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INTRODUCTION
by Peter Ackroyd


Every day, somewhere in the world, a book is published on the work and life of William Shakespeare. His influence is ubiquitous and pervasive. The phrases and aphorisms of his plays and poems have now entered the general fabric of the English language. That is why, in 2000, he was named as the most significant human being in the previous thousand years of British history. Those who have never read a line of his work consider him to be a token of the national consciousness, an image of the culture that has transcended time. He is quoted endlessly. His plays remain the single largest contribution to contemporary London theatre; they are also filmed and televised at frequent intervals.


Yet he still remains largely unknown and unknowable. The recorded events of his life are not in themselves notable. His features are not known. His religion is unclear. His opinions were never reported. The details of his conversation have not survived. The descriptions of him by his contemporaries are few and impressionistic. So in large part he is a historical enigma. The measure of his ‘invisibility’ is found in the fact that many other candidates have been put forward as the writer of his plays.


His early life in Stratford, his marriage, and his descent upon London suggest that he was a quick, intelligent and ambitious young man. It has been said that Shakespeare was in some sense uneducated, and that a few years in the local grammar school could not have adequately prepared him for the work ascribed to him. But this kind of snobbery misunderstands the nature of genius; Charles Dickens had far less of a formal education than Shakespeare, but no one has ever doubted the authorship of his novels. Shakespeare had learned enough, and more than enough, to become a lord of language.


He came to London in 1586 or 1587; on his arrival he was twenty-two or twenty-three years old. His first years in the capital are lost in a mist, but the fact that he soon became both an actor and a writer of plays suggests that he had found his true vocation at a very early age. It is likely, in fact, that he came to London in the first place as an aspiring performer. His earliest dramas have no doubt become the victim of time and chance, discarded as soon as they were no longer serviceable; he may have revised some of them at a later date, where they took the form by which we now know them. There may have been very early versions of Hamlet and of King Lear. It is also likely that in these early years he wrote the first drafts of the history plays that became his single most distinctive contribution to the theatre of the 1580s and 1590s. These were plays of battle and of dynastic struggle, composed in a high style of ornate rhetoric.


In the first two years of his residence in London he seems to have composed some six or seven plays. It is important to note that he also acted in them. In the beginning he would have been taught how to sing, to dance and to tumble like an acrobat. He also learned how to fence. He was a young man of the theatre in every sense: energetic and nimble, hard-working almost to the point of exhaustion, and willing to take on any theatrical task he was assigned. He would ‘doctor’ plays, and write the odd scene or two for other playwrights. An indication of his success is that he was already being attacked by his rivals; the principal charge was that of plagiarism, to which he was undoubtedly prone. His rustic origins were also quoted against him by those who had benefited from education at one of the two universities.


Such was his early fame, however, that with the death of Christopher Marlowe in 1593 he was recognized to be the preeminent playwright in London. This is also the time when we can first begin securely to date and identify his plays. The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Comedy of Errors are among the earliest of what has become known as the canon. These were hard-edged and Italianate comedies, based firmly on classical originals. But his writing was not confined to drama; his genius was too volatile and too spirited to be restricted to one medium. Throughout 1593 the theatres were closed by the invasive presence of the plague, known at the time as ‘the sickness’. So he turned his attention to poetry, and in the summer of that year Venus and Adonis emerged on the stalls of the booksellers.


Only a short while later, upon the reopening of the theatres, Shakespeare joined the Lord Chamberlain’s Men – a band of brothers who represented the most significant force in the English theatre of the time. He was part of this company for the rest of his life. He remained in the acting profession for another twenty years, a longevity that required energy and vitality as well as endurance. He did not perhaps take the major roles; these were generally reserved for his contemporary, Richard Burbage. Theatrical legend over the centuries has claimed that he played the Ghost in Hamlet. It is not unlikely. From various hints and asides it has also been concluded that he liked to play ‘kingly’ roles, and that he was adept at portraying age or dignity. He did not take the main parts because his role was also one of ‘director’ as well as player. He would have instructed his fellows at rehearsal, and therefore needed space and time to watch them.


He began writing plays for his new company almost at once, and in 1595 emerged Romeo and Juliet as well as A Midsummer Night’s Dream. These romantic dramas were a world away from the history plays and comedies that he had previously written; the range and variety of his gift must have been as obvious to his contemporaries as it is to posterity. He was a worker of wonders. He also had a great facility in composition, to judge by Ben Jonson’s remark that ‘in his writing (whatsoever he penned) he never blotted out [a] line’. He was in a direct and literal sense inspired. He did not know where the words came from. He just knew that they came. He did not understand what he was writing until he had written it. He discovered his meaning only after he had conceived it in words. His words are indeed remarkable, with a fluency and grace that are lifted by the music of his verse. He rarely originated a plot, but he brought together all his sources in an alchemical act of transformation.


And how did he seem to his contemporaries? Many people remarked upon his sweetness and his courtesy. He was variously called ‘civil’, ‘generous’ and, most often, ‘gentle’. This did not mean tender or mild. It implied that he possessed the attributes of a gentleman, combining courtesy and modesty with a proper respect for his superiors. Ben Jonson stated that ‘he was indeed honest, and of an open, and free nature’, while John Aubrey passed on the information that he ‘was very good company’. So we might expect to find an affable and good-humoured man, not given to eccentric or violent behaviour.


This is one of the reasons why Shakespeare has been acclaimed as the writer who in his own life fully represents the tendentious quality of Englishness. The playwright lived in mixed company, high and low, and was not overwhelmed by a sense of his own importance. He was not self-obsessed or pretentious, but seemed to those who met him to be the epitome of what we might call ordinariness. He did not draw attention to himself. His life as a playwright and as an actor emphasizes that he was an eminently practical man. If his plays were too long, he would cut them. He would write to order, exploiting the most recent fashion or the most sensational news. It has been remarked by generations of actors that his lines, once remembered, remain in the memory; they are what the great nineteenth-century actor Edmund Kean described as ‘stickable’.


Yet Shakespeare was not cut off from the deep sources of his art. He reclaimed the English language at the same time as he restored the essential themes of English literature from the days of the Anglo-Saxons. He wrote of dreams and visions; he invoked ghosts and witches; he was in love with English history, and he revived the spectacle and pageantry of the medieval religious plays. Most importantly, like Chaucer and Dickens, he was eager to marry the ‘high’ and ‘low’ elements of his world. His dukes are followed on stage by clowns. Lear has his fool and Hamlet his gravedigger. Comedy and tragedy, pathos and farce, piety and vulgarity are effortlessly placed within an inclusive and accommodating medium that is no less than the human imagination itself.


So, to paraphrase Coleridge, he was like a meteor kindling its own material as it moves through the darkness. The farcical servants of the early comedies become Iago or Malvolio; the clown becomes the gravedigger of Hamlet; the sexual jealousies within the early The Merry Wives of Windsor turn murderous in Othello. In Macbeth the words and themes anticipate Antony and Cleopatra; the language of Henry V anticipates that of Julius Caesar. He moves onward, revolving all these worlds in his head.


