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Prologue



Was He or Wasn’t He?


You can buy a pastel wool blanket on Etsy with William Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116 engraved on a leather patch. You know the one: ‘Let me not to the marriage of true minds / Admit impediments’ (116.1–2). You’ve probably heard it at a church wedding: love is an ‘ever-fixed mark’ (5), says the sonnet, never bending nor buckling, but holding out ‘even to the edge of doom’ (12). It’s a sweetly delusional sentiment to deliver from the pulpit, and it goes rather well with the bit in the marriage service when the priest demands if the bride or groom ‘know any impediment, why ye may not be lawfully joined together in matrimony.’ The manufacturer recommends the blanket as an anniversary present.


Lots of people don’t know that Sonnet 116 sits in the portion of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (1609) addressed to a young man. Most of the 154 love poems in his collection have a ‘thou’ or ‘thy’ as well as an ‘I’, and in 126 of them the addressee is, or is implied to be, male. The speaker’s desire for the youth is many things – erotic, chivalric, metaphysical, quasi-religious, self-abasing, teasing, sometimes coarse – but perhaps the first thing one notices on flicking through a copy is that the sonnets to the ‘fair youth’ take up a lot of space. Judged by the quantity of sonnets alone, Shakespeare is one of our most prolific poets of queer love. The twenty-eight sonnets in the sequence that are addressed to a woman aren’t often heard at wedding ceremonies, mostly because the caustic verses about the poet’s mistress don’t make heterosexual love sound like much fun; who’d feel confident ascending the pulpit to read out the opening lines of Sonnet 129, ‘Th’expense of spirit in a waste of shame / Is lust in action’? Nowadays, when the cry goes out for a classy poem to dignify the marriage day, the ‘fair youth’ sonnets are dusted off, de-queered and put to safely straight use (Sonnet 18, ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’ That’s to him, too).


Such is the destiny of queer literature. And it’s not just the sonnets that have suffered un-gaying. How many of us, reading Shakespeare at school, were given the chance to explore the queer relationships of Sebastian and Antonio (Twelfth Night), Bassanio and Antonio (The Merchant of Venice) or Orlando and ‘Ganymede’ (As You Like It) on their own terms? How often were we encouraged – even allowed – to think about the queer dynamics between Romeo and Mercutio, or Hamlet and Horatio, or Helena and Hermia (A Midsummer Night’s Dream)? I still go to productions of Shakespeare’s plays that seem determined to scrub away any signs of homoeroticism, a bowdlerisation that arises either out of old-school homophobia or a misguided sense that queer readings of classic texts are some sort of modern imposition. When the screenwriter Russell T. Davies added a lesbian kiss between Titania and Hippolyta to his 2016 BBC adaptation of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the conservative press took great pleasure in magnifying the social media outrage of viewers who claimed to hear Shakespeare ‘turning in his grave’.


But that tut-tutting seems of another innocent age compared to the treatment meted out to Shakespeare in the culture-war-blasted 2020s. The artistic director of Shakespeare’s Globe in London, where I work, maintains an inglorious file of correspondence from audience members who are driven to letter-writing by the shocking sex and gender transgressions they see in our theatres: male characters played by women actors, even while other female parts are also taken by women; men attired in clothing ‘which seemed to be a cross-over from modern female fashion’, and – worst of all – a presentation of Shakespeare’s work in accordance with ‘the young people’s own sexual preferences’ (as one vigilante-moralist put it in response to a production of As You Like It in summer 2023). His plays have even fallen foul of Florida’s 2022 ‘Parental Rights in Education Act’, the homophobic legislation known as the ‘don’t say gay’ law because it prohibits discussion of sexuality or gender identity in schools. The law makes instantly problematic plays such as Twelfth Night and As You Like It, with their gender nonconformity and queer desire, but it ensnares stories built around straight desire, too: Romeo and Juliet and Macbeth must now, fear teachers, be studied only in excerpts, lest students stumble upon sexually explicit material. It seems some gatekeepers can’t decide what’s worse: all the gay and trans people stomping over plays which were serenely straight before the queers got their hands on them; or the original texts, with their dubious passions and hard-to-fathom identities. In today’s addled cultural landscape, Shakespeare’s work manages to attract suspicion both for its susceptibility to appropriation by queer theatre-makers, and for being unwholesome in and of itself.


Enough! Enough with the ignorant misrepresentation of Shakespeare’s time as an era innocent of queer sexuality. Enough with the homophobic suspicion that queer emotion is unwelcome or inappropriate. Enough with the weirdly self-contradictory stance that enables people to hold both views simultaneously! There is evidently a good deal of confusion and misapprehension surrounding the topic of queer Shakespeare. His queer lives – his own, and those he created for his plays and poems – remain little understood.


Little understood outside of the scholarly community, I should say. In academic circles, one can’t move for queer Shakespeareans (of whom I am one). Historians of sexuality, literary critics and queer theorists have transformed the study of Shakespeare over the past half-century, and what follows relies on their work for every chapter – you’ll find the foundations in the bibliographic essay at the end of the book. But for a long time, those intrepid and innovative scholars worked in an environment that was hostile to their conclusions. The pioneers of the field began their careers when queer people in the United Kingdom and North America enjoyed no civil rights at all beyond the flimsiest decriminalisation of certain sexual acts. Major leaps forward in queer readings of Shakespeare’s work, and in the understanding of early modern sexuality, took place amid the devastation of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 1980s and 1990s, and the slow and unfinished progress towards equality (for some queer people in the West) in the first decades of the twenty-first century. Trans scholars who are expanding the subject today understand very well what it means to work in a world that tries to delegitimise their field and deny their experiences (the opponents of queer scholarship in the 1980s haven’t gone away; they’ve just turned their ire on a different community). Queer Shakespeare developed as an intellectual movement at the same time as queer political organisation as a concept was coming of age; little wonder there wasn’t an immediate transfer of ideas from the seminar room to the conversation at large. Views like those expressed in the correspondence received by the Globe’s artistic director reflect a widespread confusion about the history of sexuality and the place of queer desire in literature and culture. Shakespeare has been made to act straight for centuries; as far as I can establish, this is the first full-length book about Shakespeare’s queer world that isn’t intended primarily for scholars and university students (although I hope they read it).


That’s because the main question on most people’s lips has always just been, ‘Was he or wasn’t he?’, and it doesn’t take a whole book to say, ‘Probably.’ But treating Shakespeare’s sexuality like some kind of cold case awaiting investigation misses the point. Sodomy between men was technically a capital crime in early modern England (although prosecution was very rare), but same-sex desire was also articulated and sustained by institutions across the land. What we now call queerness wasn’t just – or even mostly – a matter of criminal law in Shakespeare’s time. As we’ll see, questions of identity aren’t the be-all and end-all when it comes to uncovering Shakespeare’s queer lives. This book reveals Shakespeare the queer artist – one of the greatest artists of same-sex desire in the English language. And, just as importantly, it celebrates a queer Renaissance society that has long been overlooked. In the following chapters, I’ll take you on a tour through queer culture as Shakespeare lived it: the Stratford schoolroom where he learned about Roman homoerotic passion while reciting Latin declensions; the bustling London bookstalls where he discovered Greek love between men, and the smoky taverns where he discussed it with his literary friends; the privileged law colleges at the Inns of Court, the chief market for decidedly not-straight erotic verse; and above all, the London playhouses, ground zero for gender nonconformity and queer goings-on. These places – and, more importantly, the people in them – left a deep mark on the way he thought about desire, sex and queer emotion. It’s high time we paid attention to Shakespeare’s queer lives – not least so we can put straight those who want him to remain an unblemished icon of heterosexuality.


