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To Hayden, the only one who cared.

And in memory of Aaron Swartz.






But now farewell—a long farewell to happiness—winter or summer! farewell to smiles and laughter! farewell to peace of mind! farewell to hope and to tranquil dreams, and to the blessed consolations of sleep! for more than three years and a half I am summoned away from these: I am now arrived at an Iliad of woes.

Thomas De Quincey,

Confessions of an English Opium-Eater








PROLOGUE Hideous Shakespeare



O sweet Mr. Shakespeare!

I’le have his picture in my study at the courte.

The Return from Parnassus;

Or the Scourge of Simony, 1601



Regarding the portraits said to depict the late Mr. Shakespeare, there are good reasons to be cynical. You could, after all, crowd the snail-shell Guggenheim with the four-hundred-year parade of counterfeit bards, each one prettier than the last, evolving Will by Will like some Darwinian ascent from the knuckle-dragging Droeshout engraving of 1623 to the superciliously upright Cobbe portrait recently embraced by the town of Stratford. Invariably the sagas of these painted poets have been tragic in nature, each in turn girded in gold, basked in bulbs, then whisked upon the shoulders of a scholar’s reputation through London, New York, and Milan… only to find itself a short while later a laughingstock: debunked, denuded, holed up in a seedy motel, and eventually hung upon the wall of some dungeon museum as a curiosity, a cautionary tale, a freak show. Meanwhile a prettier yet Shakespeare, one with Fabio hair and a fly leather doublet, is hoisted aloft by the adoring crowd.

Throughout humanity’s centuries-old search for Shakespeare ad vivum, a picture painted from life—one he sat for, one he paid for—no candidate portrait, however celebrated, has withstood the test of time. For the most part, Shakespeare ad vivum has been a history of artistic con men and starry-eyed scholars. During the eighteen years, following a divorce, that I was forced to live in arctic Vermont, I found myself readdicted to this search every winter. And Shakespeare ad vivum is in many ways a wonderful winter addiction, an unsolvable puzzle that constantly makes you feel as if you are about to conquer it. But nobody ever has.

So welcome to the Shakespeare Funhouse, where four centuries of frauds stare out at you from inside warped mirrors. A bit dizzied and intimidated, I reminded myself I had one big advantage over the countless academics who had failed in this search. At the time I began my hobby, museums had just started creating virtual galleries online. These galleries often displayed portraits that had been hidden inside storehouses for decades or even centuries. During the day I inventoried the facial anomalies unique to Will Shakespeare and began to master software capable of comparing these anomalies. At night I put on my black mask and became a virtual art thief who had taught himself to disassemble, steal, and then sew back together high-resolution portrait jpegs from online museums.

But how, I wondered (as I turned dazed circles), was a novice like myself to decide which portraits to begin investigating? Following some discouragement, I soon hit upon a strategy, a path less taken I hoped might lead me to my hero. Since it seemed obvious Shakespeare had been getting prettier by the century, I decided to ignore those boy-toy bards so popular with modern scholars and home in on the more neglected candidate portraits, the wretched-refuse Shakespeares, the homeless, homely, and tempest-tossed mutts nobody wanted to depict our Soul of the Ages. This decision seemed logical in that the Droeshout engraving from the 1623 First Folio, our one avouched likeness, had revealed a poet burdened with an encephalitic head containing two froglike eyes swollen, it has been suggested, by the blossoming of syphilis. Why look for such a Jack among the jet set?

And so I went to work. Any portrait that interested me—the uglier the better—got bookmarked and filed. My court favorites were special ordered or torn out of books. Soon I started paying museums to photograph obscure portraits. As the bills piled up, I began papering the walls of my Vermont fishing camp with the mug-shot bards only a mother could love. (Trust me, my Shakespeares can beat up your Shakespeares.) In the depths of my despair with seasonal depression, these mangled poets consoled and befriended me, and eventually, usually around the third blizzard of March, their eyes began to follow me as I paced my office devising and discarding some very peculiar theories about William Shakespeare.

There was more to my strategy, however, than courting ugliness. Every winter I became more fascinated with the technologies that allow us to time travel back through layers of paint. To that purpose, I became adept at pestering curators into plumbing their would-be Shakespeares with spectral technologies. And by spectral technology, I mean the black magic of infrared reflectography, which fires an IR beam through paint layers until it is absorbed by any carbon-based underdrawings; X-ray examination, which thrusts electromagnetic light up through the paint layers and imprints their history onto a radiographic film thereby exposing underportraits, extirpations, retouchings, and counterfeitings; dendrochronology tests wood panels to establish the general age of a portrait’s backing; pigment analysis can determine original color, establish date of composition, and help identify the artist; raking light angles a beam across the portrait’s surface to reveal an ocean pitch of texture; and ultraviolet examination uses black light to darken both new paint and old varnish while making the whole portrait resemble a haunted house caught in a lightning storm.

