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A Note on Quoting the Plays





Quotations from Shakespeare’s plays – with the exception of King Lear – are cited from David Bevington, ed., The Complete Works of Shakespeare (6th edn, New York, 2008). For King Lear I quote from Stanley Wells’s edition, based on a text prepared by Gary Taylor (Oxford, 2000), that derives from the 1608 quarto and so is closer to what was staged in 1606 (and is divided into twenty-four scenes, rather than five acts). Like almost all recent editors, Bevington and Wells modernise Shakespeare’s spelling and punctuation; I’ve done the same with the words of Shakespeare’s contemporaries throughout the book.
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Prologue: 5 January 1606





On the evening of 5 January 1606, the first Sunday of the new year, six hundred or so of the nation’s elite made their way through London’s dark streets to the Banqueting House at Whitehall Palace. The route westward from the City, leading past Charing Cross and skirting St James’s Park, was for most of them a familiar one. Many had already visited Whitehall over a half-dozen times since Christmas, the third under King James, who had called for eighteen plays to be staged there this holiday season, ten of them by Shakespeare’s company. They took their places according to their status in the seats arranged on stepped scaffolds along three sides of the large hall, while the Lord Chamberlain, white staff in hand, ensured that no gate-crashers were admitted nor anyone seated in an area above his or her proper station. King James himself sat centrally on a raised platform of state facing the stage, surrounded by his closest entourage, his every gesture scrutinised, rivalling the performers for the crowd’s attention.


This evening’s entertainment was more eagerly anticipated than any play. They were gathered at the old Banqueting House to witness a dramatic form with which conventional tragedies and comedies now struggled to compete: a court masque. With their dazzling staging, elegant verse, gorgeous costumes, concert-quality music and choreographed dancing – overseen by some of the most talented artists in the land – masques under the new king were beyond extravagant, costing an unbelievable sum of £3,000 or more for a single performance. To put that in perspective, it would cost the crown little more than £100 to stage all ten of the plays Shakespeare’s company performed at court this Christmas season.


The actors in this evening’s masque, aside from a few professionals drawn from Shakespeare’s company, were prominent lords – and ladies too. The entertainment thus offered the added frisson of watching women perform, for while they were forbidden to appear on London’s public stages, where their parts were played by teenage boys, that restriction didn’t apply to court masques. Those lucky enough to be admitted to the Banqueting House saw young noblewomen perform their parts in breathtaking outfits designed by Inigo Jones, bedecked in jewels (one onlooker reported that ‘I think they hired and borrowed all the principal jewels and ropes of pearl both in court and city’). For many of these women, some of whom had commemorative paintings done of them wearing these costumes, this chance to perform in public would be one of the highlights of their highly constrained lives.


The building in which they performed was perhaps the only disappointment. Back in 1582, when the Duc d’Alençon had come courting, Queen Elizabeth had ordered that a temporary  Banqueting House be constructed in time for his reception. From a distance the large building, ‘a long square, 332 foot in measure about’, looked imposing, constructed of stone blocks with mortared joints. But as visitors approached they would have seen that trompe l’œil painting disguised what was actually a flimsy structure, built of great wooden masts forty feet high covered with painted canvas. As the years passed, Elizabeth saw no reason to waste money replacing it with something more permanent, and by the time that James succeeded her, the temporary frame that had stood for a quarter-century was in disrepair.


Shakespeare knew the old venue well and had played there fourteen months earlier on 1 November 1604, when his last Elizabethan tragedy, Othello, had had its court debut. Over the years he had performed often at Whitehall and would have recognised many of those in attendance. We can tell from the impact this masque had on his subsequent work that Shakespeare had secured for himself a place in the room that January evening. There probably wasn’t a better vantage point for measuring the chasm between the self-congratulatory political fantasy enacted in the masque and the troubled national mood outside the grounds of James’s palace. Insofar as most of his plays depict flawed rulers and their courts, he may have been as intent on observing the scene playing out before him as he was on viewing the masque itself.


The new king hated the old building; it was one more vestige of the Tudor past to be swept away. A few months after this masque was staged James commanded that it be pulled down and a more permanent, ‘strong and stately’ stone edifice, befitting a Stuart dynasty, be built on the site. In the short term, while there was little he could do about its rotting frame, James could at least replace Elizabeth’s unfashionable painted ceiling. She favoured a floral and fruit design; he had it re-covered with a more stylish image of ‘clouds in distemper’.


King James was no less committed to repairing some of the political rot his predecessor had left behind, and this evening’s masque was part of that effort. Five years had passed since Queen Elizabeth had put to death her one-time favourite, the charismatic and rebellious Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex. His execution still rankled with Essex’s devoted followers and their further exclusion from power and patronage under James had left them bitter and alienated. Essex had left behind a young son, now fourteen, who bore his name and title, around whom they might rally. Essex’s militant followers had to be neutralised in order to forestall division within the kingdom. But James couldn’t simply restore them all to favour (as he had with the most prominent of them, the imprisoned Earl of Southampton), even if there were enough money, offices and lands to do so, for that would unsettle the balance of favourites and factions at court. And he couldn’t imprison or purge them all either. That left one solution: binding enemies together through an arranged marriage. James would play the royal matchmaker, marrying off Essex’s son, now a ward of the state, to Frances Howard, the striking fifteen-year-old daughter of the powerful Earl of Suffolk, who had served on the commission that had sentenced Essex to death. That evening’s masque, intended to celebrate their union, doubled as an overt pitch for the political union of England and Scotland, a marriage of the two kingdoms that James eagerly sought and knew that a wary Parliament would be debating later that month.


Though he was now the most experienced dramatist in the land, Shakespeare had not written the masque and, had he been invited to do so, would have said no. It would have been a tempting offer. If he cared about visibility, prestige or money, the rewards were great; the writer responsible for the masque earned more than eight times what a dramatist was typically paid for a single play. And on the creative side, in addition to the almost unlimited budget and the potential for special effects, the masque offered the very thing he had seemingly wished for in the opening Chorus to Henry the Fifth: ‘princes to act / And monarchs to behold the swelling scene’ (1.0.3–4). That Shakespeare never accepted such a commission tells us as much about him as a writer as the plays he left behind. There was a price to be paid for writing masques, which were shamelessly sycophantic and propagandistic, compromises he didn’t care to make. He must have also recognised that it was an elite and evanescent art form that didn’t suit his interests or his talents. If this was a typical Jacobean masque, the evening’s entertainment devolved into serious drinking and feasting after the closing dance. By then, I suspect, Shakespeare was already back at his lodgings, doing what he had been doing well into the night for over fifteen years: writing.


Or trying to. For the last few years, certainly since the beginning of the new regime, his playwriting wasn’t going as well as it once had. The extraordinary productivity that had marked his Elizabethan years, when writing three or even four plays in a year was not unusual, now seemed a thing of the past. His sonnets and narrative poems were behind him. So too were twenty-eight comedies, histories and tragedies – though only five of these had been written since he had finished Hamlet at the turn of the century. Things had begun to look more promising with his first effort under the new king, Measure for Measure, finished by 1604, a darkly comic world of court, prison, convent and brothel, starring an intellectual ruler who, like the new monarch, enjoyed stage-managing how things worked out. But another fallow period followed. In the three years since King James had come to the throne Shakespeare had written only one other play, Timon of Athens. With Timon he went back to something that he hadn’t tried since his earliest years in the theatre: working in tandem with another writer. He co-authored this tragedy of a misanthrope – a play about extravagance and its embittering consequences in which the hero, if you can call him that, withdraws from the world and dies cursing – with the up-and-coming Thomas Middleton. It was a smart choice. Middleton, sixteen years younger than Shakespeare, was already a master of those satiric citizen comedies to which sophisticated audiences were flocking. But if the version of that play published in the 1623 folio is any indication, their collaborative effort remained unpolished and perhaps unfinished. Young rivals may well have begun whispering that Shakespeare was all but spent, a holdover from an earlier era whose no longer fashionable plays continued to be recycled at the Globe Theatre and at court.


One of the challenges of writing about so pivotal a year in Shakespeare’s creative life is that he kept such a low profile, preferring to remain in the shadows. Unlike most other leading dramatists at this time, he chose not to write civic or courtly entertainments in praise of the king. And unlike other authors, he even demurred when it came to writing a dedicatory poem (the equivalent of modern-day blurbing) in praise of a fellow writer’s play. The only act of literary fellowship on Shakespeare’s part that we know of during these Jacobean years occurred after hours at the famous Tabard Inn in Southwark, favoured by actors. There, Shakespeare had ‘cut’ or carved his name on the panelling, alongside those of Ben Jonson, his fellow actors Richard Burbage and Laurence Fletcher, and – according to the anonymous writer who recorded this in the 1640s – ‘the rest of their roistering associates in King James’s time’.


