



[image: images]








[image: ]








 


 


FOR THE LOVE OF SHAKESPEARE


Copyright © Summersdale Publishers Ltd, 2016


All rights reserved.


No part of this book may be reproduced by any means, nor transmitted, nor translated into a machine language, without the written permission of the publishers.


Beth Miller has asserted her right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Condition of Sale


This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


Summersdale Publishers Ltd


46 West Street


Chichester


West Sussex


PO19 1RP


UK


www.summersdale.com


eISBN: 978-1-78372-946-3




Substantial discounts on bulk quantities of Summersdale books are available to corporations, professional associations and other organisations. For details contact Nicky Douglas by telephone: +44 (0) 1243 756902, fax: +44 (0) 1243 786300 or email: nicky@summersdale.com.












FOREWORD


BY PROFESSOR MICHAEL DOBSON


DIRECTOR OF THE SHAKESPEARE
INSTITUTE, STRATFORD-UPON-AVON


The flourishing of Shakespeare’s plays worldwide across the last four centuries – as they have gone on passing into new editions, into new languages, into new media, and into the lives and imaginations of successive new generations of readers and spectators – begins with something extraordinary done for the love of Shakespeare. In early 1616, Shakespeare made a draft of his will, and that March, probably knowing his death was near, he updated and signed it. Among its bequests, the will specifies that each of his closest theatrical colleagues – Richard Burbage, John Heminges and Henry Condell – is to receive twenty-six shillings and eightpence with which to buy a gold mourning ring. This seems to have been an established custom among members of Shakespeare’s acting troupe, the King’s Men: survivors would remember their companions by wearing rings in their memory for the rest of their lives.


For these particular three actors, though, remembering Shakespeare themselves wasn’t enough: they wanted to make sure the world remembered him too. In 1616, another member of the company, Ben Jonson, was taking the unprecedented step of publishing not just his own poems but his plays in a big, expensive folio volume, giving his drama a literary status which no mere English playscripts had ever enjoyed before. Convinced that Shakespeare’s plays deserved the same honour, Burbage, Heminges and Condell set about the huge administrative task of gathering together as many as they could of the plays which Shakespeare had written (some of them by now a quarter of a century old), of negotiating about copyright with the printers who had already put individual plays out in single quarto editions, and of putting together the whole syndicate of publishers which would be needed to finance the expensive and risky venture of producing such a grand and handsome book. Burbage, sadly, died in 1619 and never lived to see its completion, and at times Heminges and Condell probably doubted whether they ever would either. But the book was at last advertised at the Frankfurt Book Fair in 1622, and, a further year late, it finally appeared in 1623.


Its official title is Mr William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies, but it is now more commonly known simply as the First Folio. Of the 36 plays it includes, 18 had never been printed before, and might have been lost forever had it not been for Heminges and Condell’s determination to honour their dead friend: without it the world might not have Macbeth, Twelfth Night, Julius Caesar or The Tempest, among others. But they wanted to share their pleasure in Shakespeare’s work, and in a touching preface addressed ‘To the Great Variety of Readers,’ they urge us to continue to do so. ‘Read him, therefore,’ they conclude,


and again, and again: And if then you do not like him, surely you are in some manifest danger, not to understand him. And so we leave you to other of his friends, whom if you need, can be your guides: if you need them not, you can lead yourselves, and others, and such readers we wish him.


In other words, these plays are so good that only someone who doesn’t understand them can fail to enjoy them, but don’t worry, there are plenty of people who love Shakespeare already who can help you to do so. And if you love these plays already, you should be ready to share your delight in them with others in your turn.


This book, For the Love of Shakespeare, then, offers a snapshot of how the ripples from the splash made in world culture by Heminges and Condell’s act of friendship four centuries ago are continuing to spread ever outwards. As well as giving us her own insights into Shakespeare’s works, Beth Miller has invited a wide selection of people to share something of their pleasure in Shakespeare, and here are some of their experiences and preferences and observations. As these testimonies make clear once more, we owe a great debt to Shakespeare, and we owe a great debt too to the friends who compiled and published the First Folio. Its contents are extraordinarily good, the source of endless pleasure and insight and stimulation and empathy and laughter and tears. Via Heminge and Condell, this body of drama is our greatest playwright’s greatest posthumous bequest. For the love of Shakespeare, keep passing it on.
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INTRODUCTION


ONE GIANT LEAP


The lights went down, and next to me, my mate Bonny shifted restlessly in her seat. We were seventeen years old, and had been dragged to London on a college trip to see the Shakespeare play we were studying for A level. A hunched figure at the back of the stage leaned heavily on crutches, and I wondered idly how long it was till the interval. Bonny yawned.


