ears 
and the mind’s eyes of the audience, a process of controlled 
revelation in which textiles play a crucial part, enabling and 
framing her blazon as it is unfolded by Iachimo. Shakespeare’s 
Lucrece has one ‘lily hand’, implicitly whiter than the pillow 
which it ‘cozen[s] […] of a lawful kiss’ (386–7) and her other 
hand is like ‘an April daisy’ against the green of the coverlet 
(394–5); she lies asleep ‘like a virtuous monument’ (391), as  
if her bedlinen were already transformed to the petri�ed 
draperies of the dead.24 Innogen is a ‘fresh lily, and whiter than 
the sheets’ (2.2.15–16), and Iachimo describes her ‘sense’, her 
awareness as she lies unconscious ‘as a monument | Thus in a 
chapel lying’ (2.2.32–3). In the poem, the terri�ed woman ‘o’er 
the white sheet peers her whiter chin’ (472); the ‘white sheet’ 
here is also the page, allowing Lucrece’s face, for a split-
second, to be brought into shockingly close proximity to  
the Tarquin-like reader. Innogen’s body, too, has the qualities 
of both page and sheet, in the linen/lily whiteness of her skin 
but also in that sense of gradual revelation in space and time 
by Iachimo, who reads and writes her like a book – who could 
also read and write her like the book that she is reading 
herself, its leaf turned down.

As Laura Gowing and others have explored, drawing on court 
records,

Talking about clothes instead of bodies was a 
recognised strategy for rape victims. But it was also  
a way of describing sex that made sense when the 
boundaries of the body were readily understood  
in terms of clothes.25

Those boundaries were constituted above all by body linen, 
shirts and smocks, and, on occasion, by sheets; these textile 
layers could be thought of as a second skin, but also as already 
creating the conditions whereby the body’s borders and 
surfaces might be revealed, destabilised, or violated. 
Sometimes those sheets and other linen layers become  
pages, written on and folded (or unfolded) in turn, in  
another play of concealment and revelation. So Tarquin

sets his foot upon the light, 
For light and lust are deadly enemies: 
Shame folded up in blind concealing night, 
When most unseen, then most doth tyrannize. 
The wolf hath seized his prey, the poor lamb cries,

Till with her own white �eece her voice controlled 
Entombs her outcry in her lips’ sweet fold.

For with the nightly linen that she wears 
He pens her piteous clamours in her head, 
Cooling his hot face in the chastest tears 
That ever modest eyes with sorrow shed. 
O, that prone lust should stain so pure a bed!

The spots whereof could weeping purify, 
Her tears should drop on them perpetually. (673–86)

The actual rape is doubly veiled, both by Lucrece’s ‘nightly 
linen’, probably her smock, with which Tarquin sti�es her 
cries, and also by the metaphor which describes that action,  
as Tarquin ‘with her own white �eece her voice controlled’ 
(678, 680). Both �eece/linen and metaphor are anticipated  
by the double appearance of folding in the previous stanza, 
where night becomes a kind of sheet, or concealing coverlet, 
like metaphor (or poetry) itself. It’s not speci�ed whether the 
shame is Tarquin’s or Lucrece’s, or both; both are temporarily 
equally mu
ed, equally unseen, folded up, folded in, 
blindfolded.

The whiteness of the linen in the second stanza of the two, via 
the metaphor of the �eece, is contrasted with the darkness of 

night, which has the same concealing, 
mu
ing function when Tarquin 
extinguishes the light. But Lucrece’s 
own lips are also a fold, imprisoning her 
cries and, as Rachel Eisendrath points 
out, ‘the sexual implications of “her lips’ 
sweet fold” con�ates the rape with the 
act of silencing her’.26 In the 1594 quarto 
at least, the reader turns the page (sig. 
F1) at the end of the second stanza just 
quoted, perhaps more than ordinarily 
apprehensive about what she will read 
next, what will unfold, and how. As  
the image of the lamb suggests, folds  
in early modern usage often have  
two, readily related, valences: they  
can be pastoral, the sheep-fold, a place  
of safety and protection, especially at 
night, and they can be textile, paper or 
otherwise material, similarly suggesting 
concealment, containment, storing up, 
but with the possibility of subsequent 
revelation or release. Both kinds of  
fold are simultaneously temporal  
and material, the fold de�ned and 
constituted by the possibility, even  

the necessity, of its future unfolding; the unfold ‘is not the 
contrary of the fold, nor its e�acement, but the continuation  
or the extension of its act, the condition of its manifestation’.27 
And the fold is always temporary, always transitional.