The un-gaying of Shakespeare has a long history. For more than four centuries those passionate sonnets, filled with first-person queer ardour, have put editors and critics on the back foot. As far back as 1640, the publisher John Benson released a rearranged edition of Shakespeare’s sonnets with some tactical de-queering: here a pronoun switch, there a transformation of ‘sweet boy’ to ‘sweet love’, and the occasional misleading header to create the impression they were more traditionally hetero than they really are. It wasn’t a thorough sanitisation, although it set a trend. When Shakespeare’s poems were republished in 1711, they were announced as ‘One hundred and fifty-four sonnets, all of them in praise of his mistress’ – and one assumes the editor had to resist the temptation to underline ‘all’ and set it in bold capital letters.


The sonnets continued to cause difficulty as Shakespeare assumed his status of national icon in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge couldn’t shake the feeling that the sonnets revealed something worrying about his hero’s ‘disposition’, but he consoled himself by thinking ‘how impossible it was for Shakespeare not to have been in his heart’s heart chaste.’ His fellow Romantic Percy Bysshe Shelley likewise insisted that while Shakespeare had hymned the virtues of ‘a certain sentimental attachment towards persons of the same sex [… ] we cannot question [it] was wholly divested of any unworthy alloy.’ Other readers found such self-delusion more challenging: ‘it is impossible not to wish Shakespeare had never written [the sonnets],’ lamented the historian Henry Hallam – whose own son Arthur was to be the subject of Alfred Tennyson’s magnificent queer elegy, In Memoriam (1850).


For rigid Victorians, the sonnets carried an unmistakeable whiff of unhealthy eroticism, even if critics tried to interpret them according to the terms of sexless manly friendship. Oscar Wilde adored the sonnets precisely because they captured the truth of romantic and sexual passion between men, but his championing of them became a point of contention during his lawsuit for libel against the Marquess of Queensberry, the father of his lover Lord Alfred Douglas. Queensberry’s barrister, Edward Carson, confronted Wilde with his short story ‘The Portrait of Mr W. H.’ (1889), in which Wilde put forward the theory that many of the sonnets were addressed to a beautiful young actor beloved by Shakespeare:


CARSON: I believe you have written an article to show that Shakespeare’s sonnets were suggestive of unnatural vice?


WILDE: On the contrary, I have written an article to show that they were not. I objected to such a perversion being put upon Shakespeare.


Wilde hoped to win the suit and prove that Queensberry’s description of him as a ‘sodomite’ was libellous (Queensberry had actually written on a visiting card that Wilde was a ‘posing Somdomite’ [sic]). Wilde wanted the court to believe that, when he vaunted same-sex love, and used ardent romantic language in his published works and private correspondence, he meant it in the same idealised, non-sexual way that polite Victorian society chose to interpret Shakespeare’s sonnets to the young man. But even as Wilde needed the court to see his queer desire as sexless, he wanted to push back against the idea that sex between men was a perversion or ‘unnatural vice’. He hoped Shakespeare offered multi-modal protection: to be like Shakespeare meant Wilde was literary and not deviant; but if the court was determined to see deviancy in him, then it had better be prepared to see deviancy in Shakespeare, too – a conclusion that might challenge the very idea of ‘natural’ or ‘unnatural’ sexuality.


His approach, for all that it failed to save him from conviction and cruel punishment in the subsequent criminal trial, chimed with campaigning psychological and cultural research. By the 1890s, ‘unnatural vice’ was being studied in some quarters with more sympathy as ‘Uranism’ or ‘homosexuality’ – then a new term – and part of the project of the early pioneers of queer civil rights was the reclamation of people from the past with the same ‘condition’. Magnus Hirschfeld, the German sexologist, deplored Wilde’s imprisonment for ‘a passion he shares with Socrates, Michelangelo and Shakespeare.’ Queer thinkers were beginning to conclude that Shakespeare’s plays and poems gave every indication that the man himself had been a homosexual – an identity that now had the dignity of a definition, a historical hinterland, and a glittering list of alumni.


For some, this was a damaging devaluation of Brand Shake-speare. ‘Homosexualists have done their utmost to annex Shakespeare and use him as an advertisement of their own peculiarity,’ complained the biographer Hesketh Pearson in 1942. Even the queer poet W. H. Auden wrote with disapproval of the attempt ‘to secure our Top-Bard as a patron saint of the Homintern’ – an imagined international cabal of homosexuals inspired by the Soviet Union’s Comintern. This was in 1964, three years before the partial decriminalisation of gay sex between men in the UK, and Auden was being disingenuous; in private, he conceded that the time wasn’t right ‘just yet’ to publicly acknowledge Shakespeare’s queerness. But gayness was no guarantee of a fair hearing: the discreetly gay historian A. L. Rowse took care to remind his readers on five occasions in his 1977 account of ‘homosexuals in history’ that Shakespeare was ‘even more than normally heterosexual’.


Most mid-century editors and critics had a powerful attack of coyness when contemplating the idea that Shakespeare might have been queer. The literary critic G. Wilson Knight allowed for the presence of ‘homosexual idealism’ in his work – by which he meant totally non-carnal homoeroticism – but he insisted that Shakespeare had no thought of physical consummation in the sonnets or in any of the plays’ powerful same-sex relationships. Homophobic prudishness has a long half-life. The Riverside collected works, the edition of Shakespeare that sits on my bookshelf, maintained in its revised second edition of 1997 the claim that the sonnets addressed to the young man express ‘not at all a sexual passion’, unlike the ‘frankly lustful’ poems about the female addressee. Shakespeare’s modern biographers remain on the whole committed to the idea that while there may be a ‘hint of homosexual passion’ in the sonnets and elsewhere in his work, we mustn’t assume that the man himself was more than an occasional non-participatory tourist into the strange terrain of queer desire.


Ironically, the vibrant field of queer theory was partly responsible for allowing straight Shakespeareans to separate him from any association with homosexuality. Late twentieth-century queer scholars began to look again at those categories of sexual identity that had been laid down by nineteenth-century psychologists, and wondered whether ‘the homosexual’ as a type of person was a legitimate classification when applied to people in past societies. These scholars were inspired by the French cultural theorist Michel Foucault, who argued that the connection between what one does in bed and who one is as a person was a creation of modern psychiatry – and part of the bourgeois urge to classify, control and bring to heel the transformed populations of industrial Europe. Overenthusiastic followers of Foucault took his theories to mean that modern-day same-sex-attracted people didn’t have a cultural history that pre-dated the last decades of the nineteenth century. The implication of this shift was stark: theorists were suggesting that what most of us now recognise – and lots of us now celebrate – as an aspect of humanity was, until the modern age, simply a repertoire of erotic acts that anyone might find themselves performing.