Then the figure began reciting those well-known, even hackneyed words, and a shiver went down my spine. ‘Now is the winter of our discontent / Made glorious summer by this son of York.’


I barely had time to think, Gosh, the way he says that makes me wonder what those words mean for the first time ever, when, in one almighty movement, propelled by his crutches, Richard III leapt right across the enormous stage from one side to the other. It was as if he was flying. All Richard’s pent-up rage, his years of being badly treated, his resentments and his hate: they were all there in that one immense, athletic outburst, writ large enough for even a disaffected teenager to see.


Bonny sat up straight, and whispered, ‘Bloody hell.’


We both craned forward, elbows on the handrail in front of us, and fell silently, hopelessly in love with Shakespeare.


TOO HOT, TOO COLD AND JUST RIGHT


Most people who love Shakespeare have a ‘switch-on’ moment, when he suddenly speaks to them and they finally understand what everyone has been banging on about. When they realise exactly what it means when his work is described as timeless, that the emotions – love, jealousy, lust, ambition – and the relationships Shakespeare explored are as resonant now as they were when the First Folio of his plays was put together.


Some people get Shakespeare right away, from their very first exposure. Others take longer. One of my earliest childhood memories is of being taken to a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream at St David’s Bishop’s Palace in Wales while on our summer holiday. I have a dim memory of seeing actors flit behind the ruined facade of the palace, but the only thing that has stayed with me is the soup I drank during an interval, from a cup – very novel. There were other false starts: reading the plays at school, woodenly, sitting behind desks. Laughing at Bottom’s name. OK, that is still funny. A school trip to see a sappy production of Romeo and Juliet, at which even our teacher winced during the romantic bits.


It wasn’t till I was almost an adult, and saw Antony Sher flinging himself around the stage as Richard III, that I got it. But then I made up for lost time.


I saw Stephen Dillane and Gina Bellman in Hamlet in 1994 (though my main memory of that is how hot the Gielgud Theatre was – we all took our shoes and socks off); Haydn Gwynne and Derek Griffiths in Twelfth Night, also in 1994 (terrific); Timothy West as Lear in 2003 (gruelling); Julius Caesar performed on the battlements of Conwy Castle (exciting but cold). I saw Simon Russell Beale as Ariel in Sam Mendes’ Stratford production of The Tempest; this had real magic on stage and was utterly engaging, and just as well, because I was too cheap to pay for a seat and was standing at the back for a fiver. In 1995 I saw Josie Lawrence in The Taming of the Shrew, though my husband reminds me that we hated it so much we left in the interval (no offence to Josie – she was very good – but the production was riddled with the difficult-for-modern-audiences-to-swallow sexism of that particular play). There was Ralph Fiennes in Coriolanus in 2000 (played in the style of Leonard Rossiter in Rising Damp – very odd); and a memorable Merry Wives of Windsor in which all the players, including the women, wore stick-on beards that were sent horizontal by a ferocious wind. I’ve watched a lot of outdoor Shakespeare plays in British summers (bring a blanket, umbrella and flask). And I’ve seen experimental versions too, such as dreamthinkspeak’s The Rest Is Silence, a deconstructed Hamlet in which the world’s most famous soliloquy was said over and over again.


My theatre-going tailed off after having children, but we’ve taken the kids to see an abridged Comedy of Errors, and my daughter trod the boards as Moonshine in A Midsummer Night’s Dream – ah, I was proud. The children love the Shakespeare song on Horrible Histories, which celebrates his unsurpassed facility with words. You haven’t seen it? Quickly, rush off and YouTube it now. Good, wasn’t it? ‘Doo-be-doo-be-doo-be / To be or not to be…’ Genius.


