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For my father, Robert Arnold


All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players:

They have their exits and their entrances;

And one man in his time plays many parts.

As You Like It, Act 2 Scene 7


Remember thee?

Ay, thou poor ghost, while memory holds a seat

In this distracted Globe.

Hamlet, Act 1 Scene 5



Introduction


The life of William Shakespeare, Britain’s greatest dramatist, was inextricably linked with the history of London. Together, the great writer and the great city came of age and confronted triumph and tragedy. Triumph came when Shakespeare’s company, the Chamberlain’s Men, opened the Globe playhouse on Bankside in 1599, under the patronage of the Queen herself. Tragedy came fourteen years later, when the Globe was burned to the ground after the thatched roof caught fire during an early performance of King Henry VIII. Tragedy touched the lives of many of Shakespeare’s contemporaries, from fellow playwright Christopher Marlowe and actor Gabriel Spenser, to the disgraced Earl of Essex and Guido Fawkes. In 1601, Essex made a bid for power with an attempted coup, only to flounder as his supporters drifted away, while it was Fawkes who made the most spectacular attempt to remove the monarch. Had Fawkes and his fellow plotters succeeded in November 1605, King James I and his Court would have been blown to kingdom come during the State Opening of Parliament. These extraordinary characters and events not only inspired Shakespeare, and his fellow playwrights, but were reflected in his work.

Globe, Life in Shakespeare’s London takes the reader on a virtual tour of the great city through Shakespeare’s life and work, and the achievements of his exceptional fellow authors, actors and pioneers of the theatre. By focusing on the early life and career of James Burbage, father of the more famous Richard and builder of the first theatre in London, I set the stage for Shakespeare’s entrance and the explosion of dramatic writing which characterised the closing years of the sixteenth century. Between the years 1576 and 1642, the year Parliament banned the staging of plays, theatre became England’s principal art form, and Shakespeare its foremost exponent, although he had notable rivals in the form of Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson, Beaumont and Fletcher, John Webster and Thomas Middleton.

In the opening chapter I imagine a young Shakespeare encountering London for the first time. The chapters that follow explore the way in which acting came of age as a trade during the 1570s and 1580s, and how the troupes of touring players who roamed the country lanes were transformed from scruffy vagabonds playing outside village inns to the finely dressed ‘strutters’ of the Globe itself. Under the patronage of influential courtiers such as the Earl of Leicester and the Lord Chamberlain, companies of players performed at Court before Queen Elizabeth herself, in lavish productions characterised by rich costumes and glittering display. Strutting in rich velvet doublets bequeathed to the actors by their noble patrons, these men transformed themselves from humble players into mythical creatures: Romeo, Othello, Hamlet, Lear, Coriolanus, Prospero, ‘good’ King Henry V and ‘bad’ King Richard III.

The Elizabethan era was a time of great change, and acting just another way for young men to transform themselves. Shakespeare remains the supreme example of an ambitious provincial arriving in London and reinventing himself, but his journey from a small town to the London stage was replicated many times. In a city of deceptions, where appearance was all and nobody quite what they seemed, acting was the occupation to which attractive and resourceful young men were inexorably drawn. Whether fleet of foot and smooth of cheek, or built like a bear with a commanding bellow, whether beautifully dressed in clothes purloined from an aristocratic master, or wrapped in a cloak which masked a stained doublet and laddered hose, the resourceful individual with the gift of the gab gravitated to the profession most associated with outsiders and thieves. As Hamlet observes (Hamlet, Act 3 Scene 2), if all else fails there is always the theatre:

If the rest of my fortunes turn Turk with me – with two Provincial roses on my razed shoes, get me a fellowship in a cry of players, sir?

In the theatre, two worlds collided, the shimmering mirage of the playhouse, with its scenes of mystery and imagination, and the criminal underworld, itself built on pretence and deception. Philip Henslowe, impresario of the Rose, made his fortune in pawnbroking and prostitution. Henslowe opened a brothel next door to his famous theatre, and his stepdaughter Joan, who married the eminent actor Edward Alleyn, was whipped at the cart’s arse for running it.

Canny young drifters, more than capable of strutting and fretting their hour upon the stage, and sufficiently educated to ensure that they flung the dramatists’ words so that they ring around the arena of the Globe or the Rose, found a vocation parading their skills before a paying audience. Many of these actors also turned their classical education to good account, drawing on Greek verse or Latin prose exercises to create towering melodramas and incisive political satires. However, such were the changing tides of fortune in Elizabethan London that it was very easy for a writer to find himself on the wrong side of the law. In an age where the distinction between petty crime and grand treason was decidedly indistinct, being a professional writer was a dangerous occupation and many an author found himself in prison, or worse, for penning a political satire. When in 1597 Ben Jonson completed Thomas Nashe’s play The Isle of Dogs, the manuscript of which is now, sadly, lost, the play was deemed so seditious that Jonson and his cast were imprisoned in the Marshalsea. The Puritan and political commentator John Stubbe (c.1541–90) and his publisher William Page received an even more severe punishment in 1579, after Stubbe had criticised Elizabeth I’s plans to marry the Duke of Anjou. Objecting on religious grounds (he feared that the Roman Catholic Duke might restore Catholicism to England), Stubbe added insult to injury by commenting that, at forty-six, the Queen was too old to have children, and that the union of the two was ‘immoral, foul and gross’. Elizabeth was less than delighted by these remarks, and the pamphlet, The Discoverie of a Gaping Gulf whereinto England is like to be Swallowed by another French Marriage, was publically burned in Stationers’ Hall. As for Stubbe and Page, they lost their right hands, the wrist being divided by a cleaver driven through the joint at the blow of a mallet. The historian William Camden recalled the scene in his Historie III. ‘I remember, being then present, that Stubbs [sic], when his right hand was cut off, plucked off his hat with his left hand and said with a loud voice, “God save the Queen”. The multitude standing about was deeply silent, either out of horror at this new form of punishment, or out of commiseration towards the man.’