- - - - - - - - - -

In the opening scene of The Two Gentlemen of Verona, very 
close in date to Lucrece,28 the laboured exchange between 
Proteus and Speed links a very long joke about sheep to the 
carrying of a letter, in part via their shared concerns with 
folds. Speed has gone astray (‘played the sheep’, 1.1.73)29 in 
becoming separated from his master Valentine as Valentine  
is about to depart Verona for Milan while delivering a letter  
to Proteus’s beloved Julia. They pun on ‘pound’ (where such 
strays are shut up, or else an excessive fee for carrying such  
a letter) which then suggests ‘pinfold’ (the sheepfold), the 
contrast between the excessive pound and the minuscule  
pin (or pin’s fee, a tiny amount of money), which must be 
multiplied, ‘fold it over and over’ (106), itself a false etymology, 
with its multi-plies – but even thus multiplied it will still be 
‘threefold too little for carrying a letter to your lover’ (107).  
The folding of the letter itself, its status as a or even the folded 
thing can remain largely unspoken and understood here, 
axiomatic in an age before envelopes.

When Julia, after much to and fro, eventually gets the letter 
via her waiting woman Lucetta in the following scene, she 
tears it without reading it, throwing the pieces to the ground, 
but is immediately overcome with remorse (‘O hateful hands, 
to tear such loving words’, 1.2.105). She pieces together the 
fragments, rebuking herself as she kisses them:

Lo, here in one line is his name twice writ, 
Poor forlorn Proteus, passionate Proteus, 
To the sweet Julia– that I’ll tear away; 
And yet I will not, sith so prettily 
He couples it to his complaining names. 
Thus will I fold them, one upon another; 
Now kiss, embrace, contend, do what you will.  
(1.2.124–9)

Rather than tear away her own name in a �t of self-loathing 
and morti�cation, Julia folds her name with Proteus’s, her 
gesture and words loaded with erotic suggestion: ‘now kiss, 
embrace, contend, do what you will’, as she imagines ‘Julia’ 
and ‘Proteus’ enfolded, implicitly, between the sheets. (The 
same joke is made of Beatrice in Much Ado, when, overheard 

by Benedick, Claudio and Leonato recount how they have 
heard from Hero that Beatrice, up at night in her smock, writes 
endless letters to Benedick that she never sends: ‘O, when she 
had writ it and was reading it over’, Leonato says, ‘She found 
“Benedick” and “Beatrice” between the sheet’.)30 Just as 
Proteus and Speed slip between the pinfold and the paper  
fold, the folded letter and the folded sheet are easily elided,  
by their shared textile origin, the sheet itself (paper, linen)  
and the fold, their capacity to be folded and unfolded,  
and to enfold; the punning itself has an erotic charge in  
its slipperiness, its teasing shifts and imagined revelations  
as names and the bodies for which they stand are brought  
to bear one on another, in paper folds and unfolded sheets.

In what seems a wholly di�erent, comic mode these examples 
demonstrate the easy, allusive slippage between the pastoral 
and the textile, the letter and the sheet, that is characteristic  
of many instances of early modern folding; that slippage 
speaks also to the contingency of the fold, the way in which  
it is always in transition and in motion, like a metaphor or a 
pun. Yet Two Gentlemen is also a text in which the very real 
possibility of rape is suddenly unfolded; it’s not so much neatly 
folded in at the play’s conclusion as bundled untidily away,  
as another unfolding, that of the true identity of the faithful 
Julia, disguised as Sebastian, acts as diversion and distraction. 
The play has its hasty comic, romantic conclusion, is 
(anachronistically) ‘wrapped up’ – without Sylvia, the object  
of Proteus’s thwarted sexual assault, saying another word.31

- - - - - - - - - -

Lucrece’s body is doubly unfolded in the poem, revealed by  
the drawing back of curtains (‘The [bed] curtains being close, 
about [Tarquin] walks’; they are ‘the cloud that hides the  
silver moon’, 367, 371) and the disturbance or destruction of its 
concealing layers of linen and, even more, by Tarquin’s blazon 
(386–420), which unfolds her in language: as Nancy Vickers 
noted in her seminal essay on Lucrece and the blazon, ‘display’ 
is ‘from the Latin displicare (to scatter and, later, to unfold as 
in unfolding a banner to view)’ and ‘description […] is a gesture 
of display’.32 After the rape, however, it is Lucrece’s own  
voice which is released, unfolded, from where it has been  
both penned, described and reinscribed, and pent, silenced  
by Tarquin. Lucrece writes to her husband Collatine asking  
him to return home, but not telling him anything of what has 
been done to her (1303–9). And then she makes the letter ready 
for carrying to Collatine in his camp:

Here folds she up the tenor of her woe, 
Her certain sorrow writ uncertainly. 
By this short schedule COLLATINE may know 
Her grief, but not her grief’s true quality […] (1310–13)33

But the rape is wrapped up in the obfuscations and evasions  
of language (‘certain sorrow writ uncertainly’) even before  
it is folded up as a letter, and the folding of the letter thus 
parallels Lucrece’s own concealment of what has happened, 
simultaneously occluding and making entirely clear that 
something of great moment has occurred and will be revealed. 
She prepares for a revelation to her husband that she imagines 
as being as catastrophic as the rape; both events share the 
language of folding and unfolding, acts which are more than 
inseparable; they are mutually implicated.34