And there are some wonderful Shakespeare films: Kenneth Branagh’s Much Ado About Nothing, and his Henry V that convinced despite the tiny cast; Twelfth Night with Imogen Stubbs; Claire Danes and Leo DiCaprio in Romeo + Juliet…


THE GAPS


There are plenty of plays I’d never seen or read, till writing this book inspired me to check them out: Cymbeline, Pericles and Timon of Athens, and quite a few of the histories. And as for the poems? Until I began researching this book, I didn’t know much about them, apart from ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’ (Not the whole poem, just that one line.)


If we’re honest, most of us don’t know much about Shakespeare. A straw poll of my friends and family revealed the following nuggets, and not much more:


1. He was born and died on the same date. (It turns out this might not be true.)


2. He married Anne Hathaway. (Possibly because she had a cottage?)


3. He lived in Stratford-upon-Avon and London. (There is uncertainty about his commute between the two, given that he probably didn’t have a car.)


4. He had a sister. (Most people based this on the fact that there’s a band called Shakespears Sister.)


5. He was balding, with a neat beard. Probably not as dishy as Joseph Fiennes in Shakespeare in Love. (Actually, we’re not really sure what he looked like.)


Writing this book helped me fill a lot of gaps. I hope reading it does the same for you.


BUT SOFT! ANOTHER SHAKESPEARE BOOK?


Shakespeare’s output was staggering. He wrote a shade under 160 poems and 39 plays (or 38 or 40…), of which there have been many thousands of versions and millions of interpretations. Then there are all the controversies, and commentaries, and debates… Amazon lists more than 75,000 books about Shakespeare, excluding his own. The Modern Library has a website which thoughtfully gathers together the 100 best books on Shakespeare, then airily adds at the end of the exhaustive-looking list, ‘There are hundreds more fine books on Shakespeare.’ Books about the man and his works range from weighty biographies to whimsies such as Shakespeare’s Guide to Parenting, with every possible stopping point between.


You may wonder, therefore, whether the world needs another book on Shakespeare, but in this year of the 400th anniversary of his death it was too good an opportunity to miss. And it’s been a personal voyage of discovery – and rediscovery – that I’ve enjoyed hugely. So it’s a reference book, and it will give an insight into the life and the work, but it’s also personal. The book can be read straight through, though it’s also designed to be dipped into. My hope is that if you think, Hey, what’s that play where a bear randomly appears?, then you can flick through Chapter Three and say, ‘Of course! It was The Winter’s Tale.’ And if you’re trying to decide what Shakespeare film to rent, you can rummage around in Chapter Eight and cry, ‘Aha! It’s got to be Fassbender’s Macbeth!’


We are still fascinated by Shakespeare, even after all these centuries of performances and analyses. And that is, of course, because of the writing he gave us. What writing! What words! More than 800,000 of them, spread across an eye-poppingly diverse range of plays and poetry: funny, sad, truthful, informative, groundbreaking words. Words he invented, and phrases we now know as clichés, so embedded are they in our vocabularies. Words he wove together, creating beautiful images, stories that move us and make us laugh, telling universal truths about the human condition; words that bring to life complex, fascinating, rounded characters who we relate to as if they were written yesterday. His influence is felt in art, culture, language, psychology, music…


One of my favourite parts of writing the book was the chance to ask people about their Shakespeare: to describe their switch-on moment, discuss their most-loved play and reveal the character they would most like to meet. I interviewed people who are connected to his work in some way: actors, professors, writers, set designers, costumiers, librarians and more. They give details of shivery first performances and describe how they melt into the beauty of his language. They don’t hold back on telling us about some duds as well. The interviews are scattered through the book like Ophelia’s flowers.


At the time of writing, Shakespeare died 400 years ago, and he looks set for at least another 400 years of analysis, performance, worship, argument and love. His work can be constantly reinvented and tells us things we didn’t know about ourselves. I hope it leads you to your own switch-on moment, if you haven’t fallen in love with his works yet, or reminds you of your own favourites and guides you to new discoveries. So, at the risk of being spotted with a misquote on my lips, ‘Lead on, Macduff’!


