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PLAYS FOR A MONEY-GET, MECHANIC AGE


In his An Expostulation with Inigo Jones, Ben Jonson quarrels with Jones about the growing supremacy of scenery and stage effects over the spoken text, in the masques they produced together at court.




Pack with your peddling poetry to the stage,
This is a money-get, mechanic age.





The stage, unlike the court where the masques were held, was a place to go and use your eyes and your ears, a place where language had primacy, where you went to hear a play.


The stages of the Rose and the Globe needed no scenery, that would be conjured by words, words spoken by the actor standing in the centre of a circle of ears. The Swan Theatre in Stratford reproduces just such a relationship between actor and audience: vital, immediate and dangerous.


Since the Swan opened in 1986, we have done many plays from Shakespeare’s time, all Jonson’s major comedies (though none of his tragedies), all the major pays of Marlowe and Webster, as well as plays by Middleton and Ford, Kyd, Tourneur, Heywood and even Shirley and Broome. This season, I have chosen plays with which audiences are likely to be less familiar and which reflect something of the range of the drama of the period, from City Comedy to Revenge Tragedy and much in between.


I’ve included Edward III, recently canonized from the Shakespeare Apocrypha; The Malcontent by the unjustly neglected John Marston (this is his RSC debut); Massinger’s magnificent The Roman Actor (Adrian Noble directed the only other Massinger play we’ve done, A New Way to Pay Old Debts at The Other Place in 1983); Eastward Ho!, a collaboration by Jonson, Marston and George Chapman; and finally, representing the popular genre of travel plays, a discovery, The Island Princess set in the Spice Islands and written by John Fletcher (who collaborated with Shakespeare on Henry VIII or All Is True, which I directed in the Swan in 1996).


This season is unusual not just because of the concentration on these lesser known plays from the repertoire, but because this is the first time we have explored these works with a dedicated ensemble company of 28 actors, who will perform all five plays in close repertoire. The Swan Theatre allows us to achieve this turnover very swiftly.


Though we have often had very large and elaborate scenery in the Swan, it works perfectly well without any; allowing all the flexibility and fluidity of Shakespeare’s theatre. Basically very little set is needed for any of these plays and without much scenery of course we can achieve a much faster turnaround of plays and spend more time rehearsing in the space where we’ll perform. So we have decided to work faster than usual in order to achieve a full repertoire by midsummer. And who knows, perhaps other things will be released by working all together at this pace, a different dynamic, a closer collaborative spirit? These days we are used to discussing character and motivation at length in rehearsal. Neither of these words would have been understood by an actor in Shakespeare’s day. The text was the character. And as far as we can tell there was very little rehearsal at all. Nowadays we are used to letting things cook more slowly in rehearsal, so let’s see what more of a stir-fry mentality can achieve!


It’s a punishing schedule, but our workloads look light in comparison with the actors in Shakespeare’s day. In the 1594-5 season at the Rose Theatre, according to Philip Henslowe’s Diary, the Lord Admiral’s Men performed 38 plays, 21 of which were new! It’s a fascinating statistic and one which reflects the audience’s appetite for drama in that ‘money-get mechanic age’. Jonson’s phrase could well describe our own time, and perhaps begins to suggest why the plays of Shakespeare and his contemporaries echo and resonate so profoundly with our own.


GREGORY DORAN


March 2002




INTRODUCTION


On 1 December 1595, the publisher Cuthbert Burby entered ‘a book entitled Edward the Third and the Black Prince their wars with King John of France’ on the Register of the Stationers’ Company in London; he duly published The Reign of King Edward III the following year in a Quarto edition which forms the basis for the present performing text. Burby published a second Quarto in 1599, which corrects obvious errors but has no independent authority. The title-page of the First Quarto is uncommunicative: it mentions neither an author (or authors) nor the Elizabethan company who performed it, saying merely that ‘it hath been sundry times played about the city of London’. There are no other references to the play during Shakespeare’s lifetime.


Apart from an unreliable reference in a bookseller’s catalogue of 1656, the first suggestion of Shakespearian authorship did not occur until 1760, when Edward Capell included Edward III in a volume preliminary to his complete edition of Shakespeare (1767–8) on the grounds that ‘there was no known writer equal to such a play’ and to allow his readers to form their own opinion about whether the play was by Shakespeare. Those who in the intervening centuries have responded to Capell’s invitation fall into three categories: some flatly deny Shakespeare’s authorship; some believe he wrote the whole play; probably the majority think the play collaborative, with Shakespeare primarily responsible for the episodes concerning Edward’s attempt to seduce the Countess of Salisbury. This view arises from the belief that the Countess scenes are different in kind from the rest of the play. But since the play is in fact all of a piece, as will emerge from the discussion later on, there is no reason why it should not have been conceived and written by a single dramatist.


In its 2002 production, the RSC is presenting Edward III as a play by Shakespeare. Since there is no external evidence for the attribution, the case must depend upon internal evidence. This is of several kinds: the play’s handling of its sources, its style, its structure, and the dramatist’s attitude to the material. Despite its full title, the play understandably deals not with the entire length of Edward III’s reign (1327–77) but with his conquest of France (1340–56), and with his violent passion for a ‘Countess of Salisbury’. It is characteristic of Shakespeare to combine material from several different sources, and Edward III does this, deriving its basic narrative from Jean Froissart’s Chronicle in Lord Berners’ translation of 1523, but incorporating details from Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587) for the military scenes and from William Painter’s Palace of Pleasure (1575) for the Countess ones. As in Shakespeare’s histories, widely separated historical events, the battles of Sluys (1340), Crécy (1346), and Poitiers (1356), are brought together in a continuous dramatic sequence, and the first of these takes place after the Countess scenes rather than before, as in Froissart, so that the scenes of sexual intrigue are concluded before the military ones begin.


