







What I claim here is the right of every Shakespeare-lover who has ever lived to paint his own portrait of the man.

    —ANTHONY BURGESS, Shakespeare


A Note to the Reader

Lloyd Sullivan, whose mother was Kathleen Hales-Sanders, represents the family members who own the Sanders portrait. They believe it to have been painted by their ancestor John Sanders (it is possible that John’s brother Thomas, or another family member, was the actual painter, if not the original owner). Lloyd Sullivan has worked tirelessly to authenticate the portrait, and his exhaustive research, provided to the author, has been invaluable.


Foreword

Like the painting that inspired it, this book can be read in different ways. One way is as a work of investigative journalism in which Stephanie Nolen goes behind the story she broke in May 2001 about a then-unknown portrait possibly of William Shakespeare. Her six chapters, which form the spine of the book, take us along on her voyage of discovery. As she notes, she is neither a Shakespeare scholar nor a trained art historian, but rather a curious layperson who attempts to unravel the mystery of the painting and to seek answers to the many questions it poses. From time to time, she calls on an expert to assist her in solving a particular puzzle or in separating fact from fiction.

Read another way, Shakespeare’s Face is a fascinating work of literary and art historical scholarship in which a distinguished group of experts from Canada, Great Britain and the United States bring all their wit and learning to bear on a very old picture. They look at the Sanders portrait as an artifact, as a work of art, as a cultural icon and as a fascinating window into Shakespeare’s world. I’ve met only two of these scholars in person, but I like to imagine them gathered around the painting as I saw it when it went on display at the Art Gallery of Ontario, in Toronto, in the summer of 2001.

The portrait sits on a pedestal in the middle of a small gallery. The scholars form a circle around this enigmatic object—are some of them trying to catch its eye?—each one with a different point of vantage. At first the room is quiet, as each of them looks for the clues that mean the most to her or him. One scholar moves up to look at the painting face to face. Another inspects the back of the panel under a magnifying glass. Still another seems to be as interested in his Collected Works of Shakespeare as in the picture. Finally one of them offers an opinion. Another chimes in. And soon the room is filled with animated discourse. (Involved in this conversation and yet separate from it is Stephanie Nolen, who is writing furiously in her notebook and missing not one crucial detail.) The conversation they might have had if they had met around the portrait is the one they now hold in the pages of this book.

But perhaps the most satisfying way of reading Shakespeare’s Face is as a historical detective story in which some of the evidence is four hundred years old, some is still warm and some may still turn up. In this version of the book the skills of all its writers— ten scholars and one journalist—are needed: investigative reporting; art historical analysis; paleography; literary deduction; genealogy; cultural anthropology; scientific analysis; painstaking archival research, to name a few. All their skills combine in an attempt to answer the question that all of us must ask of the slightly naughty-looking fellow in the Sanders portrait: Are you Shakespeare, or aren’t you? Is yours the face of genius?

If your experience of reading Shakespeare’s Face is anything like mine has been as its editor, charged with bringing all these pieces together into what I hope makes for a coherent whole, then as you turn these pages, and move from one point of view to another, you will change your opinion time and again on its central question. In the process you will learn a great deal about a great many things, ranging from the forensic analysis of old works of art to the hidden messages in obscure Elizabethan poems. But most of all you will gain a new and more intimate sense of William Shakespeare.

However you read this book, you will always come back to Shakespeare and the extraordinary staying power of his genius. He is omnipresent in our world even if he comes from a place and time quite alien to our own. He is where we least expect him, including, some would argue, in a painted face on an old and somewhat battered oak panel that has gone unnoticed for most of its life since perhaps a fledgling player in Shakespeare’s company applied the paint, layer on layer on layer, until it formed a face— a face of which one thing can be said for sure: it looked upon the same England that Shakespeare saw four centuries ago.