For all its perks, an actor’s life, and a writer’s too, was a precarious one. The authorities were constantly looking for excuses to close the playhouses. Regular outbreaks of bubonic plague or even the threat of plague left playhouses dark for weeks at a time, while sedition became another weapon in the war against the theatres. When apprentices rioted following a production of Will Kemp’s A Knack to Know a Knave in 1592, the Lord Mayor wrote to Queen Elizabeth demanding that the pestilential playhouses be plucked down.

While today the greatest professional threat faced by London’s actors is that of unemployment, Elizabethan actors lived with the constant reality of violent death. Shakespeare was remarkable, and unusual, in escaping the clutches of the law throughout his professional life. A year after Ben Jonson and Gabriel Spenser were gaoled for appearing together in The Isle of Dogs, Jonson was attacked by his former cellmate in Hoxton. Spenser, embittered and drunk, resented his young rival’s success, and challenged him to a duel. Jonson slew Spenser in self-defence, but only escaped with his life thanks to the legal loophole of the ‘neck verse’, which spared him from the gallows. Christopher Marlowe was stabbed to death in mysterious circumstances in Deptford, possibly because of his secondary occupation as a spy. If one did not die by the sword or plague, career failure also had deadly consequences in sixteenth-century London, as in the sad case of Robert Greene. London’s first real professional writer, Greene drank himself to death after being eclipsed by a provincial nobody who had sold out the Rose with his historical epic, Harey the Sixth. With virtually his dying breath, Greene railed and ranted against this pretentious ‘Shake-scene’ with his ‘Tiger’s heart wrapped in a player’s hide’. Who was this upstart?

Who indeed? While Greene is remembered in a footnote as an explanation of that puzzling reference in A Midsummer Night’s Dream to ‘learning late deceased in beggary’, Shakespeare himself played many parts, from actor to author, from upstart provincial to presiding genius of the London stage. At a time when history plays and tragedies proved most popular, Shakespeare possessed a unique talent for bringing the past to life. From the embers of myths and half-forgotten histories he conjured up unforgettable characters: Cleopatra, Queen of the Nile; the tormented Prince Hamlet; the magnificent Henry V. Year after year his dramas packed out London’s theatres, appealing to poet and peasant alike. Shakespeare’s is the authentic voice of London, wisecracking, witty, insightful and humane. Political feuds are played out in the palaces of Westminster, Whitehall and Hampton Court; the Guildhall, Smithfield, Moorfields, Temple and the Savoy are backdrops to power struggles and deadly feuds; Henry V’s victory parade brings loyal subjects pouring into the streets, the same streets that are hung with mourning when the great king dies. The Tower of London hangs over all, like the shadow of death. Comic relief is to be found in the Boar’s Head Tavern, where Prince Hal drinks the nights away with Falstaff and Mistress Quickly.

Shakespeare himself seemed wholly absorbed in writing, performing and administration. With his fellow actors or ‘sharers’, who held a joint financial interest, he participated in a successful acting company and invested in property in London and Stratford. This appeared to consume his energies; he scarcely bothered to curate his own work, a task which was left to his fellow actors, Hemmings and Condell, who published his plays in one posthumous volume, known as the First Folio, in 1623. He was admired by and popular with his fellow dramatists as contemporary records attest, and yet we know so little of him, compared with other towering figures of the time, such as Christopher Marlowe, who was endlessly self-mythologising, the Tamburlaine of the stage and – in an age when homosexuality was forbidden – outrageous in his assertion that ‘all who love not tobacco and boys are fools!’ Ben Jonson emerges from the pages of history as a clever thug of a man, described by John Aubrey as a staring leviathan with a terrible mouth and a face like a battered warming pan. That Jonson eventually became Poet Laureate, despite two spells in prison and killing Gabriel Spenser, was a considerable achievement.

There are comic characters here, too. Philip Henslowe was proprietor of the Rose theatre on Bankside where many of Shakespeare’s earliest plays were performed. It is thanks to Henslowe, and his famous diary, that we know so much about the economic realities of the Elizabethan theatre. From Henslowe, we learn that Edward Alleyn strode the stage as Tamburlaine in crimson velvet breeches trimmed with copper lace, and that if an actor turned up drunk, he would be fined ten shillings. Henslowe, who had begun his career in the Elizabethan entertainment industry running a bear garden, had no pretensions to artistry. He ended his days with the achievement of his greatest ambition: as the King’s bear-warden. Tarlton the clown, discovered by a member of the Earl of Leicester’s troupe while Tarlton was making his ‘happy unhappy remarks’ to his herd of pigs, looked so comical that he had only to walk across the stage to put the audience in stitches. Tarlton proved to be so popular with Elizabeth I that courtiers would visit him first to ascertain what sort of mood she was in. Tarlton proved inspiring in another way, too. He was the model for Hamlet’s late jester, Yorick, who could set the table ‘on a roar’ with his flashes of merriment. Will Kemp, celebrated for his tumbling and dancing, swiftly became Tarlton’s successor as clown by appointment to the crown. In February 1600 Kemp accepted a bet that he would dance from London to Norwich, seen off from the Lord Mayor’s house at seven o’clock in the morning in a hail of groats and sixpences from crowds of well-wishers. This triumphant progress, the original ‘Nine Days’ Wonder’, saw Kemp dance his way through Essex and Suffolk, resting at night in the houses of wealthy admirers, until he eventually danced through St Stephen’s Gate in Norwich, squeezed through the crowds and was welcomed with five pounds from the mayor and the freedom of the city. His dancing shoes, left as a memento, were nailed up in the Guildhall. Kemp’s long-distance jig proved so popular that he accepted a second bet, resigning from the Chamberlain’s Men to dance across the Alps to Rome.