 


Beth Miller


June 2016









CHAPTER ONE


SHAKESPEARE THE MAN


PART ONE
 MAN OF MYSTERY


The best known and least known of figures.
BILL BRYSON


William Shakespeare, who made far and away the greatest contribution to English literature and language there has ever been, is one of the most infuriatingly mysterious people in history. We don’t know very much about him at all. He’s not unusual in that; we don’t know very much about anyone else who lived four-hundred-and-something years ago either, not even other celebrated writers like Christopher Marlowe and Ben Jonson. The lack of concrete information about Shakespeare has not stopped people speculating, however. Wherever there is a gap, thousands have rushed in to fill it. Shakespeare was a secret Catholic! Shakespeare was gay! The writing of this enigmatic, shadowy figure holds an extraordinary power over us so, naturally, we’re keen to know what he was like.


WE KNOW THEE NOT, OLD MAN


The words of eighteenth-century writer George Steevens still hold remarkably true today:


All that is known with any degree of certainty concerning Shakespeare, is – that he was born at Stratford upon Avon, – married and had children there, – went to London, where he commenced actor, and wrote poems and plays, – returned to Stratford, made his will, died, and was buried.


We do have a bit more detail than that, though much of it is conjecture. There exist about a hundred documents relating to Shakespeare and his family: birth certificates, wills, court records and so on. Other than these dry papers, which give the sketchiest information, and a small batch of eye-witness accounts, all we have are his plays and poetry. We don’t have anything which gives us certain access to his innermost thoughts: no diary, no interviews. The first person to try to describe Shakespeare was Nicholas Rowe in 1709, almost 100 years after his death – and of course, Rowe never met him.


To say anything about what Shakespeare the man was like, we have to assume we can tell things about his personality and beliefs from his writing. People have dedicated their lives to reading between the lines. Many have let their imaginations run wild. Maybe we can decipher the man from the page. But more likely we can’t, as a quick glance at the huge chasm between the words and lives of most fiction writers will show. Storytellers make a lot of it up and spend a good deal of time imagining what things may have been like. The bottom line is, we don’t know what Shakespeare was like as a person, only as a writer.


WHAT DON’T WE KNOW?


[image: images]  The actual dates of his birth and death


[image: images]  What he died of


[image: images]  Anything about his childhood


[image: images]  Exactly how many plays he wrote, nor the order he wrote them in


[image: images]  Whether he attended university


[image: images]  His religion


[image: images]  Whether his marriage was happy


[image: images]  Whether he travelled beyond England


[image: images]  A ton of other things we take for granted that we know about modern-day authors: which writers he most admired, his first kiss, his sources of inspiration, his favourite place to write, his favourite food, his preferred quill…




DID YOU KNOW?


Although we don’t know exactly when Shakespeare was born or when he died, we can make a sensible guess at his birthdate, taking into account the customs of the time, as we know he was baptised on 26 April 1564. And while the actual date he died was not recorded, we know his funeral was on 25 April 1616. For neatness, and national pride, both his birth and death are celebrated on 23 April, St George’s Day.





KEY DATES


1564 – 23 April (probably) – Shakespeare born


1582 – 28 November – Married Anne Hathaway


1583 – 26 May – First child, Susanna, baptised


1585 – 2 February – Twins Hamnet and Judith baptised


1592 – (probably) – First play produced in London


1596 – 11 August – Hamnet buried, aged eleven


1616 – 23 April (probably) – Shakespeare died


FAMILY


William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564, to John and Mary. John Shakespeare, a glove-maker, has sometimes been described as illiterate because he signed his name with a mark, but this was relatively common at the time. Indeed, it’s fairly likely that he could read, for he was quite an important figure in Stratford. He held a number of civic posts and steadily rose to one of the highest positions, high bailiff (like a mayor). William’s mother, Mary Arden, was the daughter of a reasonably well-to-do farmer who grew up a short distance outside Stratford, in Wilmcote.


He was the third of their eight children, but their eldest surviving child – the two girls born before him both died as babies. Shakespeare’s younger siblings were Joan, Anne, Richard, Gilbert and Edmund. We don’t know a massive amount about them. Anne died in childhood, and Richard and Gilbert never married. It’s thought that Edmund became an actor, though he died young, before William, at the age of 27. Joan lived the longest and, having married and produced children, has a line of descendants who are still around today.