My hope was that these technologies might help me discover not just what Shakespeare had looked like but who he had been. Censorship of all art forms ran rife throughout both Elizabethan and Jacobean England, and I couldn’t help but wonder what scandals and heresies might lurk beneath four hundred years of overpaint.

We tend to project our own culture backward onto history and paint ourselves over dead tribes, but in approaching Shakespeare’s generation of wits and writers, it’s important to recall they were much smarter than we are—and far more conceited and ruthless. They employed spatial memory systems that allowed them to access entire libraries of inner guile. Vainglorious, superstitious, and hyper-paranoid, they lived among ghosts, demons, poisons, codes, witches, spies, pen names, and plagues. They were obsessed with bloodlines and caste systems, but perhaps their most defining characteristic was a fear of death, or oblivion, so chronic it gave birth to an insatiable thirst for fame—and not just any fame, but the eternally flickering candle called immortality. To this purpose, portrait painting became an Elizabethan fetish so in demand it jumped the caste system to spread from the nobility down into the upstart merchant class.

As to my own motives for joining this ancient search for a lost portrait, I doubt you should trust any explanation I offer. Sure, my admiration for the Elizabethans had a lot to do with my fixation. They’d forged the language we use to think with, and in that sense they were our creator gods. But I had some unsavory motives as well. I, too, pined for immortality, however jaded, and longed to be whisked away from my bartending job to London, New York, and Milan—or, for that matter, any place warmer than the state of Vermont, where I had promised myself I would stay until my son was old enough for college.

When I began this intermittent project, I vowed to approach it with no preconceived notions. Let the bard cards fall as they may, I said. I had studied the Elizabethans for decades, and the more I’d learned about this eccentric tribe, the less I felt I knew about Will Shakespeare. During my search I’d had him in my grasp any number of times, had my hands wrung around his ruffled neck, but he kept changing shapes, tricking me, and slipping away. He was Ovidian: a white rabbit, a murdered spy, a decadent earl, a castaway actor, an infinity of typing monkeys…

It’s not a pretty story what follows, but it’s an honest one. Although my years of exploration have produced a tale filled with sorcerers, demonic possession, royal scandals, portrait switchery, Adderall addiction, incest, madness, ghosts, shark tanks, and two sordid murders, that was not my intent. What started off as a dilettante’s hobby took over my life during those endless winters I could not abide. Inside that frozen landscape the disgruntled portraits of Will Shakespeare befriended and bewitched me. My research became something magical and demented, intuitive and haunted. In the end it changed the way I look at history, art, politics, and myself. It certainly changed the way I look at William Shakespeare.






PART ONE A Mind of Winter [image: ]







1 White Rabbit Shakespeare
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Two portrait miniatures by Nicholas Hilliard. Unknown Man Clasping a Hand from a Cloud, 1588 (Victoria and Albert Museum, London).
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An Unknown Man, circa 1600 (Victoria and Albert Museum, London).



The first time we drove through Malletts Bay I told my wife I wanted to live there. We were on Lakeshore, where the road dips down to split the marina, and it was night out with a full moon out and all the stars you can’t see in Burlington out, and suddenly it felt like we were driving through a forest of birch, only it wasn’t trees it was masts, aluminum and wooden ones swaying in the wind making that sad-belled night noise, and I turned to my new wife and said, “Hey, I wanna move here. If we gotta live in Vermont then I wanna live here.”

It wasn’t until after the divorce that I moved to the bay. Back then Malletts Bay had so many redneck boat people it reminded me of Mississippi, except in winter, of course, when the wind would leap howling under the doors and through the cracks in the glass making the windowpanes shudder and the chimney scream its long ghost whistle night after night and to step outdoors was to be near about denuded by wind. I remember one evening shortcutting across the frozen bay to the local tavern where not one car was parked in the lot—nothing but snowmobiles. I liked watching those things at night, too, their headlamps moving spooky and serpentine across the bay, whole packs of them, like something predatory, like wolves. Come morning I’d sip coffee and stare out at the crop circles they’d carved into the powder wondering how many fishermen were sifting along the lake bottom, how many cheating lovers and murdered landlords.

