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Introduction


All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players;

They have their exits and their entrances,

And one man in his time plays many parts,

His acts being seven ages. At first the infant,

Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.

Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel

And shining morning face, creeping like snail

Unwillingly to school. And then the lover,

Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad

Made to his mistress’ eyebrow. Then a soldier,

Full of strange oaths and bearded like the pard,

Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel,

Seeking the bubble reputation

Even in the cannon’s mouth. And then the justice,

In fair round belly with good capon lined,

With eyes severe and beard of formal cut,

Full of wise saws and modern instances.

And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts

Into the lean and slippered pantaloon,

With spectacles on nose and pouch on side,

His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide

For his shrunk shank, and his big manly voice,

Turning again toward childish treble, pipes

And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all,

That ends this strange eventful history,

Is second childishness and mere oblivion,

Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.







‘He was not of an age, but for all time!’ So wrote Ben Jonson in the poem of praise published in the First Folio of his friend and rival William Shakespeare’s collected plays. My earlier book The Genius of Shakespeare took that claim seriously and suggested that what we mean by ‘Shakespeare’ is not just a life that lasted from 1564 to 1616. We also mean a body of words, characters, ideas and stage-images that have remained alive for four centuries because of their endless capacity for renewal and adaptation through the work of succeeding generations of actors and spectators, appreciative readers, and creative artists in every conceivable medium.

In the same poem Jonson also described Shakespeare as ‘Soul of the Age’. In this book, I turn to that claim, taking it equally seriously. The Elizabethans regarded the soul as ‘the principle of life’: through his works, Shakespeare gives life to his age. In trying to imagine what Jonson meant by his claim, we need to ask both ‘what was it like being Shakespeare?’ and ‘what are the most telling ways in which Shakespeare’s works embody – or rather ensoul – the world-picture of his age?’ We have to shuttle back and forth between the Shakespearean mind and what has been usefully called ‘the Shakespearean moment’. Shakespeare’s uniqueness must be held in balance with his typicality.

Both ‘not of an age’ and ‘Soul of the Age’. For Ralph Waldo Emerson, writing in nineteenth-century New England, Shakespeare was ‘inconceivably wise’, possessed of a brain so uniquely vast that no one can penetrate it. But at the same time, he was the incarnation of ‘a cause, a country, and an age’. It is this double quality that makes Shakespeare, in Emerson’s fine phrase, the representative poet.

The soul was considered to be the seat of both thought and feeling. Through his characters and dramatic situations, Shakespeare not only represented the essentials of what it is to be human: he also gave immediate emotional life to the ideas of his age. My aim is to track him in that process, to observe the interplay of his mind and his world. The book is intended as an intellectual biography of the man in the context of the mind-set into which he was born and out of which his works were created.

In giving structure to the task, I have followed his own example and divided the life into seven ages. I like to think that Shakespeare would have adopted a similar procedure if he had been commissioned to write his own biography. Each of the seven ages invites us to consider a cultural moment and a broad theme: survival and environment for the infant, book-learning for the schoolboy, the nature of sexual desire for the lover, war and social unrest for the soldier, law and politics for the justice, wisdom and folly for the old man, the art of facing death for the age of ‘oblivion’. What the approach cannot offer is an exact mapping whereby we see the Bard in swaddling clothes in the first age and in a particular lover’s bed in the third – we do not have the evidence for such fancies and, even if we did, they would not take us very far into the mind of Shakespeare.

There is, though, a unifying image: that of the player. Each of humankind’s ages, says Jaques in his famous speech in As You Like It, is a part, a dramatic role. That we are all actors is, of course, Shakespeare’s leading metaphor throughout his career. That he was himself an actor as well as a play-maker is what sets him apart from his greatest theatrical contemporary, Christopher Marlowe.

Following the tracks that led from rural Stratford-upon-Avon to urban London and back again, Shakespeare’s life feels cyclical, not sequential. For Prospero, time is a ‘dark backward and abysm’. For Hamlet, the process of ‘looking before and after’ defines the ‘large discourse’ – the power of reason and speech – that makes man something more than a ‘beast’. Shakespeare licenses us to loop backwards and forwards through his life as we try to read his mind and discover the senses in which he was soul of the age.

Because of the power of memory and imagination – two of Shakespeare’s greatest gifts – the mind does not obey the same rule of time as the entropic human body. In writing a life of Shakespeare’s mind that looks ‘before and after’, we might just be able to escape not only the deadening march of chronological sequence that is biography’s besetting vice, but also the depressingly reductive narrative that George Bernard Shaw discerned in the life when it is told in the traditional way:


Everything we know about Shakespeare can be got into a half-hour sketch. He was a very civil gentleman who got round men of all classes; he was extremely susceptible to word-music and to graces of speech; he picked up all sorts of odds and ends from books and from the street talk of his day and welded them into his work … Add to this that he was, like all highly intelligent and conscientious people, business-like about money and appreciative of the value of respectability and the discomfort and discredit of Bohemianism; also that he stood on his social position and desired to have it affirmed by the grant of a coat of arms, and you have all we know of Shakespeare beyond what we gather from his plays.



Gathering what we can from his plays and poems: that is how we will write a biography that is true to him. But the process has immense perils. As the critic Barbara Everett writes in an acute essay on the problem of Shakespearean life-writing, ‘if his biography is to be found it has to be here, in the plays and poems, but never literally and never provably’. That Shakespeare wrote in sonnet 37 of being ‘made lame by Fortune’s dearest spite’ does not necessarily mean that he had a limp, as more than one biographer has supposed. An accurate triangulation of the life, the work and the world must be more subtle. It must look for traces of cultural DNA – little details such as a reference to Warwickshire or the knowledge of a particular school textbook – and must be prepared to make surprising connections in the style of Shakespeare’s own inventive metaphorical imagination. We must by indirections find directions out.