The spread of Foucault’s ideas interrupted what had been a buoyant field of gay and lesbian history in which the main endeavour had been to find evidence of homosexual lives in the classical, medieval and early modern pasts. The 1980s and 1990s saw academic civil war break out between scholars who argued that people with recognisable queer identities had always existed, and those who saw sexuality as a product of culture, and post-eighteenth-century culture at that.


Shakespeare was always going to be contested ground. When historians and queer theorists re-examined his world, they found an unfamiliar sexual landscape. Early modern terms denoting queer nonconformity – ‘catamite’ and ‘ingle’ for men, ‘tribade’ for women – weren’t precise predecessors for labels of identity such as gay, bisexual or lesbian. Even a seemingly unambiguous word like ‘sodomy’ glistened with extra meaning: the King James Bible uses ‘sodomitess’ as a synonym for prostitute. Major works by the British historian Alan Bray and the American critical theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick transformed the study of sexuality in the Renaissance by suggesting that male same-sex desire was a constituent aspect of patriarchy. Early modern English society was certainly virulently homophobic, in that brutal punishments existed for men convicted of sodomy. But it was also a culture in which sex between men, or between men and boys, could be wholly unremarkable: among teachers and pupils at school, masters and servants at home, sex workers and clients on the streets, and in the male-dominated world of the theatre (female homoeroticism wasn’t understood to exist in the same institutional contexts). Sedgwick saw these ‘homosocial’ environments as a vital means by which male power renewed itself; she wrote of ‘ideological homosexuality’ as a glue that kept hierarchical, misogynist societies like Shakespeare’s together. In the developed world today, a potent ‘bro’ culture in single-sex environments like prisons, the military and boarding schools keeps queer desire constantly within reach but always unacknowledged. We could imagine a similar cognitive dissonance at work in Shakespeare’s world: lots of patriarchal sexual domination; not so much gay pride.


Yet there were celebrated aspects of queer desire in Shakespeare’s culture. His lifetime saw a rich flowering of homoerotic literature – in which he was an enthusiastic participant. Passionate friendship, based on the model of Roman amicitia perfecta, could be expressed in giddily excessive terms of affection. Youngsters were often devoted to their same-sex bedfellows. Some ardently religious men experienced very powerful yearnings for the body of Christ. That these queer articulations were generally held to be non-sexual meant they could be safely championed. But they also provided effective camouflage for intimate relationships that were both emotional and sexual.


Historians have described the way queer desire was ‘suffused’ into early modern culture and society. It’s a vivid metaphor for the dispersal of something in such homeopathic quantities that it disappears into the atmosphere. But I don’t think it’s essentialist to point out that a person’s sexual drive doesn’t work like that: sexuality doesn’t drift through the air like mist from a diffuser. It settles in varying concentrations in each individual, determining – usually for life – their experience of desire and sexual attraction.


More recently, a new generation of scholars has questioned the field’s reliance on Foucault, and challenged the Eurocentric assumption that queer identities emerged for the first time in post-Enlightenment societies. Present-day theorists are giving proper attention to the history of gender nonconformity in the West and elsewhere, and treating it as a distinct (although related) aspect of queer identity. This isn’t to say that queer lives have always been lived in the same way as today, but that social and cultural changes relate in complex ways to innate human desires and identities. The nineteenth century may have given Westerners a quasi-scientific language of erotic classification, but it didn’t invent the fact that some people want to sleep with members of their own sex and others don’t. It’s possible to trace a line of descent from previous categories or discourses of queer desire to modern models of sexuality and gender identity; today’s LGBTQ+ person most definitely has a place in history.


And looking back, we find Shakespeare. The determined efforts since the eighteenth century to deny Shakespeare’s queerness say much more about the denigrated place of queer desire in modernity than the openness of Shakespeare’s work to queer interpretation. I don’t see the need to look for incontrovertible signs that Shakespeare the person was gay or bi, because I don’t see anything wrong in taking it for granted that he was a queer artist, working in a culture that both enabled and frustrated his imaginative exploration of same-sex desire. For far too long, the burden of proof has been on scholars and biographers to provide ‘evidence’ beyond reasonable doubt that esteemed men like Shakespeare were anything other than robustly, swaggeringly heterosexual. Well, I don’t accept the terms of a methodology that has homophobic distaste baked into its requirements. Why prove something that is manifestly evident to anyone with the wit to see it? As the poet Don Paterson put it, with just the right degree of irritation, in his commentary on the sonnets: ‘The question “was Shakespeare gay?” is so stupid as to be barely worth answering, but for the record: of course he was.’ I’m going to take Paterson’s briskness as my guiding principle in this study of William Shakespeare, a queer artist who drew on his society’s complex understanding of same-sex desire to create some of the richest relationships in literature. Shakespeare didn’t just leave queer interpretations in his work for us to find. He wrote with a queer voice, informed and inspired by the culture around him: a complex and challenging mix of patriarchy and power, homoeroticism and homophobia. Discovering this world casts bright queer light on relationships in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Merchant of Venice, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Richard II, As You Like It, Twelfth Night, the sonnets and more. And it introduces us to a new cast of ancient and early modern writers who served as vital inspirations and mentors for Shakespeare as he learned his craft in the 1580s and 1590s.


Partly out of deference to my training and partly because I think it’s the right thing to do, I’ve chosen to use the word ‘queer’ throughout this book to mean sexuality that was dissident, unusual, or athwart the erotic mainstream. It wasn’t a definition that was available to Shakespeare: the word, although he never used it in print, was current in the sixteenth century in its meaning of ‘odd’ or ‘peculiar’, but hadn’t yet acquired its more expansive associations to do with sexuality and gender identity. So the term is no less anachronistic than ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’ when applied to Shakespeare’s time, but unlike other modern descriptions of sexual identity, ‘queer’ encapsulates far more than it excludes. As an umbrella term, it embraces identities we’d recognise today as gay, lesbian, bisexual, pansexual and asexual (or ace), as well as gender identities including trans, cis and fluid. Although the focus of Straight Acting is on male same-sex desire, I have no way of knowing if the real people I talk about also had queer gender identities, or as what they would identify if they had our terminology. Early modern conceptions of gender difference were quite different to establishment ideas today (and rather closer to frameworks suggested by modern trans thinkers). ‘Queer’ is a touchstone that helps me remember that the default has never been cis and straight, and although the word has its own history of usage and abusage in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, over the past forty years it has taken on significant political and intellectual heft. I hope it’s now a term that speaks of power and continuity, rather than oppression and interruption, but not everyone will agree with me. To those readers whose own experience makes ‘queer’ opprobrious, I offer respectful admiration for making it through less enlightened times and ask your forbearance as the word shakes off its unhappy past.