It was while living on the bay that I became addicted to Elizabethan portraiture. That was my nature, obsessive—what women call “passionate” at the beginning of a marriage and “psychotic” by the time they kick you out. This particular obsession began when I wandered into a used bookstore in Burlington and picked up a big red hardback written by Professor Erna Auerbach that cataloged the portrait miniatures of the Elizabethan painter Nicholas Hilliard.

What’s this? I thought as I removed the dusty hardback from the shelf.

I had a soft spot for the Elizabethans due to Dr. Leo Van Scyoc, a military flying ace who got me hooked on Shakespeare while I was an undergrad at the University of Arkansas. Slouched in the back row, safe from the spittle he let fly whenever he quoted a play, I learned in his classroom that Shakespeare had used portrait miniatures as props, Hamlet’s incestuous closet scene reaching its climax when the prince fondles the portrait of the evil Claudius pinned to his mother’s bosom and then compares it to the poisoned father chained around his own neck.

I purchased Auerbach’s book and late that night, while sipping tequila, began my study of the Elizabethan portrait miniature.

Usually oval in shape, these tiny paintings were designed to be worn on hats, doublets, or chains often as feudal badges of loyalty. Soldiers sent back miniature ambassadors of themselves to their wives or mistresses so as not to be forgotten (or God forbid cuckolded). Travelers presented them as gifts to hosts, and beauties shipped fetching miniatures of themselves to foreign lands in hopes of becoming royal brides. Elizabeth I once dispatched Hilliard to paint the Duke of Anjou—a man she would nickname her “frog”—to surmise whether he was pretty enough to marry. (Um, no.) The queen was an avid collector of miniatures and kept them in a custom-made cabinet that served as a courtly Facebook.

They were so fragile, these miniatures, the playthings of the rich and idle, so easily lost, damaged, and given to whim that it seemed a miracle to me any of them had survived. The tantrums of unrequited love must have been the death of many a masterpiece. Spoiled, theatrical bastards that the Elizabethan nobles were, they likely smashed them through lattice windows, splashed them into chamber pots, or tormented them to death like voodoo dolls. These, at least, were the nightmare scenarios I conjured up late that night unable to sleep.

As I kept turning pages I began to wonder why so many of Hilliard’s sitters remained unidentified. Who were these lost Elizabethans? It irked me we didn’t know, and I kept recalling the first words of Hamlet.

“Whofe there?”

Whofe indeed. Then I turned another page and found myself confronting an oval portrait of a man posing before a wall of fire that was also reflected in his frantic eyes. Professor Auerbach, after noting that this miniature had been painted onto the back of a playing card, the ace of hearts, described its sitter as a symbol of forlorn love pining after a mistress whose likeness, in the form of another miniature, he held facedown against his heart. The portrait had an odd effect on me, as if I were gazing into a pocket mirror at my own heartbreak. I downed another shudder of tequila and kept wondering who this courtier had been, and why he had posed stripped down to his linen shirt before a burning ring of fire.

I also found myself wondering why Nicholas Hilliard wasn’t more famous. That he painted most of his portraits the size of turkey eggs seemed to have disqualified him from the greatness we bestow on less gifted artists. This would have shocked Hilliard because during his prime, paintings “in little” were held to be among the most elevated of art forms. At the height of his powers, when he was the court painter to Elizabeth I—who famously told him to leave out the shadows—only nobles were deemed worthy of the liquefied silver leaf he anointed on the backs of playing cards with stoat-toothed tools and squirrel-hair brushes. He painted by turning a blind eye to blemish and transforming his sitters into ruffled gods and goddesses, all of which made Hilliard quite sought after at court.

Considered one of his masterpieces, the unknown man standing before a raging fire was described by Auerbach as “a symbol of burning love” with an “ecstatic face” and “fanatical eyes.” But the professor, much to my astonishment, also claimed it didn’t matter who this sitter had been, a statement that caused me to return my tequila bottle to the bed table with a thud. How the hell could it not matter who he’d been? Of course it mattered.

