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A BRIEF VIEW OF THE PLAY

The Most Troublesome Raigne and Most Lamentable Tragedie of the Tories, with its persistent catastrophes and failures, penetrating exploration of greed and incompetence, and relentlessly self-referential style, is a play like no other. It stands apart from the rest of the Shakespeare output as his only self-satirising tragicomedy, and one that speaks directly to the twenty-first century.

Along with Cardenio and Love’s Labour’s Won, The Tragedie was presumed lost to time, until a battered quarto fell out of the back of a copy of How Green Was My Valley in a bookshop in Aberteifi, west Wales, in 1939. The fact that this isn’t the most interesting thing about the play is testament to its significance.

While The Tragedie of the Tories is firmly rooted in Jacobean culture, it seems to have held a prophetic hand to the fevered forehead of the future.

Academic consensus tells us that the play was likely written at the end of 1607, marking the culmination of Shakespeare’s gilded era, and leading us into his late romances. However, there is some divergence of opinion, with scholars at both MIT and Lampeter arguing that in the Act V Scene 5 discovery of Cameron by Sunak in his Shepherd’s Hut, Shakespeare was not anticipating The Winter’s Tale, but echoing it. This would then move the date to 1611.

Henry Morris, the editor who has studied The Tragedie more closely than any other, approaches the text through its most important contexts: theatricality, the language and its unflinching exploration of the venal. ‘It almost goes without saying that the most remarkable thing about this play is Shakespeare’s willingness to borrow from himself.’

If anyone else did this it would be called plagiarising, but because Shakespeare is mugging himself, it is fine. Kenneth Tynan famously described it as ‘a best of that which wouldn’t be out of place in the Channel 5 Christmas schedules’, while, upon the formation of David Cameron’s first government in 2010, Charlotte Rampling called it an ‘astonishingly prescient vision of the exact chronology of early twenty-first-century UK politics’.

The narrative follows the Tories’ descent from their alleged heights of Bullingdon Conservativism – that aggregation of Etonian-educated parasites presumed born to rule – to the depths of Red Wall nativism in which verse and earthy, comic prose are deployed with such agility you could be forgiven for thinking you are in the hands of a high D, possibly low C grade A-level student.

The Tragedie was Laurence Olivier’s least favourite play. With its five anti-heroes and a seemingly inexhaustible cast of grotesques, Olivier wryly referred to it as ‘attritional’ and wondered ‘how many penny groundlings made it to the interval’. According to Melvyn Bragg, on the other hand, the play is more helpfully approached as a proto-Brechtian enigma. ‘By placing no likeable characters on the stage at any point, Shakespeare invites the audience to do something I haven’t seen happen since Triangle: to root for themselves.’

Much has been written about prophecy and the protagonists’ names. Cameron, May, Johnson, Truss and Sunak are all future rulers of the United Kingdom. This external analogue of the Widdecombes’ prediction of future rulers inside the play raises the tantalising question: was Shakespeare supernaturally gifted? Or is the answer more prosaic; might this extraordinary coincidence be explained by laws of probability? It is said that a monkey hitting a typewriter at random for an infinite amount of time will eventually produce the works of Shakespeare. So, statistically, should it be surprising that letting a mind as big as Shakespeare’s loose on his own ideas might result in him producing the Complete Works of Shakespeare?*

In which case, we should raise our eyebrows no higher than those of Bernard Ingham to accept that Shakespeare not only anticipated the names, but also the subterfuges, ploys, tricks and betrayals of these political characters. Human weakness, as manifested in furious self-advancement, greed and the pursuit of power for its own sake, is timeless. There is nothing new in the inanity of the sociopath and this is exemplified in the limited emotional and intellectual range of Shakespeare’s Conservative characters. For these people, the accumulation of wealth, and the adrenaline of playing outside the rules, really is as good as it gets.

Shakespeare understood that the Tory’s defining characteristic is his absence of imagination. Examples are the inability to grasp the intrinsic value of education on its own terms, the price paid for leaving a mutually beneficial union of your neighbours, or how many people will die if you fail to take timely action when threatened with a pandemic. When the closest thing they have to creative thought is only ever deployed in pursuit of wealth, it is cause for sympathy. Thus, when he finds that these stunted people can never experience wonder for its own sake, whether at the eternity of the heavens, a perplexing mathematical problem or the beguiling song of the blackbird, he invites us to pity the unpitiable.