- - - - - - - - - -

Cymbeline is a play of many letters. When Iachimo �rst arrives 
at the British court (1.6), he comes with letters for Innogen 
from Posthumus, at least one of which she reads in his 
presence, partly aloud; it introduces Iachimo as ‘one of the 
noblest note’ (1.6.22), but Innogen keeps the rest of the letter  
to herself: ‘So far I read aloud, | But even the very middle of my 
heart | Is warmed by th’rest’ (1.6.26–8). That is, she unfolds the 
letter and unfolds Iachimo from it, but keeps the rest of the 

letter’s content to herself, still folded in. Iachimo tells her that 
he must depart the next day, and therefore that ‘if you please | 
To greet your lord with writing, do’t tonight’ (1.6.204–5). (She 
evidently does: dark matter, unstaged, unseen.) Back in Rome, 
Iachimo reports to Posthumus and gives him letters, this  
letter of Innogen’s presumably among them, but it’s not clear 
whether he reads it, although it can be inferred. What replaces 
any explicit reading of Innogen’s presumed letter is Iachimo’s 
confected account of his nocturnal visit to her bedchamber;  
it is that which he unfolds to Posthumus’s horri�ed ear and 
gaze, and the audience’s. Perhaps Iachimo produces his 
notebook or his tables, but what is most striking is the level  
of detail, largely absent from his notetaking in 2.2, and almost 
certainly describing aspects of the setting which were not 
originally imagined as being staged.

The bedchamber’s most prominent feature, apparently, to 
which Iachimo devotes most of his description, is a tapestry

of silk and silver, the story 
Proud Cleopatra when she met her Roman, 
And Cydnus swelled above the banks, or for 
The press of boats or pride: a piece of work 
So bravely done, so rich, that it did strive 
In workmanship and value, which I wondered 
Could be so rarely and exactly wrought, 
Since the true life on’t was— 
(2.4.69–76)35

It’s an appropriately textile folding out of damning 
circumstantial details: it’s story work, but it’s also 
Shakespeare’s story, folded in from his own Antony and 
Cleopatra, where (in Enobarbus’s great speech, 2.2.201–228)  
it already has the quality of a work of art, as ‘rarely and exactly 
wrought’ as the tapestry which Iachimo now, in retrospect, 
describes. He describes the chimney-piece, ‘Chaste Dian 
bathing’ (2.4.82), the gilded ceiling, the �re-dogs; he produces 
the bracelet that he took from Innogen’s arm: ‘Maybe  
she plucked it o� to send it me’ suggests Posthumus, in 
desperation; ‘She writes so to you, doth she?’, responds 
Iachimo, focusing the audience’s attention, and Posthumus’s, 
once more on the letter in Posthumus’s hand, as if that now-
unfolded sheet has somehow unleashed this terrible blazon of 
apparently incontrovertible evidence. Iachimo’s speech here 
also draws on the messenger tradition and, as Lorna Hutson 
points out, in his discussion of enargeia, Erasmus notes that 
the narratives of messengers in tragedies are ‘especially rich  
in the power to make images appear before the mind’s eye, 
because they present what is impossible to stage. The vivid 
description of these speeches, he notes, “consists in an 
explication of circumstances” (circumstantiarum), especially 
those which bring the incident most before our eyes’. The task 
of the messenger is the unfolding, explicatione, of the unseen 
and the unstageable.36

The description of Innogen’s mole (2.4.134–6) is the only part of 
Iachimo’s account less detailed than his rehearsing of features 
in situ, as he takes his notes, and so it’s left to the audience’s 
memories to unfold that particular piece of evidence in their 
mind’s eyes, turn back to something which they heard but  
did not, could not see, but rather imagined, the boy actor’s 
impossible breast, cued by the lily-white folds of Innogen’s 
bedlinen, her lily-white skin. The one thing missing from 
Iachimo’s sly, devastating inventory of his nocturnal visit to 
Innogen’s bedchamber, oddly, is the book, its leaf folded down 
at the tale of Tereus, but its dark matter is surely unfolded in 
this Roman scene, not just by Iachimo’s Machiavellian tour  
de force of enargeia, but by the appalling, pornographic, 
misogynistic outburst of Posthumus’s soliloquy in the scene 
immediately following, with its suggestions of bestiality and 
rape (2.5.15–19).

- - - - - - - - - -

- - - - - - - - - -

As she takes leave of her sisters following her banishment, 
another British princess speaks words which are at once 
consoling and de�ant:

Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides. 
Who covert faults at last with shame derides. 
(King Lear, 1.1.282–3)37

Cordelia invokes the device of Truth the Daughter of Time: 
Elizabeth I had been celebrated as Veritas Temporis Filia, 
Time’s Daughter, Truth, a motto which she appropriated from 
her sister Mary.38 In her �gure of plighted or pleated cunning, 
which is itself a folding (or tangling) together of plight as 
danger and as pledge, the false protestations her sisters have 
made, Cordelia asserts that truth will eventually out, the truth 
of her sisters’ malice and dissembling, and in time that she 
herself, her truth, and her virtue will be vindicated. Here the 
unfolding of time that Cordelia invokes has the folded tapestry 
quality of the single revelation, the big picture once more 
brought to light, the storied royal tapestry back where  
it belongs. But time itself can also be a pleated thing, as 
Jonathan Gil Harris proposes in relation to Othello and  
the handkerchief, drawing on the work of Michel Serres;  
for Serres, time ‘can be schematized by a kind of crumpling,  
a multiple, foldable diversity’, whereby past and present can 
suddenly be brought into ‘sudden, unexpected topological 
conjunction’, made to touch.39