His published work was certainly less visible. In 1600, a theatregoer wishing to purchase some of his recently published plays could have chosen from the two parts of Henry the Fourth, Richard the Second, Richard the Third, Romeo and Juliet, Henry the Fifth, Henry the Sixth Parts 2 and 3, Love’s Labour’s Lost, The Merchant of Venice, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Much Ado about Nothing. His plays were everywhere. But a return visit to London’s bookstalls six years later would have turned up only two other late Elizabethan works, The Merry Wives of Windsor and Hamlet. In 1606, for the first time since his writing began to be published in 1593, not even a poem or a reissue of an earlier play appeared in print. That could in part be explained by his diminished output, but it was also the result of a decision by Shakespeare or his playing company to hold back from publishing his more recent work – why, we don’t know.


He was no longer so familiar a face on the Globe’s stage either. Those long accustomed to watching Shakespeare act every day would not be seeing him so often. While records are scarce, there are none that identify him performing at the Globe after 1603 (the last time his name appears on a play’s cast list) and the omission of his name from a 1607 fee list of ‘players of interludes’ that identifies the other leading members of his company further suggests that by 1606 he was no longer acting on a daily basis, though he would have been available to perform when needed and would have joined his company for performances at court.


There’s no question, though, that his name was now a byword for literary accomplishment. A little-known letter which survives from this time, written by a young English gentleman, helps confirm this. John Poulett posted his letter from Paris in late 1605; in it the nineteen-year-old describes to his uncle what he has been up to in his foreign travels. Showing off a bit, the former Oxford student slips into the rhythms of blank verse: ‘We for to pass the winter’s bitter cold, so with a javelin chase the bristled boar, and sometimes, mounted on a foaming curtal, do rend the woods to hound the furious bull.’ Poulett then explains that ‘the danger in these sports makes them seem good; men seem in them as actors in a tragedy, and methinks I could play Shakespeare in relating’. It’s a wonderfully revealing remark: a young man feels the drama of the hunt and in the act of describing it excitedly imagines that he could ‘play Shakespeare’, that is to say, reach the very heights of dramatic storytelling. But like many compliments this one was double-edged, for the style young Poulett emulates is that of early Elizabethan Shakespeare, the poet of Venus and Adonis rather than the grittier one of Troilus and Cressida or Measure for Measure.


The year 1606 would turn out to be a good one for Shakespeare and an awful one for England. That was no coincidence. Shakespeare, so gifted at understanding what preoccupied and troubled his audiences, was lucky to have begun his career during the increasingly fractured years of Elizabeth’s decline. His early work had delved especially deeply into the political and religious cracks that were exposed as a century of Tudor rule neared its end. But it would take some time for him to speak with the same acuity about the cultural fault-lines emerging under the new and unfamiliar reign of the King of Scots. In the months leading up to that evening at the Banqueting House, their contours were already becoming more sharply defined for him, and his steadier grasp of the forces shaping this extraordinary time would result in one of his most inspired years.


Shakespeare turned forty-two in 1606. In an era in which people lived on average until their mid-forties, Shakespeare knew that he couldn’t count on too many years left to write. In such plague-ridden times, who could? Though his parents had lived unusually long lives, only one of his four sisters survived childhood and only one of his three brothers made it to his forties. As a shareholder in a profitable playing company and part-owner of the Globe Theatre, Shakespeare had amassed a small fortune, most of it invested in real estate, including a leasehold interest in land on the outskirts of Stratford-upon-Avon that he had obtained for £440 the previous July, an outlay equal to what a Jacobean schoolmaster earned over twenty years. He had more than enough money to retire comfortably to Stratford, where his wife, Anne, who had recently turned fifty, lived with their two unmarried daughters, Susanna and Judith. A decade had passed since the death of their only son, Hamnet, and Anne was now beyond childbearing years. Shakespeare’s fortune would have to be passed on to the husbands that his daughters might some day marry; his recently acquired status as a gentleman would die with him and the sword that went with that rank be given away. But in 1606 Shakespeare wasn’t ready to retire or rest on his past achievements; he still had more to say and hadn’t yet tired of the gruelling writing regimen that had defined his life since his mid-twenties.


Not long after witnessing that masque, Shakespeare finished King Lear, which he had been working on through the autumn. Before the year was out he would also write two more plays, Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra. He had his own ideas about union, both marital and political, and about much else that was ignored or suppressed in the glittering display at court that evening, ideas that would shape these three tragedies. This book is about what Shakespeare wrote in 1606 and what was taking place at that fraught time, for the two are so closely intertwined that it’s difficult to grasp the meaning of one without the other.


Though it would have been impossible to tell from reading a contemporary account of that evening’s masque, exactly two months earlier most of those who gathered to see it were almost killed in what we would now call a terrorist attack, one that had been prevented at the last moment. A group of disaffected Catholic gentry had plotted to blow up Parliament, kill the king and the country’s entire political leadership, then roll back the Protestant Reformation begun under Henry VIII. Thousands of other Londoners would also have died in the explosion and ensuing fires. Remembered today as ‘the Fifth of November’, the Gunpowder Plot exposed in late 1605 reverberated powerfully through the ensuing winter and spring in which the captured plotters were tortured, tried and then publicly executed. It’s less well known that after the plot was thwarted there was a short-lived armed uprising in Warwickshire. The plot and its aftermath in the Midlands touched close to home for Shakespeare; some of his neighbours were implicated, for his home town abutted the safe-houses where the plotters met, weapons for the intended uprising were stored and a supply of religious items for the hoped-for restoration of Catholicism was hidden.


Because nothing actually happened on that fateful day – only the plotters would suffer and die – the meaning of the Fifth of November turned on competing narratives, especially on how well the authorities could succeed in getting the nation to imagine the tragic death of a monarch. Shakespeare, who understood such plotting as well as anyone, had been inviting audiences to imagine the deaths of kings and queens for his entire career, and would do so again this year. He also grasped the dramatic potential of popular reaction to the plot, a maelstrom of fear, horror, a desire for revenge, an all too brief sense of national unity and a struggle to understand where such evil came from. This too profoundly shaped the tragedies he was now writing.


The fallout from the Gunpowder Plot led to a heightened anxiety over Jesuitical equivocation (a recent term, picked up by Shakespeare, that more than any other defined the hysteria of the moment), as well as to anti-Catholic legislation that included the scrutiny of everyone’s mandatory church attendance. The old Elizabethan compromise in which the government agreed not to ‘make windows into men’s souls’ was now a thing of the past. The search for ‘recusants’ – those who steadfastly maintained their Catholic faith and refused to participate in Protestant worship – extended to every shire in the land and by Easter would implicate the godparents of Shakespeare’s twins as well as his elder daughter. A loyalty oath instituted this year in response to the perceived Catholic threat would create a stir that angered the Vatican and marked a fundamental realignment of political and religious authority. And in a year in which actors were jailed for seditious drama, Parliament enacted legislation against the players for using profanity on stage, a measure that would have an immediate impact on what Shakespeare would write, while requiring that every play he had already written be retroactively sanitised.


Even as the buried shards of religious division once again rose to the surface, so too did political ones when King James again pressed Parliament to secure a Union of Scotland and England. To James, this outcome had seemed inevitable: as the King of Scots who had inherited the English throne, he embodied in his own person the union of the kingdoms. But for his subjects on both sides of the border the increasingly bitter debate over Union raised troubling questions about what it really meant to be English or Scottish, or for that matter British, creating identity crises where none had been before. This too was grist for Shakespeare’s mill. Under Elizabeth he had written English history plays; in 1606 under James he would shift his attention to British ones in both King Lear and Macbeth. It was also a year in which King James called for and oversaw a second Hampton Court Conference to resolve disagreements with his Scottish clergy over the absolute authority of kings.


Much more would take place during these hectic months. Nearly eclipsed in all this was a Star Chamber investigation of faked demonic possession. England also experienced the first state visit of a foreign monarch to its shores in living memory. And in a year that witnessed a growing disaffection with their Scottish king and an increasing nostalgia for the late Queen Bess, Londoners would see their old queen dug up from her grave in Westminster Abbey, her bones dumped on top of those of her half-sister, Queen Mary, and a new monument raised over them. It was also the year in which the Union Jack was designed and first flown, as well as a signal one in the history of the British Empire, for in December 1606 ships sailed from London’s docks to found the first permanent colony in America, at Jamestown. If all this were not enough, plague would return to London, the worst outbreak since the terrible devastation of 1603, arriving in late July and lasting until late autumn, striking especially close to home for Shakespeare himself.


At many points during 1606, English men and women must have felt overwhelmed. In an age in which there were as yet no newspapers (let alone radio, movies, television or an internet), the theatre was the one place where rich and poor could congregate and see enacted, through old or made-up stories, a refracted image of their own desires and anxieties. The stories Shakespeare told this year enabled his playing company to rise to this challenge. There’s a paradox, then, at the heart of a book about so remarkable a year in Shakespeare’s creative life: even as the playwright himself recedes from view, the ways in which his writing was able to give, in Hamlet’s words, ‘the very age and body of the time his form and pressure’ (3.2.23–4) would never be greater, though it would test the resources of a dramatist as gifted as Shakespeare to make sense of a year like 1606.