It’s assumed that William attended the local grammar school, Kings New School, where he would have been given an excellent grounding in Latin, Greek and other important subjects. This school was open to any local boy, as long as he could read and write. But records from the time are lost. It’s believed that he didn’t go to university. As he was already a father at the age of 19, it probably wasn’t a priority, and it’s possible that university in this era was only an option for single men.


MARRIAGE AND CHILDREN


Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in 1582, when he was 18. It’s long been a source of fascination that Anne was 26, eight years older than him. Shakespeare must have got his father’s permission to marry because he was under the age of consent (21 at the time). An expensive marriage bond was purchased – £40, roughly equivalent in today’s money to between £6,000 and £10,000 – in order to allow just one reading of the banns, rather than the customary three, and get the young couple married off quickly. Presumably this was not unconnected to the fact that Anne gave birth to their daughter Susanna only six months later; though it seems odd as it was apparently not that unusual for an Elizabethan bride to be pregnant at her wedding. Another mystery, I’m afraid.


William and Anne had two more children after Susanna: twins called Hamnet and Judith. Sadly Hamnet died at the age of eleven, though the girls both lived to a reasonable age. Susanna married John Hall, a doctor, and they had one daughter, Elizabeth. Judith married rather late, aged 31, to Thomas Quiney, who was fined a month after their wedding for ‘carnal copulation’ with another woman. Judith and Thomas went on to have three children, but none of the three had offspring, and neither did Susanna’s daughter Elizabeth.




DID YOU KNOW?


Shakespeare’s line stopped with granddaughter Elizabeth in 1670. There are, however, numerous descendants of his sister, Joan.





SHAKESPEARE THE BUSINESSMAN


Thanks to being a part-owner of the theatre company he wrote for, the King’s Men, Shakespeare became rather prosperous. In 1597, he purchased New Place, the second biggest house in Stratford, and from then on was based there, commuting to London as necessary. At some point in the late 1500s, he began to stockpile grain so he could sell it at a profit when it became scarce, though he was fined for hoarding in 1598 when the country was in the grip of famine. A few years later, he bought a large amount of farmland and another house in Stratford. He was, it seems, an intriguing mix of creative genius and hard-headed businessman.


SHAKESPEARE’S DEATH AND WILL


Shakespeare made his last will in January 1616, and revised it in March, just weeks before he died, aged 52. He left almost everything to his eldest daughter, Susanna, with bequests to his other daughter Judith, various nephews, grandchildren and friends. The will is unexciting other than the famously puzzling line, ‘I give unto my wife my second best bed.’ This is the only mention of Anne in the will. It’s hotly debated whether this was a romantic gesture (the best bed might have been reserved for guests, so the second-best bed would have been the marital bed, with romantic connotations), or an insult, and thus perhaps they were unhappily married. It’s one of the very many things we’ll never know for sure, though that doesn’t stop people speculating.


[image: images]




DID YOU KNOW?


There is a curse on Shakespeare’s grave, which reads:


Good friend, for Jesus’ sake forebeare
 To digg the dust enclosed heare;
 Bleste be the man that spares thes stones,
 And curst be he that moves my bones.





THE SPELLING OF SHAKESPEARE’S NAME


Shakespeare never spelled his name the same way twice. The six signatures we know of contain five different variants of his surname: Shakp, Shakspe, Shaksper, Shakspere and Shakspeare. Those last two, incidentally, are from the three pages of his will, which he must surely have signed at around the same time.


We know that spelling was a fluid business back then. Even so, it’s almost like he was trying to be mysterious. The one spelling he didn’t seem to favour, oddly, is the one we all use now, Shakespeare – though that’s the spelling on the earliest collection of his plays, the First Folio.




DID YOU KNOW?


In his day, it’s possible that his name was pronounced ‘Shack-spear’.





WHAT DID HE LOOK LIKE?


Dark hair, bald on top, pointy little goatee, white ruff, holding a quill, right? Well, probably… There are numerous portraits that purport to be of our man, but only two which are definitively of him. Mind you, it’s not certain how accurate they are.