By the time he wrote the later plays he had become a wealthy man, regularly sending back money to his family in Stratford. He was instrumental in gaining the title of ‘gentleman’ for his father, John Shakespeare, and he knew that the honour would in time be bequeathed to him. It was important to him to become a man of standing in his native Stratford, and in the spring of 1597 he purchased a large house in that town. As a boy he had passed New Place every day on his way to school, and it must have occurred to him that it would be a fine place in which to live. And so it proved.


In London itself he had transcended the often opprobrious connotations of the acting profession; an actor was, in many circles, considered to be little more than a vagrant. Shakespeare, however, was already wealthy and respectable; by the end of the century his work was being compared in the public prints with that of the classical dramatists. He had made the profession of dramatist a reputable one. When the Lord Chamberlain’s Men moved to the newly built Globe in 1599, it was his plays that the public came to see. This was the arena in which Julius Caesar, King Lear, Macbeth and Othello were first performed.


On the accession of James I in 1603, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men took on the new title of the King’s Men. There was a change in venue also, when the company leased the Blackfriars Theatre for a period of twenty-one years. This was an indoor theatre, holding no more than 700, whereas the Globe was open to the sky and to thousands of spectators. Always an astute and adept professional, Shakespeare adjusted to the intimacy of the new theatre by writing plays that make far more use of music and of songs; he also devised a system of acts and intervals that had not been possible in the uninterrupted spectacles performed at the Globe.


It has been said that at the end of his career Shakespeare had grown tired of the theatre, but there is very little evidence of that. He rented the ‘gatehouse’ at Blackfriars, for example, so that he might be closer to the plays and to the players. He was, however, returning more frequently to his family in Stratford, where eventually he retired to die in 1616. It is possible that he died of typhoid fever, but his death is as little known as his life.


In his will he left the ‘second best bed’ to his wife, Anne, but this is no evidence of disagreement or disharmony. This was the bed in which they had slept together. The other terms of his will suggest what is only to be expected – that he was always practical and businesslike in his dealings with the world. His death did not excite much attention at the time, and the first biographical notices did not appear until fifty years later. The Folio or complete edition of his plays had been published in 1623, but by the end of the seventeenth century there were three further editions of the collected works. From that time forward the enthusiasm and admiration gathered momentum. The Shakespeare Jubilee was held in the summer of 1769, with much triumph and celebration. It was only the beginning of a fervour that has lasted for almost 250 years, and shows no signs of abating. William Shakespeare will live as long as the English language itself.


Peter Ackroyd
London, 2009





A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY


Early Life


Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon on 22 or 23 April 1564 and died exactly fifty-two years later on 23 April 1616. Very little is known for certain about his life, though there are a lot of stories; what facts there are have been studied so carefully by scholars that we can get a fairly good picture.


Shakespeare’s father, John, was a glove-maker with a sideline dealing in farm products. He had once been fined for going out with his friends and building a dunghill in the middle of the street. He had married his wife, Mary, seven years prior to Shakespeare’s birth, and done rather well out of it: her father had given him some money, a house and fifty acres of land. The couple had already had two daughters, but infant mortality was high in those days and neither sister had lived to see the birth of William, the eldest son. Just after William’s birth the plague hit Stratford, killing one in seven of the population, but the baby survived.


John and Mary went on to have five more children and John started doing very well for himself. In 1568 he became bailiff of the town and so it is reasonable to assume that he was able to send William to the local grammar school, where he would  have been taught Latin. Life at the school was rigorous. William would have gone there aged seven, and from then on school would have lasted from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m., six days a week, every week of the year. There were no holidays except holy days, such as Christmas and Easter.


During the 1570s, John Shakespeare’s business dealings began to go wrong. It got to the point that he was afraid to go to church in case debt collectors caught up with him. This must have had an effect on the eldest son, as his family’s position in the small town (not to mention his hopes of an inheritance) slumped. William may well have had to leave school early and there is a story that he was bound apprentice to a butcher. (There is also a story that before killing pigs he would make grand execution speeches, which were so good that people would come and watch, but it is probably apocryphal.) Whatever happened, it didn’t stop him from doing what teenage boys have always done, and in 1582 he got a girl pregnant.


The girl was called Anne Hathaway and she was eight years older than William. His family didn’t want him to marry her; their signatures are not on the marriage licence, which would have been odd even if he wasn’t still legally a minor. But he did marry her and six months later she gave birth to a daughter, whom they called Susanna. A year later Shakespeare was to write in Twelfth Night: ‘Let still the woman take/An elder than herself, so wears she to him,/So sways she level in her husband’s heart’. Shakespeare was eighteen, ‘a handsome, well-shaped man, very good company, and of a very ready and pleasant smooth wit’. Anne Hathaway was twenty-six.


How the boy ended up having to marry the woman is perhaps best left to the imagination. We do know that two years later they had more children, twins, whom they named Hamnet and Judith. Then there is a blank.


The Missing Five Years


We know that in 1585 Shakespeare was in Stratford making babies. We’re pretty sure that by 1590 he was in London making plays. We don’t know what happened in between, but given the amount of time that has been expended on studying Shakespeare, it is unsurprising that there are a lot of theories.


One of the more plausible theories is that he went off to be tutor to a rich man’s son. This would have given him access to books, helping to explain how a boy from Stratford ended up writing plays that were far better than those written by his more academic peers. However, although Shakespeare’s works show that their author read widely, they never show that he devoted time or scholarship to any particular book.


Other theories are based on the language Shakespeare used in his writing later on. He knew a lot of nautical terms and so it has been suggested that he was a sailor. He might therefore have been to Italy, where so many of his plays are set. He certainly didn’t go to Egypt, as he didn’t know what pyramids looked like – he thought you could be hanged from them. In Antony and Cleopatra the Egyptian queen thinks it possible to ‘make/My country’s high pyramides my gibbet/And hang me up in chains’.


A thousand other ideas have been put forward. It is unlikely that we will ever know the truth. It is possible that Shakespeare went straight to London in 1585; we can be pretty sure that he was there by 1590.


London


The city that Shakespeare arrived in was very different to the modern capital. Technically London was what is now known as ‘the City’, the financial district: just one square mile on the north bank of the Thames, surrounded by medieval city walls. However, the population was growing fast and built-up areas had begun to spread out into the surrounding fields. This was important because anything outside the city walls was outside the legal jurisdiction of the City of London.


It wasn’t only criminals who chose to keep beyond the walls. The puritan city fathers objected to other immoral activities: bear-baiting, ape-baiting, cock-fighting, prostitution and theatres. Acting was seen as a kind of lying, while commoners dressed up as lords was a threat to social hierarchy; moreover, the big crowds bunched together helped to spread the plague, which regularly swept through the city.