We’re about to set off on a journey back to the late sixteenth century. We’re leaving behind – for the most part – the centuries of critical heritage that have accrued, barnacle-like, on Shakespeare’s vast hull, to explore queer early modern England with fresh eyes. Today’s queer artists and readers have interpreted Shakespeare’s work in myriad ways that speak to the present and the recent past, but those creative interventions are the subject of another book. I want to describe Shakespeare’s queer world as he knew it. And although my story of Shakespeare’s queer lives looks a bit like a straight biography, it’s not – exactly. We’re going to jump over great acres of time and focus our attention on particular places and moments. This isn’t an account of a queer existence from cradle to grave, with every one of the major stages in Shakespeare’s life and art reduceable to a narrative that centralises his sexuality. Straight Acting is the portrait of an artist as a young man, which draws to a close as the Globe Theatre rises on Bankside, in the summer of 1599. Other Shakespeareans are still getting into their stride when they reach that milestone in their books; the great tragedies such as Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth and King Lear are just around the corner. But that’s queer temporality for you. My book finds most to say about the obscure, poorly documented, much-fought-over period of Shakespeare’s life known as the ‘lost years’: the era before his establishment in 1594 as a key member of the theatre company in which he’d make his name as a dramatist, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. And along the way, this queer quasi-biography gives stage time to the work of other Elizabethan writers who profoundly influenced the way Shakespeare thought about desire, sexuality and homoeroticism: John Lyly, Christopher Marlowe and the pathbreaking queer sonneteer, Richard Barnfield.


I don’t want to test your patience with a book that is too festooned with ‘might haves’ and ‘perhapses’ – although God knows it’s hard to avoid when writing about Shakespeare’s life. Presenting a narrative of Shakespeare’s childhood in Stratford-upon-Avon, his relocation to London and his development as a writer and actor in the vibrant theatre industry of the 1580s and 1590s means primping the documentary record with inference and deduction, but never against the grain of probability. An example: I’ve placed him in the capital in time to witness a performance by the boy players at Paul’s Playhouse of John Lyly’s Galatea (1588), as well as a staging at one of the Shoreditch amphitheatres of Christopher Marlowe’s Edward II in 1592. It’s manifestly clear he knew both of these works intimately, and it’s highly likely he saw them live on stage – but there’s no paper trail that tells us so, and not every Shakespeare detective reaches the same conclusions about where he was or what he was doing at each stage of his career. More speculative still are the vignettes at the start of each chapter, where I’ve gone deliberately off-piste with some imagined reconstructions of particular instances in Shakespeare’s artistic evolution during those murky, hard-to-decode ‘lost years’. I hope that my use of storytelling is understood for what it is: a device to bring Shakespeare’s world to life, and to make that world – in all its glorious unfamiliarity – vivid for readers today.















PART I



Learning















1



Lady Birch


Autumn 1571. Things had changed, and fast. William at seven years old understood that he was expected to become a new and different person. As he sat in the schoolroom listening to his father’s steps recede down the stairs, the sequence of transformations he had undergone over the past few months took on, in his mind, a new and consequential character.


First there had been the suit of clothes: the stiff doublet with seemingly numberless pewter buttons that dug painfully into his fingers when he dressed himself in the morning, and the breeches that scratched the insides of his thighs and made him fidget. His legs felt clammy in the thick unfamiliar wool, so different to the skirts he’d known for as long as he could remember. When he’d first put on his new clothes, the household cheered, and told him to stand next to his father, both of them with their hands on their hips like a pair of player kings. William had gloried in that instant, but moments later he had cried, when little Gilbert spun like a top in the orchard with Nurse, his russet skirt flying, and Father stopped him from running to join them. He was breeched now, and shouldn’t play with the women and infants.


Then, soon after, his performance at church before the bishop. No more pressing shyly into his mother’s side as the family stood in the nave during divine service. In front of the town, William had appeared in his man’s clothes and, with a boy’s voice, he had recited his duty to God and his neighbours: to love and honour; to obey and submit; to keep his body in temperance, soberness and chastity. This was his promise to the Lord, his mother had said as they walked back from Holy Trinity church: William’s confirmation of the vows to God his parents had made on his behalf at his baptism. He was old enough to reason, she’d said, and know right from wrong.


Now another promise, and another wrench away from his home on Henley Street. William had followed his father up the stone staircase of the guildhall into a cavernous upper room. This time, the authority to which he pledged was the King’s New School of Stratford-upon-Avon, his pledge to obey the master sealed with fourpence handed over by his father and the inscription of William’s name in the register. Then, all in a rush, his father was gone. William perched on the edge of a bench with the smallest pupils and looked warily around the room. A parliament of boys, some known to him, some unfamiliar. Suddenly, William was conscious of the smell of forty boys’ bodies and the greasy leather of forty satchels and a sharp top note of ink, spilling from forty inkhorns. He was aware of the noise, too, the overlapping murmur of recited Latin diphthongs and hard-edged consonants that meant nothing to him, conducted by the master from a seat that seemed a species of rustic throne. Gowned and capped and armed with the symbol of his craft – the stinging bundle of birch sticks – the Stratford schoolmaster had the duty of beating into William a classical education, ten hours a day, six days a week, forty-four weeks a year, for the rest of his childhood.


We’re starting the story of William Shakespeare’s queer life with the ceremonies and processes that were designed to turn him into a ‘proper’ Englishman. His breeching, confirmation and enrolment at grammar school – rites of passage that happened within a year of one another in about 1571 – formed a three-act coming-of-age drama in which he left infancy and entered boyhood. But it was a coming-of-gender drama too: William had boy-ness draped over him when he was given his first set of breeches, the doctrinal superiority of men drummed into him through his catechism, and masculine privilege handed to him by means of the rigorous education he received at school. William’s engendering was a multistage project with shifting definitions of success; on the basis of his own experiences, eight-year-old William would have given a profoundly different answer to the question ‘What is a boy?’ than his six-year-old self.


William’s family and neighbours, if they’d had our language and frames of reference, would have hotly denied there was anything queer about the boy’s upbringing. Quite the opposite: his parents, John and Mary Shakespeare, a successful leatherworking glove-maker and his wife in the Midlands town of Stratford-upon-Avon, were doing everything they could to guarantee their son developed into a righteous, God-fearing man by making sure his gender emerged in the ‘right’ way. The Shakespeares understood that they had a role to play in this process, as William himself would have a lifelong duty to maintain the behaviour and mentality that identified him as a man. An awareness of the contingency of sex and gender was part of received wisdom in early modern England, and no one expected William’s masculinity to bud and flower in a state of nature. It was seeded and trained by the grown-ups around him. The pernicious expression ‘boys will be boys’ would have had little meaning had it been current in the 1570s (it wasn’t). Boys – and girls – didn’t just happen. They were made.


Scripture taught that God had given males superior strength, intellect and imagination, and men were quick to acknowledge their right to ‘compel [women] to obey by reason or force’. But anatomical theory was much less clear about the absolute distinctions between men and women. If John and Mary Shakespeare ever summoned up the courage to ask the local clergyman for an explanation of the differences between their bodies, they would probably have heard a version of physiology inherited from the second-century CE Greek physician Galen, and relayed in medical textbooks such as Thomas Elyot’s much-republished Castle of Health (1539). Galenic medicine held that all bodies (indeed, all earthly matter) were composed of the four elements of air, fire, earth and water. Each element was associated with particular qualities of heat and moisture, and found expression in living bodies in the form of fluids, each essential to life: blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm. An imbalance of the fluids or ‘humours’ resulted in disease, or a person who was too sanguine (full of hot, wet blood), choleric (too much hot, dry yellow bile), melancholic (excessive cold, dry black bile) or phlegmatic (an overproduction of cold, wet phlegm).


