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The Last Play
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1613

 


Back in
temporary accommodation. He hated inns, and he hated short-term
rooms. If he were likely to visit London at three-month intervals –
it was three months since his book trunks went to Stratford, which
made the move official – how about he buy? Rent out, and reserve
himself a room? He had lodged happily for ten years on Silver
Street: quiet neighbourhood, away from writers and most people he
knew, with a cross-town walk and a wherry ride to the playhouse. By
the time he reached an inkwell, either end of that journey, he had
hammered down his lines and his quill flew. People mistook, and so
he gained a legend for spontaneous facility.

Windily he
sighed to the sticks of furniture, and on a thought lifted his hand
in the air. He twirled a finger, the way Burbage had twirled his as
Prospero to call his airy spirit. Not Ariel, but a maid now stood
before him: a serious-faced young maid in Grecian dress, cut brief
as suits an Amazon. The costume displayed a boy actor’s legs, but
they were probably right on her. This try, he was determined to
write real Amazons – the first Amazons in English, with apologies
to Master Chaucer from whom he took her, and none whatsoever to his
own Midsummer’s Night, where Hippolyta might have been from
Putney.

In Acts One and
Five, at least. Without ado he launched his complaint at her. “I
have just seen Act Two of Fletcher’s, and much of his Act Four.
Emilia, you are to be the most ill-sorted creature graced a stage
since my half-fish Caliban. In Act One I have you grave of
temperament and committed to a single life; the next we see of you,
is wanton flowers and patter anticipatory of husbands. My Emily is
not merry. As for Act Four, from a flirt you have progressed to
inconstant, and the reason you cannot choose between the rival
knights is that you are giddy with the sight of either’s charms. So
much for our hymn to chaste Diana. So much for our speech in Five
where you try to weigh the two and refuse, again, refuse to choose,
fine knights that they are, because, as you told your sister in Act
One, you have no womanly favour to give. Not to a man.”

His imaginary
Grecian spoke to him. “I am consistent, then – across your Acts One
and Five. I stick to my No, which is a hard word for a woman.”


“Collaboration.” He shook his fists in the air, in a comedy of
Shylock. “Blessed be its name.”

“If you are too
lazy to offer Acts Two, Three and Four…”

“Oh, my
creations join the ranks against me. I have withdrawn my services,
and I don’t know why I agreed to shake my weary pen for them, once
more.”

“I thought you
had a distinct motive, Shakespeare,” said the figment, and almost
in a wink bent towards his person. “Indeed, I spy that motive up
your sleeve. Look where you wear my love speech: On your sleeve.”
Then she turned stern with him. “It was meant to be laid on the
table at the tavern this afternoon, and gone in with the slips that
Fletcher must stitch into a play. I thought my love speech was to
be your last word.”

Shakespeare
made excuses – to himself, to his Amazon maid. It is less eccentric
to talk aloud to yourself when you are a playwright and your
characters talk back. “If it had been just Fletcher. But no, they
turned up, my fellows in company affairs. My old friends. Never
leave the writers to their work. Can I slap on the table such a
speech, Emilia, to the shrewd scrutiny of eyes concerned for their
theatre venture? In the middle of a quarrel?”

“Call you it a
quarrel?”

“A polite one,
between auld acquaintance, but I know when I am quarrelled with. I
am not so sottish-old and vain that I fail to notice the world has
fallen off from me.”

“The whole
world?” she inquired.

He walked past
her, to the window pane, shut against the night damps of this
dismal street of London. “Is London not the world to me? Let me
quiz you further.” He did not turn. “Who, I ask you, has the right
to quarrel with me if not the King’s Men? It must be five years
since I wrote scenes one can declare stageworthy. I have traded on
my name, but have not delivered a play recognisably by Shakespeare
since Coriolan. The Tempest, at least, was
well-written, for a spectacle without a plot. Others have been
sheer botches.”

“Who said this
to you, Shakespeare?”

“Nobody said
this.” The late-night window was an unflattering mirror, scratched.
“Do you think I cannot interpret the look in their eyes? A look I
have caught, from the corner of mine, for five years. They turned
up, this afternoon, in concern at me. I know they did.”

“Popular
botches,” she commented behind him. “London flocked to
Pericles.”


“Pericles?” He watched himself gurn, like Caliban – half as
ugly. “Doesn’t count as a play.”

“Tell me.” His
Amazon’s voice insisted he pay attention to her – since he had
called her up. “Wherein lies your company’s concern?”