By modern standards, London was a strange mixture of the civilized and the barbaric. Singers sang madrigals to the accompaniment of a lute and the heads of criminals were displayed on spikes over London Bridge, where birds of prey would eat out their brains and eyeballs. Noblemen in fine clothes could compose sonnets with ease and then pay to watch the spectacle of bear-baiting or an ape being torn apart by dogs. The city was violent: of Shakespeare’s two great literary contemporaries, Marlowe and Jonson, one was stabbed to death in a pub brawl and the other killed a man in a duel. Yet these same men were poets of astonishing ability.


Unlike Jonson, John Marston or Thomas Dekker, Shakespeare never set any of his plays in contemporary London, so it is hard to know how the city affected him. However, the cruelty in his comedies and the merriment in his tragedies would have appeared far more natural in his surroundings than they would now.


1590–94


It is said that Shakespeare started out looking after the horses of visitors to the theatre. The first evidence we have of him in London is a pamphlet written by the poet and playwright Robert Greene.


There is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his tiger’s heart wrapped in a player’s hide, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you; and being an absolute Johannes Factotum, is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.


Already Shakespeare was successful enough to be making other writers jealous. And already Shakespeare had written Henry VI Part 3, because Greene’s line, ‘tiger’s heart wrapped in a player’s hide’, is making fun of Shakespeare’s line, ‘Oh, tiger’s heart wrapped in a woman’s hide.’ We can therefore assume that he had written Henry VI Parts 1 and 2. Furthermore, Shakespeare was not only a playwright, but an actor or ‘player’.


There is a postscript: Greene died of plague before his pamphlet was published and it was his friend Henry Chettle who prepared it for the press. In his preface to a later edition, Chettle said that he regretted not having struck out certain passages that have been:


offensively by one or two taken ... I am as sorry as if the original fault had been my fault, because myself have seen his demeanour no less civil than he excellent in the quality he professes [i.e. his profession]. Besides, diverse of worship have reported his uprightness of dealing, which argues his honesty, and facetious grace in writing, that approves his art.


This fits very well with other descriptions of Shakespeare’s character – quiet, polite and amiable – and it may have been these same qualities that soon secured Shakespeare a rich patron. In April 1593 Venus and Adonis was published with a dedication to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton.


Having a patron was important not only in terms of prestige, but because of money and the plague. Whenever the plague struck London all the theatres were closed, as the crowds were the perfect place for infection to spread. The players would be forced to go touring in the countryside, where they would earn very little money. A worse fate awaited those who stayed in London, where the cramped, crowded, unhygienic conditions would have killed Shakespeare as easily as they did Greene. Shakespeare would have been able to go and stay at the Earl of Southampton’s country estate, away from the plague, and there earn good money composing poetry for him.


In 1594, a year after Venus and Adonis, The Rape of Lucrece was published. Between them, the two poems notched up twelve editions in Shakespeare’s lifetime. Moreover, they started to make Shakespeare’s name famous. Playwrights had roughly the same status as screenwriters do today. Though we know the names of film stars, we are very unlikely to know the writers of even the most famous movies. We remember Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca, but not the Epstein brothers who wrote the script. With these two published poems, one of the world’s most famous names first made it into print.


1594–1601


Up to now Shakespeare’s writings had been good and profitable, but not great. If he had died in 1594 we would hardly remember him now on the basis of plays such as The Two Gentlemen of Verona, King John or Titus Andronicus. Indeed, Richard III is the only play from 1593 or before that is still regularly performed. All that was to change.


The plays he now began to write are still in performance all over the world. Between 1594 and 1601 he completed his historical cycle with Richard II, both parts of Henry IV and Henry V. Queen Elizabeth herself saw Henry IV and liked the character of Falstaff so much that she asked Shakespeare to write a play about Falstaff in love. He fulfilled the request with The Merry Wives of Windsor, a comedy to go alongside A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado About Nothing and Twelfth Night, among others. Moreover, Romeo and Juliet and Julius Caesar were considerable improvements on Titus Andronicus.


There are many ways of explaining his improvement. For one thing, he became a member of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a respectable new theatre company that gave Shakespeare financial and professional stability. His plays would be performed by the best actors in the country, so he could make his characters more complex. His comedies became darker: The Merchant of Venice and Much Ado About Nothing both involve serious threats of death. At the same time, his tragedies became sweeter – Romeo and Juliet has none of the rape and cannibalism of Titus Andronicus – and his history plays were less likely to divide the world neatly into heroes and villains (with the exception of Henry V). Also Shakespeare became less formal: he started to switch easily between prose and verse, used enjambments, gave feminine endings to his iambic pentameters and practically abandoned rhyme. The truth behind all these points is that Shakespeare was growing older and wiser and becoming more confident.


On 11 August 1596, Shakespeare’s only son, Hamnet, was buried in Stratford; he had lived only eleven years. Such early deaths were common. We cannot tell what effect this had on Shakespeare, who was, after all, living apart from his family. His pace of writing seemed to slow that year to only one play, so it is tempting to think of him returning home to tend to his dying son, but that is only speculation. We know that Shakespeare returned home quite often; he broke his journeys at the Golden Cross Inn in Oxford, where he stayed often enough to become godfather to William D’Avenant, the landlord’s son.


Shakespeare was now going up in the world. People often like to think of him as a genius who was above any concern for such vulgar matters as cash, but all the evidence points the other way. Shakespeare had seen, during childhood, what lack of money had done to his father, and as soon as he started to earn real money himself he began to save and invest.


In 1597 Shakespeare bought New Place, the largest house in Stratford. We can imagine the reaction in a small town to the return of a local boy made good. Shakespeare was only thirty-three, and it was just fifteen years earlier that he had been a debtor’s son in a forced marriage. Now he was a man of substance. Nor was this Shakespeare’s last investment in property. As his career progressed, he bought another cottage in Stratford, inherited two houses from his father and acquired more than 100 acres of farmland. On the basis of some ancestors and his maternal grandfather’s position as a gentleman, he managed to obtain a coat of arms that would have improved his social standing. Shakespeare was a man who wanted not only money but also position and property in his home town.


A couple of years later, in 1599, Shakespeare made his most famous and most profitable investment. He was part of a consortium that combined to build the Globe Theatre on the south bank of the Thames. Now Shakespeare not only took money for writing and acting, he also received a share of the total ticket receipts.


Shakespeare had become a rich man. A Stratford man wrote to a relative in London in 1597 advising him that if he needed to borrow money, William Shakespeare was the man to go to. How this position affected the writing of The Merchant of Venice we can only guess.


Shakespeare’s plays were now popular enough to be pirated under his name. Authors had very few rights and publishers were in the habit of bribing bit-part actors to get them scripts for publication. This was not as simple as it sounds, as each actor would be given only his own lines to learn. The results were the ‘bad quartos’, versions of his plays that were nothing more than what a poor actor could remember of the performance. For example, the bad quarto of Hamlet was pirated by an actor who played either Rosencrantz or Guildenstern: their lines are perfect, but the sections of the play in which they do not appear are filled with errors.