Humoral balance was also said to explain the differences between male and female bodies. Men were understood to be generally hotter and drier than cooler, wetter women. Male bodily heat resulted in a finished and ‘perfect’ physical form that more closely resembled God’s, with genitals driven outside the body by the unstoppable fire of the masculine constitution. A woman’s genitalia and organs of reproduction could be imagined as a male penis and testicles turned inside out and stuck inside, languishing in the damp stasis of a less fiery feminine body (the implication of this understanding of infant gestation was that all human bodies in utero started out as female).


Galenic theories of sexual difference incorporated the seemingly contradictory notions that males and females were physically distinct, yet also versions of the same divinely ordained model. It’s an open question how far most early modern women, with their lived experiences of menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth and menopause, adhered to the idea that their bodies were simply less finished versions of men’s. But few denied that a person’s humoral constitution was subject to change, and indeed did alter according to age, location, environment and health. Youngsters were proportionately hotter and wetter, and old folk cold and dry; white Europeans reached for humoral theory to explain the range of skin tones and hair texture found in people of different ethnicities or climates of origin. While sexual difference appeared to be a done deal to the parents of Stratford-upon-Avon, the very stuff of that difference – the humoral soup that made up every living being – was disarmingly fluid. Galenic medicine allowed for the possibility that people could change sex spontaneously throughout their lives; it was partly through maintaining appropriate habits of behaviour, lifestyle and health that women and men kept their bodies in the categories determined for them. John and Mary Shakespeare knew that God had made William physically male, as far as they could make out; it was their job to ensure that their son became – and remained – a boy and then a man.


Seven was a major birthday for William. If his family were like other households of middling means in the sixteenth century, they would have marked his ‘breeching’ – his adoption of male clothing and rejection of the skirts that all children wore during infancy – with ceremony and celebration. It was the point at which William left the world of young childhood, dominated by female caregivers like his mother and nurse, and entered a much more sex-segregated period of his life – the ‘second degree of age’, as one early modern parenting manual put it. No comparable ceremony existed for daughters. Girls continued in the female spheres of housekeeping and sibling-rearing, taking on greater responsibility with each passing year.


William’s parents had reason to be thankful that he had passed the most perilous years of infancy. One quarter of English children died before the age of ten, most of them as newborns or babies. Mary and John had lost two baby daughters; William was their first surviving child. (The grown-up Shakespeare would learn in the most painful way possible that not every boy who made it into breeches was set fair for adulthood: his own son Hamnet died aged eleven, in August 1596.) The significant outlay on tailor-made clothes for a growing seven-year-old – breeches cost a good three shillings a pair – celebrated survival as well as the first stage in his acquisition of masculine exceptionalism. Perhaps a memory of the excitement of his new wardrobe lingered in lines Shakespeare later gave to Juliet, who interprets her hungry anticipation for her new husband Romeo as the thrill of ‘an impatient child that hath new robes / And may not wear them’ (3.2.30–31).


Breeching didn’t just signify the confirmation of a gender assigned at birth. It indicated the point at which a boy’s masculinity started to count in society at large. Seven-year-old William was marked as different to – better than – his younger brother Gilbert (still in skirts at four and a half) and little sisters Joan (just two) and newborn Anne (William’s youngest brothers, Richard and Edmund, followed in later years). But the transition could entail painful loss, too: of security, comfort, motherly attention. In The Winter’s Tale, the king Leontes – in the early stages of a manic sexual jealousy – looks on his small son Mamillius and thinks with a kind of elegiac self-pity about his own far-off days as an ‘unbreeched’ child (1.2.155), carefree and protected from the ravages of maturity. (In due course, the suspicious Leontes will rip Mamillius from his mother’s care, a traumatic premature ‘breeching’ that leads to the boy’s decline and death.)


Alongside William’s newly visible masculinity came spiritual recognition. Boys and girls in the Church of England were confirmed, and received their First Communion, at seven – the age at which theologians believed children could understand the basics of religious doctrine. Whatever William’s parents’ inward confessional beliefs (it’s been said that John was less keen on the new Protestant faith and cleaved to the older Catholic ways for many years), it would have been very difficult for them to keep their son separate from the key developmental phases of a Reformed upbringing. Stratford-upon-Avon’s children had to show that they could recite the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer and the Apostles’ Creed in a public performance of faith preceded by basic training in reading and writing at the ‘petty school’ attached to Holy Trinity. It was a significant occasion for families with young children: the visiting Bishop of Worcester took each child – the boys awkward in newly acquired breeches – through a set of predetermined questions to establish their comprehension of Protestant belief and their awareness of the values of obedience, humility and reverence for authority. But if it was important for all children to ‘order [themselves] lowly and reverently to all [their] betters’, it was also necessary that boys in particular understood their destiny as ‘God’s priests in their own house’, future patriarchs responsible for the spiritual rectitude of wife, children and servants. William’s ongoing religious instruction was designed to create a generation of Protestant Englishmen sure of their superiority over inferiors, and fully aware of the scriptural precedent for male supremacy over women.


The culmination of William’s entry into the ‘second degree of age’ – and the most significant aspect of his engendering as a middle-class male – was his admission to the town grammar school soon after his seventh birthday. This wasn’t an experience shared by all boys of his age, only those of middling or wealthy backgrounds, and nor was school an institution much understood by William’s parents; his father had risen in the world without the benefit of a secondary education. But it was the King’s New School in Stratford-upon-Avon that, to all intents and purposes, managed William’s journey through boyhood into adolescence and beyond, and it was school that planted in his imagination the ‘senses, affections, passions’ (The Merchant of Venice, 3.1.60) that would guide his life and writing. His academic inheritance came at a cost, however. The savage corporal punishment that suffused Elizabethan schoolrooms had its own traumatic effect on the bodies and psychologies of William and his schoolfellows, and established associations in these young minds between gender, power and sexuality that were to have lifelong consequences.


Registers for the Stratford grammar school don’t survive from the mid-sixteenth century, but there’s no question that William attended: as the son of a prosperous town alderman, he was entitled by right to an education, and his plays and poems are drenched in the language of its syllabus. Ben Jonson’s assessment that his friend possessed ‘small Latin and less Greek’ has sometimes been taken to mean that William’s schooling was truncated or patchy. But Jonson made use of any opportunity to note the depth of his own learning and the ignorance of others, and if William had even a little ancient Greek it means he’d made it to the most senior forms; almost certainly he remained at school until he was about fifteen, when his father’s finances took a plunge and he was forced to withdraw from the town council. Assuming he started at seven, that’s a lot of years spent in a cauldron of male privilege, which bubbled with ingredients to nourish future patriarchal power: an exclusive same-sex environment; a syllabus devoid of female authors and for the most part uninterested in women’s lives; and teaching wholly devoted to the boys’ acquisition of Latin, a living language of trade, law, religion and scholarship that denoted male authority and knowledge. Most crucially, it was at school that William was first introduced to the bedrock Latin texts of Renaissance humanism, such as Cicero’s De amicitia and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, an intoxicatingly ardent celebration of intense male friendship, and a treasure trove of queerly adventurous desire. On the one hand, William’s education was designed to turn him into a conformist servant of the Tudor state, destined for a career in trade, law or the Church. But on the other, it was his gateway to a classical cultural inheritance that was rooted in a wholly unfamiliar approach to same-sex relationships, gender identity and sexuality. Let’s begin, then, with school as William experienced it in 1570s Stratford-upon-Avon.