FIRST AGE

Infant



At first the infant,
Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.
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Portrait of a child aged 4 years (painted in 1572)

 

1. Stratford 1564


Here begins the plague

Exit pursued by a bear: Antigonus is torn to pieces. A clownish young shepherd witnesses his death on the land and many more at sea as a tempest-tossed ship is swallowed by the waves. ‘A sad tale’s best for winter,’ little Prince Mamillius has said, before being struck by death himself. But Shakespeare’s Winter’s Tale veers from tragedy to comedy. Young Shepherd’s breathless description of heavy matters is counterpointed against Old Shepherd’s amazed discovery of new life in the form of the abandoned baby Perdita. ‘Thou met’st with things dying,’ he serenely remarks to his son, ‘I with things new born.’

In Shakespeare’s England, birth and death went cheek by jowl. Each entry in the parish register of Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon, is encoded with a single letter: ‘C’ for christened, ‘M’ for married and ‘B’ for buried. A ceaseless procession of birth, copulation and death: human life stripped to its essentials. Shortly after the entry that reads ‘1564, Apr. 26. C. Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere’ – 26 April 1564, christened, William, son of John Shakespeare – the entries marked ‘B’ begin to thicken on the page. There were no more than twenty deaths in the first half of 1564, well over 200 in the second. The population of this small but prosperous market town in the English midland county of Warwickshire was about 1,500, so more than one in seven were taken in those few months of devastation. The cause is duly noted in a marginal annotation opposite the burial entry for Oliver Gunne, apprentice: hic incepit pestis. Here begins the plague.

In August, the town council met in emergency session in the garden of the Gild Chapel, hoping that the outdoor air would be less contagious than that of the Gild Hall. They discussed relief for the plague victims. ‘Burgess’ (councillor) John Shakespeare gave a generous sum of money. The horror faced by the townspeople may be glimpsed from a contemporary account of a plague outbreak in London. If just one member of a family was struck down, the rest would have been closed up in the house to prevent the spread of infection:



What an unmatchable torment were it for a man to be barred up every night in a vast silent charnel-house! Hung (to make it more hideous) with lamps dimly and slowly burning, in hollow and glimmering corners: where all the pavement should, instead of green rushes, be strewed with blasted rosemary, withered hyacinths, fatal cypress and yew, thickly mingled with heaps of dead men’s bones: the bare ribs of a father that begat him, lying there: here the chapless hollow skull of a mother that bore him.


The previous year, John and Mary Shakespeare had lost their infant Margaret at four months, and some time before that, another girl, Joan. Cause of deaths unknown. But the loss not uncommon – everyone knew infant mortality.

They were doubly lucky this time. William was what every respectable couple wanted: a son to maintain the family name and estate. His sex was their first stroke of good fortune. Second was his survival of the plague. What John and Mary could never know was that he would not merely survive, but make the Shakespeare name live as long as humankind has books and stories.

Plague was the single most powerful force shaping his life and those of his contemporaries. John Stow’s annals of English history summarized the key events of the year of Shakespeare’s birth. The previous autumn, Londoners had suffered terribly:



For so much as the plague of pestilence was so hot in the city of London, there was no term kept at Michaelmas: to be short, the poor citizens of London were this year plagued with a threefold plague, pestilence, scarcity of money, and dearth of victuals: the misery where of, were too long here to write, no doubt the poor remember it, the rich by flight into the countries made shift for themselves.


John Stow, denominated ‘Citizen of London’ on his title page, would not have bothered to record an outbreak of plague in a small town in the midlands. There is London and there is the rest of England. London is far bigger than every other conurbation. It is more densely populated, so the spread of plague is more rapid. And it is the location of the institutions that govern the nation: the royal court, the houses of parliament and the law courts, Lambeth Palace (London residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury and administrative headquarters of the Church of England). In bad times, the rich and their institutions could take flight to the country, leaving the London poor to shift for themselves. The royal court was supremely mobile, with the queen moving on a whim or a plague-warning from Whitehall in central London to one of her other palaces – Greenwich downstream, Hampton Court upstream, Richmond or Windsor secluded in their deer parks, or Nonsuch deep in rural Surrey.

It was a litigious age. Stow measures the seasons by the four terms of the legal year, when the courts were in session. During times of plague, as in Michaelmas term (October to December) 1563 and Hilary term (January to March) 1564, the judges and lawyers met out of town. Throughout Shakespeare’s professional career, there were close links between the worlds of law and theatre. Many of his fellow-dramatists trained at the Inns of Court. Law students were a key element of the theatre audience. Hack writer Tom Nashe railed against the ‘tedious dead vacation’ when there were no lawyers to see his plays or buy his pamphlets. And, like the law courts, the acting companies travelled out of town when plague was severe.

So it was that plague determined several turning-points in Shakespeare’s career. In January 1593, just as he was making his name as an actor turned playwright, an order went out from the Privy Council: ‘Forasmuch as by the certificate of the last week it appeareth the infection doth increase … we think it fit that all manner of concourse and public meetings of the people at plays, bear-baitings, bowlings and other like assemblies for sports be forbidden.’ Save for a few weeks’ remission the following winter, the theatres remained closed for a year and a half. The actors toured, while a different Shakespeare emerged. The rewrite man, the patcher of old plays from the existing repertoire, turned himself into an original poet. In April 1593, he published ‘the first heir’ of his ‘invention’, Venus and Adonis. Its stylistic brilliance and risque ´ content made his name among the smart set. It became the bestselling long poem of the age, the favoured reading of undergraduates and Inns of Court men. Dedicated to Henry Wriothesley, the third Earl of Southampton, it was also a bid for the receipt of patronage.

The dedicatory epistle that begins the more serious and rhetorically elaborate follow-up poem, The Rape of Lucrece, published the next year, suggests that the bid was successful. Where Shakespeare’s letter prefacing Venus and Adonis dwells on his ‘hopeful expectation’, the one attached to Lucrece speaks repeatedly of ‘duty’ and devoted service: ‘What I have done is yours, what I have to do is yours, being part in all I have, devoted yours.’ There is a strong possibility that Shakespeare spent part of the plague year in some form of service in Southampton’s household at Titchfield in Hampshire.