All that week I kept pondering Hilliard’s unknown man. His identity couldn’t be that difficult to deduce, could it? With this in mind I ordered Dr. George C. Williamson’s 1904 primer How to Identify Portrait Miniatures and gradually took up this antiquated hobby, little suspecting the degree to which modern curators despised anyone meddling in their realm. I also started buying expensive coffee-table books of Elizabethan portraits and using them to attach faces to familiar names from history while staring extra hard at every unidentified courtier. That’s what I did every night once I was done bartending. (During the divorce I had refused to hire a lawyer and had given my ex-wife the imported-clothing store we’d opened together on Church Street.) These courtiers I kept studying didn’t feel dead to me. Sometimes I could sense them staring back.

After a few months obsessing over this heartbroken cad, I hit upon a possible identification that appealed to my romantic nature, and soon began pestering London’s Victoria and Albert Museum to change his status from Unknown Man to Possible Sir Charles Blount. I supported my feeble argument with a disturbing number of Photoshop animations and side-by-side comparisons while babbling on in emails about the scorched-earth tactics Blount had employed as a general and also his legendary love for his mistress, Penelope Devereux, the “Stella” of Sir Philip Sidney’s famous sonnet cycle. In my mind’s eye I could see Blount holding that miniature portrait of Stella to his heart while burning down some village in Ireland.

It was a beautiful theory, you’ll admit.

The Victoria and Albert could hardly contain its laughter. My career as a curator’s nightmare had begun. Although these V&A experts were correct in doubting me—it wasn’t Sir Charles Blount—I still remember being shaken when a curatorial assistant confided to me that the museum had no desire to identify the sitter because the miniature’s anonymity lent it mystery.

Once again the bottle hit the bed table. Until then I had imagined the V&A to contain a subterranean lab crowded with technicians bickering over miniatures, but, as I would learn, the reidentification of portraits is approached as a thankless and even hazardous task. Why risk converting your employer’s Elizabeth I into some unknown redhead? Private owners are even more guarded. Nobody wants to be caught holding some dapper lacky purchased at the price of a Sir Walter Raleigh.

Undeterred, I soon turned my attention to another unknown courtier painted by Hilliard, a scant-bearded fellow wearing a sugarloaf hat and clasping hands with somebody hidden inside a cloud. And I became more fascinated by this portrait after learning that Harvard’s Leslie Hotson had written a book arguing that this miniature depicted William Shakespeare. Bear in mind, this was the same professor who had famously unearthed documents proving the playwright Christopher Marlowe to have been stabbed in the eye not by a stiffed barkeep or “lewd love” but by royal intelligencers.

In Shakespeare by Hilliard, Hotson argued, via a tedious deciphering of the miniature’s symbolism or impresa, that its auburn-headed sitter was no less than Shakespeare ad vivum, the poet painted from life. Was Hotson correct? Well, the sitter didn’t look like any Shakespeare I’d been raised on, but maybe that was because the miniature had been abused by history. Brown paint appeared to blot the sitter’s right eye, and his left cheek looked scoured by sandpaper. Not content with this marred genius, Professor Hotson, an old man writing his final book, set off to find a fabled copy of the miniature that had been painted by Hilliard’s apprentice Isaac Oliver. Hotson believed that this copy, if found, would reveal the unmolested poet in all his glory.

And there you have it, white rabbit syndrome: an aging scholar sets off Lear-like to confront his god. Forsaking reputation and a lifelong devotion to logic, down the rabbit hole they go. In Hotson’s case, he at least trapped his hare, which is to say he found the Oliver copy in a private collection in Canada. And when the professor set eyes upon his bard, it was all fireworks and violins:


Its startling effect on me is something I cannot hope to describe… For here I felt a power of expression, an intensity of thought beyond that presented by the familiar one in the Museum. A pregnant message seemed to spring not only from the eyes but from the whole face and the very poise of the head: stirring in me an unreasoning conviction of opportunity at the flood, an urgent presentiment of unseen treasure…



Well, yes. That urgent presentiment, and the flood. Described less erotically, the Oliver copy turned out to be a purple-hatted, blue-eyed, and red-haired version of the same walleyed man minus the charred cheek. Smitten, Hotson purchased the miniature, which he could “ill afford,” and shortly thereafter went to his reward convinced he had saved Kit Marlowe from slander and proven Will Shakespeare to be a ginger dandy with cornflower-blue eyes slightly akilter.

Hotson’s Shakespeare by Hilliard was no fun to read, but, for all its bombast and tangents, the book did make some strong points, and if I didn’t quite trust the professor’s objectivity, I was intrigued enough to begin dabbling in his world of snake-doctored poets. So it began, my obsession with Shakespeare’s disfigured face. The marred cheek and blighted eye became my points of interest. And it all happened so gradually I hardly noticed as my fishing camp on the lake transformed itself into a medieval Mermaid Tavern teeming with shifty-eyed bards, their faces pitted and mangled, all drinking on my dime.