In 1598 Shakespeare appeared as an actor in Every Man in His Humour, a comedy by a young playwright called Ben Jonson. He and Jonson were to become the best of friends. Shakespeare may even have been godfather to Jonson’s son. There are numerous stories of them drinking together in the Mermaid Tavern on Fleet Street. A later account has this to say of Shakespeare:


Though his genius generally was jocular and inclining him to festivity, yet he could, when so disposed, be solemn and serious ... Many were the wit-combats betwixt him and Ben Jonson; which two I behold like a Spanish great galleon and an English man-of-war; master Jonson (like the former) was built far higher in learning; solid, but slow, in his performances. Shakespeare with the English man-of-war, lesser in bulk, but lighter in sailing, could turn with all tides, tack about, and take advantage of all winds, by quickness of his wit and invention.


The Sonnets and Shakespeare’s Sexuality


In 1598 Francis Meres published his Paladis Tamia in which he refers to the ‘mellifluous and honey-tongued Shakespeare’ and also to the circulation of ‘his sugared sonnets among his private friends’. So although the sonnets were not published until 1609, this seems to be the best place to discuss them and the light they may throw on Shakespeare’s private life.


First of all, it should be pointed out that people often wrote love sonnets when they weren’t in love at all, making up a romance as an excuse to write poetry. A modern equivalent would be pop music: if one were to listen to every Beatles album back-to-back and take them literally, one would be forced to conclude that the band members fell in love, split up and got the blues on an almost weekly basis. In fact, Paul McCartney had only three girlfriends over the whole period. If we read Shakespeare’s sonnets biographically, we may be making exactly the same mistake.


There are 154 sonnets. The first 126 are written to an aristocratic young man, the rest to an unnamed ‘dark lady’. Neither has ever been identified, although it is often assumed that the young man was Henry Wriothesley, Shakespeare’s patron. The first sonnets encourage the young man to marry – we can imagine an impatient father hiring Shakespeare to talk his son into getting a wife. However, the tone soon changes: Shakespeare writes that he loves the young man and later becomes upset when he starts an affair with the dark lady.


This has led many people to assume that Shakespeare was bisexual, but this is not necessarily the case. Writing of the young man, Shakespeare says that he is as beautiful as a woman:


And for a woman wert thou first created;


Till Nature, as she wrought thee, fell a-doting,


And by addition me of thee defeated,


By adding one thing to my purpose nothing.


But since she pricked thee out for women’s pleasure,


Mine be thy love, and thy love’s use their treasure.


(Sonnet 20)


An explanation of these lines may be required. The female personification of nature made a woman so beautiful that she fell in love with it. Nature, being a woman, therefore decided to add ‘one thing’ to her beautiful creation, namely a penis, ‘she pricked thee out’. Shakespeare, being a man, has no use for such things that are ‘to [his] purpose nothing’. Since the young man has a penis to give women pleasure, the young man should love Shakespeare, but have sex – ‘love’s use’ – with women.


Shakespeare explicitly states that he doesn’t have sex with other men. He also explicitly states that he does have sex with the dark lady and, moreover, the young man seems to be having his way with her as well every time Shakespeare turns his back.


Shakespeare seems to have thought sex was dirty and hated himself for liking it: ‘Enioyed no sooner but despised straight’. The whole of Sonnet 129 harps on this one theme. And it stretches through his plays: ‘The rank sweat of an enseamed bed’ is how Hamlet describes it; Iago sees people being as ‘prime as goats’; Antony’s lust loses him an empire. It is difficult to find a pleasant reference to sex anywhere in Shakespeare – certainly never the sweet embraces of Milton.


It is possible that Shakespeare disliked his relationships with women precisely because they involved sex, and liked his relationships with men because they didn’t. Sonnet 144 would seem to confirm this opinion. This may be more understandable when we consider that it was sex that had trapped Shakespeare in a marriage to a much older woman with whom his relations seem to have been strained. It could also be the result of repressed homosexual feelings, but that is for psychiatrists to argue about. From a historical point of view, we know that Shakespeare had sex with more than one woman, and he explicitly stated that he did not have sex with men.


1601–16


So we have a picture of a quiet, polite, funny man of the world. He had money in his pocket, several houses, a rich patron, he liked a drink and was a little hung up about sex. Yet now his comedies became rather odd. Troilus and Cressida, All’s Well That Ends Well and Measure for Measure, which were written between 1601 and 1604, are commonly grouped together and called the ‘problem plays’. They are comedies in which nothing works out right: justice is confounded, love thwarted and morality thrown out of the window.


There is a story dating from this period: a lawyer called Manningham heard a piece of gossip on 13 March 1602 and noted it down in his diary. Richard Burbage, Shakespeare’s lead actor, had been performing in a revival of Richard III. A lady in the audience had been so impressed with him that she had sent a note backstage inviting him to come to her house later that night. He was to announce himself to the servants as Richard III and would be directed up to her bedroom.


Shakespeare found out about the note and went to the address himself, said his name was Richard III and was shown upstairs. By the time poor Burbage arrived, Shakespeare was already engrossed, and when a confused servant knocked on the bedroom door to announce that another Richard III had arrived, Shakespeare simply said to tell him that William the Conqueror came first.


It was probably just after this event that Shakespeare wrote Hamlet, as the play is thought to have appeared first in 1603. Burbage would have played the lead and it has been reported that Shakespeare played the part of the Ghost. If this is true – and it seems likely – then Burbage would have been forced to describe Shakespeare like this:


See what grace was seated on this brow


Hyperion’s curls, the front of Jove himself,


An eye like Mars to threaten and command,


A station like the herald Mercury


New lighted on a heaven-kissing hill,


A combination and a form indeed


Where every good did seem to set his seal


To give the world assurance of a man.


We can read this as Shakespeare having a laugh by forcing his colleague Burbage, who played Hamlet, to say how good-looking he was. Yet it must be remembered that this is a serious scene and Shakespeare must have been able to carry off the description (albeit with make-up, costume, and perhaps a wig). Despite the joke, Shakespeare must still have been a handsome man.


In 1603, Queen Elizabeth died childless. She was succeeded by James VI of Scotland who now became James I of England. James liked the theatre, and he enjoyed Shakespeare’s plays in particular. He took the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, the company to which Shakespeare belonged, and made it the King’s Men. Shakespeare was now technically part of the royal household. Although this does not mean that he lived in the palace, it did mean that his plays were almost certain to be performed at court, thus providing him with more money.


Over the next five years, he produced Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra. It is tempting to draw biographical conclusions from these plays, to see in this period Shakespeare’s ‘solemn and serious moods’. In Hamlet, he played the part of a cuckold; in Othello he wrote about a man who wrongly believes his wife is cheating on him. King Lear is about a man whose daughters turn against him; in the same year, Shakespeare’s daughter Susanna married. Macbeth is consumed by guilt and Antony leaves his hated wife far away while he is led to ruin by a dark lady, as in the sonnets.