The London stage, then as now, was populated with larger-than-life characters. Edward Alleyn, Henslowe’s son-in-law and celebrated tragedian, was the first giant of English drama, a tall man with a great vocal range who proved ideal for all those roles which were ‘a part to tear a cat in’. No actual cats were harmed during such proceedings – this was merely a term, pressed into service by Shakespeare in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, to indicate the extreme histrionics required of a tragic role, such as Hieronimo in The Spanish Tragedy. Alleyn’s greatest legacy was the founding of Dulwich College as an act of atonement after his performance as Dr Faustus proved so convincing that he supposedly conjured up real devils on stage during a performance in Dulwich. Alleyn’s barnstorming approach to acting was moderated by Richard Burbage, son of James Burbage, who was capable of greater subtly and range. An anonymous obituary following Burbage’s death in 1619 extolled his outstanding performances as a leading man, in the roles of King Lear, Romeo, Richard III, Brutus, Malvolio, Shylock, Othello and ‘young Hamlet, though but scant of breath crying revenge for his dear father’s death’, continuing:

Oft have I seen him leap into a grave,

Suiting ye person (which he seemed to have)

Of a sad lover, with so true an eye

That then I would have sworn he meant to die.

Burbage was Shakespeare’s most famous interpreter during the author’s lifetime and, if the old rumours are to be believed, his love rival too. The famous anecdote tells of a female fan who, after falling for Burbage when she saw him play Richard III, begged him to come to her chambers that night under the name of King Richard. But Shakespeare overheard the proposition and left the theatre early to take Burbage’s place. Shakespeare was ‘at his game ere Burbage came’. Then, the message being brought that Richard III was at the door, Shakespeare retorted that ‘William the Conqueror came before Richard III’.

The biggest character in this book is really the Globe itself, the theatre which was constructed from the remains of James Burbage’s old Theatre in Shoreditch. It was carried across the river to build a new theatre among the bear gardens and brothels of Bankside. The Globe became the glory of the Bankside, the most successful theatre in London, until the terrible day when the thatched roof caught fire during Henry VIII and the theatre was burned to the ground within two hours. Like many other writers, I feel that Shakespeare never entirely recovered from this catastrophe, although nobody died and the only moment of jeopardy came when a man’s breeches caught fire. Tragedy was averted when the resourceful individual tipped beer over himself and extinguished the flames. While Shakespeare continued to work in the rebuilt Globe, he wrote less, and operated more as a script doctor, spending increasing periods of time back in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he died in 1616. As with so many other aspects of Shakespeare’s life, we do not have an exact explanation as to the cause of death, but it seems as though he went out for birthday drinks with Ben Jonson and Michael Drayton, drank too much, developed pneumonia and died. As diffident in death as in life, Shakespeare was not buried in Westminster Abbey, but interred at his parish church, Holy Trinity. Although admired by other writers during his lifetime, it was not until after his death that Shakespeare developed the reputation he enjoys today as England’s national poet, thanks to Jonson’s commemorating him as the Swan of Avon and the efforts of generations of actors, readers, writers and historians.

The final chapter of my book brings the story up to date as we learn how, 300 years after the second Globe was demolished, Shakespeare’s Globe opened once more upon the Bankside in 1997, rising like a phoenix from the flames thanks to the tireless efforts of American actor Sam Wanamaker and his supporters. And now, in the first month of 2014, the long-awaited Sam Wanamaker Playhouse has opened at last with an acclaimed production of Webster’s Duchess of Malfi. The book concludes with an interview with the current artistic director of Shakespeare’s Globe, Dominic Dromgoole, as we speculate about how Shakespeare would react to the twenty-first-century Globe.

My task in this book was to create a portrait of Shakespeare and his London from Shakespeare’s own plays and contemporary sources, combining a novelist’s eye for detail with a historian’s grasp of Shakespeare’s unique contribution to the development of the English theatre. However, the problem with writing about Shakespeare the man is that we know so little about him. Trying to focus on Shakespeare is haphazard and frustrating, like sitting up in the gods of an old London theatre and trying to focus on the stage with a pair of opera glasses. At one moment there he is, we see him, with a prismatic rainbow blur about the edges, and then he is gone, and there is nothing there apart from a pillar or the black space of the orchestra pit. It is almost as if he wanted it that way: ‘cursed be him that disturbs my bones’. Shakespeare was not interested in posterity and seemed less concerned with being an auteur than a businessman and, to quote from Hamlet, ‘a great buyer of land’, returning to Stratford to consort with the men he had been to school with, the traders, the civic dignitaries and the local doctor, who married Shakespeare’s daughter Susanna. Across the centuries, many scholars and critics have struggled to give us their Shakespeare, but in the end we are left baffled as the writer disappears once more. In response, we are all tempted to create our own Shakespeare, in our own image.

Which is perhaps one explanation for the extraordinary efforts, by many writers and academics, to strip Shakespeare himself of the authorship of his works and attribute them to someone – anyone? – else. Is this the reason for the frequently touted theories that Shakespeare was Irish, French, even German? Or that he was not the author of his own plays, a distinction which must instead be awarded to the Earl of Oxford, Sir Francis Bacon, to anyone it seems apart from William Shakespeare himself. There are over 5,000 books on this subject alone. My own feeling is that these theories originate from literary snobbery, from a mind-set that cannot endure the thought of such talent pouring forth from the son of a provincial glove-maker who never attended university. This is in spite of the fact that, at his grammar school, Shakespeare would have received an excellent education in Latin, Greek and classical rhetoric.