By the last quarter of the sixteenth century, England’s grammar schools had been brought under a nationwide system that prescribed staff, syllabi and timetables. Not all school leavers became clerics and lawyers, but the expansion of the school system after the Reformation was intended to educate a new class of English officials fit for the administration of the Protestant state. The Stratford schoolmaster’s job was, therefore, to instil ‘godly learning and wisdom’ in his charges through instruction in the ‘accidence and principles of grammar’, by which was meant the grammar of ancient languages – most importantly Latin, with a smattering of Greek and Hebrew as well. The focus on Latin was relentless. The aim of William’s teachers was nothing less than the replacement of their pupils’ mother tongue (the gendering of that phrase is significant) with a new language accessible only to other boys and men of their own class. Studious schoolboys like William didn’t just learn to read Latin. They spoke it, wrote it, debated in it, structured their arguments with it, thought in it.


The journey towards fluency took over William’s life. First, daily prayers in the chapel next to the school at six in the morning. Then, up to the classroom, shuffling into place with satchel and schoolbooks and pens and inkhorn. Standing up to greet the master on his arrival at seven. Lessons until nine (pause for fifteen minutes to devour second breakfast brought from home). Lessons until eleven (run back to Henley Street for dinner). Lessons until three (pause again for another snack or a dash to the privy). Lessons until five o’clock in the afternoon. Then, home, with declensions or lines of verse to be learned by heart for the next day’s classes. With terms structured around short breaks at Christmas, Easter and Whitsuntide, but no long summer vacation, William received about 2,000 hours of teaching per year, roughly double that of a pupil at school in most countries today. Almost all of that time was spent in learning to read, write and speak Latin.


The painstaking tedium must have been awesome. William’s textbook was A Short Introduction of Grammar by William Lily, 200 pages long and filled with tiny, crabbed type that laid out the building blocks of Latin: the nouns, pronouns, adjectives, verbs and adverbs, with their changeable inflections and their slippery way of conjugating out of all recognition. Bit by bit, William and his schoolmates chipped their way through Lily, led by a young scholar fresh from a fellowship at St John’s College, Oxford, Thomas Jenkins, who probably joined the school as a teaching assistant (or usher) in charge of the junior forms before becoming master proper in William’s third year. The technique was recitation, memorisation and interrogation, a ‘continual rehearsal of things learned’ as Lily put it, until the total contents of the Grammar was lodged in the boys’ brains. By the age of ten or eleven, William and his friends had worked their way through the textbook, only to begin again with a memorised portion recited anew each morning. A well-drilled form of boys could expect to parrot the entirety of Lily’s Grammar every three months. The method worked, but even experts acknowledged it was grindingly boring. Roger Ascham, Queen Elizabeth’s tutor and a leading writer on education, thought that rote-learning was ‘tedious to the master, hard for the scholar, cold and uncomfortable for them both.’


Before long, William started translating classical authors into English, beginning with easy texts like Aesop’s Fables, before moving on to more substantial writers. Soon came composition in Latin, first by retranslating texts already rendered into English, and then in making up his own material: little phrases at first, then half a dozen lines of poetry, then a whole letter or entire speech. The set texts he still had to memorise daily were ripe with stately words for harvesting in his commonplace book, the personal journal kept by all literate people for jotting down ‘wise saws and modern instances’, in the words of As You Like It’s Jaques (2.7.156). The classroom prohibitions on spoken English – boys above the second form had to speak Latin to each other during lessons, on pain of a beating – gave him plenty of opportunities to practise. As he entered adolescence, with 10,000 hours of Latin tuition behind him, his intellect and creative vocabulary had been transformed. Warwickshire William was now a different person compared to the child who had commenced his education five or so years previously: he was a Latinate scholar filled to the brim with learned aphorisms who answered to the name of Gulielmus.


A reformation like this was an arduous process, and resistance from bewildered pupils was met with force. William’s education pulled him from the familiar world of home and family, and the language he had spoken from his earliest years, and fixed his attention on the dim classical past, initially glimpsed in only the most fragmented way through the dog-eared pages of Lily’s Grammar. William was told that the ancients were the source of practically all human knowledge in philosophy, law, medicine, botany, alchemy, geography and military tactics, as well as the founding experts in the arts of history, poetry, music and architecture, but this golden inheritance felt a long way off to the little boy trying to remember amo, amas, amat. William would have thought with longing of the easy way he had learned his English ABC at the petty school, sounding out the letters until he could stutter through the first line of the Lord’s Prayer (in Othello, Desdemona reflects that ‘[t]hose that do teach young babes / Do it with gentle means and easy tasks’ (4.2.111–12)). In his early years at school, William was severed from home life, and silenced by the abrupt mothballing of his birth language. When Thomas Mowbray is banished in Richard II, he imagines the remainder of his life spent as a monoglot exile, his native English rendered useless by this sudden twist of fate. His tongue, says Mowbray, is ‘like a cunning instrument cased up’ (1.3.163), a vivid metaphor for frustrated eloquence that might suggest the feelings of a chatty, wordy child flung suddenly into a world of alien scholasticism.


But mastery of Latin came in time. And with it, the jewels of the classical canon: the comedies of Terence; the odes, satires and epistles of Horace; Roman political history; Virgil’s Aeneid. William’s Latinity gave him his first taste of literary drama, as boys in his class performed speeches from classical myth – the only opportunity his education afforded him to imaginatively engage with women’s experiences, albeit such heightened life events as Queen Dido’s abandonment by the Trojan refugee Aeneas. William’s reading also featured modern authors from Italy and France who wrote worthy books in Latin, and numerous works by the celebrated Dutch humanist thinker and theologian Desiderius Erasmus. A good deal of the history, philosophy and religion that William read as a young boy was work of irreproachable rectitude, a headily stern brew of antique Stoicism and Christian fundamentalism. But there were two crucial sources of queer inspiration that occupied central spots on the grammar school syllabus, and planted in William’s mind a lifelong fascination with homoerotic same-sex relationships. Cicero’s De amicitia gave him a language to express the devotion a man felt for his soulmate; Ovid’s Metamorphoses inspired him with a vision of powerfully transgressive sexuality that obsessed, aroused and disturbed readers in Elizabethan England.