It is tempting to construct a torrid life story from all this. Yet it can only be speculation. By that rationale, we could as easily deduce from Antony and Cleopatra that Shakespeare was in charge of a large empire, or from A Midsummer Night’s Dream that he had had a bad experience involving fairies.


By 1607, Shakespeare had written the greatest tragedies and comedies that would ever be achieved in English and he seems to have known it. Shakespeare understood how good he was. When he wrote in Sonnet 18 that ‘So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,/So long lives this, and this gives life to thee’, he wasn’t being arrogant: he was right. This may explain his subsequent career. When you have written your masterpiece, what is there left to do but experiment?


Timon of Athens and Coriolanus are both very stylized tragedies that seem to be aiming for some sort of aesthetic simplicity rather than the raw, sprawling power of King Lear or Hamlet. And then, between 1608 and 1611, come the four romances, or reconciliation plays as they are sometimes known: Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest.


It is here, more than anywhere else, that we may be justified in trying to deduce Shakespeare’s life from his writings. All these plays have similar themes and settings; it may even be that they were composed as a cycle to be seen together. All of them involve sea voyages to or around the Mediterranean, three of them shipwrecks. Two involve a husband who is insanely and unjustifiably jealous of his wife with whom he is then reconciled. Three involve a lost child being found, and all involve forgiveness. When one character, or one play, tells us something, it may only be an imagined character or a necessary story. When themes linger from one work to another, we are entitled to see a writer musing or brooding over a few fixed ideas.


Many people have tried to see Prospero, especially his last lines, as being an embodiment of Shakespeare, yet where there is a reconciliation, there must first have been a sundering. If we see other plays as perhaps describing turmoil in Shakespeare’s family life, then these later works must have been seen as evidence of forgiveness, reconciliation and calm. Maybe this is why, in 1611, he moved back to Stratford and retired.


1611–16


Shakespeare’s retirement is perhaps the most extraordinary aspect of his career. No other writer or artist of comparable ability has ever decided to simply go home, put his feet up and enjoy his money. It is, above all, evidence that Shakespeare viewed writing as a job – one he did very well, but nonetheless a means to an end.


Shakespeare had cash and property to spare. For years he had been raking in money from his poems, his plays, his acting, a share of the receipts at the theatre, interest on loans and rent from his properties. In 1613 he was able to buy a house in London, presumably for occasional trips down to the capital. He even collaborated with John Fletcher, a younger writer, with a couple of plays – Henry VIII and The Two Noble Kinsmen – though it is clear that he didn’t devote the full scope of his genius to them. He was happy to return to the town of his birth, to the place where he had once been bound apprentice to a butcher, and to the wife he had married thirty years earlier. His daughters were grown up. In 1613, during a performance of Henry VIII, the Globe Theatre burnt down; it must have seemed like a final parting.


All was not sweetness and light in Shakespeare’s family life. Early in 1615, his daughter had to sue a man for slander after he called her an adulterer and accused her of having venereal disease. The following year, his other daughter Judith, twin sister of the deceased Hamnet, married in haste, presumably because, like her mother, she was pregnant.


At this time Shakespeare’s health must have been failing. On 25 March 1616, he made his will, leaving, among other things, his second best bed to his wife. According to a later account by a Stratford vicar who knew Shakespeare’s daughter and son-in-law, Shakespeare’s fellow playwrights Jonson and Michael Drayton came up from London to visit him, ‘they had a merry meeting, and it seems drank too hard, for Shakespeare died of a fever there contracted’.


His death came on 23 April 1616, fifty-two years after his birth. He was buried in the chancel of Stratford Church; on his tombstone there is an inscription that can still be read today:


Good friend, for Jesus’ sake forbeare


To dig the dust enclosed heare;


Bleste be the man that spares these stones,


And curst be he that moves my bones.


Presumably he was afraid of suffering the same fate as Yorick in Hamlet – having his bones dug up and thrown into the charnel house to make way for new bodies. When Anne Shakespeare died in 1623 she had wanted to be buried beside him, but the sexton was too impressed by the epitaph and wouldn’t open the grave.





SHAKESPEARE’S STAGE


Influences


When the travelling players come to Elsinore, Hamlet orders them not to overact. ‘It out-Herods Herod’, he tells them, words that probably refer to Shakespeare’s earliest experience of theatre: the miracle plays.


Miracle plays were dramatic depictions of parts of the Bible, usually of Jesus’ life. The role that everyone remembered from these was Herod, who was portrayed as a madman who screamed and raved his way through the performance. In Chaucer’s The Miller’s Tale, written 200 years previously, Absalom ‘pleyeth Herodes upon a scaffold hye’ in order to try and get a girl’s attention. This was a long tradition, but it was still active in Shakespeare’s day.


Sometimes these plays were acted by professional travelling players, sometimes (as in Chaucer’s description) by local amateurs. The acting and the standard of the writing was, with a few exceptions, very low, yet these plays were performed everywhere, and for most of the population of sixteenth-century England it would have been the only drama they had ever seen. This meant that miracle plays defined the expectations of the majority of theatre-goers.


These plays had two very important effects. First, they were acted without any scenery, often on top of carts. Second, the action shifted from place to place and from time to time. Partly because there was no set, it was possible to have one scene in Jerusalem, the next in Egypt and the next in Bethlehem. You could go from Jesus’ birth to death in the space of an hour or so.


There was one further aspect of the miracle plays that was to be carried over into Shakespeare’s drama: toilet humour. Many later readers and critics of Shakespeare have found it odd that in a serious play like Othello or Macbeth the tragic subject matter can be interspersed with jokes about farting or impotence. However, there was a precedent for this. In the miracle plays the Devil was often presented for comic effect as being helplessly incontinent and flatulent. If toilet humour can fit into a play about the son of God, then it certainly wouldn’t seem improper in a human tragedy.


Shakespeare may also have seen travelling players performing secular plays, although this is less certain. Sometimes, as in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, these were performed by local amateurs, but more usually they would be performed by professionals. Actors preferred to stay in the city, where there was more money, but often necessity drove them, like the actors in Hamlet, to become strolling players, touring the country and performing to anyone who would pay them.


Often they would set up in the courtyard of an inn. The Golden Cross in Oxford, where Shakespeare often stayed later in his life, is a good surviving example of what conditions would have been like. The common people would have been sat around the courtyard drinking and getting drunk, while those who could afford it could hire a private room on the first floor and watch from there. This division – poor people standing on the ground, while the rich sat above – would be replicated in Shakespeare’s theatre.


The third influence from Shakespeare’s childhood would have been school. Shakespeare almost certainly attended the local grammar school, where he would have had to learn Latin. This would have involved reading works by the Roman playwright Plautus, and we know that often pupils would have to put on performances of his plays. Plautus would have differed considerably from the miracle plays and strolling players. For one thing, Plautus obeyed the classical unities: his plays take place over one day and are set in one location. Moreover, the plot was a single, logical whole, rather than the episodic collection of tales in the miracle plays.