Another challenge faced in writing about this time in Shakespeare’s life is that we still tend to think of him as an ‘Elizabethan’ writer, even though the last decade of his career was spent as a King’s Man under James. I’m as guilty as anyone of having done so. It’s a difficult habit to break; try imagining a version of Shakespeare in Love that ends with a cameo appearance of the Scottish king rather than the Virgin Queen. His contemporaries certainly didn’t think of him in this way. When Ben Jonson celebrated Shakespeare’s achievements in 1623 he recalled how his plays had pleased both monarchs:








Sweet swan of Avon! What a sight it were


To see thee in our waters yet appear,


And make those flights upon the banks of Thames,


That so did take Eliza, and our James!


   (5.642)











It hasn’t helped that modern historians, novelists and filmmakers have so enthusiastically embraced the Tudors while mostly spurning King James, despite his reign’s consequential legacy. Whether you admire James as Britain’s most intellectual ruler or dismiss him (as Anthony Weldon did in 1650) as ‘the wisest fool in Christendom’, it’s hard to understand what a Jacobean Shakespeare was writing without a deeper knowledge of what life was like during his reign. Compounding this problem, cradle-to-grave biographers have always tilted heavily towards the Elizabethan Shakespeare, given their interest in his formative experiences. Open any of their books to what Shakespeare was doing after James came to the throne in 1603 and there usually aren’t many pages left to read. What the Jacobean Shakespeare was experiencing at one of the pinnacles of his writing career – which ought to matter hugely to those who study his life – is given short shrift, and biographers who have paused at 1606 often spend these pages fruitlessly speculating (based on gossip that circulated decades later) about whether Shakespeare carried on an illicit affair with a handsome innkeeper’s wife in Oxford.


Having spent much of the past quarter-century researching and writing about Shakespeare’s life I’m painfully aware that many of the things I’d like to know about him – what his political views and religious beliefs were, whom he loved, how good a father, husband and friend he was, what he did with his time when he wasn’t writing or acting – cannot be recovered. The possibility of writing that sort of biography died by the late seventeenth century, when the last of those who knew Shakespeare personally took their stories and secrets with them to the grave. Modern biographers who nonetheless speculate on such matters, or in the absence of archival evidence read the plays and poems as transparently autobiographical, inevitably end up revealing more about themselves than they do about Shakespeare.


While Shakespeare’s emotional life in 1606 may be lost to us, by looking at what he wrote in dialogue with these times we can begin to recover what he was thinking about and wrestling with while composing these three plays. We can also track his responses to what he was reading, whether it was an old play called King Leir, Samuel Harsnett’s exposé of demonic possession or one of his recent favourites, Plutarch’s Life of Antony. However much Shakespeare may have preferred to remain in the shadows, he can be glimpsed in the glare of what was going on around him. He can be spotted this year in his capacity as a King’s Man who appeared with his fellow players before the king at Greenwich, Hampton Court and Whitehall, as well as in royal processions in his official role as a Groom of the Chamber – opportunities that offered him a privileged view of the court.


To that end, the pages that follow offer a slice of a writer’s life, one that I hope will bring his world, and by extension his works, to life. The very richness of that cultural moment both impedes and enables this effort: to draw Shakespeare out of the shadows demands considerable effort and imaginative labour, for we need to travel back in time four centuries and immerse ourselves in the hopes and fears of that moment; but the rewards are no less great, for that richness, in turn, allows us to see afresh the tragedies he forged in this tumultuous year.
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Title Page of the Quarto of King Leir (1605)










1: The King’s Man





In the summer of 1605 John Wright began selling copies of a newly printed play called The True Chronicle History of King Leir, which had first been staged around 1590. Not long after, William Shakespeare, who lived just a short stroll from Wright’s bookshop, picked up a copy. A few years earlier Shakespeare had moved from his lodgings in Southwark, near the Globe Theatre, to quarters in a quieter and more upscale neighbourhood, on the corner of Silver Street and Muggle Street in Cripplegate. His landlords were Christopher and Marie Mountjoy, Huguenot artisans who made their living supplying fashionable headwear for court ladies. The walk from his new lodgings to Wright’s bookshop took just a few minutes. Crossing Silver Street, Shakespeare would have passed his parish church, St Olave’s, before heading south down Noble Street toward St Paul’s Cathedral, passing Goldsmiths’ Hall as Noble Street turned into Foster Lane, emerging onto the busy thoroughfare of Cheapside. With Cheapside Cross to his left, and St Paul’s and beyond it the Thames directly ahead, Shakespeare would have turned west, passing St Martin’s Lane and then the Shambles, home to London’s butchers. Christ Church was now in sight, and just beyond it Wright’s shop, abutting Newgate market.


The advertisement on the title page of King Leir – ‘As it hath been divers and sundry times lately acted’ – made it sound like a recent play, an impression reinforced by the quiet omission of who wrote and performed it. But Shakespeare knew that it was an old Queen’s Men’s play and probably also knew (though we don’t) who had written it. The Queen’s Men were a hand-picked all-star troupe formed under royal patronage back in 1583. For the next decade they were England’s premier company, touring widely, known for their politics (patriotic and Protestant), their didacticism and their star comedian, Richard Tarleton. If he wasn’t busy acting that day in another playhouse, Shakespeare may have been part of the crowd that paid a total of thirty-eight shillings to see the Queen’s Men stage King Leir at the Rose Theatre in Southwark on 6 April 1594 (in co-production with Lord Sussex’s Men), or part of the smaller gathering two days later for a performance that earned twenty-six shillings – solid though not spectacular box office receipts.


Looking back, Shakespeare would have recognised that their appearance at the Rose marked the beginning of the end for the Queen’s Men, who the following month sold off copies of some of their valuable playscripts to London’s publishers, then took to the road, spending the next nine years touring the provinces until, upon the death of Queen Elizabeth, they disbanded. That year also marked the ascendancy of the company Shakespeare had recently joined as a founding shareholder, the Chamberlain’s Men, who soon succeeded the Queen’s Men as the leading players in the land, a position they had held ever since. King Leir had been among the plays the cash-poor Queen’s Men had unloaded in 1594, and Edward White, who bought it, quickly entered his right to publish the play in the Stationers’ Register. But for some reason, perhaps sensing that the play had little prospect of selling well, White never published it. Over a decade would pass before his former apprentice John Wright obtained the rights from him and the play finally appeared in print.


One of the many towns where the Queen’s Men had performed in the late 1580s had been Stratford-upon-Avon. In the absence of any information about what Shakespeare was doing in his early twenties, biographers have speculated that he may have begun his theatrical career with this company, perhaps even filling in for one of the Queen’s Men, William Knell, killed in a fight shortly before the troupe was to perform in Stratford in 1587. It’s an appealing story – something, after all, must have brought him from Stratford to London – but there’s no evidence to substantiate it, nor is there any that would confirm that Shakespeare briefly acted with or wrote for this veteran company. But what is certain from the evidence of his later work is that he was deeply familiar with their repertory.


Scholars can identify with confidence fewer than a dozen plays, mostly histories, performed by the Queen’s Men during their twenty-year run. Several of their titles will sound familiar: The True Tragedy of Richard the Third, The Troublesome Reign of King John and The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth. A defining feature of Shakespeare’s art was his penchant for overhauling the plots of old plays rather than inventing his own, and no rival company provided more raw material for him than the Queen’s Men. He absorbed and reworked their repertory in a series of history plays from the mid-to-late 1590s now familiar to us as Richard the Third, King John, the two parts of Henry the Fourth, and Henry the Fifth. Shakespeare’s attitude to the Queen’s Men was surely ambivalent. Their plays, which likely thrilled and inspired him in his formative years as playgoer, actor and then playwright, had stuck with him. Yet he would also have recognised that their jingoistic repertory had become increasingly out of step with the theatrical and political times.


Shakespeare was a sharp-eyed critic of other writers’ plays and his take on the Queen’s Men’s repertory could be unforgiving, rendering these sturdy old plays hopelessly anachronistic. For a glimpse of this we need only recall his parody of an unforgettably bad couplet from their True Tragedy of Richard the Third: ‘The screeking raven sits croaking for revenge / Whole herds of beasts come bellowing for revenge.’ These lines from the old play, whose awfulness had clearly stuck with Shakespeare, resurface years later when Hamlet, interrupting the play-within-the-play and urging on the strolling players, deliberately mangles the couplet: ‘Come, “the croaking raven doth bellow for revenge”’ (3.2.251–2). At best this was a double-edged tribute, reminding playgoers of the kind of old-fashioned revenge drama they once enjoyed while showing how a naturalistic revenge play like Hamlet had supplanted the dated and over-the-top style of the Queen’s Men.


Six years had passed since Shakespeare had last refashioned a Queen’s Men’s play in Henry the Fifth, a brilliant remake of their popular The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth. If anything, the pace of change in those intervening years, especially the last three, had wildly accelerated. The Elizabethan world that had produced King Leir and in which the play had once thrived, like the playing company that had performed it, was no longer. But these years had enabled Shakespeare, as part-owner of his playhouse and shareholder in his acting company, to prosper financially. When Wright began selling copies of King Leir in July of 1605 (two months usually lapsed between the time a book was registered and sold, and he had registered it in May), it is likely that Shakespeare was away in Stratford-upon-Avon closing a large real-estate deal, so couldn’t have picked up a copy until his return to London.


