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Edward de Vere, the Seventeenth Earl of Oxford did not find this view very welcoming when he was imprisoned in the Tower of London in spring 1581.1 Anne Vavasour, one of the Gentlewomen of the Queen’s Bedchamber, gave birth to a bastard son named Edward, and Oxford was clearly the father. For this “offense,” he was hunted down while attempting to flee the country. At the instigation of Queen Elizabeth, Francis Walsingham used his efficient intelligence network to locate, apprehend, and incarcerate Oxford. In Measure for Measure, the character Claudio is similarly imprisoned for siring a child out of wedlock. For their transgressions committed in their respective societies, both Claudio and the Earl of Oxford had no line of legal defense. The play addresses fundamental issues related to the law when it comes to concupiscence, marital contracts, and the uses and abuses of power in determining who may or may not be above the law. The setting of the play is Vienna. But the world that is being depicted is Elizabethan England.





____________________

1 Image Credit: The Tower of London: www.findingtheuniverse.com/tower-of-london-guide/




I. The Road to the Tower

Edward de Vere was born on April 12, 1550 to one of the most prestigious family bloodlines in English history. He assumed the title of Seventeenth Earl of Oxford following the death of his father in 1562. Not yet in his teens, young Oxford became a Royal Ward of the Court with his upbringing assigned to Elizabeth’s powerful minister, William Cecil. His life was completely regimented by Cecil with a daily routine revolving around a rigorous education with some of the most distinguished scholars, tutors, and composers of the age. His training included admittance to Gray’s Inn for the study of law. His uncle on his mother’s side was the scholar Arthur Golding, who is credited with translating Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the single-most influential work on the plays and poems of Shakespeare. According to Golding, a “pregnancy of wit and ripeness of understanding” characterized the young Earl.2 The antics depicted in Ovid’s racy tales found a modern counterpart in the author conceiving the sexual shenanigans that infuse the Vienna of Measure for Measure.

When his father was still alive, an “indenture of covenants” had been drawn up for young Edward to marry one of two sisters, Mary or Elizabeth Hastings, who were siblings of the powerful Earl of Huntingdon.3 In the agreement, Edward was to be given his preference between the two girls upon reaching his eighteenth birthday on April 12, 1568. According to English professor Alan H. Nelson, “the practice of arranging a marriage, and even offering a young son the choice between two prospective brides, was conventional among the higher nobility of sixteenth-century England.”4 The marital arrangement for Edward de Vere was witnessed by multiple signatories.
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The Website “Elizabethan Era Courtship, Marriage & Wedding Customs” offers a pictorial overview of Elizabethan conventions in such matters as courtship, dowry, and betrothal.5 As noted on the site, “the structure of marriage from the Elizabethan Era greatly differs from the structure of marriage today.” Much more time and effort went into the marital process, and each step was taken seriously. In Elizabethan England, for the situation of Claudio and Juliet, wherein the woman became pregnant before the wedding ceremony could take place, the response would have been to get Claudio to the altar ASAP. That was in fact the precise situation of Will Shakspere of Stratford-upon-Avon after he impregnated an older woman named Anne Hathaway. But the thought of capital punishment for Claudio would have been excessive even by Elizabethan standards. The significance of Claudio in the play is to demonstrate the absurdity of Angelo imposing a death sentence that went well beyond the already strict conventions. Clearly, there are satirical purposes at work in Measure for Measure, and, in matters of fornication, the play is pointing out the abuses of authority in imposing the law. That subject was very personal to the author.



For the vast majority living in Tudor England, canon law defined what constituted a legal marriage. As observed by historians Robert Bucholz and Newton Key:


When a promise to marry had been made (a public, oral declaration in the present tense), the marriage was valid, albeit irregular, until it could be confirmed by a ceremony in church. Even a promise in future tense was considered binding. Despite the Church’s preaching to the contrary, this led to the common convention that it was acceptable for an affianced couple to engage in physical relations before the marriage ceremony took place. It is clear from parish registers that something like 20 percent of the brides in early modern England went to the altar pregnant.6



The marital plans for young Oxford were both verbal and set forth in writing. But despite the seemingly impeccable documentation that legally set forth the plans for his marriage, young Oxford never had the opportunity to choose between Mary and Elizabeth Hastings. With the untimely death of his father on August 3, 1562, at the age of forty-six, everything changed for Oxford. According to researcher Mark Anderson:


Because he was still in his minority, Lord Edward would now be under the administration of the royal Court of Wards and Liveries. His marriage would become a commodity to be bought or sold like property by Sir William Cecil, Master of the Court of Wards. With Earl John’s death, the Hastings marriage deal was effectively over …. The love’s labor that de Vere had lost was not just Mary Hastings or her sister Elizabeth. It was also an entire alternate universe wherein de Vere had remained the master of his own fate into his young adulthood.7



So much for canon law! After the untimely death of his father, being “master of his own fate” was something that Oxford rarely experienced.