The association with Southampton had three key consequences. It transformed Shakespeare from jobbing playwright to courtly poet, marked him out as the crossover man who could appeal equally to penny-paying groundlings and powerful courtiers or even the queen herself. Politically, it brought him into the orbit of the Earl of Essex, to whom young Southampton was devoted. This would have potentially dangerous consequences a few years later. And intellectually, it introduced him to the work of the Anglo-Italian man of letters John Florio, Southampton’s tutor, through whom he was exposed to Italianate culture and, later, the essays of Michel de Montaigne, whose subtle, sympathetic mind was perfectly attuned to his own.

The plague of 1593—94 provided an enforced sabbatical after which Shakespeare returned to the theatre with a new-minted verbal art. In the next couple of years, he wrote the plays in which his literary style truly matures: the dazzlingly intellectual (Florioesque) Love’s Labour’s Lost, the miraculously imaginative Midsummer Night’s Dream and the quicksilver Romeo and Juliet, with its growth from love’s artifice to the heart’s authenticity. When Mercutio dies with the words ‘A plague o’ both your houses’, it is no idle oath: the play was written in the aftermath of a period when the households of many members of Shakespeare’s London audience would have been struck by plague. And plague is indeed subtly woven into the plot: the reason Romeo does not get Friar Laurence’s crucial letter is that Friar John is detained for fear that he might have been infected. Parents are supposed to die before their children, the old before the young. With plague, it is not always like that. The tragic irony of Romeo and Juliet is that the houses of both Capulet and Montague escape the plague, yet still the children die first. The final scene takes place in an ancestral tomb, but those who lie dead are the flower of a city’s youth – Mercutio, Tybalt, Paris, Juliet and her Romeo.

Plague also shapes the deep structure of Shakespeare’s imaginative world. As Queen Elizabeth secluded herself from infection at Richmond and Nonsuch, so Ferdinand King of Navarre and his courtiers in Love’s Labour’s Lost enclose themselves in a garden world. As A Midsummer Night’s Dream counterpoints city and court (Athens) against green world and fairy lore (the wood), so Shakespeare always moved between two worlds: London for business and busy-ness, Stratford for home and rest. The classical poet Horace made a distinction between negotium (social, mercantile, legal and political transactions, the pursuit of wealth and power), always associated with the great city of Rome, and otium (peace, pastoral idleness), found on his country farm. Whenever asked ‘Business or Pleasure?’ we are inheritors of that Horatian choice. Pleasure is otium, business its opposite (the word negotium is derived from otium and the prefix nec, not). Like a second Rome, London was synonymous with negotium, while the quiet town on the edge of Arden Forest represented otium. Shakespeare knew all about the dialectic of Horace’s two worlds from his reading in generations of pastoral literature, but he also lived the difference every time he walked or rode from his rented lodgings in London to his own home in Stratford. Plague was a key factor in determining the frequency of those journeys.



Mewling and puking

Even if you grow up to become the greatest writer the world has ever seen, you begin like every other baby. Mewling and puking. When William Shakespeare was born in April 1564, he doubtless mewled because he had come into the world that he would one day call ‘this great stage of fools’. But in whose arms? Jaques addresses his ‘seven ages’ speech to a group of courtiers. In their world, a baby would have been passed straight to a wet-nurse, so it is dramatically appropriate that the infant is imagined mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms, not a mother’s. Shakespeare’s mother Mary claimed kinship with the illustrious Warwickshire family of Arden, but is unlikely to have been in the position to hire a wet-nurse. Twenty years later, Shakespeare’s wife Anne would breast-feed her own daughter.

But perhaps we should not attach too much significance to the choice of nurse as opposed to mother. Nurse could simply mean ‘nourisher’. Shakespeare may have been the first person to take the word out of the nursery and use it in its modern sense, to apply it to general healthcare as opposed to the specific context of rearing an infant. In The Comedy of Errors, when the confusion created by the unrecognized presence of two sets of identical twins becomes so intense that Antipholus of Ephesus is supposed to have gone mad, his wife Adriana says:




I will attend my husband, be his nurse,

Diet his sickness, for it is my office,

And will have no attorney but myself,

And therefore let me have him home with me.


The juxtaposition of ‘nurse’, usually associated with mothers and infants, to ‘attorney’, a word belonging to the grown-up male world of the legal profession (‘And then the justice …’), is typical of Shakespeare’s mingling of not only ‘the ages of man’ but also the customary roles of men and women.

There aren’t many babies in the plays. In tragedy and history, we hear whispers of sterility and infanticide. Richard III has no compunction in ordering the murder of the princes in the tower, King Lear curses the womb of his eldest daughter Goneril, Macbeth is tormented by the fact that he has no children to inherit his crown, while his wife talks of plucking her nipple from a baby’s boneless gums and dashing the brains out. Given that she is a Lady and a future Queen of Scotland, the image of her doing her own breastfeeding, rather than relying on a wet-nurse, is an additional startling detail to set beside the violence.

The few babies that do appear – stage-dolls, one assumes – are given a hard time. When Paulina in The Winter’s Tale brings Leontes his new-born daughter, she describes in beautiful detail how a baby appears to be a miniaturized ‘print’ of its parent:





Behold, my lords,

Although the print be little, the whole matter

And copy of the father: eye, nose, lip,

The trick of ’s frown, his forehead, nay, the valley,

The pretty dimples of his chin and cheek, his smiles,

The very mould and frame of hand, nail, finger.



But Leontes is convinced his wife has been unfaithful to him:





This brat is none of mine.

It is the issue of Polixenes.

Hence with it, and together with the dam

Commit them to the fire!




Paulina’s husband, Antigonus, saves the baby and takes her to the wilds of Polixenes’ own kingdom of Bohemia. For his pains, he exits where we began – pursued by a bear, leaving the baby, named Perdita, the lost one, to be found by the shepherds, raised as a shepherdess and theatrically transformed back to the princess as which she was born.