King Leir, like so many histories and tragedies of the 1590s, was fixated on royal succession. These plays spoke to a nation fearful of foreign rule or the outbreak of civil war after its childless queen’s death. For a decade that stretched from Titus Andronicus and his Henry the Sixth trilogy through Richard the Third, King John, Richard the Second, the two parts of Henry the Fourth, Henry the Fifth, Julius Caesar and Hamlet, Shakespeare displayed time and again his mastery of this genre, exploring in play after play who had the cunning, wit, legitimacy and ambition to seize and hold power. Those concerns peaked in the opening years of the seventeenth century as the queen approached her end, but vanished after 1603, when King James VI of Scotland, who was married and had two sons and a daughter, succeeded peacefully to the throne of England. There would be no Spanish invasion and no return to the kind of civil strife that had torn the land apart in the late fifteenth century. In an unusually explicit allusion to the political moment, Shakespeare writes in Sonnet 107 shortly after James’s accession that:








The mortal moon hath her eclipse endured,


And the sad augurs mock their own presage;


Incertainties now crown themselves assured,


And peace proclaims olives of endless age.


    (Sonnet 107, 5–8)











The language is elliptical but the meaning clear enough: all those anxious predictions that preceded the eclipse of Elizabeth – that ‘mortal moon’ – were misplaced; the crowning of the new king who promoted himself as a peacemaker had put an end to these ‘incertainties’.


But other uncertainties remained. The period leading up to and following the change in regime appeared less smooth in retrospect than Sonnet 107 would on its surface suggest, for the nation and for Shakespeare professionally. The Chamberlain’s Men, now established at the Globe, found themselves facing stiffer competition than ever. Back in 1594 there had been only three permanent outdoor playhouses in London: the Theatre and the Curtain in Shoreditch, and the Rose on Bankside. Since then, new theatres continued to sprout around the City, competing for the pennies and shillings of London’s playgoers. Spectators were now flocking to watch the Admiral’s Men at the Fortune Theatre (to the northwest, in the parish of St Giles without Cripplegate), as well as to see Worcester’s Men perform at the Boar’s Head Inn (in Whitechapel), and to playhouses at St Paul’s and Blackfriars, smaller indoor sites where boy companies performed plays by London’s edgier young dramatists. Ageing public playhouses – the Curtain and the Swan in Southwark near Paris Garden Stairs – also peeled away customers.


Other and unexpected threats to the prosperity of Shakespeare and his fellow shareholders soon emerged. In early 1603, their influential patron, the Lord Chamberlain George Carey (second cousin to Queen Elizabeth), became seriously ill. More bad news followed. First came a Privy Council announcement on 19 March 1603 that because of concerns about civil unrest as Elizabeth lay dying, all public performances were cancelled ‘till other direction be given’. News the following week of the queen’s death and the declaration that the King of Scots was now King of England as well, while reassuring the English that regime change would not be bloody, also meant that during this mourning period the playhouses were unlikely to open any time soon. London’s playing companies must have been rocked by the next piece of disturbing news, as they waited to see how supportive of the theatre King James would be. One of James’s first royal proclamations, on 7 May 1603, was to ban performances on the Sabbath. It was a punishing decree that cut into theatrical profits, for Sunday was the only day of the week that most playgoers weren’t labouring at work. Was this merely a sop to theatre-hating Puritans or was it a sign that the new king saw little value in public theatre?


The drumbeat of setbacks for Shakespeare and his company continued. King James didn’t wait for the ailing George Carey to die before replacing him as Lord Chamberlain. This meant that Shakespeare was no longer a Chamberlain’s Man, merely the servant of the disempowered Carey (who passed away in early September). The theatre companies were facing their own succession struggle, which would have to be resolved in the wake of the national one. At stake were royal patronage and the chance to be favoured at court. It could not have been reassuring that the Earl of Nottingham, patron of their long-time rivals the Admiral’s Men, had secured a place in the new monarch’s inner circle.


Other unexpected and nagging threats emerged as the change in government encouraged those who wanted a share of the lucrative business of staging plays. Richard Fiennes, an aristocrat badly in need of money, proposed that in exchange for an annual payment of £40 he be awarded a patent allowing him to collect a poll tax of ‘a penny a head on all the playgoers in England’. Fiennes argued that since playgoing was a voluntary activity (much like what the king himself had deemed the ‘vile custom of tobacco taking’), it could be regulated and taxed by the state, and he would be happy to pay for overseeing that activity in exchange for a hefty cut of box office receipts. Since admission to the public playhouses started at a penny, Fiennes’s proposal was outrageously greedy. Luckily for London’s actors nothing came of this, nor of another proposal not long after from the other end of the social ladder, by a disabled veteran of the Irish wars, Francis Clayton. Fiennes had hoped to obtain a royal patent to tax playgoers; Clayton appealed to Parliament to tax performances, seeking for himself a ‘small allowance of two shillings out of every stage play that shall be acted … to be paid unto me or my assigns during my life by the owners and actors of those plays and shows’. It must have struck the players as absurd: anyone with a scheme and some political connections could submit a plan to cut into their hard-earned profits. Fiennes’s and Clayton’s proposals – although they went nowhere – were one more headache for Shakespeare and his fellows, vulnerable at this time of transition and of freewheeling and often unpredictable political largesse.


Then, suddenly, came news that profoundly altered the trajectory of Shakespeare’s career: King James chose Shakespeare and his fellow players as his official company. After 19 May 1603 Shakespeare and eight others were to be known as the King’s Men, authorised to perform not only at the court and the Globe but also throughout the realm, if they wished to tour. It was more than a symbolic title; Shakespeare was now a Groom of the Chamber, and he and the other shareholders were each issued four and a half yards of red cloth for royal livery to be worn on state occasions.


Exactly how and why Shakespeare’s company was elevated to the position of King’s Men has never been satisfyingly explained. Their talent and reputation surely played a part. So too did a little-known English actor named Laurence Fletcher. Fletcher had spent time acting in Scotland, where King James had come to know and like him. This relationship accounts for why Fletcher’s name appears first, right before Shakespeare’s, in the list of those designated as the King’s Men, though he had never been affiliated with the company before this. Fletcher was merely a player; though a valuable go-between, he could not, by himself, have been responsible for Shakespeare’s company’s swift promotion. More powerful brokers were undoubtedly involved. One of them might have been the son of their dying patron, Sir Robert Carey, who had ridden posthaste from London to Edinburgh to bring James word of Elizabeth’s death. Others might have included Shakespeare’s former patron, the Earl of Southampton, newly released from the Tower, or perhaps the Earl of Pembroke, an admirer of Richard Burbage and a patron of poets and artists. Mystery will always surround how Shakespeare and his fellow players were chosen to be the King’s Men. What matters is that it happened and that they had won their own succession struggle – and the plays that Shakespeare would subsequently write would be powerfully marked by this turn of events.


The King’s Men did not have much of a chance to celebrate their good fortune, for London was soon struck by a devastating outbreak of plague. Even during years that were considered safe, Elizabethan London had rarely been entirely free of plague: there were forty-eight reported plague deaths in 1597, eighteen in 1598, sixteen in 1599 and four in 1600. The fresh outbreak apparently began in Lisbon in 1599 and spread to Spain and then elsewhere on the Continent. By February 1603 it had reached London. By May, plague deaths had risen to over twenty a week. Then, suddenly, the number of Londoners dying from the plague skyrocketed: by the end of July over a thousand were perishing every week. James had just arrived from Edinburgh for his coronation and massive precautions were taken to prevent the infected from getting near him. Travel near Westminster by road or river was barred to ordinary citizens and following the coronation James quickly withdrew to the relative safety of Hampton Court. The planned festivities and public celebration would have to wait.


King James wasn’t the only one fleeing the plague-ridden city. Even those who were infected tried to. A court official reported that ‘divers come out of the town and die under hedges in the fields, and divers places further off, whereof we have experience weekly here at Hampstead, and come in men’s yards and outhouses if they be open, and die there’. Some of the plague-stricken hurled themselves out of windows or drowned themselves in the Thames. Others turned to drink or to religion, and special prayers were read in London’s churches.


In late August, the height of the outbreak, desperate London’s authorities were reporting over three thousand deaths a week, out of a population of roughly two hundred thousand. By the time that cold weather slowed the outbreak that winter nearly a third of the population had been struck: over thirty thousand Londoners had died, while another thirty thousand or so were infected but managed to survive the terrible visitation. Enough fatalities were still being reported that winter and spring for the playhouses to remain closed. They reopened briefly in April 1604 before the return of plague with the onset of warmer weather led to their closing again until September. The long outbreak of plague meant that the King’s Men had to maintain themselves by touring through rural England’s towns and visiting great houses (a royal handout of £30 also helped). Local records of their touring are spotty, but there are payments to them between 1603 and 1605 for performances at Bath, Shrewsbury, Coventry, Ipswich, Maldon, Oxford, Barnstaple and Saffron Walden.