Bruce R. Smith has refocused attention on the materiality of 
the ‘cut’ as an editorial term, and how it particularly speaks  
to the ‘piece-work’ of early modern play-texts, the creations of 
multiple hands, often over an extended period of time. Smith 
thinks about cutting as a process of shaping, reshaping and, 
perhaps, discarding. He is interested in the traces that such 
processes leave, but doesn’t quite consider the possibility that 
temporary occlusion rather than permanent excision might  
be more akin to what he is describing.40 The manuscript of  
an early modern play-text itself began life as a folded thing,  
the dramatist (like most writers) �rst folding the sheet of paper 
into a bifolium and then sometimes folding it again to create 
columns, narrow for speech pre�xes on the left-hand side of 
the leaf and for exits on the right, and a wide central column 
for the text; such pleating was the particular custom of the 
scrivener Ralph Crane, who copied many manuscripts for the 
King’s Men.41 A play-text in manuscript might eventually have 
additions glued or pinned in, but a passage marked for deletion 
would only rarely be scored through: instead, a vertical line  
in the margin marked a ‘cut’, the text itself remaining entirely 
legible and present (in that state of the text at least) even as  
it was designated as being not for performance.42 As James 
Marino has pointed out, any alterations to the main body of  
the play-text after its entry into a company’s repertory have to 
be thought of in terms of the actors’ parts: a monologue could 
be shortened relatively easily, whether intentionally or 
unintentionally, or lengthened through improvisation, but  
the crucial thing was that the cues remained intact, even as the 
distance between them might be extended or collapsed.43 King 
Lear, even more than Hamlet or Othello, o�ers a reminder 
that a play-text itself can still have a pleated quality, its Quarto 
/ Folio variants a series of ins and outs, folded, unfolded, 
refolded by editors rather than actors or playwrights. The  
lines spoken by Cordelia vividly demonstrate in miniature the 
way in which such choices are not necessarily cuts, but might 
rather be thought of as folds, where at the level of scene or 
speech or line or word, something is folded out and something 
else is folded in – but it’s still there, whether or not the eye  
of the reader loops down to the collation, and on another 
occasion the choice might be reversed.

To think of a play-text as a folded thing in this way imagines it 
as being akin to that most recognisable Renaissance accessory, 
the ru�, which involved ‘meticulously pleating up to nineteen 

yards of gossamer-thin lawn into as many as six hundred 
pleats, which were then sometimes triply or quadruply 
layered’.44 The �nal arrangement of its folds was made by 
con�guring the starched, pressed ru� into ‘sets’ by pinning 
them and shaping them with a hot setting or poking stick  
made from iron or steel; depending on the fashion of the day, 
the whim of the wearer, and the skill of the laundress, such sets 
might be large or small, plain, or more elaborate shapes, such 
as �gures-of-eight, and there could well be hundreds of them. 
The ru� existed as a ru� only in the ‘�eeting and fragile �xity, 
illusory solidity’ of this temporary form,45 for without its 
pleats and sets, a ru� was merely a linen band, and every  
time it was laundered, or simply caught in a shower of rain, it 
would have to be starched and set again. A ru� was a beautiful 
thing, the product of intense, skilled labour, craft, and even 
creativity, which existed to be worn, to catch the play of light 
and shadow in motion, which lasted only a short time before 
being recon�gured and remade. The ru� depended on the 
endless, repetitive labour of the laundress, which Natasha 
Korda terms ‘laundry time’: ‘she wrings, she folds, she pleits, 
she smoothes, she starches, | She sti�ens, poakes, and sets and 
dryes again, | And foldes’.46 Even in its apparent �nitude and 
re�nement, the ru� – or the play-text, that other temporarily 
folded thing – contained and manifested the possibility of 
other future versions of itself.