If we all create our own Shakespeare – and that process of projection is inescapable – my Shakespeare was a hard-working provincial in London, who could never quite believe his luck. An early adopter, eternally interested in the next big thing and all-consumingly fascinated by human nature and the mysteries of the human heart. My own interest in Shakespeare developed at birth, and was unavoidable. In the beginning was the word, and the words were there from the day I was born. Shakespeare was the nearest thing to Holy Writ in our house, and the faded orange volume of the Shakespeare Head Press Collected Works the equivalent of the family Bible, with my mother’s name inked on the flyleaf from Cambridge. I grew up hearing, reading, reciting, inhaling Shakespeare. My father, who had grown up deep in the Warwickshire countryside, honoured no other writer as greatly as Shakespeare. Time moved slowly in pre-war Warwickshire, and he found comfort in the language and the obscure references to a forgotten rural life. As a schoolboy, my father cycled to Stratford to watch productions at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre and trailed around after the actors. Years later, he brought Shakespeare to life for generations of students in our dusty book-lined sitting room. I will never forget how he explained the plot of King Lear to one bemused female student in terms of Cinderella and the two ugly sisters, and it worked too. An actor and musician turned academic, my father rejoiced in reciting, declaiming, performing and even parodying Shakespeare as only an old ham can. Throughout the writing of this book, turning the pages of his old volumes, I have been conscious of his benign presence, like an ‘affable familiar ghost’. As I grew older, I was by no means an uncritical admirer of Shakespeare. At twelve, convinced of Richard III’s innocence after reading Josephine Tey’s The Daughter of Time, I saw Shakespeare’s take on Richard for what it was: a successful work of Tudor propaganda.

We were a theatre-loving family, and from the age of five I was swept off to Nottingham Playhouse in the glory days of John Neville and Richard Eyre, and to the Theatre Royal to see every touring show that came to town, from farces to thrillers. On my first visit to Stratford, I was hypnotised by Richard Pasco’s ‘mirror’ scene in Richard II and entranced by Feste’s singing in Twelfth Night (Act 2 Scene 3). When he sang:

Trip no further, pretty sweeting;

Journeys end in lovers meeting

the combination of the poignant lyrics and the music made me feel as if I was on the threshold of some great understanding, as if some deep mystery was being gradually revealed.

When I aspired to the stage, my father deterred me, telling me I had a narrow range and was fit only for tragedy, or perhaps a little Ibsen and Chekhov. But he listened to my lines for the school play and encouraged me to ‘Project, child, project!’ Sadly, my father never lived to visit me at university. In the hot summer before I went to Cambridge, he died suddenly, and I threw fresh flowers into his grave with a card bearing the lines from Cymbeline (Act 4 Scene 2):

Fear no more the heat of the sun

Nor the furious winter’s rages

Thou thy worldly task has done,

Home art gone and ta’en thy wages

Golden lads and girls all must,

As chimney-sweepers, come to dust.

In my first term at Cambridge I boldly auditioned for the Duchess of Malfi. After losing out to a young woman called Tilda Swinton I thought my father had probably been right and turned instead to reviewing drama for the university newspaper. Too sympathetic to make an objective critic, I did at least see a different show every night, and what shows they were, starring a generation of student actors who swiftly became household names, including Hugh Laurie and Emma Thompson. Watching live drama night after night taught me that plays were living entities and that Shakespeare, above all, needs to be performed to be appreciated. While I spent mornings in lectures and afternoons in the University Library puzzling over Shakespeare’s language like a dog sucking marrow out of a bone, it was in the evenings that Shakespeare came to life, along with Marlowe and Webster. Stephen Fry, now better known as a comic actor, was an astonishing Dr Faustus in a candlelit college chapel.

Later in life, Shakespeare saved my soul. On endless chilly afternoons, as I wheeled my daughters through dreary parks, I recited Shakespeare’s soliloquies to them, Withnail style, from Hamlet to Macbeth. From this unlikely introduction, my daughters caught the Shakespeare bug, which is how it should be. Even though our lives seem so different, five centuries on, Shakespeare speaks for us all, gay, straight, black, white, male, female, not for an age, but for all time.



1

LONDON, THE FLOWER OF CITIES ALL

And one man in his time plays many parts . . .

As You Like It, Act 2 Scene 7

When did Shakespeare first visit London, and what was the great city like when he arrived? This journey has been the source of enormous conjecture over the centuries, with writers as diverse as John Aubrey and Samuel Johnson speculating over Shakespeare’s first steps in the city which was to be the making of him. John Aubrey, the old gossip, circulated the myth that Shakespeare was on the run from Stratford-upon-Avon after poaching Sir Thomas Lucy’s deer; Johnson perpetuated the theory that Shakespeare’s first employment was tending the horses outside the Theatre, the Elizabethan equivalent of valet parking. Those murky ‘lost years’ between 1588 and 1592 have inspired as many theories as there are blackberries, of an early career in the law, as a tutor, as a soldier, or travelling overseas.

While it is impossible to establish exactly when Shakespeare arrived in London, we do know what London was like when he reached it, by drawing upon other writers of the day. Let us suppose that, for reasons that will become evident, Shakespeare’s first experience of London was not permanent exile from Stratford but a brief excursion. This mission left a lingering impression of the great city and all that could be achieved in it, the sense of infinite possibility which has drawn millions to London over the centuries. Once having tasted London, Shakespeare had to go back.

Imagine a fine May morning in 1586 and young Will Shakespeare riding into London on a borrowed cob, his for the journey. As a courier, his mission was to deliver a sealed letter, the contents of which he neither knew nor cared about, consumed as he was with the spirit of adventure and the prospect of a day in London.