It took an underemployed playwright turned pamphleteer, Thomas Dekker, in his mordantly titled The Wonderful Year, to capture the full horror of what it meant to be locked up by the authorities in an infested house: 




What an unmatchable torment were it for a man to be barred up every night in a vast silent charnel-house, hung (to make it more hideous) with lamps dimly and slowly burning in hollow and glimmering corners? Where all the pavement should, instead of green rushes, be strewed with blasted rosemary, withered hyacinths, fatal cypress, and yew, thickly mingled with heaps of dead men’s bones. The bare ribs of a father that begat him, lying there; here the chapless hollow skull of a mother that bore him. Round about him a thousand corpses; some standing bolt upright in their knotted winding sheets; others half-moldered in rotten coffins, that should suddenly yawn wide open, filling his nostrils with noisome stench, and his eyes with the sight of nothing but crawling worms. And to keep such a poor wretch waking, he should hear no noise but of toads croaking, screech-owls howling, mandrakes shrieking. Were not this an infernal prison?





It’s a challenge, four centuries later, to imagine the effects of this nightmare on those fortunate enough to survive.


While plague closures had suppressed the demand for new plays at the Globe, the royal family’s desire for fresh entertainment was proving insatiable. Under Elizabeth, Shakespeare’s company expected that two or three of its best plays each year would be selected for performance before the court between Christmas and Shrovetide. While King James may not have enjoyed watching plays as much as he enjoyed hunting, he nonetheless called for many more performances than his predecessor had and expected most of these from the company he patronised. The King’s Men acted before James nine times in 1603–4, ten times during the expanded Christmas season of 1604–5, and yet another ten times during the similarly expanded winter holidays in 1605–6 – more court appearances in this brief span than they had made altogether before Elizabeth.


Frustratingly, the names of plays and those who wrote them are almost never listed in records of court performances. But a remarkable Revels Account of what was staged at court during the holiday season of 1604–5 gives us a snapshot of how central a role Shakespeare played. These records tell us that ‘Shaxberd’ was responsible for seven of the ten plays performed before king and court between Hallowmas Day in early November and Shrove Tuesday in late February: Othello, The Merry Wives of Windsor, The Comedy of Errors, Measure for Measure, Love’s Labour’s Lost, Henry the Fifth and The Merchant of Venice – the latter performed twice, that encore performance ‘commanded by the king’s majesty’. Along with the court debuts of Othello and Measure for Measure, Shakespeare’s company served up revivals of some of their greatest Elizabethan hits, which the Scottish royal family had never had a chance to see. The King’s Men also performed two of Ben Jonson’s popular Elizabethan comedies, Every Man in His Humour and Every Man out of His Humour, along with the anonymous and now lost The Spanish Maze. If this holiday season was representative, it meant that over two-thirds of the plays staged at court by the company were Shakespeare’s. And if we assume that a similar percentage of his Elizabethan plays were acted before the king in the nineteen command performances at the 1604–5 and 1605–6 holiday seasons, there’s a good chance that by the beginning of 1606, of the close to thirty plays the King’s Men had played before James, twenty or so had been by Shakespeare, leaving only a handful of his old plays as yet unstaged before the new court.


The pressure to provide new plays had, if anything, intensified. A letter survives from January 1605 to the Earl of Salisbury (the king’s chief minister) from Sir William Cope, who had been tasked with finding fresh entertainment for the court, in which a frustrated Cope reports that ‘I have sent and been all this morning hunting for players, jugglers, and such kind of creatures, but find them hard to find’. Having come up empty-handed, he left notes for the various entertainers to report to him. One of those summoned was Richard Burbage, star of the King’s Men (or perhaps it was his brother Cuthbert, part-owner of the Globe), for Cope’s letter continues: ‘Burbage is come and says there is no new play that the queen has not seen; but they have revived an old one called Love’s Labour’s Lost, which for wit and mirth he says will please her exceedingly.’ Burbage’s enthusiastic pitch for Shakespeare’s dated Elizabethan comedy notwithstanding, his admission that ‘there is no new play’ that Queen Anne ‘has not seen’ was not what the authorities wanted to hear. Demand was rapidly outstripping supply, even of old favourites. It was time to write another play, and not long after he came upon that copy of King Leir, Shakespeare had decided on its subject. He would turn another Queen’s Men’s play into a King’s Men’s play. It’s not what one would have expected from a playwright struggling to connect with this Jacobean moment, especially a writer so identified with the drama of the 1590s. Yet however counter-intuitive it may have seemed, Shakespeare saw that the best way for him to grapple with the present was to engage with the past, refurbishing an old and unfashionable Elizabethan plot.


If the Queen’s Men had been the all-star company of the 1580s, Shakespeare’s company were the all-stars of their day, and had been for over a decade. When Shakespeare sat down to write King Lear, he knew that he would be writing the part for Richard Burbage, the finest tragedian of the age. He had already created for him such career-defining roles as Richard III, Hamlet and Othello. Burbage was now in his late thirties, which also meant that Shakespeare could expand his imaginative horizons and write plays that starred more grizzled and world-weary protagonists. Before 1606 was over, he would challenge Burbage not only in the role of Lear, but also in another pair of older tragic roles, Macbeth and Antony (while this same year Ben Jonson wrote for Burbage the brilliant part of Volpone, who play-acts the role of an infirm old man). No actor may ever have faced more daunting newly written roles in so short a time-span. If Shakespeare was memorialised as the ‘soul of the age’, Burbage, some years later, and perhaps with a nod to that earlier tribute, was the acknowledged ‘soul of the stage’.


Reflecting back on the special relationship between great playwrights and their star actors, Richard Flecknoe observed in the mid-seventeenth century that it ‘was the happiness of the actors of those times to have such poets as these to … write for them’, and those poets were no less fortunate ‘to have such … excellent actors to act their plays as … Burbage’, known for ‘so wholly transforming himself into his part, and putting off himself with his clothes, as he never (not so much as in the tiring-house) assumed himself again until the play was done’. Flecknoe helpfully describes the naturalistic acting style in which Burbage excelled: audiences ‘were never more delighted than when he spake, nor more sorry than when he held his peace; yet even then he was an excellent actor still, never falling in his part when he had done speaking, but with his looks and gestures maintaining it still unto the height’. Shakespeare knew that he could count on Burbage to convey not only Lear’s words but also the telling gestures and great silences on which his part depends, something a reading experience of the play too often misses.


It wasn’t only Burbage who had aged. Many of the talented and ambitious players who had come together in their twenties in 1594 to form the Chamberlain’s Men were now approaching forty; Shakespeare, at forty-two, was the oldest in the company. Some of the founders were not in good health and others were no longer alive. Augustine Phillips was already dead and Will Sly and Laurence Fletcher would be buried before two years had passed. John Sinklo, a long-time ‘hired man’ for whom Shakespeare had been writing skinny-man parts for over a decade, was either dead or had left playing, for no more was heard of him after 1605. Their first star comedian, Will Kemp, had parted ways with them back in 1599, pursuing a solo career, a blow to the company, for audiences were drawn to the theatre for Kemp’s clowning as much as they were for Burbage’s tragic roles or Shakespeare’s words. Kemp’s replacement, Robert Armin, was a very different kind of comedian. While Armin could step into some of the roles Shakespeare had written for Kemp (such as Dogberry in Much Ado), Kemp’s improvisational and physical style and commonsensical if at times dim-witted demeanour couldn’t have been further from the sardonic, witty air of the diminutive Armin. It took a while for Shakespeare to figure out how best to write Armin into his plays. He had some early success with the parts of Touchstone in As You Like It and Feste in Twelfth Night, and with smaller roles as the Gravedigger in Hamlet and perhaps Thersites in Troilus and Cressida. But it wasn’t until King Lear that Shakespeare created a truly defining role for Armin, Lear’s Fool (and it was probably with this role in mind that, four years later, John Davies praised Armin as one who can ‘wisely play the fool’).


The Fool would be a role unlike any Shakespeare ever wrote before or after – witty, pathetic, lonely, angry and prophetic in turn, a part rich in quips and snippets of ballads and the kind of sharp exchanges for which Armin was famous. Armin’s range was extraordinary and it’s not surprising that this almost bewildering role was cut for much of King Lear’s stage history. It wasn’t only Shakespeare’s relationship with both Burbage and Armin that had matured, but also the relationship of the star comedian and tragedian with each other. In the past, Shakespeare had tended to keep clowns and kings apart; this time he would force them together, creating an unusually intimate and endearing bond, one that also depended on the personal familiarity and mutual understanding of his two lead actors. The poignancy of one of Lear’s most heartbreaking lines, written for Burbage – ‘And my poor fool is hanged’ (24.300) – depends on it, reminding us not only of the manner of Cordelia’s death but also of the loss of his beloved Fool, Armin, who disappears from the action midway through the play.