It has been argued that the loss of The Tragedie of the Tories for so long made it inevitable its predictions would come to fruition. While this makes no sense, it does sound like the sort of thing an academic might say. It has also been argued that the events of the play have been repeated in real time, precisely because of the play’s discovery. As Boris Johnson says in Act III Scene 3:

History’s first law? I’m doomed to repeat it.

The character of Liz Truss has set challenges in performance. In 1997 Benedict Nightingale described Emma Thompson’s portrayal (RSC) as ‘the raving fever dream of an actress who has got too big for her boots and hasn’t understood the assignment’. Of Franco Zeffirelli’s 1962 film, Bamber Gascoigne declared her as ‘clearly meant to fill the supernatural vacuum left behind by the Widdecombes upon Johnson’s demise. Tippi Hedren’s decision to play her straight is as fanciful as it was naïve. Such a woman could never become a prime minister, and therefore Truss is no cautionary tale, but a gratuitous embellishment that echoes Titus more than Hamlet.’

The fact, therefore, that Shakespeare’s stark warning went unheeded, and that a woman matching Truss in both name and inanity went on to become prime minister and crash the UK economy, is a dark lesson for us all. And as we have just learnt, one we will ignore.

Shakespeare, while inviting compassion, held these portentous Tories in the highest disdain. In doing so, he remains, as ever, our contemporary.










DRAMATIS PERSONÆ
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DAVID CAMERON, first leader of the Conservative Party

THERESA MAY, second leader of the Conservative Party

BORIS JOHNSON, third leader of the Conservative Party

LIZ TRUSS, fourth leader of the Conservative Party

RISHI SUNAK, fifth leader of the Conservative Party

DOMINIC CUMMINGS, a once-in-a-generation thinker

LEE CAIN, his sidekick

OLIVER LETWIN, Cameron’s muse

DOMINIC RAAB, the hero of Kabul

JEREMY HUNT, luxury flat enthusiast

MICHAEL GOVE, a bivalve mollusc

JACOB REES-MOGG, an unserious person

MATTHEW HANCOCK, a parkour champion

OLIVER DOWDEN, a poltroon

PRITI PATEL, a dreadful person

SUELLA BRAVERMAN, a more dreadful person

ROBERT JENRICK, the pornographer’s planning consultant

GRANT SHAPPS, MICHAEL GREEN, CORINNE STOCKHEATH, SEBASTIAN FOX, themselves

THÉRÈSE COFFEY, a volunteer abattoir worker

KWASI KWARTENG, Truss’s muse

BEN BRADLEY, fodder

CHARLES WALKER, a milkman

ALEX STAFFORD, WENDY MORTON, MARK SPENCER, whips

GAVIN WILLIAMSON, has a whip

JAKE BERRY, thinks you should get a better job

MICHELLE DONELAN, taxpayer-funded defamer

PHILIP MAY, in love with THERESA MAY

CARRIE SYMONDS, in love with BORIS JOHNSON

NADINE DORRIES, really in love with BORIS JOHNSON

MAX HASTINGS, not in love with BORIS JOHNSON

ALLEGRA STRATTON, didn’t get drunk with BORIS JOHNSON

NIMCO ALI, exempt from Covid restrictions

SIMON CASE, too ill to testify

DAVID FROST, once negotiated an extra sausage from a Ramada Inn buffet

JOHN BERCOW, the Speaker of the House

GRAHAM BRADY, the chair of the 1922 Committee

WILLIAM WRAGG, honey-trap victim

PHILIP HAMMOND, KEN CLARKE, AMBER RUDD, ANNA SOUBRY, DAVID GAUKE, RORY STEWART, NICHOLAS SOAMES, the Remainers

MARK FRANCOIS, DESMOND SWAYNE, STEVE BAKER, ANDREA LEADSOM, MICHAEL FABRICANT, the ERG

MARCUS RASHFORD, an effective politician

CHRIS WHITTY, a scientist

FRANÇOIS HOLLANDE, foreign

JEAN-CLAUDE JUNCKER, foreign

MICHEL BARNIER, foreign

DONALD TUSK, foreign

ANGELA MERKEL, foreign

URSULA VON DER LEYEN, foreign

BUREAUCRATS, unelected faceless ones, foreign

LAURA KUENSSBERG, NICK ROBINSON, ROBERT PESTON, EMILY MAITLIS, FIONA BRUCE, CAROLE MALONE, ALLISON PEARSON, HARRY COLE, NICK FERRARI, journalists