Rick Archbold Toronto, Spring 2002


[image: Image]

THE FOLLOWING PAGES represent the rooms of an imaginary art gallery, whose pictures explore the mystery of the Sanders portrait. They range from Martin Droeshouts’ engraving for the First Foliothe most familiar and reliable imageto a number of the contenders past and present. They include aspects of the forensic and art historical evidence and portraits of a number of Shakespeares’ contemporaries. Together they present the visual case for and the case against the Sanders portrait. This X-ray photograph of the Sanders portrait, one of the forensic tests performed by Ottawas’ Canadian Conservation Institute, was the first solid evidence that the portrait had not been altered since it was first painted.
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The four pictures on these two pages make up all the imageswith the exception of the Sanders portraitthat have any claim to being Shakespeare. The 1623 engraving by Martin Droeshout (left), is the best known and is accepted as authentic.Was it the model for the Flower portrait (below)? Or was the Flower the model for the Droeshout? The memorial bust by Geraert Janssen (inset opposite), which has marked the playwrights’ tomb in Holy Trinity Church in Stratfordupon- Avon since it was erected in 1620, is accepted as authentic but condemned as characterless. The Chandos portrait (opposite) has many supporters, who attribute it to John Taylor, an artist with links to the Droeshout family. Its detractors point out that the Chandos is so different from the First Folio engraving that it could not portray the same man.
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EACH OF THE five portraits on these two pages was at one time believed to depict Shakespeare. Every one of them has since been disqualified.
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The Felton (opposite top left) is a classic example of a portrait altered, in this case by extensive overpainting, to look the way Shakespeare was thought to have looked. The Janssen (opposite top right) is another deliberate forgery. The date has been altered and the hairline moved back. (The original is believed to have been a portrait of the poet Sir Thomas Overbury.) The Zuccaro (opposite middle right) was believed to be the work of an Italian artist of that name until twentieth-century scholars discovered that Federigo Zuccaro had spent only six months in England in 1575, the year Shakespeare turned eleven. The Ashbourne (opposite lower right) fooled many until restoration in the 1970s and 1980s uncovered a coat of arms that identified the sitter as Sir Hugh Hamersley, Lord Mayor of London (opposite lower left). Before restoration, the sitter’s ear was covered and the dome of the forehead altered to make it look more like the Droeshout engraving. The problem with the Grafton (above) is the date. In 1588 Shakespeare was a young man of twenty-four and a complete unknown who could not have afforded these rich clothes, even if he could have paid for the portrait.
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EACH OF THE portraits on these two pages once laid claim to being Shakespeare. None is taken seriously today. Opposite page (clockwise from top left): the Burbage, the Lumley, the Shakespeare, and the Gunther (in oval). This page (clockwise from top left): the Staunton, the Vroom, and the Chesterfield.
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A photomicrograph cross-section of the paint that includes the red of the date (4) and the layers beneath (1,2,3) reveals neither dust nor varnish between the red and the lower paint layers, proving the date is genuine.
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The letter and number forms in the date are correct for 1603 and bear a striking similarity to those in the Portrait of an Unknown Boy on p. xiv. (The lighter areas above and below the date were caused by the removal of adhesive tape.)
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These two photomicrograph cross-sections of paint from the collarone under reflected light (top), the other under ultraviolet light (above) distinguish each separate paint layer: (1) glue ground; (2) white imprimatura; (3-5) grey paint; (6) varnish.
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A detail of the side of the oak panel shows some of the growth rings Dr. Peter Klein used to date the wood.
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The three portraits on these two pages d pict men from Shakespeare’s world. The playwright Ben Jonson (above), painted around 1617 by Abraham van Blyenberch, was both friend and rival. The actor Richard Burbage (right), possibly painted by Burbage himself, was Shakespeare’s friend and business partner. The younger playwright John Fletcher (opposite), painted by an unknown artist around 1620, was Shakespeare’s protégé, with whom he collaborated on his three final plays.
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(Facing page) This full-length portrait of Henry Wriothesley, 3rd Earl of Southampton and Shakespeare’s patron, exhibits all the characteristics of the classic courtly portraits of the
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