2 O Monstrous Shakespeare



[image: Image]
The Droeshout engraving, perverted by Photoshop filters to highlight its anomalies. The scholar Samuel Schoenbaum described the engraving: “A huge head… surmounts an absurdly small tunic with oversized shoulder-wings… The mouth is too far to the right, the left eye lower and larger than the right, the hair on the two sides fails to balance. Light comes from several directions simultaneously: it falls on the bulbous protuberance of fore-head… an odd crescent under the right eye…” (Folger Shakespeare Library).



Shortly after moving to Malletts Bay I also became obsessed with Champ, the serpentine monster said to lurk beneath the placid waters of Lake Champlain. Initially I assumed Champ to be a tourist-trap creation—“Vermont’s Nessie”—but after a dozen or so local boaters had told me stories about their interactions with Champ, I began scouring the whitecaps during my evening strolls along the beach in front of my camp. Upon reaching the end of that quarter-mile strand, and startling a blue heron into its laborious flight toward Coates Island, I would stand there rooted ankle-deep in brownish sand staring toward the breakwater in search of sea monsters. Soon I started looking for Champ from my back porch, and occasionally out my bedroom window, or while eating breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Before long every time I glanced at water I was secretly searching for Champ.

Therefore it was with monsters on my mind that I began interrogating a portrait of Shakespeare so disfigured that the tourist industry at Stratford-upon-Avon would love to erase it from history. Unfortunately for them, this portrait, a four-hundred-year-old engraving, had much better credentials than any handsome likeness of the poet. It was the ur-Shakespeare to which all other bards must bow.

The Droeshout engraving appeared seven years after Shakespeare’s death inside the 1623 First Folio, a collection of his plays without which some of those masterpieces would have perished. In the folio’s opening page the playwright Ben Jonson, a friend and rival of Shakespeare’s, approved this engraving of the author inside a poem in which Jonson lamented that the engraver, a twenty-two-year-old artist named Martin Droeshout, had been unable to capture Shakespeare’s wit as well as he had his face. To my knowledge that face has not been complimented since.

It is difficult to fathom why Shakespeare’s friends would have selected this cartoonish mug for such an important tribute unless the engraving was modeled on an ad vivum portrait now lost to history. Many experts assumed this to be the case, and the search for this painted portrait had been ongoing for centuries, a search I was destined to join. It was the Droeshout engraving that would inspire my strategy of ferreting out the butt-ugly portraits of Shakespeare. To that purpose, the Droeshout was my Rome. All roads led there. Someday I would find that lost template portrait, I vowed, and when I did, it would be gloriously heinous.

Then one morning while reading J. P. Norris’s 1885 book The Portraits of Shakespeare, I came upon a passage that gave me pause. Norris stated that a collector named James Halliwell-Phillipps possessed a unique print of the Droeshout engraving that revealed “a difference so great as to present an absolute variation of expression.” Norris described this proof’s delicate rendering of shadows and how the light fell upon facial muscles “with a softness not found in the ordinary impressions.”

The owner of this proof believed his engraving had by necessity been downgraded in order to mass produce the disappointing folio image we know today of the bug-eyed bloke with the pecan head. But where was this “unique first proof” now? I wondered.

After some digging, I found it shackled to the wall of the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C. This surprised me because I had already by then upended the Folger’s collection of would-be Shakespeare portraits via its excellent online gallery, and no such “unique first proof” had surfaced during any of my ten thousand million searches. Yet when I queried the Folger, I learned that the Folger did indeed own the Halliwell-Phillipps First Unique Proof but had “never gotten around to photographing it.”

Huh? I thought, surprised. You would think that the likely most authentic portrait of Shakespeare in existence might merit some interest from its keepers in a library named after him, but that was not the case. Entire Elizabethan books had proven worthy of its lens and shutter, but not this singular portrait. How to explain that neglect? Don’t try, I would soon learn. The Folger played by its own rules, and in the end I had to pay a research library to photograph its namesake.

“This might take some time,” the Folger warned me.