NIGEL FARAGE, grift horse

TOMMY ROBINSON, prodigal scum

ED MILIBAND, a leader of the opposition

JEREMY CORBYN, a leader of the opposition

KEIR STARMER, a leader of the opposition

SADIQ KHAN, the Mayor of London

LEE ANDERSON, the miner

MIRIAM CATES, the evangelical

NICK FLETCHER, the mediocre regional businessman

JONATHAN GULLIS, the PG Tips advert extra

BRENDAN CLARKE-SMITH, the supply teacher

MARK JENKINSON, the defender of statues

ANDREA JENKYNS, the finger-flicking yob

GREG HANDS, poor-man’s Gordon Brittas

TICEANIA, queen of the Reform fairies

ISABEL OAKESHOTT, a fairy

LANCE FORMAN, a fairy

BEN HABIB, a fairy

DAVID BULL, a fairy

JUNE MUMMERY, a fairy

RED WALL, BORDER FORCE, ILLEGAL, characters in the Interlude performed by the clowns

STEVE BANNON, death

WIDDECOMBES, the Weïrd Sisters

THREE APPARITIONS OF CHRIS PINCHER, EVGENY LEBEDEV, A CHILD CROWNED WITH A BORIS HAIRDO

GHOSTS OF EDWARD HEATH, JOHN MAJOR, MRS THATCHER, TONY BLAIR, GORDON BROWN, NICK CLEGG

DOCTORS, NURSES, YOUNG TORIES, RIOTERS, POLICE, MESSENGERS, SPADS, AIDES, TV PRODUCER, GRAVEDIGGERS, others attending on senior Tories

CHORUS








ACT I

PROLOGUE

Enter CHORUS.

CHORUS

O, for a muse of fire that would ascend

The brightest heaven of pretention!

A kingdom for a stage, Tories to act,

Oligarchs to behold the swelling scene!

Then should the spamlike Cameron, himself,

Assume the sport of Tsars, and at his heels,

Leashed in like hounds, Sunak, Johnson, May, Truss

Crouch for employment. But pardon, voters all,

The cheap mulleted author that hath dared

On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth

So great an object. Can this hardback hold

The ghastly Westminster? Or may we cram

Within this dust jacket the very casques

That did affright the air at Downing Street?

O pardon, since a crookèd figure may

Attest in little place a million,

And let us, ciphers to this great account,

On your imaginary forces work.

Suppose within the girdle of these covers

Are now confined two Tory dynasties,

Whose high uprearèd and abutting fronts

The perilous narrow Brexit votes asunder.

Midst cold pensioners and warm horses, think:

Lies, incompetence, corruption and death,

For ’tis your thoughts that now must deck these

crooks,

Carry them here and there, jumping o’er times,

Turning th’ accomplishment of fourteen years

Into an hourglass; for the which supply,

Admit me chorus to this history,

Who, prologue-like, your humble patience pray

Gently to hear, kindly to judge this play.

SCENE I

An open Place.

Thunder and lightning. Enter three WIDDECOMBES.

FIRST WIDDECOMBE

When shall we three meet again

Big Brother, Strictly, Question Time?

SECOND WIDDECOMBE

When Sky News’ Kay Burley’s on,

When the battle’s lost and won.

THIRD WIDDECOMBE

We’ll see it on the News at One.

FIRST WIDDECOMBE

Where the place?

SECOND WIDDECOMBE

On Hampstead Heath.

THIRD WIDDECOMBE

There to meet with Johnson.

FIRST WIDDECOMBE

I come, grey Larry!

SECOND WIDDECOMBE

Money calls.

Havoc calls.

THIRD WIDDECOMBE

Anon.