In the bloody Roman play Titus Andronicus, it looks for a moment as though the black baby born of the clandestine affair between villainous Aaron the Moor and Tamora, Queen of Goths and Empress of Rome, will also be dispatched at birth. ‘The empress sends it thee, thy stamp, thy seal, / And bids thee christen it with thy dagger’s point.’ But Aaron turns on the Nurse: ‘Zounds, you whore! Is black so base a hue?’ The baby’s half-brother says he’ll ‘broach the tadpole on my rapier’s point’, but Aaron stabs the Nurse instead: ‘Go to the empress, tell her this I said: [He kills her] / Weke, weke! So cries a pig preparèd to th’spit.’ He saves his baby and leaves the city of Rome.

A little while later, an army of Goths is marching towards Rome. Being cast as the Second Goth Soldier in Titus Andronicus is probably not the summit of any actor’s ambition, but Shakespeare has a way of giving life even to his bit-part characters. This chap seems to have a taste for architectural ruins. One imagines him touring the shires with bicycle clips and a battered copy of Pevsner’s Buildings of England.



Renownèd Lucius, from our troops I strayed

To gaze upon a ruinous monastery.

And as I earnestly did fix mine eye

Upon the wasted building, suddenly

I heard a child cry underneath a wall.



It is Aaron’s baby. But what is a ruined monastery doing in a play set in ancient Rome? And why is it that a few lines later Aaron himself speaks of ‘popish tricks and ceremonies’? Shakespeare is full of purposeful anachronisms whereby the past illuminates the present and vice versa. In the blink of an eye we have been transported from the ancient Roman empire to the modern Roman Catholic church, from an imagined Italy to the landscape of Shakespeare’s own time, an England of ‘bare ruined choirs where late the sweet birds sang’.

For defacing images

Winter 1563. Mary Shakespeare, born Mary Arden in the village of Wilmcote on the fringes of the forest of Arden, is pregnant for the third time. John Shakespeare, her husband, is a busy man. His father had farmed in the village of Snitterfield, but he has moved into the town of Stratford-upon-Avon. His glove business is going well. He deals in wool on the side. And he is making an impression in local government. First he was the town’s ale-taster or ‘conner’, assisting at the leet court where people went to complain about false measures and watered ale. He weighed the bread and tasted the beer, ensuring the brew was good and wholesome. Then he became Constable. Then ‘affeeror’, whose business it was to levy fines in the local court. And then burgess, borough councillor. Now that Mary is pregnant with William, he is chamberlain, keeping the town’s accounts.

That winter, he and his fellow-chamberlain John Taylor, shear-man of Sheep Street, add a new entry: ‘Item, payd for defasyng ymages in ye chappell – ijs.’ Two shillings, worth a dozen loaves of bread or a bottle of French wine or forty-eight tankards of ale (or, a generation later, twenty-four standing spaces to watch a play at the Globe), paid for the defacing of images in the chapel next door to the school on the corner of Church Street and Dead Lane.

The Gild of the Holy Cross had been at the heart of Stratford life for 300 years. Its members, both men and women, pledged to keep fraternal relations, to attend each other’s funerals in Augustinian hoods and to make payments for the souls of the dead, whose masses were sung by priests in the chapel. The gild had maintained the free-school and almshouses for the poor.

Following the Protestant revolution, purgatory was abolished and prayers for the dead became redundant. The dead were either blessed and safe in heaven or damned and burning in hell, and that was that. And did not the Bible condemn graven images as idolatrous? The walls of the Gild Chapel had been covered in frescoes – there you could see St George and the dragon, the murder of Thomas Becket, local saints and English heroes, and, above the arch of the nave, a great cross, the risen Christ and the Last Judgement, showing the souls of the saved on their way to heaven, the devil and the seven deadly sins taking the damned to the other place, being marched via the primrose path of dalliance to the everlasting bonfire.

With lime and wash, and a two-shilling bill to follow, workmen covered over all these images, obliterating the signs of a shared faith and a folk memory. A few months later, Chamberlain Shakespeare’s first son would be born into a new world, a new dispensation. But the wash of lime blanking out the old world was a thin layer. Scratch away at the surface and the old ways are still visible. Always between two worlds he would be, this poet of double vision.

William Shakespeare grew up to become the father of twins and in his work to be a mingler of comedy and tragedy, low life and high, prose and verse. He was a countryman who worked in the city, a teller of English folktales who was equally versed in the mythology of ancient Greece and Rome. His mind and world were poised between Catholicism and Protestantism, old feudal ways and new bourgeois ambitions, rational thinking and visceral instinct, faith and scepticism.

After the plague, the Reformation is the second great shadow cast across the moment of Shakespeare’s infancy. He lived between the two great cataclysms in English history: the break from the universal Roman Catholic church and the execution of King Charles I. His plays were made possible by the first and helped to create the conditions that made possible the second.

For centuries, the staple of English drama had been the cycles of ‘miracle’ or ‘mystery’ plays, dramatizations of biblical stories organized by the gilds of tradesmen in the major towns and cities around the country. They were destroyed by the Protestant Reformation. In 1532, within months of King Henry VIII’s defiance of the Vatican over his divorce from Catherine of Aragon, references to loyalty to the Pope were removed from the proclamation of the Chester cycle. In the 1540s, during the reign of the boy king, Edward VI, when hard-line Protestantism was established in England for the first time, the Mary plays were omitted from the York cycle and the Feast of Corpus Christi, traditional occasion for the performances of the cycles, was suppressed. Protestant theology not only abhorred Catholic veneration of the Virgin Mary and the saints, but regarded the very act of representing God as a form of idolatry. As the frescoes were whitewashed in the Stratford Gild Chapel and the heads knocked off statues in churches across the land, so the Chester plays were performed for the last time in 1575. The following year the Diocesan Court of York banned the ‘counterfeit or representation’ of any part of the Trinity or the sacraments of baptism or Lord’s Supper or anything tending to ‘maintenance of superstition or idolatry’. Young Shakespeare might have caught a glimpse of ranting Herod in one of the last performances of the Coventry plays, which annually until 1579 brought thousands of spectators from across the region into Coventry on the feast of Corpus Christi. But by the time he began writing plays himself, the old religious drama was dead and buried.