The portrait we all ‘know’ as Shakespeare is the copperplate engraving from the First Folio, put together a few years after his death. This portrait by the engraver Martin Droeshout would not have been done from life, but is undoubtedly intended to depict Shakespeare, sitting as it does right below his name. It’s a shame, then, that it’s not a very good picture, with the head strangely disconnected from the body, as if floating on a magic carpet. Ben Jonson wrote an endorsement of this portrait in verse in the First Folio, saying that the engraver ‘hath hit His [Shakespeare’s] face’ well. This has long been regarded as proof of its accuracy. But it has also been suggested that Jonson dashed off these words before he’d seen the picture (then clutched his brow in embarrassment on seeing it, vowing never again to agree to anything after a few beers).


The other portrayal which is definitely of Shakespeare is the statue which sits above his memorial in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon. It was created by Gerard Johnson and installed in 1623 and, and by golly, it’s an odd-looking thing. Maybe it once looked good, but it was whitewashed in 1793 in a fit of madness, so that subsequent repaintings had to be made without any knowledge of the original markings. Many people have been rude about this sculpture, including Thomas Gainsborough, who called it ‘a silly smiling thing’, and Mark Twain, who said it had ‘the deep, deep, deep, subtle, subtle, subtle, expression of a bladder.’ Having seen it myself recently, I can confirm that Shakespeare resembles a slightly astonished bank manager.


Less authenticated but better artworks include the classic Chandos portrait, named after a former owner, the Duke of Chandos. It was the founding portrait of the National Portrait Gallery in 1856, where it hangs still. This is the one we’d prefer to be of Shakespeare; he looks suitably dreamy and artistic, and has a cool earring. The picture of Shakespeare on the cover of this book is based on it. The Chandos portrait is from the right period, so if it is of Shakespeare it may have been done from life. But we don’t honestly know if it’s Shakespeare or not.


In 2009, the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust announced that the Cobbe portrait was a depiction of Shakespeare, painted from life in around 1610. In contrast to other portraits, the Cobbe Shakespeare is youngish and handsome, with considerably more hair on top than usual. Not everyone agrees it is a picture of Shakespeare; art expert Roy Strong described the claim as ‘codswallop’. Renowned Shakespeare scholar Stanley Wells acknowledged that there’s always reasonable doubt, but felt it was ‘90 per cent’ certain to be of Shakespeare. It hangs at Hatchlands Park, a National Trust property in Surrey.


THE LOST YEARS


There’s so much we don’t know about Mr S. that the missing periods have been officially designated ‘the lost years’. There are two sets of lost years: early and later.


The Lost Years – Early


This early period is from 1578, when it’s reckoned that he left school, at the age of 14, to 1582, when he married Anne Hathaway in a bit of a hurry, aged 18. We know that in 1576, when William was 12, his father, John, was accused of moneylending, which was illegal. John abruptly withdrew from his many public roles. At some point after that, William might have been removed from school to help support the family. Speculations include him going into the family glove-making business, or working as a teacher or law clerk. He may also have joined one of the theatre troupes that regularly passed through Stratford in that period.


The Lost Years – Later


It’s this second period that really intrigues scholars: the seven years between 1585, when the twins were born, and 1592, when Shakespeare suddenly emerged as a writer in London. The amount of frenzied speculation about what went on in this period – the greatest of all literary vacuums – would fill a hundred libraries.


Some of the suggestions, unsupported by evidence, are: that Shakespeare had to do a runner from Stratford after being caught poaching deer; that he went to Italy; served as a soldier; went on the Golden Hind with Francis Drake; was apprenticed to a butcher; went to Lancashire and became a Catholic.


Whatever happened, it’s clear he learned his craft as an actor and writer. It’s guessed that at some point in the late 1580s, Shakespeare joined the Pembroke’s Men theatre troupe, because they performed some of his plays, including Henry VI, The Comedy of Errors and Titus Andronicus.


THE ‘UPSTART CROW’ OF LONDON


The lost years end in 1592 with the first mention in print of Shakespeare as a writer. This appears in the autobiography of playwright Robert Greene, and is surprisingly bitchy: Greene describes an ‘upstart crow’ who ‘supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you’, and ‘is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country’. Dearie me, someone sounds a bit jealous! Clearly Shakespeare had made his mark. After Greene’s death that same year, his editor, Henry Chettle, made a public apology to Shakespeare about Greene’s comments, indicating that Shakespeare was already held in some regard.