Marcus Tullius Cicero (‘Tully’ to early modern readers), a first-century BCE Roman lawyer, politician and philosopher, provided for people in the Renaissance a full-service guide to life, both public and private. In his letters to friends and family, he set out his theories on state service and politics; and in a series of treatises written in his last years, he addressed the ethical questions that seemed to him most pressing as a man of affairs. Schoolboys were encouraged to see Cicero’s literary style and vocabulary as gold standards, and teachers had the reassurance of knowing that the moral lessons being absorbed were precisely those a young Englishman would need (despite Cicero’s unfortunate status as a pre-Christian pagan).


Few works of Cicero’s – few texts of the classical era – were as familiar to pupils and general readers as his De amicitia (‘On Friendship’), a guide to the passionate intimacies between elite men that, for ancient Romans, and male Elizabethans, represented the apogee of human relationships. Framed as a dialogue between figures from Rome’s republican past, but overtly intended to represent Cicero’s own feelings for the institution of friendship and for his dearest friend Titus Pomponius (known as Atticus for his love of all things Greek), De amicitia explained that an exclusive friendship between virtuous and elite men was a bond that should be placed ‘above all other human concerns’. Such relationships weren’t common, but when they blossomed, they brought into flower harmony of opinion ‘about all things divine and human’, not to mention surpassing affection and undying love. Apart from wisdom, wrote Cicero, ‘I am inclined to believe that the immortal gods have given nothing better to humanity than friendship.’ A friendship like Cicero’s and Atticus’s represented a far nobler bond than mere family ties, which could trudge on in sordid perpetuity even once goodwill and warmth had long gone. Friendship lived purely on love, and while it flourished, a friend was ‘quite simply, another self’.


William was left in no doubt that the education he and his classmates were receiving was intended to fit them for the sort of intense affair described in De amicitia. Looking around the classroom, he might have pondered which of the forty boys was destined to play Atticus to his Cicero, but the treatise made it clear that such intimacy was for adults only: ‘As a general rule we shouldn’t commit to friendships until we’ve reached an age when our character and way of living are established and confirmed.’ Young adulthood posed other problems, of course – ‘rivalry for the same woman or for some advantage that both men can’t have’ waited like a snare for the unwary or the naïve.


These principles rooted themselves deeply in William’s imagination, as they did in the imaginations of many boys who underwent a Renaissance education. Society offered few acceptable recipients for the powerful feelings of youth and adolescence, and those on offer tended to be abstractions rather than tangible subjects (God, England, the monarch). The people in a young man’s life were lacquered with a sort of pious sealant: parents were obeyed and respected rather than adored; it wasn’t expected that any man should lose his head over a wife. Ciceronian ‘perfect friendship’ was one of the only worldly relationships into which a man was allowed – even encouraged – to enter with abandon. During the many hours that William spent in school, he was given to understand that the most important emotional experience he would ever have would be with another man. Idealised same-sex relationships – amicitia perfecta inherited from classical Rome – were the model for life.


The legacy of that lesson was a rich vein of dramatic conflict. Like many writers of the time, William was to become fascinated by the apparent opposition between the ideals of the male friendship he was taught to worship, and the competing fantasies of heteroerotic courtship that culminated in marriage. Throughout his career, he explored the consequences of turbo-charged Ciceronian friendship butting up against straight seduction – two forms of romance that didn’t always occupy the same air with ease and goodwill. In The Two Gentlemen of Verona (c.1588), perhaps Shakespeare’s earliest play, the friends Valentine and Proteus fudge their way through their first affairs with women while toting the baggage of their longer-standing relationship with each other: ‘Forgive me that I do not dream on thee,’ says Valentine to Proteus, ‘[b]ecause thou seest me dote upon my love’ (2.4.172–73). Proteus – deterministically named to suggest fickle changeability – regards his wavering loyalty towards his friend as a consequence of his burgeoning heteroerotic attraction to Silvia, the woman whom Valentine loves:


Methinks my zeal to Valentine is cold,


And that I love him not as I was wont;


O, but I love his lady too too much,


And that’s the reason I love him so little. (2.4.203–6)


The awesome potency of male friendship explains the play’s squalid and unsatisfactory denouement. Having fallen victim to Proteus’s plan to separate her from Valentine, Silvia finds herself undefended and vulnerable in the forest. Meanwhile, Julia, Proteus’s first and now discarded love, has attached herself to his service, disguised as a page called Sebastian. Proteus and Silvia meet, attended by Julia/Sebastian and watched, unseen, by Valentine. As Silvia reminds Proteus of his duties both to Julia and Valentine, the unrepen-tant Proteus (‘In love / Who respects friend?’ (5.4.53–54)) tries to rape her, before Valentine prevents the assault and denounces his friend in terms that lock the attempted rape of Silvia entirely into the related outrage of faithless friendship:


Thou common friend, that’s without faith or love,


For such is a friend now! Treacherous man,


Thou hast beguiled my hopes! Nought but mine eye


Could have persuaded me; now I dare not say


I have one friend alive; thou wouldst disprove me.


Who should be trusted, when one’s right hand


Is perjured to the bosom? (5.4.62–68)


Valentine’s invocation of abused male friendship effects a magically swift reformation in Proteus, who immediately admits wrongdoing and apologises (to Valentine, not Silvia). The effect on Valentine is equally miraculous: ‘Then I am paid’ (77), says Valentine, generously handing over his hard-won interest in Silvia to the would-be rapist as a token of their renewed friendship. The revelation that the disguised Sebastian is in fact Julia prevents the swap, as Julia and Proteus get back together and Silvia is handed back to Valentine (Silvia says not a word after her scream of fear at Proteus’s approach). In the context of the women’s experience of exile, disguise, kidnap, attempted rape and peremptory exchange, Valentine’s closing line celebrating his and Proteus’s double wedding as ‘[o]ne feast, one house, one mutual happiness’ (173) sounds decidedly off-key.


If, as Cicero argued, a friend is ‘another self’, what does a man do with those human assets – usually female – which are not otherwise regarded as fungible? The Two Gentlemen of Verona was Shakespeare’s first attempt at an answer, but other writers had addressed the topic of a woman passed as shared property between ‘faithful friends’. Shakespeare would have known the story of Titus and Gisippus, related by the polymathic writer Thomas Elyot as a ‘right goodly example of friendship’ in The Book Named the Governor (1531): after Gisippus lets Titus sleep with his wife, Sophronia, Titus returns the favour by offering to take his place on the scaffold when Gisippus is accused of murder. Both men vividly demonstrate the sense of shared masculine embodiment – their ‘confederated’ selves, as Elyot puts it – that the friendship grants them, in which life and wife are both held in common (the feelings of the wife, naturally, aren’t considered).


Shakespeare’s later plays suggest that he wasn’t satisfied with the trafficking of silent women between male friends that he’d read about in The Book Named the Governor and staged in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, and nor was he finished unpicking the threads of romance that might be shared out amongst threesomes or foursomes of men and women, arranged in complementary and sometimes overlapping duos of friends and lovers. In The Merchant of Venice (c.1596), Bassanio finds his loyalty divided between Antonio, entangled in a messy financial bond in which he stands to lose his life, and the fabulously wealthy Portia, whose hand in marriage he has just won through an implausible game of Guess the Casket. Facing a court of law whose ruling will decide Antonio’s fate, Bassanio makes it clear that marriage and male friendship occupy adjacent spaces in his soul – and his friendship with Antonio takes precedence in the face of Shylock’s bond:


Antonio, I am married to a wife


Which is as dear to me as life itself,


But life itself, my wife, and all the world,


Are not with me esteemed above thy life.