Genius may be a necessary precondition for creating a masterpiece but it’s never a sufficient one. Shakespeare’s Jacobean plays depended on the raw talent of his company. We don’t know as much as we would like about who acted in them and must reconstruct this as best we can from a few surviving cast lists and from scattered anecdotes and records. The casts called for roughly a dozen men and two or three teenage boys, which meant that the ranks of the eight or so shareholders were fleshed out with experienced ‘hired men’ for the lesser adult roles and two or three boys for the women’s parts. When he decided to rewrite the story of Lear and his three daughters Shakespeare knew that he had available at least two extraordinary teenage actors, their names now lost to us. They may even have been the same pair who had proven their mettle as early as Rosalind and Celia in As You Like It in 1599, and then Gertrude and Ophelia in Hamlet and Emilia and Desdemona in Othello. Shakespeare would challenge his young actors with more mature female roles this year: first Goneril and Regan in Lear, then Lady Macbeth and Lady Macduff, and finally Cleopatra and Octavia. John Heminges and Henry Condell, veterans of the company, had aged too, and were now better suited to such exceptional and older parts as Gloucester, Kent, Albany and Cornwall. Another veteran, Richard Cowley, for whom Shakespeare had written the sidekick role of Verges in Much Ado, could fill such roles as well. For younger male roles, the King’s Men had recently added a pair of rising stars, still in their twenties, John Lowin and Alexander Cook, and it’s likely that they stepped into such parts as Edgar and Edmund (if Cook, who had been apprenticed under Heminges, wasn’t slated for leading female roles).


Despite its losses, the company was still deep in talent, and staging King Lear (which has eleven significant roles) without that depth, and without actors who know each other intimately from having worked together for so many years, is, as many modern companies have discovered, incredibly hard to do well. Shakespeare’s division of the parts was unusually well balanced: Burbage, as Lear, spoke just under a quarter of the play’s lines, while the roughly equal other major parts – the Fool, Edgar, Kent, Gloucester and Edmund – accounted for half the play, and other roles the remaining quarter. While Shakespeare no doubt joined them on stage when needed, by 1606 it seems that either he or the company felt that his hours were better spent writing full-time than in the wearying business of rehearsing and acting in the mornings and afternoons, which had left only his evenings free for reading and writing. This meant that his days were free, for the first time since the early 1590s, to collaborate with other playwrights. That half of his last ten plays were co-authored is undoubtedly related to his withdrawal from full-time acting. Rehearsing and performing almost every day, year after year, was physically demanding; acting on the early modern stage was a young man’s game. One need only look at the example of Burbage’s great Elizabethan rival Edward Alleyn, who retired from the stage in his early thirties before making a brief comeback a few years later. There weren’t many actors over forty performing in 1606. Condell would continue acting regularly into his forties, as would Heminges, who in his mid-forties was already and cruelly called ‘old stuttering Heminges’. Burbage was probably exceptional in performing daily into his late forties or, at the very most, until his death at the age of fifty.


Shakespeare’s days of touring rural town halls and great men’s houses, especially during plague time, were probably over as well. That left him in an unusual position in 1606: while he had a first-hand knowledge of the strengths of each of his fellow players and could write plays that took advantage of their unrivalled depth and talent, he was no longer interacting with them every day. The impact of this was felt not only on the intimacy of his bond with his fellow players, but on his writing as well, which started to become, even by Jacobean standards, increasingly dense and knotty, as if he were liberated to write as much for himself as for others.


For confirmation of this, we need look no further than the reaction of his rival Ben Jonson, who reportedly singled out a work from this year as evidence of Shakespeare’s turn toward writing that was deliberately opaque. Later in the seventeenth century the playwright (and Shakespeare admirer and adapter) John Dryden wrote that in ‘reading some bombast speeches of Macbeth, which are not to be understood’, Ben Jonson ‘used to say that it was horror; and I am much afraid that this is so’. Jonson may well have had in mind passages like the soliloquy in which Macbeth wrestles with whether or not to kill King Duncan. That speech could not have begun more simply, as Macbeth cannot bring himself to name the horrific deed: ‘If it were done when ’tis done, then ’twere well / It were done quickly.’ But as the horror of the crime and his moral reservations about murdering his king sink in, Macbeth’s speech becomes increasingly tortured. And as the long soliloquy nears its end and he has just about talked himself out of committing murder, Macbeth’s palpable relief finds expression in a string of dense and paradoxical images that displace each other so rapidly that early playgoers at the Globe, including Jonson, must have struggled to follow his train of thought.


Yet few soliloquies have ever captured a feverish mind at work or traced an arc of a character’s moral crisis more memorably. As Macbeth’s imagination takes flight, he fears that Duncan’s ‘virtues’ will ‘plead like angels, trumpet-tongued, against / The deep damnation of his taking-off’ (1.7.19–20). This powerful image in turn, leads him to think aloud in the kind of heightened language that so troubled Jonson:








And Pity, like a naked newborn babe


Striding the blast, or heaven’s cherubim, horsed


Upon the sightless couriers of the air,


Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye,


That tears shall drown the wind.


    (1.7.21–5)











To call such passages ‘horror’ is surely too strong, and ‘bombast’ unfair; both terms smack not only of jealousy but also of a failure to grasp what’s gained, not just lost, when writing begins to verge on the impenetrable (though audiences have never needed to know precisely what Macbeth is saying in order to grasp what he is feeling at this moment). Lucidity as an end in itself can be overrated. This passage is, as critics have long noted, breathtaking – and few stretches in Shakespeare’s work suffer more from crude glossing. Shakespeare’s writing here is anything but imprecise and his passage’s meaning is clear enough once its dense metaphorical network – which touches in condensed form on so much else that happens in the play – is unpacked. A reductive paraphrase that explains what Macbeth says also strips his remarkable lines of their mystery and resonance: he imagines here that a personified Pity, like an infant bestriding the winds, or soaring retributive angels riding the air, will spread word of his evil deed, eliciting so compassionate a response that the tears shed will be like a great rain that stops the wind. Jonson rightly recognised that Shakespeare’s writing had taken a new turn, one far less accessible than Jonson’s own efforts in neo-classical verse or colloquial prose. But if Shakespeare’s actors and audiences now had to work harder, the rewards for doing so would prove greater too.
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‘The Unite’ coin, minted in 1604










2: Division of the Kingdoms





Back in 1599, still unsure whether he would ever attain the English throne, the forward-looking King of Scots wrote a political handbook, Basilikon Doron, for his eldest born, Prince Henry. In it, he warned his son about the dangers of dividing territory among children, especially if Henry were fortunate enough to inherit the kingdoms of England, Ireland, France and his native Scotland. James urged him to act as Abraham had with his first-born: ‘in case it please God to provide you to all these three kingdoms, make your eldest son Isaac, leaving him all your kingdoms, and provide the rest with private possessions. Otherwise by dividing your kingdoms, ye shall leave the seed of division and discord among your posterity.’ The royal treatise became a bestseller after James succeeded Queen Elizabeth in 1603, with fourteen thousand copies printed in London in that year alone. A few words were added to that sentence in these English editions that reminded readers of an earlier division of the kingdoms in British history, one that had led to centuries of bloodshed and strife: ‘as befell to this isle, by the division and assignment thereof, to the three sons of Brutus, Locrine, Albanact and Camber’. This story of Brutus and his sons was pseudo-history, derived from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of Great Britain, the source for King Lear’s legendary reign as well. But it was a well-chosen example, for it was a precedent familiar to English audiences through the popular play The Lamentable Tragedy of Locrine, the Eldest Son of King Brutus (written around 1591 and later wrongly attributed to Shakespeare and even printed as his in the third folio of his plays in 1664). The flipside of the danger of division was ensuring union, and no domestic or foreign issue would more deeply preoccupy James and his subjects in the early years of his reign than the Union of Scotland and England.


Once crowned King of England, James was confident that a formal ratification of the Union of his kingdoms was imminent. After all, as both King James VI of Scotland and King James I of England, he personified that unification. As James saw it, Union was part of a larger divine plan: ‘Hath not God first united these two kingdoms both in language, religion and similitude of manners?’ One of his earliest proclamations upon arriving in England, published for the benefit of any ‘who may stand in any doubt of the said Union’, commanded ‘all his highness’s subjects to repute, hold and esteem both the two realms as presently united, and as one realm and kingdom, and the subjects of both the realms as one people, brethren and members of one body’.


While James understood that only Parliament could ratify the Union, he did all that he could to reinforce a sense of its inevitability, even issuing an accession medal in 1603 declaring himself to be ‘emperor of the whole island of Britain’. While few of his subjects may have seen, much less owned, this celebratory medal, many more would handle the new £1 coin, minted in 1604 and called ‘the Unite’, on which James is identified as King of Great Britain. On its reverse was a Latin translation of Ezekiel 37:22 that lent scriptural authority to royal pronouncement: ‘Faciam eos in gentem unam’ – ‘I will make them one nation.’


The outbreak of plague of 1603 had postponed James’s ceremonial entry into London and delayed as well the opening session of his first Parliament. Both finally took place almost a full year after Elizabeth’s death. Union was at the top of James’s agenda and figured largely in both pageantry and Parliament. But the long delay had hurt the Union cause, for James was unable to take full advantage of his initial enthusiastic welcome. As James paraded through London’s packed streets on 15 March 1604, he passed various triumphal arches, constructed specially for the event nearly a year earlier and now brought out of storage. At the Fenchurch Street Arch, devised by Ben Jonson, James was welcomed to his ‘empire’s seat’ (2.444). And further along, above the Conduit in Fleet Street, he encountered actors impersonating ‘his majesty’s four kingdoms’ – England, Scotland, France and Ireland. To accompany this display, Thomas Middleton had been paid by the civic authorities to write a speech celebrating Union as something already accomplished, cleverly picking up on James’s account of Brutus and the division of the kingdoms in Basilikon Doron:








        So rich an empire, whose fair breast


Contains four kingdoms by your entrance blessed,


By Brute divided, but by you alone


All are again united and made one.