PART TWO
 SHAKESPEARE THE WRITER


A PLETHORA OF PLAYWRIGHTS


London in the late 1500s was the perfect time to be a playwright. Theatre was the new thing, and it was huge. Shakespeare and all other writers of the day would have been working fast, and at the top of their game, to provide exciting new plays for an insatiable audience. His peers included Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson, Thomas Middleton, John Webster, Thomas Dekker, Thomas Kyd, Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher. His main rival in the early years was Marlowe, but he died in 1593 at the age of 29 in a knife fight (though it’s been speculated that he was assassinated).


Shakespeare wrote thirty-something plays in 24 years, though he was not by any means the most prolific; Thomas Dekker wrote 32 plays in three years. Certainly all the playwrights of the day would have been rushing to get their work out, which might explain the errors and hastily papered-over cracks in some of Shakespeare’s plots. Really, it’s astonishing that such a lot of quality plays emerged.


THE RULE-BREAKERS


Before Shakespeare’s time, classical drama had strict rules. These included the restriction that plays had to take place in one day, in one place, with a single plot. They had to be either comedies or tragedies, so you weren’t able, for instance, to have a comic scene in a tragedy. And only three performers were allowed to talk in one scene.


Anyone with a passing knowledge of Shakespeare will realise that he broke all these rules, seemingly with happy abandon. His particular speciality was mixing up comedy with tragedy. Only two of his plays follow even one of the rules, taking place over one day and in one location. Other Elizabethan playwrights also experimented hugely with form and content. It must have been a terrifically liberating time to be a writer.


HOW MANY PLAYS DID HE WRITE?


We don’t know exactly. The First Folio contained 36, but it’s now accepted that there were a couple more, and he may have contributed to anything up to 42. There could be many more we’ve never heard of, and others which are lost. Most current lists cite 39, and include Pericles, The Two Noble Kinsmen and Edward III, though it’s still a matter of debate as to how involved he was with the last. Several of Shakespeare’s plays – mostly later ones – are thought to have been collaborations with other writers. Other more expansive lists include Double Falsehood and Sir Thomas More.


For the purposes of this book I’ve gone with the classic 39. Each play has its own entry, other than some of the history plays, which make more sense cosied up together. The plays are segregated by the classic though often unhelpful categorisation that has been in place since the First Folio: Comedies, Histories and Tragedies. Many Complete Works nowadays don’t divide the works up in this way (including The Oxford, which lists them chronologically, and The Arden, which lists them alphabetically). This makes sense, because so many plays are hard to classify. However, I’ve gone for it anyway, sticking to alphabetical order within the comedies and tragedies, and chronological with the histories.


WHAT ORDER WERE THE PLAYS WRITTEN IN?


You may not be surprised to hear that we don’t know for sure. No two lists are in the same order. We don’t even know which play he wrote first; depending on which scholar you believe, it might have been The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Taming of the Shrew, Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of Errors or one of the Henry VIs. All we really have to go on are theories about the relative maturity of the style of writing, dates before which they could not have been written because of events they allude to, or dates after which they couldn’t have been written because of when they were first performed.


TURNING BASE METAL INTO GOLD


Many of Shakespeare’s plays were based on earlier works by other authors. He borrowed plots and characters, sometimes even whole lines. This was not for a minute regarded as plagiarism in the way that we might consider it now. Elizabethans valued the retelling of familiar stories in new ways, and reinventing the familiar was something Shakespeare excelled at. He repeatedly reworked the plot of a pedestrian text, changing characters or adding new ones, producing something extraordinary and distinct. Only a couple of plays – Love’s Labour’s Lost and The Tempest – appear not to be based on an earlier story.


Even George Bernard Shaw, who wasn’t exactly a fan (‘It would positively be a relief to me to dig him up and throw stones at him’), acknowledged, albeit reluctantly, that Shakespeare had ‘enormous power over language’ and was a master of the art of reinventing a story, ‘provided someone else told it to him first’.