It did. At first I was fine with the long wait because I was only marginally excited about this so-called unique first proof. Judging from its descriptions, the portrait sounded awfully refined, whereas I preferred those images where Shakespeare’s face had been murdered with whiskers, acne, nodules, rashes, and scars. I liked how his lower lip at times appeared tumored—or at least blistered. I enjoyed the pinched left earlobe (which might be the right earlobe since engravings are often reversed images of portraits), and I fancied that diamond patch of missing mustache in the philtrum above the lip and the way one of his eyes sometimes appeared to be blighted or blind. Most of these imperfections surfaced in the Droeshout print used in the First Folio, and I was grateful for these flaws because when you are trying to identify a sitter you must acquire the eye of a caricaturist and home in on deformities.

Regarding Shakespeare’s possible deformities, I had compiled the above list plus my pet anomaly: a swirling birthmarkish stain across the forehead that perhaps extended down the left side of his face. In his autobiographical sonnets Shakespeare had complained about “the vulgar scandal stamp’d upon my brow.” Could that vulgar stamp have been a reference to the scars of syphilis? If not, then what exactly was the nature of this scandal stamped onto his forehead?

But the longer I waited for that photograph to arrive, the more I began to fixate on the unique first proof. There were moments I even found myself getting paranoid that the Folger wasn’t sending me their image because they knew it would reveal some dark secret of history. I imagined the library holding secret underground staff meetings with everyone wearing ocher robes in which they whispered plots to circumvent my query and occasionally broke into Gregorian chant.

The act of waiting, and waiting, also served to redouble my interest in the famous engraving that appears in the folio, and I began to delve into the many conspiracies orbiting that pop-eyed poet. The most popular theory, by a mile, was that the Droeshout’s face had been fashioned to resemble a mask thereby signaling the existence of a hidden author, or authors, writing under the pen name “Will Shake-speare.” In pushing this theory, the authorship heretics were making the case that the Droeshout was a conceit, that is, one of the visual riddles popular throughout London. (Recall, for instance, the Hilliard miniature of a young man holding the hand of somebody lost inside a cloud.) Elizabethans adored these visual riddles—entire books of them were being published. Was the authorship tribe correct? Was the Droeshout engraving, with all its peculiarities, an intentional riddle designed to nudge us toward a hidden truth?

It seemed possible. The culture was, after all, steeped in these conceits. Even Shakespeare sonnets were penned riddles, purposely obscured yet littered with clues and side winks. With all this in mind, it’s little wonder that the Droeshout engraving had evolved over the centuries into a Rorschach test in which people saw what they wanted to see, a phenomenon known as confirmation bias that haunted all aspects of Shakespeare studies.

Day after day I asked myself if young Martin Droeshout had intentionally made Shakespeare’s face resemble a mask. The right side of my brain argued that anyone who dismissed this possibility knew nothing about the Elizabethan thirst for visual conceits. The left side of my brain countered that the masklike effect was a coincidence brought about by a young engraver learning his licks. I waffled back and forth, and waited, and waited.

Another strange theory orbiting the Droeshout concerned the different sources of light illuminating the poet’s face. Marion Spielmann once described the effect as “the contradictory lights and shadows in the head.” E. K. Chambers’s 1930 study elaborated: “The head is too large for the body. The line of the jaw is hard. There is a bad drawing in the hair, eyes, nose, ear, and mouth… The lighting comes from more than one direction.”

But was the light really coming from different directions? Or was that, as I’d begun to suspect, an illusion created by a wine stain or some skin disease visible on the forehead (and possibly snaking down the left cheek)? J. H. Friswell’s 1864 Life Portraits of William Shakespeare described the Droeshout’s eyes as “hardly fellows,” and conceded the “whiskerless cheeks” as “giving the figure a spotted appearance.” Had a young engraver simply done his best to re-create a spotted rash or scar from a painted portrait?

One of the most fascinating theories I came across held that the Droeshout engraving might have been copied, not from an ad vivum portrait, but from a plaster death mask or a painted portrait modeled on a death mask. This suggestion was put forth by the German professor Hildegard Hammerschmidt-Hummel. No other theory I’d encountered better explained why the Droeshout bloke appeared neither healthy, happy, nor sane. Unlike a lot of Elizabethan portraiture filled with flattery, death-mask portraits had to present the sitter exactly as God had left the cadaver. These portraits were designed to be inhabited, or possessed, by a fragment of the dead sitter’s soul. The portraits worked like spiritual birdhouses but could only be inhabited by the dearly departed if the painter had adhered to the rules governing such portraits as set down by Catholic bishops. Hammerschmidt-Hummel’s theory, if correct, would therefore out Shakespeare as a secret Catholic during a time when that could get you fined, imprisoned, or worse.