In an age where social class was strictly defined by dress, Will’s appearance would have marked him out as a countryman, a ‘hempen homespun’1 in a russet jacket faced with red worsted, blue ‘camlet’ or goats’ hair sleeves and a dozen pewter buttons. In his grey hose and stockings, large sloppy breeches and the floppy hat that was all the rage in Stratford but passé in town, Will could not pass for anything but a rustic.2 But this would have been of little consequence to a young man newly arrived in London. Leaving his horse at an inn in Holborn which had been recommended to him, he ventured forth to deliver his letter. Like every visitor to London, he was filled with wonder. To all the Queen’s subjects, London was the city. London stood alone, unique, and any Elizabethan who did not live in London lived in the country. London was the magnet, ‘which draweth unto it all the other parts of the land, and above the rest is most usually frequented with her Majesty’s most royal presence’.3 London was the seat of government, the home of ‘Gloriana’, the most excellent Queen Elizabeth, a city famed for the beauty of its buildings, its infinite riches and such a variety of goods that it was considered the storehouse and market of Europe. Craning his head back to look, glancing around him, awestruck, Will was put in mind of old Dunbar’s salutation, ‘O town of townes, London, thou art the flower of Cities all’.4

By eight o’clock in the morning the streets were already crowded and noisy and the day growing warm. Hammers beat, tubs were hooped, pots clinked, tankards overflowed, and the air was full of street cries, a chorus of men and women whetting the appetite and stirring the blood with calls of ‘Hot pies, hot! Apple pies and mutton pies! Live periwinkles! Hot oatcakes, fresh herrings, hot potatoes!’ An orange girl pranced by offering ‘fine Seville oranges! Fine lemons!’ while another buxom lass proffered ‘Ripe, heartychokes ripe! Medlars fine!’ Should one surfeit on this excess of riches, a quack in a shabby black doctor’s gown, green with age, promised salvation in the form of patent medicines and remedies ‘for any of ye that have corns on your feet or on your toes!’ A chimney sweep, grimy from head to foot, walked by, the whites of his eyes glittering against his coal-black skin. The sweep introduced himself to the mistress of a house with a proposal to ‘Sweep chimney, sweep, mistress, from the bottom to the top, Then shall no soot fall into your porridge pot!’5 Will watched the lady conduct the sweep inside before elbowing his way down the thronging street. As often happens, the scenes struck a chord in his heart. A fragment of poetry darted into his mind, like a sparrow flying through a window into a great hall and out the other side. Like chimney sweepers, come to dust . . . He resolved to remember it for later, when he had time alone to write.

Meanwhile, London was already open for business. The apprentices were busy taking down the shutters and opening the shops, setting up their stalls and preparing for the day’s trading. Passing an open doorway, Will spotted a small boy with a satchel in his hand racing down the stairs, as the boy’s father, standing in the shop, demanded, ‘Are you ready yet? It is eight of the clock! You shall be whipped!’ Then he waved the lad off to school, after telling him to invite the schoolmaster to supper, an invitation which would probably save the boy from a beating for his late arrival.

Walking on down Cheapside, Will watched the schoolboy shamble along. Soon the boy was joined by a companion, another schoolboy, and as an old woman rounded the corner crying, ‘Cherry ripe! Cherry ripe!’ both boys started begging her for fruit. The older lad took his chances and seized a bunch of cherries from her basket, whereupon the old woman leaped forward and boxed his ears. The boys dashed away and vanished into a churchyard, and the school that stood within the mighty bulk of St Paul’s. For a penny, Will climbed to the top of St Paul’s steeple, as far as he could go, for the old wooden spire had gone, incinerated by lightning in 1561. But the steeple provided a magnificent panorama of London, the parks and palaces, the mansions of the merchants and the stinking slums. There were young men hawking in Liverpool Street and the River Thames glittered in the sunlight, white with swans and crammed with innumerable boats and vessels from every corner of the known world, and some unknown realms, too. Across the river on Bankside were the distinctive round shapes of the cockpits and the bear gardens, and in the distance was London Bridge, one of the wonders of the world for its length, strength, beauty and height. Twenty magnificent arches spanned the river, with houses built upon it as high as those on the ground and so close that the gables touched. More like a small town than a thoroughfare, London Bridge carried two hundred businesses jostling for attention above a narrow street choked with horses and carts. And on the southern end of London Bridge, too far away for close scrutiny, Will recalled that the skulls of more than thirty executed traitors were displayed on iron spikes, the heads of noblemen who had been beheaded for treason. The descendants of those men boasted of this strange honour, pointing out their ancestors’ heads and believing that they would be esteemed the more because their antecedents were of such high birth that they could covet the crown, even if they were too weak to attain it and ended up being executed as rebels. An intriguing prospect, that such people could make an honour of a fate which was intended to be a disgrace and set an example.6


[image: image]

View of London Bridge by Cornelius Visscher. Note the traitors’ heads stuck on pikes over the south entrance.



The steeple of St Paul’s contained more names than a parish register. Pausing for a moment, for he was a law-abiding young man, Will added to their number, drawing out his own knife and carving his name upon the leads in what had already become a distinctive signature:


[image: image]



At the bottom of the winding stairs lay St Paul’s Walk, otherwise known as the Mediterranean. Within a minute, Will had been carried along by the bustling crowd, nervous perhaps, as even he would have heard of this den of iniquity. Despite the fact that it was located in the middle of a cathedral, St Paul’s Walk was filled with lowlife exhibiting every aspect of bad behaviour, from jostling and jeering to swearing confrontations and raised fists. Elbow to elbow and toe to toe stood a living tarot of Elizabethan stereotypes, all playing their parts like actors in an endless masquerade. Here were The Knight, The Naïve Gull, The Gallant, The Upstart, The Gentleman, The Clown, The Captain, The Lawyer, The Usurer, The Citizen, The Bankrupt, The Scholar, The Beggar, The Doctor, The Fool, The Ruffian, The Cheater, The Cut-Throat, The Cut-Purse and The Puritan.7 In its noise and spectacle, St Paul’s Walk resembled a map of the world, turning in perfect motion, populated with a vast index of characters, a fascinating place for any writer. A lawyer chattered with his client, merchants discussed their affairs, gallants traded saucy anecdotes and flung back their cloaks to reveal new finery. And all surrounded by potential robbers, cut-purses and conmen. If they had seized Will’s precious letter, they had as good as stabbed him. He had been ordered to guard this document with his life, which was as good as over if his mission failed. Faint with hunger, he elbowed his way out of the crowd in search of dinner.