THE FIRST FOLIO


Seven years after Shakespeare’s death, two actors in his theatrical company, John Heminges and Henry Condell, published a book called Mr. William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies. This book, always referred to as the First Folio, contains 36 of his plays. Without their work, it’s likely that at least half, if not all, the plays would have been lost. Before the First Folio, the only printed copies of Shakespeare’s plays were in cheap, low-quality editions called quartos, and just 17 or 18 plays appear to have been published in this format.


Because Heminges and Condell had worked alongside Shakespeare, they knew his work as well as anyone. They compiled versions of the plays from quarto copies, as well as from rough drafts written by Shakespeare and the copies used by the company to perform the plays. Two hundred and thirty-three copies of the First Folio are known to exist (roughly 750 copies were printed). The largest collection of 82 copies is in Washington, D.C. at the Folger Shakespeare Library. The British Library owns five, and Oxford’s Bodleian Library has put their copy on their website so you can digitally turn the pages of the book.


Unknown copies periodically turn up: one was discovered in France in 2014, in a public library. Copies of the First Folio always feature in lists of the most valuable books in the world. The current record holder is one in New York that sold for $6.16 million (£3.73 million) in 2001.


The First Folio was reprinted three times in the seventeenth century: the Second Folio (1632), Third Folio (1663) and Fourth Folio (1685). The third and fourth added new plays, most of which are no longer believed to have been written by Shakespeare.




SHAKESPEARE AND ME


Kate Pitt has worked at the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C. in a variety of positions in Public Programs and as an ambassador for the Shakespeare Society in New York. She studied at RADA (Royal Academy of Dramatic Art) and Shakespeare and Company.


 


What was your switch-on moment?


I saw a beautiful outdoor production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream at Edith Wharton’s Mount when I was little. The mechanicals drove up in a jeep and there were fairies with lights on their heads moving through the woods. It was magical, and later supplemented by an incredible teacher named Jane Mallison who taught my seventh-grade English class. She had us all perform speeches from the play, and I got up there with a broom and a cap as Puck and was hooked.


 


Which is your favourite of Shakespeare’s plays?


I often get grabbed by whichever play I’ve just seen, but Midsummer, Othello and Twelfth Night are constants, with Antony and Cleopatra, Richard II and All’s Well as recent additions.


 


Tell us about the most memorable performance you’ve seen.


I was first introduced to Shakespeare through film so those performances tend to stick with me the most. The 1999 Midsummer film with Kevin Kline is pure joy and the Branagh Much Ado and Henry V were favourite films as a kid. The long tracking shot during the ‘Non Nobis’ where you get a glimpse of all the characters in the aftermath of Agincourt – Exeter stomping through with his mace, a silent Montjoy watching the King carry the boy off the field – is so viscerally powerful when added to all the incredible language that has come before it. And to follow the battle with the pure delight of the Kate-wooing and the black-coated Chorus closing the door – all powerfully memorable moments.


 


Which Shakespeare character would you most like to meet?


Queen Margaret.


 


How would you persuade somebody to give Shakespeare a chance?


I would ask them to see a great production or film and hope that they would be moved, entertained, or changed in some way by seeing a piece of themselves or their lives on stage.





THE POETRY


Shakespeare is as celebrated for his 154 sonnets (short poems) as his plays. They contain some of his most famous lines – ‘Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May’, for instance. He also wrote four long poems: Venus and Adonis, The Rape of Lucrece, A Lover’s Complaint and The Phoenix and the Turtle. The poems have their own separate chapter.


SHAKESPEARE AS ACTOR


We don’t know when Shakespeare first started acting, but by 1594 he was a member of a theatrical troupe, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, later the King’s Men, and he stayed with them for the rest of his working life. Shakespeare acted throughout his writing career, and most likely directed his own plays as well, which must have been a tricky juggling act. It’s probable he only took on small parts in his own plays – the Ghost in Hamlet is popularly associated with him – but he took on larger parts for other playwrights. For example, in 1598 he took a principal role in Ben Jonson’s Every Man in His Humour.


THE AUTHORSHIP CONTROVERSY


Some people wouldn’t attribute any plays to Shakespeare because they believe the works associated with him were written by someone else. There are some very solid and obvious reasons why these theories don’t hold water; in fact, it’s pretty clear that Shakespeare was indeed the author of the plays that bear his name. I’ll discuss the so-called ‘authorship question’ in more detail in the Chapter Eight.
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