Another anomaly riddling the Droeshout involved the sitter’s torso and how it appeared puny compared to the galactic head. Everyone agreed this disparity was unfortunate, but scholars tended to blame this stunted body on the young engraver. Nobody wanted to accept the obvious implication that our great genius had been a runt with a watermelon head, even though Shakespeare’s grave in Stratford measured in at only three and a half feet long. (His wife’s grave, by contrast, tops out at five feet.) Shakespeare, if his own grave be trusted, was half a foot shorter than people diagnosed with dwarfism today, a detail I’d never come across in a single Shakespeare biography.

There was also one extremely morbid theory about the Droeshout that I initially rejected out of hand. This theory argued that the sitter’s head only appeared oversized because it had been decapitated by an ax and was being presented to us on a traditional shield—or rather on a collar mimicking a shield. (That would certainly explain the bug eyes.) The theory claimed that a line showing the severance along the neck was distinctly visible in the engraving. Here again the Droeshout was being presented as a conceit, a sphinxlike riddle holding forbidden knowledge of Shakespeare’s execution.

As much as I disliked that theory—I did not want Shakespeare to have died horribly while bending over a chopping block—I would keep returning to it as the winters ticked by.

In fact, all these conspiracy theories were playing havoc in my mind as I awaited the Halliwell-Phillipps First Unique Proof, and when it finally arrived one afternoon with a bright ding in my in-box, I sat there for half an hour too nervous to double-click on the email. Instead I went for a walk and stared through the snowflakes at the ice patches forming on the water and imagined Champ as having two giant bug eyes inside a humongous head scarred with fishing lures. I returned home, made a large drink, set it next to my computer, then finally held my breath and opened the damn thing.

At first I could make no sense of what I was seeing. The photograph the Folger had sold me was so large I was staring up into a single Shakespearian nostril. I adjusted the image until it was of comprehensible proportion, and there he was, Shakespeare, better shaded, a tad less caddish, but lacking any telltale clues as to how he had lived or died. I sighed and finished my drink.

At that moment all my imaginings seemed silly. Had I actually expected the photograph to reveal Shakespeare as a Catholic martyr with a halo over his severed head? How absurd. I made another drink and cursed myself. You idiot, I thought. You fool. Yet I continued to study the photograph all that winter. Here, I told myself, is our perhaps most accurate portrait of Will Shakespeare. Losing myself in its spell, I wondered at times if the skeptics might be correct in anatomizing the engraving into an amalgamation of poet parts, a Frankenstein monster of collaborative swans: eye of Marlowe, ear of Bacon, forehead of de Vere, cheek of Elizabeth I, nose of Mary Sidney. But I doubted that. My sense was I was staring at a portrait of a singular human being—a portrait, not a conceit, but I couldn’t be sure, and there were moments I wavered.

Soon my obsession with the first proof bled over into real life and I started to encounter people on the street who stopped me cold with their resemblance to the Droeshout. One day while watching Chelsea F.C. play football, I noticed that their center back bore a resemblance to the Droeshout bloke. Could John Terry have written Shakespeare? A few days later while shaving I realized my own reflection bore a resemblance to the cadaverous Droeshout sitter—or at least I had the same high forehead and heavily lidded eyes.

In the end I printed a copy of the first proof and taped it to my office wall with my other mug-shot bards. Despite my disappointment that the proof had not revealed any sphinxlike riddles, I still hoped that the image might give me a leg up in tracking down the long-lost template portrait to the Droeshout. That template, and not the Droeshout itself, soon became my real fixation, the star to my wandering bark, and there were nights I could almost see it hanging hideously above the frozen lake inside the flickering northern lights.


[image: Image]
Halliwell-Phillipps first unique proof of the Droeshout engraving (Folger Shakespeare Library).








3 Swarthy Shakespeare
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The NPG Chandos portrait (photograph from J. H. Friswell’s 1864 Life Portraits of William Shakespeare). Jorge Luis Borges once remarked in The Paris Review, “I always feel something Italian, something Jewish about Shakespeare.”



My son was raised among hideous Elizabethans. Every weekend when he arrived at my lake camp, we’d fire up the GameCube to play the latest edition of an EA Sports soccer game that allowed us to design our own virtual squads. I always fielded a pitch of grotesque English courtiers my son came to recognize via their caricatures and dribbling skills. He knew Lord Burghley and Francis Walsingham to be no-nonsense defenders, whereas the more exalted lit-clique gulls such as Phil Sidney, Tommy Nashe, John Lyly, and Kit Marlowe wreaked havoc on the attacking half. Among holding midfielders I fancied John Dee and Chuck Blount with the gnomish Robbie Cecil sweeping. Shakespeare in all his monstrous incarnations guarded the goalmouth. But since these avatars could only be created masculine, my most noxious player was always my number nine striker Queen Elizabeth I, who roamed the pitch like a ghoulish flame-haired Leo Messi.