I would lose all, ay, sacrifice them all


Here to this devil, to deliver you. (4.1.282–87)


But unlike the silenced Silvia in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Portia – disguised as the lawyer Balthazar – is allowed to object: ‘Your wife would give you little thanks for that / If she were by to hear you make the offer’ (288–89), she observes. The play ends with an unexpected ménage of Bassanio, Portia and Antonio (liberated from the bond and richly rewarded) ensconced at Belmont, Portia’s ancestral pile: the threesome is ritually enacted as Antonio, apparent competitor for Bassanio’s affections, transfers Portia’s ring (over which there has been much confected fuss) to Bassanio, promising to stand ‘surety’ (5.1.254) for the union of wife and husband. The Belmont throuple – reinforced by Portia and Antonio’s staggering wealth and Bassanio’s irresistible lovability (he brings nothing but his charm) – is a capacious solution to the problem represented by an improvident but wildly attractive man adored by both a rich merchant and a landed heiress.


Not all of Shakespeare’s romances end in a three-way, and he was fascinated by the feelings of the unfulfilled third wheel – the low-key queer best friend whose desire for the hero is discernible at moments of particular extremity or tension. In Romeo and Juliet (c.1595), Mercutio leverages his position as the Prince’s kinsman to remain aloof from the warfare between Montague and Capulet (part of the youthful Montague set, he is nonetheless invited to the Capulet feast). He also takes advantage of his role as Romeo’s intimate friend to involve himself as an active commentator on the latter’s sex life, a prurience that takes the form of repeated invocations of Romeo’s genitals and potency: Mercutio’s interpretation of the ‘confederated’ selfhood of Ciceronian friendship is a proprietorial concern with his friend’s penis. His suggested cure for Romeo’s frustrated desire for his initial, unattainable lover Rosaline is a vigorous bout of masturbation: ‘If love be rough with you, be rough with love; / Prick love for pricking, and you beat love down’ (1.4.272–8). At Benvolio’s objection to his raising a hue and cry for Romeo after the Capulet ball, when they mistakenly assume Romeo is suffering the languishing effects of excessive sex with Rosaline, Mercutio explains that his loutish bellowing is designed to reinvigorate Romeo and ‘raise up him’ (2.1.29). When he muses on Romeo’s taste for anal sex, it’s a moot point whether he is imagining the practice as a heterosexual pastime or his own queer fantasy:


Now will he sit under a medlar tree


And wish his mistress were that kind of fruit


As maids call medlars when they laugh alone.


O Romeo, that she were, O that she were


An open-arse and thou a poperin pear! (2.1.34–38)


Mercutio’s ambivalent grasp on his own sexual fascination with his friend might explain why he flies off the handle so spectacularly in Act 3. Mercutio is the first character to brandish a weapon in the confrontation between Tybalt (a Capulet) and the Montague boys that will culminate in the tragic deaths of both Tybalt and Mercutio. Tybalt’s insinuating accusation that Mercutio ‘consorts’ with Romeo sets him off:





Consort! What, dost thou make us minstrels? An [i.e., if] thou make minstrels of us, look to hear nothing but discords: here’s my fiddlestick; here’s that shall make you dance. ’Zounds, consort! (3.1.46–49)


Mercutio hears the sexual implication in Tybalt’s charge (the verb ‘to consort’ meant, among other things, ‘to have sex’) and comes back with a riposte that draws on the word’s simultaneous musical meaning to threaten him with both stabbing and sexual violence. In this multilayered provocation, Mercutio’s ‘fiddlestick’ is collectively a musical device, his sword and his phallus.


Ciceronian amicitia perfecta had a complex relationship with queer sex. The philosophy of friendship said it was an entirely chaste affair; the reality of life – in which amity, romance, sexual desire and jealousy intermingled – argued otherwise. Shakespeare came to understand the points of provocative and dramatic overlap between amicitia and Eros, but it was another Roman schoolbook that stimulated him to think well outside the box when it came to sexual unions. Metamorphoses by Publius Ovidius Naso (or Ovid) has a strong claim to being Shakespeare’s favourite work, surfacing throughout his career as a narrative source, a spring of thematic inspiration, and a treasure trove of verbal echoes – particularly in the monumental English translation by Arthur Golding, published in 1567 and one of the very few literary texts in English that found a home in the Elizabethan schoolroom. Like Cicero, Ovid lived during the turbulent first century BCE, and his Metamorphoses offered a swirling history of the world from its creation to the assassination of Julius Caesar – which had taken place the year before Ovid’s birth. ‘History’ suggests something analytical and scholarly, but Metamorphoses was anything but. In fifteen books, Ovid provided a compendium of mythological stories that furnished western Europe with a more or less complete account of the doings of the classical gods and their human co-stars. His main purpose was to show the constantly evolving state of the world, encapsulated in acts of dramatic transformation wrought upon mortals by the gods in moments of overwhelming lust, envy or rage. Central to his vision was the notion – reassuring and disturbing by turns – that a person’s soul remained unchanged through the process of metamorphosis: when the huntsman Actaeon is turned into a stag by an outraged Diana, whom he had glimpsed bathing in the woods, his man’s mind persists to experience the full horror of death at the jaws of his own dogs, who ‘[w]ith greedy teeth and griping paws their lord in pieces drag.’


Ovid’s tales were a powerful challenge to the regimes of gender conformity and sexual chastity preached by William’s church and society. In Metamorphoses, it’s usually the ‘lewdness of the gods’ that provides the starting point for the stories: Jupiter’s abduction of Europa in the form of a bull; Daphne’s transformation into a laurel tree to save her from rape by Apollo; poor Io’s bitter wandering through the world as ‘a cow as white as milk’, a cruel sequel to her rape by Jupiter. The themes of Metamorphoses made it an unlikely addition to the canon of improving literature reserved for boys’ education. Golding, Ovid’s English champion, could hardly deny that the tales’ sexual themes made them ‘delectable’ (or arousing) reading, but he attempted to argue that the stories were also ‘fraughted inwardly with most pithy instructions and wholesome examples.’ Golding’s laundering was part of a long tradition of finding in Ovid a morality consistent with much chillier Christian ethics, a seemingly awkward fit made slightly easier by the apparent overlap between Ovid’s description of the beginning of the world and the story of Genesis; Renaissance readers could kid themselves they were reading the Roman writer’s take on the Garden of Eden or the Flood. Golding tried to make the stories appear as cautionary tales for the respectable English reader – so the tale of Icarus, who flew too close to the sun with wings fashioned by his father Daedalus, became an example of due punishment meted out to someone with rampant social ambition; and Actaeon’s gruesome end could be seen as a metaphor for the wages of sinful indolence and over-fondness of hunting.
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