King James, who usually hated crowds, was thrilled by his reception. But not everything went quite as planned that day. Another playwright, Thomas Dekker, had arranged for James to encounter the patron saints of England and Scotland, St George and St Andrew, riding alongside each other on horseback and ‘sworn unto a league of amity’. But Dekker hadn’t counted on the huge crowds keeping the two riders apart and they didn’t find each other in time to greet the king. It was a bad omen.


Four days later a confident king addressed his first English Parliament. In making his case for Union, James drew upon the same stories that Shakespeare had been telling in his series of plays about England’s bloody Wars of the Roses, strife that was only resolved when Henry VII, the first of the Tudors, killed Richard III, the last of the Yorkist kings, at Bosworth Field. James argued that this union of ‘these two princely roses of the two Houses of Lancaster and York, whereof that king of happy memory was the first uniter,’ was ‘nothing comparable to the union of two ancient and famous kingdoms’ of Scotland and England. As his long speech wore on, members of Parliament were treated to an extended history lesson, as James schooled them not only in the benefits of unity but also in the dangers of division: ‘Do we not yet remember, that this kingdom was divided into seven little kingdoms, besides Wales? And is it not now the stronger by their union?’ And in language evocative of John of Gaunt’s speech in Richard the Second, in which England is described as ‘this little world, / This precious stone set in the silver sea’ and as a ‘fortress built by Nature for herself’ (2.1.43–6), James urged that ‘God has made us all in one island, compassed with one sea, and of itself by nature so indivisible’ that a truly united kingdom of Scotland and England ‘is now become like a little world within itself, being entrenched and fortified round about with a natural and yet admirable strong pond or ditch, whereby all the former fears of this nation are now quite cut off’.


James stopped short of making specific demands on Parliament (and wasn’t inclined to think of authority, which he saw ultimately grounded in his divinely chosen royal person, in legalistic terms). But he expected it to take two small but significant steps: formally declaring him head of Great Britain, then establishing a commission, made up of both Scottish and English representatives, to resolve any remaining obstacles to unification. The climax of his address to Parliament was a soaring and much-quoted passage in which he recast the political problem as a family one, not surprising coming from a ruler who had long seen kingship in deeply patriarchal and personal terms:




What God hath conjoined then, let no man separate. I am the husband, and all the whole isle is my lawful wife. I am the head, and it is my body. I am the shepherd, and it is my flock. I hope therefore no man will be so unreasonable as to think that I that am a Christian king under the Gospel, should be a polygamist and husband to two wives.





In the abstract, who could disagree with this? While imagining political relations in marital or familial terms might work metaphorically, Parliament didn’t deal in abstractions. The House of Commons dug in its heels and to James’s frustration, little progress on Union was made. James next tried writing to Parliament to nudge the case along, explaining that ‘his wish, above all things, was at his death to leave one worship to God; one kingdom, entirely governed; one uniformity of laws’.


The quest for Union, it soon became clear, could not be easily resolved, nor would it go away, since James was unwilling to relinquish it, forcing attention to concerns that until now had been largely glossed over. The widespread relief in 1603 that royal succession had been peaceful, and the further relief that the new monarch was not only a man but also one who was married with male heirs, had masked deeper problems about what it meant in practice for a King of Scots to govern England. In hindsight, that’s understandable. The 1571 census of 4,500 aliens in London had located only forty Scots living in the city, which meant that most Elizabethans had little personal exposure to Scots and got their sense of Scottishness second-hand – from long-circulating stereotypes, from books like Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles, from memories of James’s mother (the treacherous Mary, Queen of Scots), and from the stage (where Marlowe’s Edward the Second recalled how the Scots humiliated the English at the Battle of Bannockburn, and Shakespeare’s more recent Henry the Fifth casually alluded to their neighbours to the north as the ‘weasel Scot’ [1.2.170]). The arrival of many Scots in James’s entourage in 1603 – along with rumours that they were lice-ridden and grasping – only stoked English xenophobia. It wasn’t easy to forget that before 1560 England and Scotland had often been at war, and that Scotland was allied with England’s sometime enemy, France. And it didn’t help that the English considered themselves superior to their poorer and (to their minds) backward northern neighbours.


More delays followed. Parliament was scheduled to reconvene in February 1605 and resolve the legal issues raised by Union, since that much time was needed for English and Scottish commissioners to resolve their differences. Meanwhile, James issued a new proclamation on 20 October 1604, claiming by ‘kingly power and prerogative’ the ‘name and style of King of Great Britain’. Despite James’s eagerness to see the issue resolved, fresh setbacks meant that the next sitting of Parliament was postponed until early November 1605. The delay created a political vacuum, one that defenders and enemies of Union filled with a score of treatises. London’s bookstalls were crammed with the latest arguments about Union, as the controversy attracted some of the finest English and Scottish legal and political minds, eager to ingratiate themselves with the king or, alternatively, warn their fellow subjects of new and unseen dangers.


One of the more fascinating tracts, published in 1605, was John Thornborough’s The Joyful and Blessed Reuniting the Two Mighty and Famous Kingdoms. The pro-Union Thornborough found it useful to compare political union to a classical comedy of separation and reunion, Terence’s Adelphoe. Terence’s comedies were a staple of the grammar-school curriculum and Thornborough assumed that many of his readers would recall the old play and draw the right moral: ‘How joyful it is for us to acknowledge one another Britains, as it was for the brethren in the comedy, which after so long time came to knowledge of one another, even as we now know one another to be Britains by all signs and tokens.’ The Union of Scotland and England followed the formula of New Comedy: unfortunate separation and confusion, then at last mutual recognition, followed by reunion and joyous reconciliation. But when Thornborough concludes by asking ‘Can any be English and not Scottish? Can any be Scottish and not English?’, the answer, for too many sceptical readers on both sides of the border was surely ‘yes’. When he asks why the English and Scots ‘cannot but readily embrace each other, as the ancient Romans reconciled after long civil war’, he could not help but remind readers of the historical enmity between Scotland and England, and of the brevity of that Roman amity.


With king and critics comparing the challenge of political union to working out family problems, it was not much of a stretch for dramatists to give plots that turned on royal domestic crises a political edge, especially when those stories were drawn from Britain’s past. Even as Shakespeare was turning to King Lear in the autumn of 1605, the veteran playwright Anthony Munday was working on a new commission, a civic pageant called The Triumphs of Reunited Britannia. The pageant, held on 29 October 1605, was staged in honour of London’s new Lord Mayor. The timing of its political message was crucial, as it was scheduled to be performed a week before Parliament reconvened at last to resolve issues standing in the way of Union. Lord Mayor’s shows were among the highlights of London civic theatre and had the added attraction of being free and open to the public.


Munday didn’t have to look far for his plot; he found it close at hand in the story of Brutus and his sons that James had alluded to in Basilikon Doron, and he relied heavily on Holinshed’s account of Brutus’s reign to flesh out his story. The content of Munday’s pageant was no doubt cleared with his patrons, the company of Merchant Taylors, who spared no expense for this elaborate production – over £700, a huge sum that covered not just Munday’s fee but also the elaborate sets, the costuming and feeding of the child actors who performed it, and the printed text that was soon published. Rather than simply retell the tragedy of a divided kingdom, Munday chose instead to transport Brute and his three children to the present time so that they could witness the undoing of their folly. The result is a happy ending, as Brute declares that ‘Wales, England, Scotland, severed first by me’ are by King James ‘knit again in blessed unity’ as ‘these sister-kingdoms now shake hands’. British identity had never really disappeared, and in bringing Brutus and his offspring back from the dead to Jacobean London to applaud its restoration, Munday reinforced the argument that Union was no novelty and was better understood as a long-delayed reunion.


Unfortunately for the young actors performing in the pageant, London’s weather on 29 October was awful, and ‘great rain and foul weather’ drenched the expensive sets. It’s not even clear whether the show went on that day, but the Merchant Taylors made the best of the situation and had the pageant performed – either again or for the first time – three days later when the skies had cleared. In case anyone missed its pro-Union message, Munday underscored the point in a passage added to the printed text that soon circulated: ‘King James’ is ‘our second Brute’, by ‘whose happy coming to the crown, England, Wales and Scotland, by the first Brute severed and divided, is in our second Brute reunited, and one happy Britannia again’.