Smartly he
wheeled about. “I am – or was recently – the intellectual property
at Blackfriars. When we purchased Blackfriars with its expensive
indoors seats, we meant to distinguish ourselves from rival
theatres by our quality of play. But mine have not been the
outstanding plays of the season for several seasons past. My fellow
investors gambled on more Lears, more Hamlets, only
with stage effects and music, which Blackfriars can afford. They
got the effects and the music, in such empty scaffolding as
Pericles, exhibitionistly devoid of that deep thought that
had become my trademark and was to stamp esteem on Blackfriars,
where audiences were to go for intellectual spectacle. We lavish
spectacle, in hopes people do not notice the want of
intellect.”

“But are you
not much misunderstood?”

“Oh, the excuse
of every pompous fatuity, the Malvolio excuse.” He flapped a hand
at her. “No, girl, when a play is plainly bad, then bad it is. Bad
plays can amuse. I think they flocked to Pericles to gossip
about Master Shakespeare, how he can botch himself.” His fist
thumped on his doublet. “I am the spectacle.” A flourish to her, a
performer’s bow. He came upright, hands on hips. “I shall not be
missed in London, and I had better leave, properly, while I am not
quite out of business. Know myself a bankrupt.”

“A well-off
one,” she mentioned.

“Yes, yes. When
I am holed up with my wife and family, I’ll have a great number of
rooms. New Place had the most rooms of available houses in
Stratford. I don’t care that it is ugly, like its name. New Place –
I ask you – that is a title on the order of The Two Noble
Kinsmen, whose farcical lack of inspiration I only ever matched
with Two Gentlemen of Verona, in my school days. But I have
invested in privacy. I can afford to eat my dinner upstairs, while
my family are served with much to-do below. Enclosed by walls of
respectability. I’ll be the dullest gentleman in Stratford.” He
scratched at his throat, where the hair crept. “The once I decided
not to be dull turned out a great mistake.”

“A mistake,
Shakespeare? It is sad to hear you say so, of publication of your
Sonnets.”

Of course, she
intuited his thoughts. What else was the point of an interlocutor
of your own invention? “Perhaps every great act is a mistake,”
Shakespeare observed. He sat down at the tiny table. “In spite of
Marlowe’s Tamburlaine who never got comeuppance. Marlowe got
comeuppance for the two of them. To have in me a little finger of
Kit Marlowe’s recklessness I’d trade my skin-sack of caution… in
certain moods. Moods that fail me, almost every time. Except when I
published Sonnets.” He wagged his head. “I mistook my
audience, a disaster for a player. I mistook the king, which so
often in a play is fatal. I thought to catch the salt wave of
belated sonnets: the salty and cynical were in vogue, sonnets on a
comeback. But my insides were too sugary for the fashion, while the
outside that I wrapped them in revolted iron stomachs, screwed up
the eyes of the most jaded reader of salt verse. I mean they were a
misjudgement, Emilia.”

Stepping near,
his person dramatis argued his own case to him, his old case. “You
took the opportunity to go into print with what had been
unprintable. It was the only way to keep your promise to your young
gentleman, of immortality. They are in print, now, and live on.
They can’t be burnt in the home grate when you are dead.” She knelt
in front of him, his earnest Amazon, on her bare boy’s knees. “This
king in his ambiguity did at least make publication thinkable. No,
yours were not perfectly tailored to the fashion. Mostly,
Shakespeare, your Sonnets were too real.”

“Too real? I
wish they were. You mean I did not write of shepherds? I did not
call him Ganymede? Sonnet sequences are understood to be a fantasy
upon a real experience, a dream of the poet’s ‘I’. Mere study-work
is not valued but considered a cheat. Authenticity is prized,
within artificiality. I did exactly as the tradition required me to
do. Except to cast us as shepherds. Is that where I went
wrong?”

“You crossed a
line. An invisible line no doubt, one they cannot point to. They
cannot themselves explain why they are so uneasy. You identify your
‘I’ as a player and suggest your love is of station high above you,
but it is not in these plain matters that their suspicions lie. It
is your success. The situations they cannot believe unreal, for you
do not allow it. The voice, that is as owned and inhabited a voice
as your Hamlet’s. You play the game dangerously. Not only in your
subject, but with those conventions of intimacy – the tease of the
intimate voice, to go with the half-promised, never-delivered
indiscretions as to name and circumstance. You stretch the terms of
that intimacy, Will.”

“By being
me.”

“How
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