Outside St Paul’s, the scene was even busier than before. Carts and coaches rattled past, and the streets were thronged with shoals of people, laughing, gossiping, quarrelling, so many men, women and children that it was a wonder the very houses had not been jostled aside under the sheer weight of humanity. As Will stood in a doorway wondering which way to turn, three apprentices in the shop behind him began to sing:

O the month of May, the merry month of May,

So frolic, so gay, and so green, so green . . .8

From next door came the sound of the viola da gamba as some good citizen’s daughter took her music lesson. In every doorway, an apprentice called out his master’s wares, every conceivable need from scarves to cabinets, from a rich girdle to a coat hanger. A tradeswoman enticed a grand lady into her shop with promises of ‘fine cobweb lawn, madam, good cambric, fine bone lace’, and two lads approached Will with fine silk stocks and a French hat as he fingered his own rustic hat self-consciously. He held up his hands and backed away as they called after him in unison.

The veritable cornucopia of items to buy was only rivalled by the astonishing variety of sights which surrounded him. On Goldsmiths’ Row, every conceivable character came past and he studied them all, enthralled. Porters staggered under heavy trunks; sober merchants strode past self-importantly in their robes and gold chains; a noisy group of young gallants, resplendent in silk breeches that cost the price of a farm, peacocked along with a cursory ‘by your leave’ as they almost knocked Will into the path of a passing coach. A large crowd gathered by the conduit at the far end of Cheapside, as the Lord Mayor and his aldermen and masters from the twelve livery companies inspected the conduit, upon which the city’s water supply depended. They were mounted on horses and followed by packs of hounds in preparation for a ceremonial hunt which would conclude with the killing of a hare and a fox near St Giles, with ‘a great cry at the death and blowing of horns’.9

But something else had caught Will’s attention by now, something much closer to his heart, for he had seen the brightly coloured signs of the booksellers of St Paul’s swinging from every house. The booksellers’ signs were a library in themselves: the Bible, the Angel, the Holy Ghost, the Bishop’s Head and the Holy Lamb, the Parrot and the Black Boy, the Mermaid and the Ship, Keys and Crowns, the Gun and the Rose and the Blazing Star. Around the churchyard was a menagerie of Green Dragons, Black Bears, White Horses, Pied Bulls, Greyhounds, Foxes and Brazen Serpents. Outside the shops stood trestle tables covered with the booksellers’ wares: volumes fresh from the printer alongside old favourites and the neglected volumes which had never caught on. Booksellers stood in their doorways with their thumbs under their girdles, attempting to catch the eye of a potential buyer with a ‘What lack ye, sir? Come see this new book, lately come forth.’

When one bookseller approached him, Will asked if he had anything by the celebrated author Robert Greene. Invited to step inside, Will hesitated and then shook his head, remembering that he still had to deliver the letter to an address on Fish Street Hill, near London Bridge. This mission was what brought him to London and he could not allow himself to be distracted by the sight of more books than he had ever seen in his life.

When Will eventually found the house on Fish Street Hill, it was to be told that the recipient, Sir Toby Gathercole, was not yet home but was expected soon, for dinner. Gathercole’s apprentice invited Will in to wait, and Will soon fell into conversation with the lively youth who was minding the wine merchant’s premises in his master’s absence. Will had heard tell of the London apprentices; intimidating young men who bellowed and roared, rioted at Whitsuntide, stoned foreigners and handed out a beating to anyone who aggravated them. But this lad, Andrew by name, was approachable, ready to talk about learning his trade but equally ready to moan that his master worked him too hard and he never had a minute to himself. There was no time to go a-Maying, no time for fencing lessons, or dancing classes, or a game of football in the street. Andrew was at his master’s beck and call at every hour of the day and night. Just as Andrew was lamenting the fact that his master did not give him leave to go out into the street to watch a fight yesterday, Sir Toby Gathercole himself returned home, sweating profusely in a flurry of red velvet, remarking on the unseasonable weather and mopping his brow with a silken handkerchief. Will stepped forward nervously, explained his errand and handed over his parchment document with its embossed waxen seal. Gathercole bestowed upon him one penetrating glance from slate-grey eyes, snatched the letter without so much as a word of thanks and disappeared into an inner room. When he emerged some minutes later he was in high good humour, clasped Will upon the shoulder like an old comrade and slyly dropped ten shillings into his palm, before inviting him to join them at their table.

At that point, Mistress Gathercole appeared, flushed and angry, her ample bosom heaving as she rebuked her husband. ‘Fie! Why have you tarried so long at the Exchange? The meat is marred!’

‘Have patience, Maria!’ her husband replied. ‘We have company. Look to the children.’