King Lear is an extreme example, but this same imagining  
of the text as a dynamic folded and foldable thing o�ers a way 
of thinking about how particular episodes might be selected 
for dramatisation from pre-existing material, or how a text 
might be recon�gured to �t changing circumstances: available 
personnel, political pressure, court performance. A printed 
play-text omitting material performed on at least some 
occasions could be thought of as folding it in: the Parliament 
scene in the �rst three quartos of Richard II.47 A play-text,  
in print or manuscript, which included texts mutually 
incompatible in performance might be thought of as folding 
them out: the multiple epilogues at the end of 2 Henry IV,  
for instance, or ‘a scribal manuscript of Jonson’s masque  
The Gypsies Metamorphosed […] recording three di�erent 
sets of performances before James I’.48 In the anonymous 
predecessor of Shakespeare’s play, The true chronicle historie 
of King Leir and his three daughters,49 Leir and Cordella  
are victorious at the end and no one dies. Part of the agony of 
Shakespeare’s version, however, whatever the con�guration  
of its textual folds and pleats, is that it retains the palpable 
presence of its source, dark matter folded in, which it could 
unfold – but doesn’t.
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0, 1, 2, many folds …  Justine Provino

What is the common denominator between the DNA of the 
fruit�y, the codex-form book and a �oppy disk?1 They all fold. 
In a particular turn of events in the year 1992, DNA, codex  
and �oppy disk managed to fold over each other through the 
collaborative making of the artist’s book Agrippa (a book  
of the dead), famous – or infamous – for the self-destructive 
intent programmed into it by its makers (Figure 1).

The joint work of the publisher Kevin Begos Jr, the writer 
William Gibson and the artist Dennis Ashbaugh, Agrippa  
is made of a DNA sequence �lling out pages of paper, folded 
into a codex-form book, which itself enfolds a �oppy disk.  
This composite and multi-layered assemblage is meant  
to self-destruct to call out the tension that exists between 
auto-destructive art and its preservation as cultural heritage 
artefact, namely when it is a book. Agrippa unfolds questions 
on the nature of books: in our collective imaginary, what can 
– or should – an object that we call ‘book’ look like, and what 
purpose should it serve? We may easily visualise how pages  
of paper can be folded into a codex-form book to communicate 
and preserve reading matter. But can we establish an analogy 
between this topology underlying the functioning of a codex 
and the structures of DNA and �oppy disk? Can we speak of 
‘material texts’ (or even ‘books’) in the context of DNA and 
�oppy disk in the way that we do for the codex?

Figure 2. View of the �oppy disk’s content on a 1992 Macintosh, excerpted from 
‘“Agrippa (a book of the dead)” The Poem Running in Emulation’, a video posted 

by Matthew G. Kirschenbaum on his YouTube account on 7 May 2012  
<youtube.com/watch?v=41kZovcyHrU> [accessed 23 June 2022].

This article examines Agrippa’s many folds. I look at the fold 
as the practical device located at the ‘back end’ of the codex 
book form and at the core of its mobile design, in its spine and 
centre-fold.2 I focus on how a bibliographical exercise such  

as collating – the identi�cation of how many folds are made  
out of a single sheet of material to constitute the gatherings  
in a codex – explains how a book can hold together, even one 
designed to self-destruct. These insights can provide a way  
to understand the other forms of text that are embedded in 
Agrippa: the encoding of a computer programme in a �oppy 
disk, and the folding structure of DNA. My aim is to propose a 
creative-critical rethinking of the elasticity of book-forms and 
to consider how the modest and often overlooked technology 
of the fold contributes to our understanding of the ‘book as  
[an e�cient] interface’ for communication.3

A Folded Project
Agrippa is an artist’s book project that came to fruition in 
1992. The triumvirate of Begos Jr, Gibson, and Ashbaugh were 
atypical in that as publisher, writer, and artist respectively, 
they were equal makers of the book. Each of them contributed 
both to Agrippa’s design and to its practical realisation (Figure 
2). Thus, for instance, the publisher personally hand-sewed 
some of the bindings for the deluxe edition of Agrippa.4 But in 
its �nal form the book also remains a traditional livre d’artiste 
where the printwork of an artist, Dennis Ashbaugh, illustrates 
the words of a writer, William Gibson (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Excerpts from Begos’s Publishing Press Release (1992). 
Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. c. 7980, folder 3.

Gibson’s contribution to Agrippa is an autobiographical poem 
about his ‘[DNA] as a writer’.5 In 302 lines, he guides us through 
a Proustian recollection of the artefacts that triggered the 
memories of a cult author in the making, as he wanders in  
the attic of his family home, where he happens upon a family 
photo-album, marketed as an ‘Agrippa’ album, �lled with 
ancestral portraits and vintage adverts. This was the beginning 
of the author’s ‘awareness of the mechanism’ of the coming- 
of-age story, as Alan Liu recounts in a chapter dedicated to 
Agrippa in his book Friending The Past. Liu itemises the 
practical devices that the poem uses to create snapshots of 
Gibson’s memory and of his family-life: the gun of the writer’s 
father, a camera-shutter, tra�c-lights in Japan.6 In the poem, 
Gibson unfolds the album in front of our eyes and provides  
us with a literary mise en abyme of the paradox ingrained in  
a photo-sensitive surface: the recording of the lively presence 
of people (all dead in this case) in photographs that show 
moments immediately lost in time.7 To consolidate this  
idea that permanent access to matter (being; a photograph)  
is illusory, the poem is solely accessible through a strictly 
time-based medium: a �oppy disk embedded in the binding 
designed to run on an Apple Macintosh computer (Figure 1; 
Figure 2).8