2. The Discovery of England



A new theatre for a new state

Public playing had been banned altogether during the brief reign of Edward VI, but in 1559 Queen Elizabeth I personally drafted a document allowing travelling players to perform, provided that their plays were pre-licensed by the local Mayor or Justices of the Peace. ‘Matters of religion or of the governance of the estate of the common weal’ were not to be handled, save before audiences of ‘grave and discreet persons’, an exception that allowed more serious political matter to be touched upon in academic drama at Oxford and Cambridge and in plays performed before the lawyers of the Inns of Court, who were always hungry for intellectually stimulating entertainment.

There are many parallels between the Elizabethan drama and the contemporaneous ‘Golden Age’ theatre of Caldero´n and Lope de Vega in Spain. The big difference was that many Spanish plays were explicitly religious, based on the Bible or the lives of the saints, and profoundly shaped by Catholic sensibilities. The proscription of the cycle plays meant that Shakespeare’s theatre, by contrast, was altogether secular. The old religious drama had offered its audiences a constant reminder that they were under the watchful eye of God. The new Elizabethan drama concentrated instead on people in relationship with each other and with society. When travelling players visited Stratford in Shakespeare’s childhood, offering him his first glimpse of indoor theatre, the repertoire was moral but secular.

One of the effects of the break from the Roman church was a perceived need to buttress the English nation by proving the dignity of the English language and the native culture. Until the mid-sixteenth century, England had been part of Catholic Europe, of a united Christendom. The language of diplomacy and the law was also that of the Roman church: Latin. The reading of ancient Roman culture had long been at the centre of the educational system.

When Shakespeare was born in 1564, everything was changing. In a delicate balancing act called the Act of Settlement, Queen Elizabeth and her closest courtiers had established the Anglican church on a middle ground between the sacramental traditions of Catholicism, to which the majority of the people remained loyal, and the Protestant doctrines of grace and election that were being urged by the reformers. A semblance of stability was returning after the chaotic decade from 1547—58 during which the state had lurched from the radical Protestantism of Edward’s reign to the Catholic revival of Mary’s. Elizabeth’s most brilliant political decision was to use her unmarried status as a political device. Her half-sister Mary had been hated because she had married Philip of Spain – not so much because he was a Roman Catholic as because the union effectively placed a foreign king on the English throne.

Elizabeth learned the lesson. To marry a French duke or a princeling from the Holy Roman Empire was not the solution. Instead, she preserved her virginity and proclaimed her marriage to the English nation itself. She set about unifying her people, encouraging a rhetoric in which she was empress of a new international power of independence and future greatness. She continued the work of her father, Henry VIII, in consolidating the power of the monarchy through bureaucracy and surveillance. Her naval entrepreneurs helped in the task, but so did a concerted campaign to create a national culture. The initial phase of this latter endeavour was entrusted in the 1560s to her favourite, Robert Dudley.

Five months after Shakespeare’s birth, Dudley, Knight of the Garter and Master of the Horse to the Queen’s Majesty, was created Earl of Leicester. The ceremony took place at Saint James’s Palace in Whitehall on Michaelmas Day (the Feast of St Michael and All Angels, 29 September). Stow described the proceedings in detail far surpassing that of his other observations on the year 1564. His account offers a glimpse into the elaborate ceremonial world of the Elizabethan court:

First, the said Lord attended on the Queen’s Highness, to the Chapel, and from the Chapel to service, and when he was returned to the Chamber of Presence, the said Lord with other[s] departed to the Lord Chamberlain’s Chamber, and shifted them [i.e. put on their costumes], the said Lord Robert in his Sur-coat with the hood, his mantle borne before him by the Lord Hunsdon, and led by the Lord Clinton Lord Admiral by the right hand, and the Lord Strange on the left hand, in their Parliament robes, Garter bearing the Patent, and before him the Officers of Arms, and so proceeded into the Chamber of Presence, where the Queen’s Highness sat under the cloth of Estate with the Noble men on each side of her, the Ambassador of France was also present with another stranger an Italian, and when the fair Lord with the other came in the Queen’s sight, they made their obeisance three times, the said Lord kneeled down, after the which Garter presented the Letters patents to the Lord Chamberlain, and he presented the same to the Queen’s Highness, who gave it to Sir William Cecil Secretary, who read the same with a loud voice, and at the words of Creduimus, the Lord of Hunsdon presented the Mantle to the Queen’s Majesty.

And that is just the first sentence of an account that proceeds for several pages.

Here courtiership is a kind of theatre, which the drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries will seek to replicate – a task in which they were assisted by the fact that more money was spent on the purchase of costumes than the commissioning of scripts. The kings, dukes and ladies in the plays would have looked impressively courtly not least because their wardrobe consisted in part of the second-hand clothes of courtiers: often when aristocrats died, they would bequeath items of clothing to their servants, who would sell them to the players. From his reading and his first-hand experience of submitting his work for the approval of the Master of the Revels, then of performing at court, Shakespeare learned the language and manners of courtiership. So his characters came to speak and to gesture, as well as to be dressed, in the manner of monarchs and their entourage. A Duke of Buckingham or an Earl of Pembroke in the audience might have seen himself mirrored in one of his ancestors in the chronicle plays.

Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, was a patron with a political purpose: he commissioned an array of publications, including history books and translations of the Latin classics as a way of flying the flag for English traditions and the English language. He saw that the drama could help in this work, so he also sponsored a small troupe of players. They toured the country – in Shakespeare’s childhood, Stratford-upon-Avon was on their itinerary – and in 1574 they were given a royal patent to perform in London. By this time their leader was a man named James Burbage. He realized the potential offered by the massive expansion in the population of London that had occurred over the previous two generations: build a permanent playhouse and you have full control of your box-office and your programming. You also have the potential to establish an audience-base of repeat attendees in a way that was not possible when you were perpetually on the road.

In 1576 James Burbage took a twenty-one-year lease on a site in Shoreditch and set about building a theatre, working in partnership with his brother-in-law John Brayne, who some years before had embarked on a similar project, building the Red Lion on the Mile End road. By 1578, Burbage’s theatre – simply called The Theatre – had become a landmark. A preacher at St Paul’s Cross spoke of the ‘gorgeous Playing-place erected in the fields’, adding that it resembled ‘the old heathenish Theatre at Rome’ in being ‘a showplace of all beastly and filthy matters’. The city of London was dominated by Puritan-leaning figures who for generations would habitually associate plays with ‘unchastity’, ‘sedition’ and ‘uncomely matter’. That is why the public playhouses were always built in the ‘liberties’ on the margins of London to the north-east or south of the river Thames, outside the jurisdiction of the city fathers. It is also why Shakespeare took pleasure in teasing or exposing such puritanical figures as Malvolio in Twelfth Night and Angelo in Measure for Measure.

The establishment of a public theatre analogous to that of ancient Rome helped to do the work of making England seem like a new Rome. Besides, there was much politic wisdom and civic virtue to be found in the imitation of Seneca’s tragedies. And, more important than this, the court needed entertainment for festivals, holidays and diplomatic visits. In 1581, the powers of Edmund Tilney, Master of the Revels, an official in the Lord Chamberlain’s office at court, were expanded. Previously he had been responsible only for choosing court entertainment. Now, all plays – ‘tragedies, comedies or shows’ – were to be recited before him and he was given authority to ‘order and reform, authorise and put [them] down’. This sounds like state censorship but was intended as an opportunity for him to familiarize himself with the repertoire in order to get the best shows to court. The licensing recitation was effectively an audition. The principle remained the same during Shakespeare’s career, even though by that time the Master of Revels was given a script rather than a recitation. Technically speaking, all public performances were merely rehearsals in readiness for the summons to play at court. Whereas the Puritans of the city were enemies to the players, the court was where Shakespeare and his colleagues would find powerful friends.

In 1583, the twelve best actors from the existing companies were formed into the Queen’s Men. They travelled the land – again, Stratford-upon-Avon was on the itinerary – with their markedly patriotic and Protestant repertoire. It has even been suggested that they were spies, reporting back to their masters at court on the mood of the nation.

Four years later, a new theatre, the Rose, opened in Southwark, in an area known for prostitution and gambling. Under the management of Philip Henslowe, it was used by several of the acting companies who over the next few years broke the monopoly of the Queen’s Men. Among those who played there were Lord Strange’s Men. Their patron, Ferdinando Stanley, Lord Strange (later Earl of Derby), had taken over some of Leicester’s Men, just as he followed in Leicester’s footsteps in supporting the publication of translations and other literary works. James Burbage’s son Richard was a leading figure in the troupe. Several others from Strange’s Men were to join Burbage in forming the core of a new company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, in 1594, after the mysterious sudden death of their patron. Shakespeare’s plays first emerge in the repertoire of Strange’s at the Rose. It may be inferred that Burbage, who became his closest colleague, was someone he met very soon after making his way into the theatre world.

The licensing of the secular drama let the genie out of the bottle. Plays were supposed to inculcate virtue and civic obedience: to show the folly of rebellion, whether domestic or public, and to reveal the downfall of tyrants and the triumph of rightful monarchs. Inventive dramatists, good actors and quick-witted audience members did not, however, submit themselves to a didactic agenda. Their comedies played havoc with time-honoured customs of sexual restraint, law-abiding passivity, filial and wifely obedience. According to an altogether typical ‘Puritan’ anti-stage polemic by Stephen Gosson,



The argument of Tragedies is wrath, cruelty, incest, injury, murder either violent by sword, or voluntary by poison. The persons, Gods, Goddesses, juries, friends, kings, queens, and mighty men. The ground work of comedies is love, cozenage, flattery, bawdry, sly conveyance of whoredom; the persons, cooks, knaves, bawds, parasites, courtesans, lecherous old men, amorous young men.



With that sort of line-up, both tragedies and comedies had the potential to turn the world upside-down, especially as much of this unseemly matter was performed by cross-dressed young apprentices. No wonder those of a moral disposition and a value-system shaped by the biblical commandments were disturbed:


In stage plays for a boy to put on the attire, the gesture, the passions of a woman; for a mean person to take upon him the title of a prince with counterfeit port and train, is by outward signs to show themselves otherwise than they are, and so within the compass of a lie, which by Aristotle’s judgement is naught of itself and to be fled.



When the Puritans took power in 1642, they closed the theatres. But, quite intangibly, those same theatres had prepared the way for the moment seven years later when the axe came down on the king’s head in Whitehall. Where was it that Londoners had previously confronted the image of monarchs being removed from their thrones? Where was it that they had seen ordinary people – actors, who were still regarded as little better than rogues and vagabonds – daring to look into the minds of princes, and in so doing showing that kings and queens are not so much God’s vice-regents on earth as ordinary mortals like all the rest of us? In the theatre.

Give me the map there

Early in Henry IV Part 1, the rebels bring out a map and discuss how they will carve up the land when they win power. Their respective territories will be bordered by rivers, ‘sandy-bottomed Severn’ and ‘smug and silver Trent’. The Trent flows across the middle of England from west to east. It was traditionally regarded as the boundary between the south and the north. This matters in the play because the rebel Percy family are barons of the north. It mattered to the Elizabethans because it was the northern earls with their Catholic sympathies who were regarded as the greatest threat to the unity of the state.