For Jacobeans inundated by pageantry, polemic and gossip about the proposed Union, any play that turned to Britain’s distant past to explore the consequences of a divided kingdom would have been seen as part of this conversation. And Shakespeare didn’t wait long to locate King Lear within this ongoing debate. King James’s warning about ‘dividing your kingdoms’ is closely echoed in the opening lines of King Lear in Gloucester’s remark about the ‘division of the kingdoms’ (1.3–4). The contemporaneous feel of the beginning of Shakespeare’s play is reinforced in Kent’s first words: ‘I thought the King had more affected the Duke of Albany than Cornwall’ (1.1–2). Jacobean playgoers knew that King James’s elder son, Henry, was the current Duke of Albany, and his younger one, Charles, the Duke of Cornwall – and, in fact, James did prefer Henry over his sickly younger brother. To speak of Albany was to speak of Scotland (James himself had previously been Duke of Albany, as had his father). It was, for Shakespeare, an uncharacteristically topical start – the opening gossipy exchange marking the play as distinctively Jacobean in its political concerns.


Shakespeare had spent much of his career writing about Englishness; indeed, a strong claim can be made that his nine Elizabethan English history plays did much to define English identity, if not English exceptionalism. That changed after he became a King’s Man and his attention, and that of his Jacobean audiences, turned from Englishness to Britishness. The evidence for this is striking: the word ‘England’ had appeared 224 times in his Elizabethan plays. But in the decade after James became king, ‘England’ appeared only twenty-one more times in his works (most of them in his late and collaborative Henry the Eighth), and ‘English’, which he had used 132 times during the plays he wrote under Elizabeth, only appeared eighteen times in all of his Jacobean plays. Shakespeare had never found an occasion to use the word ‘British’ before James’s accession; the first time that audiences heard it in one of his plays was in King Lear, where it occurs three times. Similarly, the word ‘Britain’, which had appeared only twice in Shakespeare’s Elizabethan drama, occurs that many times in King Lear alone, and twenty-nine times in all in his Jacobean plays. In turning from Englishness to Britishness, Shakespeare was responding to questions that hadn’t much interested his fellow countrymen before the arrival of King James. In pressing the case for Union, the Scottish monarch had foisted upon his subjects an identity crisis where none had existed before. What was proving unsettling for the culture at large proved to be a gift to a dramatist who had made a career out of exploring identity crises – be they political, familial, marital or religious. Union, in the terms set out by James, touched on all of them.


By the time that Shakespeare began writing King Lear it was clear that King James (and it seems almost everyone else on both sides of the border) had underestimated the extent to which Union would force both the English and the Scots to confront a hard set of questions about their identities. What was the difference between a Scot and an Englishman other than place of birth? Were the obvious commonalities between the two kingdoms – a shared monarch, a shared language (more or less), a shared island (which also included Wales), a shared religion (more or less), a shared view of law (more or less) and a shared system of government (more or less) – enough to overcome these differences? Francis Bacon, for one, wasn’t sure; in a private treatise written for the king on the Union question, he warned that every one of these commonalities ‘hath some scruple or rather grain of separation enwrapped and included in them’. It didn’t take much to unwrap them.


What’s in a name? Would officially changing James’s title to ‘King of Great Britain’ unintentionally invalidate longstanding English law and treaties (as some legal minds feared) and, as collateral damage, undermine hard-won constitutional authority? Along the same lines, James’s plan to combine England’s and Scotland’s parliaments stoked fears that what really motivated the Union cause was an imperial monarch’s desire to wrest power from the legislature – so he was quickly forced to drop that idea. Looking beyond metaphors of marriage and fraternity, what sort of Union was intended? Was it to be a Continental-style federation in which different local laws prevailed? Or alternatively, a so-called ‘perfect Union’, an incorporation closer to the English model, based on conquest, in which Wales had been all but swallowed up? James wasn’t quite clear about this, and his views seem to have evolved over time based on what it was possible to achieve. The longer that Parliament delayed ratification the lengthier the list of theoretical and practical obstacles to Union grew. Other key terms whose meanings had long been taken for granted began to feel slippery as well. Did talk of a British ‘empire’ (a term both Ben Jonson and Thomas Middleton felt comfortable using) refer to its older meaning as simply an independent sovereign state, or did it mean, as the context of the pageantry suggests, something newer and to those at the margins more disturbing: a collection of territories that implied both a centre and a periphery to which less powerful kingdoms were relegated?


A decade earlier Shakespeare had looked deeply in Richard the Second into the question of the king’s ‘two bodies’, a political theory that maintained that it was treasonous to distinguish between the physical and political bodies of kings (so that subjects couldn’t swear allegiance to one and not the other). The proposed union of the crowns, by multiplying the number of bodies, created all sorts of difficulties for this theory (yet the failure to achieve Union, as far as James was concerned, would leave his body politic ‘divided and monstrous’). King James continued to insist that his kingdoms were united under ‘one imperial crown’. But if so, and if this was more than a metaphor, why didn’t he melt down both his Scottish and English crowns and create out of them a single British one? Francis Bacon urged him to consider doing so, making literal what remained figurative, while acknowledging that this solution would probably introduce fresh problems. Would James then need to undergo a formal ‘British’ coronation? And shouldn’t ‘the frame’ of this new British crown contain ‘some reference to the crowns of Ireland and France’? When in the opening scene of his new play Shakespeare has King Lear insist on retaining ‘the name and all the additions to a king’ while at the same time formally relinquishing power, the plot turns on a version of this question, for Lear hands over to the Dukes of Albany and Cornwall a coronet and says, ‘This coronet part betwixt you.’ How exactly are the dukes to split a metal coronet in two? As with Union, each potential solution seemed to introduce a host of fresh difficulties.


Shakespeare returns to this unresolved issue of divided crowns and divided authority soon after the opening scene, when the Fool baits Lear, saying: ‘Give me an egg, nuncle, and I’ll give thee two crowns.’ When Lear plays along and asks, ‘What two crowns shall they be?’ the Fool replies, punishingly: ‘Why, after I have cut the egg in the middle and eat up the meat, the two crowns of the egg. When thou clovest thy crown i’th’ middle and gavest away both parts, thou borest thy ass o’th’ back o’er the dirt. Thou hadst little wit in thy bald crown when thou gavest thy golden one away’ (4.148–56). An egg (broken in half, with the jagged edges of the half-shells resembling two crowns) proved a lot easier to divide than what kings wore on their heads – and as difficult to put back together.


From its opening scene, when a map of Britain is brought on stage, King Lear wrestles with what Britishness means, especially in relationship to the longstanding national identities it superseded. Was it really possible to forget national origins, or do deeper loyalties and suppressed nationalism inevitably emerge? As with the question of the division of the crowns, to introduce such vexing issues was not to resolve them, or even necessarily to stake a position. The role in the play of the kingdom of France (one more of James’s kingdoms, at least on paper) further complicated matters. Playgoers at the Globe should naturally have sympathised with the British forces in their efforts to defeat French invaders. But nationalistic sympathies become compromised when it turns out that the virtuous Cordelia, now married to the King of France, is on the wrong side (the whole French subplot, borrowed from King Leir, is never fully or adequately worked out, and Shakespeare doesn’t quite solve the problem by having Cordelia rather than her husband lead the invading troops).


While Shakespeare first uses the word ‘British’ in King Lear, every time it appears it is troubling and a bit off. The first time we hear it is when Edgar, speaking as Poor Tom, uses it in a snatch of rhyme: ‘Fie, fo, and fum; / I smell the blood of a British man’ (11.166–7). But the final word we expect him to say here, from the old and familiar rhyme, is ‘Englishman’. Could this have been, as John Kerrigan has suggested, a joke on Shakespeare’s part, a bit of Jacobean political correctness, with Edgar catching and correcting himself so that he doesn’t make the mistake of saying ‘Englishman’? The other two times the word appears are in ambiguous contexts as far as nationalism is concerned: first when a messenger warns that the ‘British powers are marching hitherward’ (reminding us that Cordelia is leading a French army against Britain), then later by Regan’s servant, Oswald, who repeats that it is the ‘British party’ that is defending itself against a French invasion.


Even if the French are defeated and a British monarchy restored, who will lead it in the end, an Englishman or a Scot? The choice among the play’s few survivors is limited: either the English Edgar, son of the Duke of Gloucester (whose namesake, the tenth-century King Edgar, was celebrated both for his peacefulness and for reuniting the kingdoms of England), or the ruler from the north, the Duke of Albany, the highest-ranking figure at the end of the play, and a character who held a title shared by the King of Scots. Much depends on who speaks last, for it was a convention in the drama of the time that the highest-ranking figure in historical drama has the last word.





OEBPS/a039_online.png





OEBPS/a001_online.png





OEBPS/a000xii_online.png
Evll z\m
Vderigace
DMWAHW%\WW@Q . M\E
hwﬁ._hm.mww\% Q
SIS ]

@ %5:5\.@ :
LI |
; Shakespeare’s
London c1606

Lambeth “Palace






OEBPS/9780571283859_cover_epub.jpg
JAMES SHAPIRO

AUTHOR OF 1599,
WINNER OF THE SAMUEL JOHNSON PRIZE

/ v 2
= - 4
/ P )

= s

William
Shakespeare

and the

Year of Lear

‘A book for anyone interested in history, or literature,
or in the creation of the greatest play ever written.” Richard Eyre






OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/a017_online.png





OEBPS/new_logo_online.png
it

FARBRER & FABRER