The images by Dennis Ashbaugh echo Gibson’s theme of the 
ineluctable passage of time over movable matter. Ashbaugh  
is a multi-media artist whose work in the late 1980s and  

early 1990s focused on an artistic interpretation of the 
autoradiograph otherwise known as a DNA ‘marking pattern’.9 
‘An autoradiograph is the bar code pattern chemically 
produced by an individual’s genetic sequence. It is an index,  
a marker, of personal identity.’10 Ashbaugh translated the 
radiograph patterns into large-scale paintings made of 
monochrome patches.11 In his contribution to Agrippa, 
Ashbaugh imported the autoradiograph of the fruit�y (and  
its diet of rotten matter) to feed into Gibson’s narrative of the 
passing of time. The artist made a series of printworks that 
consist of copperplate aquatint etchings, all of a di�erent  
hue and on which the drosophila’s autoradiograph is 
represented in aquatint by unvarying dark blotches more or 
less overlapping at times (Figure 4). On top of these aquatint 
etchings, Ashbaugh added overprints illustrating some of  
the more autobiographical materials mentioned in Gibson’s 
bildungsroman. These included vintage adverts similar  
to those enclosed in the family photo-album, and a vintage 
diagram of the assembly of a pistol in homage to the gun 
owned by Gibson’s father (Figure 5). The two elements of 
Agrippa – Gibson’s digital text and Ashbaugh’s printwork – 
were joined together in an unusual assemblage. Ashbaugh’s 
artwork is bound into a codex-form book, while Gibson’s poem 
on a �oppy disk is inserted in a cavity that has been cut in the 
last third of the book’s textblock (Figure 1; Figure 6).12 Their 
joint work comes in two exclusive rare books editions in 
comparison to regular ‘trade’ editions: a deluxe edition 
numbered and signed by its makers and containing original 
printworks by Ashbaugh; a small edition also numbered and 
signed by the makers but printed in a smaller-format and with 
reproductions of Ashbaugh’s printworks solely.13 The Agrippa-
book for the deluxe edition is inserted within a presentation 
box made of a �breglass reproduction of the photograph 
album described by Gibson in his poem. The small edition  
also has a presentation box for its book. On the outside the  
box appears to have the recognisable shape of an archival 
clamshell-box but inside the box is lined with discoloured 
newspapers from the 1920s and 1930s, the era evoked in 
Gibson’s poem (Figure 6).

Figure 5. Copy of one of Ashbaugh’s etchings with overprint of a  
diagram for assembling a pistol. Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. c. 7980, folder 6.

Figure 6. Bodleian Library, Rec. c.98: small edition copy  
(30.5 � 21 � 2.8 cm), in presentation box Rec. a.30.

Figure 7. Deluxe edition copy ‘Archive I’ with carved-out cavity in the textblock 
(41 � 29.2 � 3.2 cm). Bodleian Library, Rec. b.38.

Agrippa is the work of a publisher, a writer and a print- 
artist, but it could not exist in its �nished form without the 
network of bookbinders, printers and computer programmers 
involved in the various steps of the making of the book.  
Among the many collaborators on the Agrippa project  
were the typesetters at the Golgonooza Foundry. They did  
the typesetting for the letters that Ashbaugh then printed  
on the leaves of the book’s textblock, a suite of initial  
letters, each of which denotes one of the nucleobases in DNA:  
adenine, cytosine, guanine and thymine, or ACGT (Figure 7).  
In Agrippa, the sequence of initials corresponds to the bicoid 
maternal morphogen genomic sequence of the fruit�y (Figure 
7). The copies of the book are not paginated, but altogether  
the DNA sequence �lls �fty-six leaves of textblock in deluxe 
edition and 120 leaves of textblock in small edition. This is  
how the underlying concept of self-decay is presented to us in 
Agrippa’s material texts, from the fruit�y DNA via obsolescent 
technology to the encounter with faded memories in a 
photograph album. But how does such a combination of 
materials lead to a book that annihilates itself?

The artist’s book does not have a set date at which it will 
self-destruct; instead it is built as a catalyst for its own 
destruction. It is the reader’s touch which sets o� a chain-
reaction that will see the erasure of Ashbaugh’s prints and  
the locking away of the Gibson’s poem. For his overprints, 
Ashbaugh used a carbon ink that he did not �x on the paper 
upon their printing (Figure 8). This means that the pigments 
do not adhere to the grain of the paper, so that the overprints 
will o�set onto the next page at any time, and over time. As 
users handle the artefact, the overprints will smudge and loose 
some of their constitutive matter, because the carbon pigments 
will move on and detach from the surface of the paper. When 
readers leaf through the pages containing the overprints  
their touch will risk yet another smearing and removal of  
the material. As for Gibson’s poem, it was encoded (by an 
anonymous programmer) so that it would be locked up by  
the programme after one reading of the �oppy disk, making  
it ‘Mission Impossible’ for users to read the poem more than 
once. When users launch the �oppy disk they are prompted to 
open a folder containing the poem, and from there the poem’s 
reading is automated: we can neither stop it moving forward 
nor make it go backwards at any time. The poem unspools  
on the computer’s screen and we are forced to watch the 
inexorable appearance and subsequent disappearance  
of Gibson’s words at the top of the screen, understanding 
perhaps that we cannot rewind time, even when a photograph 
preserves the memory of it (Figure 9). At the end of the 
reading, the poem is locked away inside the �oppy disk,  
thanks to the same encryption programme that released  
it at the beginning. So if all of the elements for the book’s 
disappearance are embedded in its making, its self-
destructiveness is only launched once we agree to play a  
‘For Your Eyes Only’ spying game with its makers. The trigger 
for Agrippa’s self-destruction is its users. In this respect, we 
could say that the artist’s book, for all the dramatization of its 
auto-destructive mechanism, is not that much di�erent from 
other books that decay through our use, daily.