Shakespeare ignored the unities of time and place, but he does seem to have taken on board the unity of action (though not always). The other main difference between Shakespeare’s experience of Plautus and other dramatists was that Plautus was actually very good. Most miracle plays were just trying to present Jesus’ life; their writers, on the whole, were not trying to produce poetry or great literature, whereas Plautus was.


Classical drama was also being revived far away from Shakespeare’s home town. This was the time of the English Renaissance and in universities people were rediscovering the great dramatists of antiquity. Their favourite was Seneca, the playwright and moralist whose tragedies are filled with high-flown rhetoric, terrible sins and revenge. Yet the Renaissance was not simply a period of reading. Elizabethan writers were intent on imitating and even surpassing the classics.


The result was the emergence of the university and inns-of-court writers, men like John Lyly, who wrote plays in imitation of their classical forebears. These plays were not populist; they were written by educated, sophisticated playwrights for an educated, sophisticated audience. What they did produce was the idea that modem drama could be as clever, as witty and as beautiful as classical drama.


The Stage as Shakespeare Found It


When Shakespeare arrived in London in about 1590, all these ingredients had been rolled together in contemporary drama. The two most popular playwrights were Marlowe, who wrote Doctor Faustus, Tamburlaine and Edward II, and Thomas Kyd who wrote The Spanish Tragedy, probably the most popular play of the Elizabethan age.


Marlowe was a graduate of Cambridge University. He was well educated and had translated works by Ovid and Lucan. It would have been natural for him to write refined university drama, but he didn’t; he went to the popular playhouses of London. For one thing, London was where the money was, but more importantly it suited his style. Marlowe liked power, violence, big speeches and grand passions. Faustus wants to know and enjoy everything; Tamburlaine wants to take over the world.


Marlowe’s plays, like the miracle plays, sped across space and time with scenes set hundreds of miles apart and spanning many years. He also telescoped time so that in Doctor Faustus the final scene is meant to encompass a whole hour, when in fact it only lasts a few minutes. Shakespeare was to use this same effect in Hamlet, where a few minutes of action are meant to fill the time between midnight and dawn


Also in Doctor Faustus, Marlowe could switch easily from the fight between good and evil for a man’s soul, to jokes about drinking and sex, just as the miracle plays could introduce toilet humour into the life of Christ.


Kyd was very similar, if a little less extreme than Marlowe. He too was educated; he had translated a play by Seneca. Yet he, too, chose to write for the people.


Neither of these writers were particularly subtle; if they weren’t trying to out-Herod Herod, they were coming close. They wrote grand set-piece speeches for the leading actor of the day, Edward Alleyn. Hamlet may be referring to Alleyn’s style of acting when he says:


Speak the speech I pray you as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue; but if you mouth it as many of your players do, I had as lief the town-crier spoke my lines. Nor do not saw the air too much with your hand, thus, but use all gently; for in the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, whirlwind of your passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance that may give it smoothness. Oh, it offends me to the soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who for the most part are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumb shows and noise. I would have such a fellow whipped for o’erdoing Termagant — it out-Herods Herod. Pray you avoid it.


The Stage Itself


Now that Shakespeare’s Globe has been reconstructed on London’s South Bank, visitors to London can see for themselves what an Elizabethan theatre was like. The original Globe was not built until 1598, but there were two main playhouses – The Theatre and The Rose – already built along roughly the same lines.


The theatre was built to resemble the inn courtyards in which secular Elizabethan drama had its roots. The cheapest tickets were for the ‘groundlings’, who stood in the middle with the open sky above them. If it rained, they got wet. Around them were two levels of seats that were roofed over to protect their occupants from the weather. As in the inn courtyards, the most expensive were the ones on the first floor. The whole audience would drink, eat nuts and heckle. Indeed there are reports of people not being able to hear the play being performed above the cracking of nuts. So much for the audience.


The stage was a platform on one side of the central open space, raised about 5 feet (1.5 metres) above the ground. This allowed an actor to creep underneath to a trapdoor in the middle, out of which he could climb to play, for example, Mephistopheles in Faustus. In Hamlet, the actor playing the Ghost would have called his parting words from under the stage, which is why Hamlet refers to ‘this fellow in the cellerage’.


At the far side of the stage there was a small curtain that could be drawn back to reveal an inner room large enough to contain a bed or a throne. This would, therefore, have been opened for the final scenes of Hamlet or Othello, or in A Midsummer Night’s Dream Titania and Bottom could remain there for most of the play with the curtain occasionally being drawn aside to reveal the progress of their affair.


There were two doors, one on either side of the stage, through which almost all the exits and entrances would have been made. Hence in Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy there is the stage direction: ‘He goeth in at one door and comes out at another.’ This means that when two characters meet we can assume that they came in by different doors, and similarly when they part that one leaves via one side of the stage and one via the other.


Above the stage, supported on two pillars, was a balcony. This was used most famously in Romeo and Juliet. The balcony could also double as castle battlements or city walls, as in Henry VI Part 1 where ‘The French leap o’er the walls in their shirts’, or in Antony and Cleopatra as the ‘monument’ of Act IV.


Above the balcony was a small window called the ‘top’. It was rarely used, but one example is Henry VI Part 1, where Joan la Pucelle is to give a signal ‘by thrusting out a torch from yonder tower’.


These were the details. Two important points of principle remain. First, there was no scenery; the lines spoken by the actors had to conjure up the location, whether it was a city street or a blasted heath. This is particularly important in scenes like King Lear, Act IV, Scene 5, where Edgar uses words to fool his father into thinking that they are on the edge of a cliff so high that: ‘The fishermen that walk upon the beach/Appear like mice’. Not only would this have fooled Gloucester, it would have confused the audience, who were used to believing an actor’s description of his surroundings.


The other important point is that the stage jutted out into the crowd, which is why Hamlet refers to his world as a ‘promontory’. The conventional modern equivalent in a play like Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest is the room with one wall missing, where the audience are separated from the actors by a clear line and a proscenium arch.


Shakespeare’s stage had three levels and no scenery. It was far more versatile than most modern theatres because it left far more to the audience’s imagination.


The Acting Companies


In 1572 the Act for the Punishment of Vagabonds made it law that an acting company had to be licensed and backed by a nobleman. Strolling players would commonly go from town to town and, when they couldn’t find acting work, would supplement their incomes with begging, con artistry and odd jobs. From now on, this was illegal. The result was that most actors had to give up the theatre and get steady jobs, while the best players were forced to organize themselves into companies and obtain endorsement and protection from a nobleman. Hence the aristocratic titles attached to theatrical companies like Leicester’s Men, the Queen’s Men or Oxford’s Men.