As far as style is concerned, it is not surprising that a play which shows the use of poetic language to further a dishonest love-suit should have verbal links with Love’s Labour’s Lost and Shakespeare’s Sonnets, both much concerned with the appropriate ways for lovers to express truthfully what they feel. Edward III has in fact one line in common with Sonnet 94 – ‘Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds’ – and it occurs in a speech that contains some other lines that seem particularly Shakespearian:




An evil deed done by authority
Is sin and subornation; deck an ape
In tissue, and the beauty of the robe
Adds but the greater scorn unto the beast.





(Scene 3, lines 443–6)




The play these lines evoke, however, is not one of the earlier works, but Measure for Measure (c. 1603):




man, proud man,


Dressed in a little brief authority,
Most ignorant of what he’s most assured,
His glassy essence, like an angry ape
Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven
As makes the angels weep ...





(2.2.120–5)




The situations are, of course, similar: in each case a figure of authority (Edward, Angelo) abuses that authority in an attempt to corrupt a virtuous woman (the Countess, Isabella). Even so, the vivid phrasing and the pungent rhythm of the lines from Edward III seem not only Shakespearian, but maturely Shakespearian – so much so, indeed, that if they did not occur in a text published in 1596, one might suspect that they were a later addition.


Measure for Measure is anticipated in another striking speech. Outnumbered by the French before the battle of Poitiers, the Black Prince asks his mentor Audley for counsel in ‘this perilous time’. Audley replies:




To die is all as common as to live;
The one in choice the other holds in chase,
For from the instant we begin to live,
We do pursue and hunt the time to die. ...
If then we hunt for death, why do we fear it?
If we fear it, why do we follow it?
If we do follow it, how can we shun it?





(Scene 12, lines 133–42)




The tone here is close to the Duke’s in Measure for Measure as he counsels Claudio, another youth faced with death, to accept it –




Merely thou art death’s fool,


For him thou labour’st by thy flight to shun,
And yet runn’st toward him still –





and to Claudio’s reply:




To sue to live, I find I seek to die,


And seeking death, find life. Let it come on.





(3.1.11–43)




Edward III connects with Shakespeare’s work in matters of structure as well as language. In dramatizing ‘Edward the Third and the Black Prince their wars with King John of France’, the play shows events on the world stage in terms of personalities, as often in Shakespeare’s undisputed work. This is why the Countess scenes are so important, and so integral. Far from being disconnected elements indicative of divided authorship, Edward’s obsession with the Countess and his conquest of France are inter-related. Edward himself puts it concisely:




Shall the large limit of fair Brittany
By me be overthrown, and shall I not
Master this little mansion of myself?





(Scene 4, lines 92–4)




It is the sight of his son, the Black Prince, that prompts this self-analysis; and Edward’s relationship with these two characters governs the structure of the play: he is set against the Countess in the first half, against his son in the second. If he learns to ‘master’ himself in the Countess episode, it is a lesson insecurely learnt, since he still needs another woman, his wife Queen Philippa, to persuade him to temper his fury against the citizens of Calais in the final scene. As for his relationship with his son, Edward’s military ruthlessness, as in his refusal to let anyone help his son at Crécy, is juxtaposed with the chivalric ritual of the Black Prince’s formal arming; later, the Prince’s genuine heroism at Poitiers, indignantly refusing the French heralds’ temptations to yield despite the odds, is contrasted with his father’s threatened brutality to Calais; and the Prince’s willingness to ask for advice from Audley in the scene already quoted perhaps hints at a psychological need that his father may not be able to supply.


This principal structural balance is supported by another. It concerns the keeping or breaking of oaths. In the first half of the play, Edward attempts to use oaths extorted from the Countess and her father Warwick in order to force the Countess to yield to him. The seriousness of oath-taking is spelt out:




King What wilt thou say to one that breaks an oath?


Warwick         That he hath broke his faith with God and man 
And from them both stands excommunicate.





(Scene 3, lines 331–3)


In the second half, much is made of an episode in which oaths are taken by the Dauphin and his friend Villiers to guarantee safe conduct to one of the English lords. The French king attempts unsuccessfully to force them to break their oaths. The dramatist departs from the chronicle source here in order to make the English lord concerned the Earl of Salisbury – presumably the Countess’s husband. In this way, wife and husband are put into parallel dangerous situations, both involving the keeping or breaking of oaths, an excellent example of the tight organization of the play and how it binds the two halves, which might be called the sexual and the military, together. The seriousness of oaths is a recurrent Shakespearian preoccupation. It occurs frequently in the conflicting loyalties of the histories, notably in 2 Henry VI where another Earl of Salisbury finds it necessary, and embarrassing, to justify breaking his oath to Henry VI in supporting the house of York. It is even more central to Love’s Labour’s Lost: if the lords can so easily break the oaths to study that they took at the start of the play, how can the ladies take seriously their vows of love? The entire action of Love’s Labour’s Lost, and especially its sombre ending, hinges on the binding quality of the initial oath.
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