How is it, then, that thirty years after its making this self-
destructive book is still holding together in private collections 
and in libraries such as the Bodleian? This is where we need  
to look not at the page surface, but at the materiality at work 
behind the screens/scenes of this bibliographic performance. 
In the chapter of his book Mechanisms (2008) dedicated  
to the transmission and subsequent transformation of 
Gibson’s poem as a work of electronic literature, Matthew  
G. Kirschenbaum speaks of the mechanisms of preservation  
that surrounded the poem from the beginning.14 Despite being 
locked away on a �oppy disk, the poem remains accessible  
to us thanks to a network of people who were willing to �nd  
a way of preserving it using past and new digital media and 
technologies, from the hackers of the launch who released 
Agrippa’s poem on a pre-Internet forum in 1992, through a 

covert cine-camera recording, to Kirschenbaum’s YouTube 
account, where the video of the hack of the launch has been 
available to all, with the agreement both of the hackers and  
of Kevin Begos Jr, since 2012.15 But I want to call attention to 
something else that has been holding the artist’s book together 
until the present time. At the back end of the Agrippa-book, 
the fold has been acting as a self-preservation mechanism for 
the DNA, codex and the �oppy disk.

DNA Fold
In March 2021, when I interviewed Kevin Begos Jr about  
his role as publisher of Agrippa, he related how both he and 
Dennis Ashbaugh had gone to the Rockefeller Biotech Lab and 
managed to get access to a printout of an excerpt of the DNA 
sequence of the fruit�y.16 This printout is part of the archive  
of Begos Jr on the making and reaction to Agrippa that he 
donated to the Bodleian Library in 2011 (Figure 10).17 A DNA 
sequence is a very particular kind of writing that has become 
legible only very recently. A human eye cannot read the 
document and identify it but a machine, via a speci�c 
computer programme, can unveil the semantic content  
of the sequence. At the sight of these four letters, ‘the 
contemporary biologist [would] speak of writing and pro-gram 
in relation to the most elementary processes of information 
within the living cell’.18

The four letters in question – ACTG – do not constitute an 
‘asemic’ or meaningless text. They bear a semantic content  
and tell possibly the most complex story embedded in Agrippa:  
the DNA sequence unfolds the exact molecular combination 
required to make a fruit�y. As with every story, its narrative  
is based on a particular syntax and structure (a beginning, 
middle and end). Chemically, how would this translate: how  
is the narrative of the fruit�y’s DNA conveyed within a cell?

Figure 10. First page of a two-page ‘printout of the genetic sequence used in  
Agrippa […] with printers mark’. Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. c. 7980, folder 10.

In a blog post on the website of the Netherland Cancer 
Institute, Benjamin Rowlands explains how the structure of  
a DNA molecule is underwritten by ‘the mechanism of DNA 
folding’.19 Rowlands provides us with a brief summary of  
an article he co-authored, in the journal Nature in January 
2020.20 The post brie�y recounts how ‘an international  

group of scientists’, of which Rowlands was a part, established 
that two speci�c proteins (cohesin and CTCF) were needed to 
bond for the DNA to loop and �t into a cell properly21:

There is no image more iconic in biology than the 
X-shape of a folded mitotic chromosome (Figure 11). 
Such chromosomes are made up of DNA that, if it were 
stretched out, would reach over two meters in total. All 
this DNA �ts inside each tiny cell of our body because  
it is folded in a precise manner. This folding is all about 
building loops in the DNA. […] If the DNA is not folded 
into the right kind of loops, this can lead to disease. 
Cancer cells for example often have misfolded DNA.  
[…] This important process turns out to be entirely 
dependent on the binding of two proteins within the 
cell: cohesin […] and CTCF […].22

Rowlands explanation employs a terminology strikingly 
similar to bookbinding: ‘folded’, ‘looped’, ‘binding’. In  
the traditional making-process of a codex-form book, the 
bookblock material (paper, parchment) is ‘folded’ to form 
gatherings. Then, a sewing-thread is passed through the 
gatherings and is ‘looped’ around a sewing support that  
holds together the gatherings at their spine-folds to form  
a bookblock. Finally this bookblock’s sewing supports  
are laced-through the cover boards, and thus we obtain a 
functioning ‘binding’. Like the codex, the DNA structure,  
at the back end of any living species, depends on the fold  
to function properly. More conceptually, can we still speak  
of a ‘DNA folding mechanism’ for a DNA sequence used as  
a material text within an artist’s book? Can the artist’s book 
itself be considered the conceptual cell into which the DNA 
sequence of the fruit�y folds in such a manner that it �ts 
within its cover boards? Could it be that the fruit�y DNA is  
the only material text in the textblock that sustains Agrippa’s 
self-destructive intent and conveys a meaning well after the 
disappearance of the images on the page and locking away  
of the poem in its unrecoverable digital context?