This was not to say that the company membership was fixed. Players moved between the companies freely and often. Good actors were poached for their skills and bad actors could be forced to leave one company and find work elsewhere. Also, companies would merge or fold. Lord Strange’s Men joined forces with the Admiral’s Men; the Queen’s Men disappeared.


A patron did not guarantee either work or money; it was purely nominal. Most towns were run by their own middle classes, the city fathers or bailiffs, who were often puritans and therefore disapproved of the theatre. Only the clout of a letter of licence from an important aristocrat could overrule and override their censure.


The reason that the companies were always someone’s ‘men’ was that they were always all male. There were no women on stage and female parts had to be taken by adolescent boys whose voices had not yet broken. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act I, Scene 2, they give the part of Thisbe to Francis Flute, who protests ‘let not me play a woman, I have a beard coming’. Similarly, Cleopatra is afraid that someday she will ‘see/Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness/I’th’ posture of a whore’ (IV, 2). This is one of the reasons that, in plays of the time, female characters often dress up as boys. It meant simply that the boy actor could stop pretending to be a woman and go back to being, as in Twelfth Night, someone ‘not yet old enough for a man, nor young enough for a boy’.


Most acting companies would also have to employ jobbing actors for minor roles. These players would receive less money than the actual company members, their parts would be less significant and they could be laid off when the play they were employed for had finished its run, which was often a matter of days.


Some acting companies bought plays from writers who were nothing to do with them; others stole plays from writers who had no recourse to the law. Others had actors in the company who could write plays themselves. This was the case with Shakespeare and Ben Jonson.


In London, where the money was, were theatres that were often run by impresarios who might hire them out from the theatre owners. Impresarios would employ an acting company to appear at their theatre and then pay them out of the money they received from ticket sales. The impresario would loan the acting companies money to buy costumes and new plays to perform, or sometimes he would buy the play himself. More often than not it was the impresario who made the real money.


When the plague hit London, as it often did, or when times were hard, the players would be forced out of the city. They would take their aristocratic licence and tour the countryside and provincial towns. During these tours they would make far less money and would often be forced to sell their costumes or playscripts in order to pay their debts.


It is uncertain in which company Shakespeare began working. In 1594 there was a big shake-up in the acting world, which left only two major companies in London: the Admiral’s Men and the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. The Admiral’s Men had as their lead actor Edward Alleyn and tended to perform the old plays of Marlowe and Kyd. The Lord Chamberlain’s Men had as their star Richard Burbage, as well as the best new playwright, William Shakespeare.


The most significant aspect of the company structure was that a play would be provided to fit the actors, rather than vice versa. In most modern productions, a play is written and then auditions are held to select the cast. In Shakespeare’s day the reverse was true, and he was forced to produce his plays accordingly. For example, every acting company contained a clown – in Shakespeare’s company his name was Will Kempe – and this clown would be something of a star. Therefore, every play had to include a part for the clown. Lear has his fool, Hamlet meets a comical gravedigger and A Midsummer Night’s Dream has its Bottom.


One of Shakespeare’s great abilities was to treat these necessities not as restrictions, but as catalysts for his imagination. In Marlowe’s Faustus, the comic scenes seem irrelevant and could easily be cut out without damaging the play (they usually are in modern productions). Whereas, King Lear without the Fool would be almost as bad as Hamlet without the Prince.


It is therefore possible to work out from Shakespeare’s plays the range of actors he had in his company. For example, there must have been a tall, thin, pale actor who played Sir Andrew Aguecheek and Cassius, with a ‘lean and hungry look’. There were, during the mid-1590s, two boy actors, one of whom was short and dark and the other tall and blond. For them Shakespeare wrote the parts of Hermia and Helena in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Olivia and Viola in Twelfth Night. Thus Hermia believes that the boys don’t love her because she is ‘tawny’ and ‘dwarfish’.


Another detail that we can pick out is that between around 1606 and 1608 Shakespeare had a superb boy actor for whom to write. We don’t know the boy’s name, but we can be sure that Shakespeare would not have created the parts of Cleopatra and Lady Macbeth unless he had someone who could take on such demanding roles. Boy actors could only work for a few years before their voices broke and puberty took hold; when Hamlet greets the players, he notices that one’s ‘face is valanced [with a beard] since I saw thee last’. (When envisaging an original production, it is also worth remembering that all men had beards and usually wore hats.)


It was the skill of the actors that allowed Shakespeare to write good parts, and the most skilled was Richard Burbage, the star of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. Shakespeare would have been a great writer anyway, but it is no exaggeration to say that without Burbage there would have been no Hamlet, no Macbeth and no Lear. It was his superb talents, his subtle, understated style of acting (as opposed to Edward Alleyn’s bombast) that allowed Shakespeare to create such complicated characters.


Development


In 1599 Shakespeare, along with Burbage and others, became a sharer in the receipts of the new Globe Theatre, thus cutting out the role of the impresario and theatre owner. In 1603, when James I came to the throne of England, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men became the King’s Men. They were now summoned to perform in court far more often.


Plays could be political, especially when performed in front of the monarch, but many critics with their own political agenda have exaggerated this. The most famous example was Essex’s rebellion. In 1601 the Earl of Essex, the Queen’s former favourite, tried to lead a coup and his supporters paid the Lord Chamberlain’s Men to put on a performance of Richard II. Shakespeare certainly didn’t write the play for this purpose; the work was old and ‘long out of use’, and the performance doesn’t seem to have achieved its purpose, as the rebellion failed. Famously, Queen Elizabeth heard of what had happened and commented: ‘I am Richard II, no ye not that?’


Elizabeth had seen that a play about one monarch being deposed could be read as a topical reference to her. This can be taken in conjunction with Hamlet’s use of the players to upset Claudius as evidence that theatre could be topical even if it did not refer to topical events. The result is that any play can be taken to refer to almost anything.


This interpretation falls down in two places. First of all, Shakespeare did not write Richard II for Essex’s rebellion and very few people turned up to the rebels’ performance. Second, in Hamlet, the play refers very precisely to a particular and rather odd form of murder whereby the attacker pours poison in his victim’s ear. Shakespeare was not really a political writer. For example, whatever we draw out of Julius Caesar in favour of a republic can be dashed by Coriolanus or Henry V.


Some critics see literature as important only in so far as it contains political messages, and treat Shakespeare’s plays accordingly. This seems to be a mistake. Shakespeare depicted the world as he saw it without trying to change it. The Elizabethan stage was descriptive rather than prescriptive; the one time that it was used to try to bring about a change of government, it failed both politically and, more importantly, at the box office.


Hamlet and the Eyrie of Children


One of the most famous references in Shakespeare’s work to contemporary acting conditions is in Hamlet. The players that the Prince knew in Wittenberg have left the city and been forced to go out touring. In fact, Shakespeare knew several actors who had gone on tour to Elsinore in Denmark, including the clown Will Kempe, who would have been able to give him a first-hand account of what it was like to perform there. However, the players in Hamlet have been forced to go on the road because there is no work left for them in the city. This is not because of plague or legal conditions, but because the public prefers to go and see child actors, ‘an eyrie of children’.