ALL

Fair is foul and foul is fair

Hover through the fog and filthy air.

SCENE II

An air crash in a field in Kent.

Enter NIGEL FARAGE, a PARAMEDIC and a PILOT.

NIGEL FARAGE

What country, friend, is this?

PARAMEDIC

It’s an ambulance, Nigel.

NIGEL FARAGE

And what should I do in an ambulance?

My career rests on winning South Thanet.

Perchance we may still reach the Polling Station?

PARAMEDIC

It is perchance that you yourself were sav’d.

NIGEL FARAGE

O my poor career! and so perchance may it be.

PARAMEDIC

True, Nigel: and, to comfort you with chance,

Assure yourself, after your plane did split,

When you, and that poor pilot sav’d with you,

Fell from the diving flight, the Border Force,

Most provident in peril, by myself

Were rung.

NIGEL FARAGE

For saying so, there’s gold:

Mine own escape unfoldeth to my hope,

Whereto thy speech serves for reassurance,

Know’st thou this election day’s result?

PARAMEDIC

Ay, Nigel, well; for I was following

To the rolling cov’rage on the BBC.

NIGEL FARAGE

Who governs now?

PARAMEDIC

An oily chap, in nature as in name.

NIGEL FARAGE

What is his name?

PARAMEDIC

Call him Dave.

NIGEL FARAGE

’Tis Cameron we have pinned Brexit on!

He has a majority?

PARAMEDIC

And so it seemed or did ’til very late;

For but an hour ago I turned it off,

And blue-lightèd to your crash – as, you know,

What exit polls tell, the rest prattle of –

But it did seem he’d won it fair and square.

NIGEL FARAGE

What news.

PARAMEDIC

And intriguing too, the longer went the count

The more the Europe question: – leaving it

The which we might regain Britain’s sovereignty –

Was foregrounded; and through this dear game,

They say, Dave hath destroyed the Lib Dems

And Labour too.

NIGEL FARAGE

Presently, I must to the BBC.

My hatred undelivered to the world,

Till I had made them think what a good fellow

This xenophobe is.

PARAMEDIC

That were hard to compass,

Because they will admit no kind of suit,

Not balanced.

NIGEL FARAGE

Trust me, I’ll play them for fools.

There is a fair behaviour in thee, ’medic;

And though that nature with you NHS staff

Doth oft close in pollution, yet of thee

I will believe thou hast a mind that suits

A proud and patriotic character.

PARAMEDIC

Good, because you need sutures. Fifty-two.

NIGEL FARAGE

I prithee, and I’ll pay thee bounteously,

Recover me what I am, then call the Beeb:

Thou shalt present me as tenable to them;

It may be worth thy pains, for I can sing

And speak to them in many sorts of music

That will allow me very worth their service.

What else may hap, to time I will commit;

Only shape thou silence to my wit.

PARAMEDIC

Be they your soft marks, and your mute I’ll be;

When my tongue blabs, then let mine eyes not see.

NIGEL FARAGE

I thank thee; sew me up.                                             Exeunt.

SCENE III

Westminster.

Enter DAVID CAMERON, the Prime Minister, solus.

DAVID CAMERON

Now is the winter of our discontent

Made glorious summer by The Sun’s News Corp;

And all the clouds that lour’d upon our house

In the deep bosom of Levinson are buried.

Now are our brows bound with victorious wreaths;

Our hackèd phones hung up by columnists;

Our negative campaign has Labour deposed,

Our Lib Dem partners all now unseated.

Grim-visaged Murdoch soothes with tabloid font;

And now, instead of mounting barbed leads

To taint the souls of fearful adversaries,

We caper’d nimbly by Ed’s renownèd Stone,

To the pleasant sound of bacon sarnie gaffes.

But I, that incline to austerity,

Nor bothered to support a fragile working class;

I, that am roundly flanked by these Bullingdon sons,

Now cozy up to my Eurosceptic fringe.

I, that was blessed of this Rupert’s backing,

Cheating your future by dissembling nature,

Entitled, indifferent, Etonian true,

Born to reign, breeding pure, rare elite pup.