Agrippa is not the only instance of experimenting with DNA  
as metaphor for material text in order to read the DNA content. 
Science itself has used such devices to describe with more 
emphasis how the removal of a particular sequence of the 
fruit�y’s DNA leads to the literal breaking of the drosophila’s 
heart.23 In his 2007 book Shakespeare’s Double Helix, Henry 
S. Turner explained how, for this reason, scientists named  
the relevant genes Thisbe and Pyramus after the star-crossed 
lovers of Ovid’s Metamorphoses whose fate was parodied in 
the �nal act of Shakespeare’s Midsummer’s Night Dream  
and served as the inspiration for his Romeo and Juliet.24 
Again, in 2008, Christian Bök started investigating how the 
structure of the DNA could form a self-preserving material for 
texts with ‘The Xenotext Experiment, a literary exercise that 
explores the aesthetic potential of genetics [to create] living 
poetry’, quite literally.25

I propose to encode a short verse into a sequence  
of DNA in order to implant it into a bacterium […].  
I plan to compose my own text in such a way that, when 
translated into a gene and then integrated into the cell, 
the text nevertheless gets ‘expressed’ by the organism, 
which, in response to this grafted, genetic sequence, 

begins to manufacture a viable, benign protein –  
a protein that, according to the original, chemical 
alphabet, is itself another text. I hope, in e�ect, to 
engineer a primitive bacterium so that it becomes  
not only a durable archive for storing a poem, but  
also a useable machine for writing a poem.26

Bök’s experiment with the aesthetic of the DNA di�ers from 
Agrippa’s artistic approach. In comparison, the DNA sequence 
selected for the self-destructive book only carries its own 
story: the making of the fruit�y. But if we look at the back end 
of this �nished product ‘printed text’ and in its typesetting,  
we unfold an artistic choice that might carry unintentional 
consequences for the story of the fruit�y on the Agrippa-
pages. Kevin Begos Jr revealed in interview that he allowed  
the typesetters at the Golgonooza Foundry to play with the 
arrangement of the four letters of the DNA of the fruit�y for 
aesthetic reasons: ‘I thought they were terri�c craft people and 
I trusted their judgement and gave them some artistic freedom 
to arrange the order of the four letters.’27 The ACTG variations 
were made throughout the various copies of Agrippa. This 
decision of the publisher involuntarily may bring science-
�ction back into Agrippa’s content (even though Gibson does 
not seem to have been consulted on the matter). Any changes 
to the combination would change its semantic content and the 
creature that might derive from it, providing that the fruit�y’s 
heart does not break in the process. If one biochemist exegete 
were to run these letter-combinations through a computer, 
what kind of genetically modi�ed insect would they come  
up with?28 Would there even be a fruit�y? If the folding 
mechanism is made to help a DNA molecule – otherwise very 
long – to �t into a cell in an arbitrary order, the non-expert 
might well wonder what happens if the nucleobases (ACGT) 
inside the DNA molecules are displaced to answer to an  
artistic design? How does the folding mechanism adapt to such 
entropy? Can it? I look forward to the day when one whimsical 
biochemist exegete will consider the artist’s book as cell and 
tell us if the modi�ed sequence of the fruit�y can fold in on 
itself when the cell-book is closed and unfold when open?

Paper Fold
Meanwhile, hidden in plain sight at the back end of the 
analogue book, there is a similar folding mechanism that has 
been holding the would-be science-�ction story together: its 
paper. Just as there is a fold orientation for DNA, there is a fold 
orientation for paper. It must follow the grain direction of the 
paper, meaning

[t]he predominant alignment of �bres in one direction 
in a piece of organic material which allows it to bend or 
fold more easily along it than across. […] The direction 
of the grain in a piece of machine-made paper runs 
along the length of the continuous sheet as it emerges 
from the papermaking machinery.29

The edges of a leaf of paper naturally tend to curl towards each 
other and this is because the curl follows the grain direction  
of the given sheet of paper. If we follow this natural curl and 
apply the fold in parallel to the alignment of the streams of 
molecules of water and cellulose inside the paper, the folding 
should o�er no resistance (Figure 12). If we fold the paper 
perpendicular to its grain direction (in ‘cross-grain’) we squash 
the cellulose and water molecules and instantly notice the 
resistance of the paper to the fold (Figure 12). This counter-
folding may eventually lead to issues with the proper opening 
and closing of the codex.
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