Two companies of child actors had recently been formed in London, one in 1599, the other in 1600. Hamlet was probably first performed in 1603. However, these lines have been taken far too seriously by some commentators. The child actors seem to have enjoyed a very brief period of success, probably until the death of Queen Elizabeth in 1603, and then dwindled. By 1608 both companies were defunct.


That same year Shakespeare’s company took on the lease of the Blackfriars Theatre. This was very different to the Globe: it was indoors, rectangular in shape, relatively small and lit by candles. It resembled the conventional theatre of today and would have been far better suited to quiet, sentimental works like Shakespeare’s late romances than to the grand passions of plays like King Lear or Tamburlaine. It is uncertain whether Shakespeare now started writing primarily for this new venue; we know, for example, that Henry VIII was performed at the Globe, but the change of setting would fit with the change in style and tone that characterizes his late romances.


More importantly, it reflects a new tendency in the history of theatre. The masque had now truly come into fashion at court. Masques were delicate plays designed to please aristocratic tastes. They have none of the exuberance or bawdiness that characterized the plays performed at the Globe. From now on a split emerged between the works seen by the lower classes on Bankside and plays aimed at the courtiers and aristocrats who could afford to pay significantly more for the refined surroundings of an indoor theatre.


This split should not be overstated: it was only just beginning and would not reach its height until after Shakespeare’s death. Yet the change was under way; the proscenium arch, which split the audience from the actors, had arrived and would be a standard feature of theatres for the next 300 years.


In 1611 Shakespeare returned to Stratford-upon-Avon, leaving London and its theatres behind. He had witnessed and played a part in a huge change in drama. In the space of twenty years it had been transformed from a cheap form of entertainment unworthy of the name of literature to an entertainment of kings and commoners alike and then to a refined and restricted art form. The stage had moved from the wagons of the strolling players, to the profitable bustle of the Globe and then to the indoor comfort of Blackfriars. Through all this Shakespeare had managed to adapt himself to the changing fashions and requirements of the stage for which he wrote.


The story of Shakespeare’s stage has a sad and abrupt epilogue. After his retirement Shakespeare collaborated on a play called Henry VIII, or All Is True. Sir Henry Wotton, writing to his nephew, gives this account of a performance by Burbage and the King’s Men in June 1613:


Now to let matters of state sleep, I will entertain you at the present with what happened this week at the Bankside. The King’s Players had a new play, called All Is True, representing some principal pieces of the reign of Henry VIII, which was set forth with many extraordinary circumstances of pomp and majesty, even to the matting of the stage; the Knights of the Order, with their Georges and Garter, the Guards with their embroidered coats, and the like: sufficient in true within a while to greatness very familiar if not ridiculous. Now King Henry making a masque at the Cardinal Wolsey’s house, and certain cannons being shot off at his entry, some of the paper, or other stuff wherewith one of them was stopped, did light on the thatch, where being thought at first but an idle smoke, and their eyes more attentive to the show, it kindled inwardly and ran round like a train, consuming within less than an hour the whole house to the very ground.


This was the fatal period of that virtuous fabric; wherein yet nothing did perish, but wood and straw, and a few forsaken cloaks; only one man had his breeches set on fire, that would perhaps have broiled him, if he had not by the benefit of a provident wit put it out with bottle-ale.





PUBLISHING SHAKESPEARE’S PLAYS


During Shakespeare’s lifetime, playwrights cared little about seeing their work in print. Only a rare drama was actually intended to be read as well as performed. Writers would usually sell their plays to the theatrical company that staged the performances, and if the company committed a particular play to paper, it would create only one copy – the official copy – in the form of a promptbook.


A promptbook was a transcript of the play used during performances, cluttered with stage directions, instructions for sound effects and the names of the actors. If a play was printed for a reading audience, it was often without the author’s consent. Unprincipled publishers would steal the promptbook and sell copies for about fivepence apiece. In March 1599, the theatrical manager Philip Henslowe endeavoured to induce a publisher who had secured a playhouse copy of the comedy Patient Grissell, by Dekker, Chettle and Haughton, to abandon the publication of it by offering him a bribe. The publication was suspended until 1603.


In subsequent years, the Lord Chamberlain, on behalf of the acting companies, many times warned the Stationers’ Company against ‘procuring publishing and printing plays by means whereof not only they [the actors] themselves had much prejudice, but the books much corruption, to the injury and disgrace of the authors’. In 1604, in fear that his work would be pirated, John Marston hesitantly published his comedy The Malcontent; his comment on the process aptly summarizes the Elizabethan attitude towards publication: ‘Only one thing afflicts me, to think that scenes, invented merely to be spoken, should be enforcively published to read.’


The Quartos


Before the publication of the First Folio in 1623, twenty-two of the thirty-eight plays in Shakespeare’s canon had appeared in quarto format (see box, page 40): The Troublesome Raigne of John King of England (1591), Richard II, Richard III, Romeo and Juliet, Henry IV Parts 1 and 2, Henry VI Parts 2 and 3, Henry V, The Taming of the Shrew, Love’s Labour’s Lost, The Merchant of Venice, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado About Nothing, Titus Andronicus, The Merry Wives of Windsor, King Lear, Hamlet, Pericles, Othello, Troilus and Cressida and The Two Noble Kinsmen. All but Othello (1622) and The Two Noble Kinsmen (1634) were published prior to the date of Shakespeare’s retirement from the theatre in about 1611. It is unlikely that Shakespeare was involved directly with the printing of any of his plays, although it should be noted that two of his poems, Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece were almost certainly printed under his direct supervision.


The plays printed originally in quarto format were branded fraudulent by the editors of the First Folio, Heminge and Condell, who wrote in the preface to their collection that fans of Shakespeare’s works had been cheated by ‘diverse stolen and surreptitious copies, maimed and deformed by the frauds of injurious impostors that expos’d them’. They believed that most of the quartos in circulation had been either stolen outright by unscrupulous printers who plagiarized the official promptbooks belonging to Shakespeare and his company, or horribly reconstructed from the memory of people who had seen the plays performed.


Heminge and Condell were right to be concerned about the integrity of Shakespeare’s great works. The flaws in some of the quartos are wretched. Take for example the opening of Hamlet’s famous soliloquy: ‘To be, or not to be, that is the question:/Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer/The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune’ (III.1.58–60). In the quarto version of 1603 we have: ‘To be or not to be. Aye, there’s the point/To die to sleep, is that all? Aye all.’


Heminge and Condell’s accusations were taken very seriously, and early scholars believed without question that the First Folio was the only authoritative Shakespearean manuscript, and that ‘all of the quartos were poor texts, dishonestly obtained without the consent of the company for which Shakespeare was writing’. Thus, the twenty-two quartos were relegated to the heap of pirated material.
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