If you cross the Trent at Newark on the great road to York, it still looks ‘smug and silver’. Shakespeare must have made that journey to have noticed this detail, but we do not know when he did so. Early in his career, he may have acted with Pembroke’s Men, who toured to York. Both Pembroke’s and Lord Strange’s Men, the other company with which he might have spent his early career, played the western circuit, so he would have had ample opportunity to observe the sandy bottom of the Severn at Shrewsbury, Worcester or Gloucester. In Henry IV, ‘Wales beyond the Severn shore’ is earmarked for Owen Glendower, the north above Trent for Hotspur and the ‘south and east’ for Mortimer. Like her father Henry VIII, Queen Elizabeth took pride in holding England and Wales together as one nation. A threefold division such as this would have been abhorrent to her.

In 1592 the queen visited the estate of Sir Henry Lee at Ditchley Park in Oxfordshire, a location that Shakespeare would have skirted on the first leg of his journey every time he walked or rode from Stratford to London. Lee commemorated the visit by commissioning the young Dutch artist Marcus Gheeraerts to paint a magnificent portrait of Elizabeth. She looks like the fairy queen with her dazzling white dress, embroidered in gold, her hair encrusted with jewels, pearls hanging from her neck down to her tiny nipped-in waist, a fan like a wand in her right hand. She is standing on a map of England and Wales, with the point of her left foot on Ditchley. England and Wales are sheltered beneath her ample skirts. One queen, one nation, storm-clouds banished by her presence. The map, with its coloured counties, its rivers and towns (Oxford just below that left foot), is clearly identifiable.

[image: image]




The Ditchley portrait of Queen Elizabeth I

Maps were instruments of power. In the year of Shakespeare’s birth, Gerard Mercator engraved the contours of the British Isles in eight sheets. Pieced together, the sheets created a large wall map, which was particularly accurate in its representation of the coastline. The representation of inland is patchier in quality, with the kingdom of Scotland standing out as an improvement on all previous maps. On one of the information panels at the margins, Mercator attributes the map’s origin to an anonymous friend. Scholars have long argued over the latter’s identity, but the likeliest candidate is John Elder, a Scotsman with strong associations with Mary Queen of Scots. In ideological terms, it is striking that the Mercator map did not mark the Protestant diocese into which Henry VIII had divided England under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of his bishops. In practical terms, its well-represented coastline, with ports and havens, would have been of great value to a potential Catholic invading force from the Continent.

If England’s enemies had such a map, the English state needed one too. Imagine the palace of Whitehall, deep in the reign of Queen Elizabeth. The office of William Cecil, Lord Burghley. First minister of state, eyes and ears of Her Majesty. A table piled high with state papers; a steady stream of officials coming in with reports, requesting signatures on letters for dispatch out into the regions. Burghley is the man who holds Elizabethan England together. Hanging on the wall of his office is a picture. It is a newly minted image, the work of a man called Christopher Saxton. An image that was prized throughout the land. You might expect it to have been a portrait of Queen Elizabeth herself. But it is not the queen: it is the map on which she is standing in the Ditchley portrait. Offering a far more detailed representation of towns and rivers across England than that provided by Mercator, it was the first ever accurate map of the whole country. It was one of the keys to the Elizabethans’ discovery of their own land.

To have in their hands a picture of every corner of England, revealing the exact location of each town and village, charting the course of each river and road: this was the dream of the men of power who set Saxton to work on his monumental surveying expedition. The map offered such a new way of seeing England that Saxton’s atlas grew into one of the most powerful icons of the age. The reign of Elizabeth was the first time anyone had ever seen the precise outline that is so familiar to us from school geography lessons and nightly television weather charts: Devon and Cornwall extending out like a foot, the inlets of Humber and Severn. Saxton’s atlas or Survey, published in 1579, included not only ‘Anglia’, showing the whole of England and Wales (with Ireland on the margin and the independent kingdom of Scotland cut off the top), but also detailed regional maps. Each one reveals the lie of the land with little images that look like molehills representing the high ground. Even in the Ditchley painting, one can see the tentacles of rivers as they join and part. Thanks to Saxton, the Elizabethans were the first English people to have a clear sense of the physical shape of their own nation. And that gave them a new sense of belonging.
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Saxton’s map of England and Wales

Country and county

When we imagine Elizabethan England, we think first of the glorious court of the Virgin Queen herself or of the bustle of London, with its theatres and crowds gathered to hear open-air sermons or witness public executions. But London is no more than a blot on Saxton’s map. He is more interested in the rivers, hills and woods, where the names of villages nestle among the natural features of the landscape. He gives us another image: that of rural England, of the country which in the writing of the period is so often set in opposition to the city and the court. The dream of getting out of London and finding some peace and quiet in the countryside was very much alive in the sixteenth century.

The tension between court and country, the centre and the provinces, the active life of London politics and the contemplative ease of the rural estate, was crucial to the Elizabethans’ sense of who they were. The commonwealth of England was like a set of Chinese boxes: the biggest box was the nation itself; the smallest was the parish. The crucial middle-sized box was the county. Christopher Saxton’s thirty-four maps of the different parts of England are organized county by county. And on some copies of his map of the whole nation, each county is in a different colour. Elizabethans were as loyal to their county as they were to their country. William Shakespeare was renowned as a Warwickshire man, Sir Walter Ralegh and Francis Drake proud of their Devonshire heritage.

Tudor intellectuals were so intrigued by this idea of Englishness as a mixture of county and national identity that they invented a new art form to express it: ‘chorography’ or the geographical and historical description of a particular region. The pioneer of the genre was a Kentish gentleman called William Lambarde, whose Perambulation of his native shire was the first ever county history. Lambarde imagines Kent as the garden of England, reminiscent not only of biblical Eden but also of the garden of the Hesperides in classical mythology, where Hercules found apples of gold:



This Tenham with thirty other parishes (lying on each side this port way, and extending from Rainham to Blean Wood) be the cherry garden and apple orchard of Kent … In which respect you may fantasy that you now see Hesperidum Hortos, if not where Hercules found the golden apples, (which is reckoned for one of his heroical labours) yet where our honest patriot Richard Harris (fruiterer to King Henry the 8) planted by his great cost and rare industry the sweet cherry, the temperate pippin and the golden rennet.