And thus, so pervasively out of touch,

That babies cry as I halt to kiss them;

Why, I, with mandate for this time of peace,

Have no delight to pass away the time,

Unless to see my shadow in The Sun.

Descanting on mine known indifference:

And therefore, since I cannot find a reason

To entertain more fair untroubled days,

I determined am to fix the Tories

And sate the sectist Brexit devotees.

Plans have I laid, to Brussels will I go,

There to renegotiate England’s place.

To set the forbearing and the right wing

In deadly spite the one against the other:

And if the hopeful be as true and just

As they are subtle, false and treacherous,

This day should England be divided up,

About referendum, which says we;

Of optimism’s heir shall soon be free.

Dive, thoughts, down to Wapping: here

Red Ed comes.

Enter ED MILIBAND, guarded by KEIR STARMER.

Brother, good day. What means this armed guard

That waits upon your Grace?

ED MILIBAND

Our membership,

Tend’ring my person’s safety, hath appointed

This conduct to convey me to the Tower.

DAVID CAMERON

Upon what cause?

ED MILIBAND

Because my name is Ed.

DAVID CAMERON

Alack, my lord, that fault is none of yours.

Do they seize Murphy and Van Halen too?

Or, belike the membership hath some intent

That you should be new-christened in the Tower.

But what’s the reason, Edward? May I know?

ED MILIBAND

Yea, young Dave, when I know, for I protest

I do not. As I can learn, Team Corbyn

Does hearken after prophecies and dreams,

And from the cross-row plucks the letter E,

And says a wizard told them that by ‘E’

The movement disinherited should be.

And for my name of Ed begins with E,

It follows in their thought that I am he.

These, as I learn, and such like toys as these,

Hath moved the members to depose me now.

DAVID CAMERON

This it is when men are by Momentum ruled.

’Tis not members that send you to the Tower;

But the syndicalists, Edward, ’tis they

That temper him to this extremity.

The Liberal Democrats did of late,

For failure, send Clegg to San Francisco

From whence this present day he is delivered,

By Facebook. So do not be sad, Miliband.

Your future in data harvests might land.

ED MILBAND

By heaven, I think there is none more sure

Than Zuckerberg’s kindred, whose tech

start-ups

Do thrive in Valleys made of Silicon.

Heard you not what an humble suppliant

Young Nick was to him for delivery?

DAVID CAMERON

Humbly appealing to his deity

Got my ex-Deputy his liberty.

But tell you what: I think it is the way,

That you should with Jeremy keep on side.

To be his man and draw your salary.

Ere jealous o’erworn Euroscepticism,

That for my career I risk our realm’s fate,

Brings mighty problems to the polity.

KEIR STARMER

I beseech your Graces both to pardon me.

But Seumas Milne hath straitly given in charge

That no man shall have private conference,

Of what degree soever, with this comrade.

DAVID CAMERON

E’en so; an it please your worship, Sir Keir,

You may partake of anything we, the

The natural party of government, say.

And we say that Ed ran a campaign bland.

One which lost to our negativity.

Yes, hoodies I hugged and gays I let wed

But arrant nationalism returned us,

Unshackled from our Lib Dem albatross.

How say you, Keir? Can you deny all this?

KEIR STARMER

With this, my lord, myself have naught to do.

DAVID CAMERON

Naught to do with politics? I tell thee, fellow,

He that doth naught else but keep his head down

Inclines to make plots secretly, alone.

KEIR STARMER

I know not what statecraft implies your Grace,

And withal, forbear your conference with Miliband.

ED MILIBAND

I know thy charge, Keir Starmer, and will obey.

DAVID CAMERON

We are the Queen’s abjects and must obey.

Red Ed, farewell. I will unto the Queen,

And beseech her to form a government.

Then referendum I’ll call. In or out

I will perform it to enfranchise few

Bar my own prospects, and CCHQ.

ED MILIBAND

I know. It pleaseth neither of us well.

DAVID CAMERON

Well, your imprisonment shall not be long.

I will deliver Remain just for you.

Have patience.

ED MILIBAND

I must perforce. Farewell, Dave.

Exeunt MILIBAND, STARMER and GUARD.

DAVID CAMERON

Go tread the path that thou shalt ne’er return.

Oh simple, stupid Ed, I
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