Upon reaching the age of twenty-one, Oxford was contracted in marriage to Anne Cecil, the teenage daughter of William Cecil. In an entry in his diary, Cecil noted prosaically that “the Erle of Oxford declared to the Queens Majesty at Hampton-court his Desyre to match with my Daughter Anne: whereto the Queen assented.”8 While on the surface, it appeared as though Oxford was giving his consent to the marriage, there was much more to the story. By this time, Oxford was already strapped financially. As recorded in correspondence of the Spanish embassy, if Oxford married Anne, her father promised his future son-in-law a substantial dowry of £15,000, or roughly four to six million dollars today.9 Apparently, Oxford caved in due to his expectation of financial solvency with the promise of the dowry from Cecil, who eventually reneged on the payment. As noted by historian Lawrence Stone, William Cecil was “a guardian to whom waste and imprudence were deeply horrifying,” and “many of his charges had both disliked him and gone bad.”10 But, surely, one of the reasons that the young men had “gone bad” was because they were being exploited. There is evidence suggesting that Oxford was not enthusiastic about the marriage to Anne, as the initial date of the wedding had to be postponed when Oxford had apparently fled the scene.

If the character of Bertram in All’s Well That Ends Well is any reflection of young Oxford’s life, there was probably an aversion to marrying the young girl with whom he had been raised in the same household. It is also likely that for years, the relationship was not consummated. Could he somehow get out of the marriage? As observed by Anderson:


According to sixteenth-century English law, at least, if either the groom or the bride could claim that they did not give their “free and unforced consent,” the marriage could later be dissolved. Annulment was also technically available for any couple who did not consummate their marriage for two years after the wedding—or three years if the groom or bride left the country.11



Oxford never pursued a legal annulment of the marriage to Anne Cecil. But he chose to live apart from her when he harbored doubts about the legitimacy of the baby girl delivered by Anne on July 2, 1575, at a time when he was travelling unaccompanied by his wife on the European continent. Oxford was humiliated with the gossip surrounding the legitimacy of the child. One story luridly described that the uncertainty about the baby’s paternity was because Oxford was tricked into sleeping with his wife, whom he believed was his mistress, which is the same “bed trick” devised by the Duke to teach a lesson to Angelo in Measure for Measure.

After the birth of what he initially suspected was an illegitimate daughter, Oxford cut off ties with the Cecils and became estranged from his wife for the next five years. It was during this period that Oxford impregnated Anne Vavasour and was summarily placed in the Tower. According to instructions from the Queen, Oxford could be released from prison, but he was to remain under house arrest with the stipulation that the full restoration of his liberty would be not be granted “before he hath been dealt withal for his wife.”12 To regain his full “liberty,” he subsequently reconciled with Anne Cecil, but he never recovered his loss of stature at the court. By the time he was in his thirties, this proud nobleman had not experienced much in the way of free will when it came to the major decisions of his personal life. In his studies, he was engaged in the limitless potentialities for the human mind and spirit. And yet, an overwhelming check had been placed on his life personally by Elizabeth I. It was the Queen’s word that first authorized the marriage, and it was the Queen’s word that kept Oxford committed in holy matrimony to Anne Cecil.

A close study of Measure for Measure reveals uncanny parallels with the life experiences of Oxford, leading to his incarceration in the Tower of London and his subsequent mandated reconciliation with his wife. It is clear that the tacit rules for Elizabeth’s courtiers were draconian in nature and were making a mockery of canon law. Oxford surely experienced a feeling of claustrophobia in the stultifying confines of court life, as apparent in his numerous attempts to flee the country. This claustrophobia is vividly evoked in the world of Vienna in the play. Even the ruler feels that he needs to take a break. A key to unlocking the meaning of this play is to recognize that the doctrinaire precepts of the court were being satirized in the extreme rules of conduct portrayed in Measure for Measure.
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In Gregory Doran’s 2019 production of Measure for Measure at the RSC, Claudio (James Cooney) is publicly shamed and led away in shackles.13 But there are details in the play suggesting that he would never leave Juliet in the way that Angelo discarded Mariana when problems with a dowry arose. Angelo’s deputy Escalus points out that Claudio had “a very noble father” (II, i), and Mistress Overdone claims that one Claudio is “worth five thousand” (I, ii) other men in Vienna. The disguised Duke observes that Claudio “most willingly humbles himself to the determination of the law.” (III, ii) If the clientele of Mistress Overdone’s establishment is any indication, the community of Vienna would be rapidly depopulated under Angelo’s severe application of the law. Pompey is more blunt when he poses this question to Escalus: “Does your worship mean to geld and splay all the youth of the city?” (II, i) It could be argued that Claudio loses points for exploring the possibility that Isabella might save his

















































OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Table of Contents



		A Brief Case Study



		I. The Road to the Tower



		II. Literary Sources



		III. Dating the Play



		IV. Production History



		V. Laying Down the Law: Elizabeth’s Authoritarian World



		VI. Isabella the Ice Queen



		VII. “The Duke of Dark Corners”



		VIII. “Hold Therefore, Angelo”!



		IX: Mariana of the Moated Grange



		X: The Underworld of Vienna



		XI: Conclusion: The Uses and Abuses of Power













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Shakespeare’s

Measure for Measure

No One is Above the Law ...
Except for Those in Power

A Brief Case Study

..
o

JAMES NORWOOD





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
4. . New Generation Publishing