Lambarde explains that the orchards of Kent were planted for reasons of national security, so as to save the nation from dependence on imported fruit. At the same time, he extols the beauty of the ordered rural landscape and introduces the classical allusion to Hercules as a way of fashioning a new myth of England. The vogue for chorography soon caught on. From Cornwall to Hertfordshire, from Middlesex to Cheshire, other counties received similar treatment. To put your own place on the map was regarded as a patriotic duty.

Shakespeare would participate in this work. He was interested in Lambarde’s Kent. A key scene in Henry VI Part 2 shows the Kentish rebel Jack Cade being killed by the Kentish squire Alexander Iden, whose name suggests Eden. Iden is discovered in his garden, in the tradition of genteel Horatian otium:


Lord, who would live turmoiled in the court,

And may enjoy such quiet walks as these?

This small inheritance my father left me

Contenteth me, and worth a monarchy.



Kent was praised by Julius Caesar in his commentaries on the Gallic Wars. The county was famous for its distinctive form of land tenure, ‘gavelkind’, whereby land was shared between brothers, as opposed to ‘primogeniture’, where the estate passed to the eldest son. And Kentishmen were traditionally freedom fighters: they had supposedly resisted the Norman yoke, never being conquered like their neighbours in Sussex. Shakespeare’s Lord Saye has these traditions in mind when he describes Kent as the most civil place in all the isle, where the people are ‘liberal, valiant, active, wealthy’.

Closer to home, Shakespeare was unique among the dramatists of his age in locating scenes in Warwickshire and Gloucestershire. This little-observed fact is something of a problem for those conspiracy theorists who do not believe that the plays were written by a grammar-school boy from Warwickshire. ‘What a devil dost thou in Warwickshire?’ Prince Hal asks Falstaff in a scene set on the road between Coventry and Sutton Coldfield, a town in the same county. ‘In Warwickshire I have true-hearted friends’, says the Earl of Warwick, king-maker, in Henry VI Part 3.



One of Warwick’s loyal friends is a character called Somerville who in the following scene arrives at Coventry from Southam, just east of Stratford. Somerville is an invented character, not a name taken from the chronicle histories that Shakespeare was dramatizing. To an Elizabethan audience, or at least to anyone from the west midlands, the name would immediately have evoked a Warwickshire man who had been portrayed as anything but a ‘true-hearted friend’ to the queen: John Somerville of Edstone, a village four miles north of Stratford. In 1583, the year when Shakespeare had his first child, Somerville was arrested at an inn near Banbury on the road to London where – allegedly – he was boasting that he intended to assassinate the queen. His father-inlaw was Edward Arden of Park Hall. These Ardens were a prominent Warwickshire Catholic family, in all probability kin to Shakespeare’s mother.
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Shakespeare country: Warwickshire and neighbouring counties from Saxton’s map. To the south, Oxfordshire, through which Shakespeare would have travelled on the road to London. To the south-west, Gloucestershire, where he would imagine Justice Shallow in his richest representation of rural England. To the east of Stratford, Southam from where ‘Somerville’ arrives in Henry VI Part 3. To the north-east, Warwick, fiefdom of the Grevilles, and beyond, Coventry, the largest cityin the midlands, where as a boy Shakespeare may have seen one of the last performances of the old mystery plays. To the north-west, Henleyand the forest of Arden.

The Earl of Leicester had old scores to settle with the Ardens and the alleged Somerville plot gave him his opportunity. Edward Arden, his wife Mary and his priest Hugh Hall – who was arrested just outside Stratford at a house belonging to the recusant family from whom Shakespeare later bought his home, New Place – were taken to the Tower of London. The men were tortured on the rack. Somerville was found strangled in prison. Arden was hanged by the neck, his body cut down while he was still alive, his privy members cut off and his bowels removed and burned in front of his eyes. He protested his innocence, claiming that his only crime was adherence to the old faith. Mary Arden, namesake and probable kinswoman of Shakespeare’s mother, was reprieved. The tiny role of Somerville in Henry VI Part 3 may have been Shakespeare’s way of saying that it was possible to be both a Warwickshire Catholic and a ‘true-hearted friend’ of queen and country.

An Elizabethan armed with a full set of county histories in the tradition of Lambarde, together with Christopher Saxton’s atlas of England, could claim to have a complete picture – historical, geographical and chorographical – of the parts that made up the whole of the nation. But something more was needed. Michael Drayton, a Warwickshire man like Shakespeare, turned chorography into poetry. His vast poem Poly-olbion devoted one section to Cornwall, one to Devon, one to Dorset, and so on. And each was preceded by a fold-out county map, based on Saxton. On its frontispiece, Drayton’s book has an evocative image: a figure of Britannia is dressed in a robe that is patterned like Saxton’s map, with its hills and rivers and woods and churches. It is as if she is wearing the land itself. The image prepares us for a poem in which the history and legends of the nation are retold by the very features of the landscape.
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Britannia wrapped in the map: frontispiece to Drayton’s Poly-olbion

The map beneath the queen’s feet on the Ditchley portrait was meant as a sign that her power extended to every corner of England. But Saxton’s maps took on a life of their own. Together with the new sense of county identity explored by chorographers such as Lambarde and Drayton, and along with the image, which was pervasive in both prose romance and pastoral poetry, of rural England as an Arcadian idyll, they helped to shape a new sense that Englishness was not just a matter of loyalty to the crown. They helped to establish the new idea – which seems so obvious to us today – that the essence of the nation lay not only in the monarchy but above all in the land itself.

If the land was a body, as Drayton’s frontispiece suggests, then where was its heart? Not in Westminster, but somewhere in the midlands, deep in
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