Will, who had been expecting a ‘shilling ordinary’ or a meagre tavern dinner of bread and cheese, was only too happy to accept Gathercole’s offer, whether the meat was burned or not. The merchant’s four children emerged, their hands and faces freshly scrubbed, and were seated at the board. As soon as Sir Toby had said grace in Latin, the servants laid the dishes before them. Will was impressed: this was good, satisfying fare. At home in the country, meals were simple and meat was scarce, but here it was evident that Sir Toby was a good trencherman. A dish of roast capons was set upon the table, along with a game pie, its pastry topping yellow with spices. Will was offered a glass of charneco, a sweet red wine, and a foaming tankard of ale; there were sweetmeats and quince jellies, a salad of lettuce leaves, and a marchpane or marzipan tart. To round off dinner a dish of gellif, a fruit ice pudding, was borne in to cries of excitement from the children.

Over dinner, talk turned to the Royal Exchange, and the value of the merchants having a building where they could meet, sheltered from the wind and rain. Sir Toby Gathercole extolled the virtues of Sir Thomas Gresham, who founded the Royal Exchange in 1565, telling Will he had been to Venice, and the Rialto was a ‘mere bauble’ compared with the Exchange. Gresham had done much to adorn the City of London and Gathercole felt assured his fame would long outlive him.

When Will expressed an interest in seeing the Royal Exchange, Gathercole offered to take him there that afternoon. As the merchant led Will up Fish Street, he pointed out other places of interest as they passed. Gathercole conducted Will up Gracechurch Street, and at the corner of Cornhill and Leadenhall called his attention to the fine views of houses and gardens as they looked up Bishopsgate. To the left was Gresham’s own house, where Gresham entertained Queen Elizabeth herself at a notable banquet. And there, almost opposite, was Crosby Hall, a splendid mansion built by the wool merchant Sir John Crosby in 1466 ‘and once,’ Sir Toby added with a frisson of intrigue, ‘the seat of old King Richard Crookback, that vile murderer, where crouchback Richard wooed poor Lady Anne, while her husband lay dead in his coffin. The funeral baked meats were scarcely cold.’

By this time, Will was overwhelmed by the combination of the noonday sun, the capons lying heavy upon his belly, wine during the day and the ceaseless noise. Constantly, continually, coaches and carts rattled past and thundered through the narrow lanes. For the rest of his life, Will would remember that distinctive sound of the London streets, the continual ringing of church bells, the rumble of cartwheels and the thunder of horses’ hooves, the counterpoint of street cries playing over the bass of grumbling porters, an old bawd scolding her whores and a couple of ‘carmen’ or coach drivers quarrelling about the right of way. The citizens cursed the coaches, flattening themselves against the walls to stop the wheels going over their toes. Coaches jammed the streets, left standing empty as their rich owners bargained over a pair of earrings or a dog’s collar. According to the regulations, coaches were not to be driven through the City of London at all. The driver was supposed to dismount and lead his horse at the city gates; but the regulations were routinely flouted, and drivers merely sat atop their chariots, lashing their animals and ignoring those who went upon their feet. The traffic of carts and coaches was so heavy that several times Will and Sir Toby ducked into doorways as the vehicles rumbled past, ferrying their burden of fine ladies to Gresham’s Royal Exchange, splashing them with mud.

The ground floor of the Royal Exchange resembled pictures Will had seen of an Italian square or an Oxford college. It consisted of a quadrangle surrounded by cloisters, lined with shops. Unlike a college, the Exchange was horribly crowded and extremely noisy, while swarms of small boys made matters worse by darting in and out of the throng and getting in everybody’s way. Most of the shops on the ground floor were gloomy and damp, and used only for storage, and the better shops were to be found on the first floor or the ‘Upper Pawn’. Resolving to investigate this for himself, Will took his leave of his host, and headed for the steps.

On the Upper Pawn, apprentices and servant girls stood in the doorways, calling out lists of their wares to attract customers. For Will, the son of a glove-maker, many of these luxury items were familiar: ‘purses, gloves and points, cutworks, partlets, suits of lawn, gorgets, sleeves and rugs, linings for gowns and cauls, coifs, crippins, cornets, billaments, musk boxes and sweet balls: pincases, pick-tooths, beard-brushes, combs, needles and glasses’.10

A seamstress’s apprentice, selling her wares, tried to catch the attention of the fine ladies as they strolled past. ‘Would ye have any fair linen cloth? Mistress, see what I have and I will show you the fairest linen cloth in London; if you do not like it you may leave it; you shall bestow nothing but the looking on, the pain shall be ours to show them you.’ A young gallant, clearly attracted, suggested to his lady friends that they should enter the shop. The ladies, who admitted that the young seamstress was reasonably pretty, agreed and in they went. Watching through the window, Will observed them examining hollands and cambrics. While the young girl maintained that she would accept nothing less than twenty shillings an ell (an English ell was about 45 inches, or 1.15 metres), her customers refused to offer more than fifteen. A compromise was eventually reached with the customers offering sixteen shillings as the young girl protested that she was giving her goods away.11

Will enjoyed the spectacle and the endless parade of fancy men and women; it reminded him of his wife, Anne, and her endless appetite for shopping. It was a pastime which he did not share, and soon he longed for peace and quiet. Will walked back down to the river, discovering that the streets were less crowded than they had been in the morning. The gallants had all gone off to the theatre, while the ladies were at the Exchange, the schoolboys back in the classroom and the merchants and stallholders sleeping off their dinner. After visiting the Palace of Whitehall, Will entered the Abbey, paid his penny to the verger, and was permitted to gaze upon the tombs and monuments of the dead kings and queens of England. Here was history: the gilded, the stories, the legends and the myths. Here lay Edward the Confessor and the shooting star, fallen to earth, Richard II; and here lay England’s greatest king, Henry V. Displayed alongside his tomb were his heraldic crest, decorated with a leopard, the saddle which the heroic prince used at Agincourt and even his shield. The verger, trying to sell Will a guidebook, plucked at his sleeve in vain; Will was lost in silent contemplation of the tombs, and their contents, overwhelmed by the sheer volume of events contained within this narrow space, the sacred space of kingship.

By the time Will emerged from the Abbey he was hungry again, and tired, but it was too early to repair to his lodging in Holborn. Instead, having gained some feel for London’s geography, he headed back to sup at a tavern in Fleet Street. As he walked east from Charing Cross, there was no shortage of potential taverns. The Bear and Ragged Staff, with the arms of Warwick, his native county, caught his eye, but then there was the Angel, which promised a well-kept pint, the King Harry Head with its image of Henry V, whose very tomb Will had just visited, and the Golden Bull, a splendid beast straight out of the Ovid he studied at school. But none of these hostelries really appealed to him. As Will reached Temple Bar, a ballad singer began to perform. Slowly, a small crowd gathered: first a porter stopped, and then a fishwife with her basket on her arm halted, stilled her cries and stood to listen. A cat-eyed gypsy woman, with raven-black hair, ceased quarrelling with her handsome soldier and fell silent; then along came a cut-purse, ready with a knife but enthralled by the song and indifferent to his potential target, a country cousin standing near him. A constable of the watch approached, and a whore, all drawn by the sweet singing:

It was a lover and his lass

With a hey, and a ho, and a hey nonino,

In springtime, in springtime, the only pretty ring time,

Sweet lovers love the spring.12

Will listened for a moment, and then walked on. He knew the song, he had heard it many times before, but he acknowledged its fleeting beauty as the words floated out across the narrow street, out across London.

By the time he reached Fleet Street, Will had scarcely the energy to notice the play which was about to start, or hear the barker trying to draw a crowd with his mighty lung-power. Will had no time for an interlude concerning the ‘City of Nineveh with Jonah and the Whale!’ He had already seen so much, and heard so much, within one day that his faculties were numbed; and he was desperate to eat.

In the distance, two street vendors were strolling up and down in opposite directions, selling salt and straw. The noise of London, which had surrounded him all day, was at last dying down. The sun had sunk low in the sky, and most people had retreated indoors. Then Will heard the creaking of a tavern sign swinging overhead, pushed open the door and went inside.

The tavern was packed to the rafters. There appeared to be a party in full swing upstairs, with enthusiastic singing, while downstairs the narrow, low-ceilinged bar was full of men eating and drinking in small groups, as young women bustled to and fro between them with tankards of ale, responding to impatient drinkers with cries of ‘Anon, sir! Anon!’ In one corner, near the big open fireplace, half a dozen men were listening gravely to a tall man with a long bushy beard who was reading the text of a play aloud in a deep, rich voice. Fascinated, Will dropped quietly into a seat nearby as the men discussed the play. Although a goblet of wine stood before each of them, this was clearly a working supper. The wine went almost untouched as comments were passed on every aspect of the play and each player was assigned a part, in some cases more than one part. From what Will could gather, the play was set in ancient Britain, and the characters had outlandish names such as King Gorboduc, Ferrex and Porrex. The most youthful and slender of the company was to play Gorboduc’s wife, Videna. The tall man with the beard, who the others addressed as ‘Ned’, had already cast himself as Gorboduc. As the talk passed on to the props required, Will was impressed by their sober, businesslike demeanour. Far from being the vagrant travelling players in stolen livery Will had glimpsed in the yards of country inns, they could have been mistaken for prosperous merchants and accepted at Sir Toby Gathercole’s table without comment. They would not have looked out of place strolling through the Royal Exchange. When the players had finished, Ned paid the bill, all two shillings of it.13 Will longed to speak to them, to hear where Gorboduc was to be played, to learn their names and all about their company, but was overcome by shyness.

As the players made their exit, two noisy young men entered, crying out for a drink, kissing the serving wench and regaling the company with the dismal sight they had just witnessed. A young girl had fallen into the ditch at Moorfields, apparently out of her wits, and they had seen men drawing her drowned body out of the water as they walked past.14 Will was intrigued by their narrative, the vivid, drunken descriptions of the full moon, the mad girl dragged under the surface of the water by her clothes, the garland of flowers around her neck. It would haunt him all night until he found a moment to write it down.

Will fell into conversation with the young men, and at closing time they offered to walk him back towards Holborn, guided by the lantern which one had brought along with him. The streets were in darkness now, but for the occasional chink of light gleaming out between closed shutters. From time to time other groups of people passed them, also hurrying home with flaming torches or lanterns. Suddenly one of the young men stepped aside and drew Will into a doorway with him. For a moment Will feared the worst; had he been decoyed into this dark alley so they could rob him and cut his throat? But then came the sound of heavy footsteps, and the constables of the watch appeared armed with lanterns and staffs. They were older men, comically grizzled and bowed, but not without an air of authority. As Will and his companions watched from their hiding place, two drunken young men inadvertently walked straight into the constables’ arms.

‘Who goes there!’ demanded the lead constable, and held up his lantern to get a better view of the young man. ‘Where have you been, out so late?’

‘I was at supper, forsooth, with my uncle, and he is showing me home!’ said the younger man. After further questions, the constables of the watch were satisfied, and the two men were released. As soon as the coast was clear, Will and his new friends slipped out of their alleyway and hurried home. They parted from him at Cheapside and directed him to Holborn. When Will eventually got back to his lodgings, after knocking on the door for an eternity he was eventually admitted with grumbling admonitions, given a candle and sent to bed. Soon Will was tucked up under the covers, listening to the city churches chiming the hour and the voice of the watchman floating up through his window: ‘Twelve o’clock, look well to your lock, your fire and your light, and so good night.’ He was exhausted, but he could not sleep for all the sights he had seen and the words going round and round in his head. Seizing parchment and a quill from his pack, he pulled the candle close to his bed, and began to write . . .
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