During those eighteen pitiless winters I endured in Vermont—at times it felt like one long tunnel of winter—Hayden was the only person who shared my fascination with Shakespeare’s portraits. Upon arriving each Friday he’d ask about the latest photograph purchased or swan unearthed. We’d examine jpegs while listening to whatever rapper had captivated him that week. We traded obsessions. We traded poets. And although my office was plastered with the most gangsta MCs imaginable, one OG ruled them all, my starting goalkeep, the Chandos.

In the grifter world of painted bards, the Chandos portrait was the boss of bosses. It was also the first painting ever acquired by London’s National Portrait Gallery. But in spite of its powerful backers and bohemian earring, the British public was slow to embrace the Chandos, which was not surprising in that its sitter didn’t look particularly British but more resembled some swarthy Italian or, God forbid, Spaniard.

In 1864 the author J. Hain Friswell had noted with obvious disgust:


One cannot readily imagine our essentially English Shakespeare to have been a dark, heavy man, with a foreign expression, of decidedly Jewish physiognomy, thin curly hair, a somewhat lubricious mouth, red-edged eyes, wanton lips, with a coarse expression and his ears tricked out with earrings.



This wanton, lubricious, tricked-out Swan of Avon was hardly unique in his Jewish physiognomy. Blizzard by blizzard I started compiling a whole side bet of rabbinical Shakespeares. Why, I wondered, on a consistently anti-Semitic island, were there so many Jewish-appearing contenders?

This is one of the advantages to being a dilettante: the freedom to ask questions experts consider laughable. The dilettante works alone, a solitary figure, no colleagues to shock, no tenure at risk. Not only are we free to ask naive questions, there’s nobody around to tell us how things are supposed to be done. We make up new rules, rig together new methods, and in doing so sidestep familiar pitfalls. We might still lurch into a ditch, but it will be a ditch of our own making and not one already filled with dinted scholars.

“Could Shakespeare have been Jewish?” I therefore asked myself over a beaker of tequila one evening while watching the horrible snow falling hideously onto the decrepit lake. Well, no, he could not have been. At least not officially, because officially there were no Jews allowed in England during Shakespeare’s prime; however, a few loopholes existed in Elizabeth’s brutal anti-Semitic laws, the most noteworthy being her personal physician, Roderigo Lopez.

It’s hard to imagine a more perilous job than being the Spanish and illegally Jewish physician to a so-called Virgin Queen in a day of race-baiting theater, but in this hate-filled arena Dr. Lopez lasted an astounding thirteen years before being found guilty, on scant evidence, of having attempted to poison his royal patient. Dominic Green described the endgame in The Double Life of Doctor Lopez: “To the rapture of the mob, the executioner castrated him, slashed his torso open, eviscerated his internal organs and cut out his heart, raising it with a bloodied forearm like an Aztec priest.”

Despite such atrocities, London’s Jewish underground often thrived under Elizabeth. These marranos, as they were derisively called, even formed their own intelligence network. They were educated, many of them doctors, and were therefore both despised and revered. As Green noted, “It was an open secret at the Court of Queen Elizabeth that London was host to this illicit gaggle of medico-merchant-spies, but their potential in diplomacy, finance and medicine overrode the illegality of their position.”

Confronted with an anointed Shakespeare who appeared part of that illicit gaggle, British scholars proved inventive in dodging any hypothesis involving Jewish blood. Regarding the Chandos portrait, the nineteenth-century collector John Rabone hit upon a nifty solution:


It has been assumed from the darkness of the countenance, the expression of the face, and the contour of the features, together with the earrings, the full lip and curled hair, that the poet had sat to the artist when he had assumed the dress and character of his own wonderful creation—Shylock.



Now, at first glance, the theory that Shakespeare had wanted to be immortalized as a heretical usurious madman might seem, well, insane, but it’s important to remember that we weren’t there and anything’s possible, so, yes, perhaps Shakespeare did hover over the painter’s shoulder urging him to make those lips more lubricious, the eyes more red-edged and wanton.

We don’t know who painted the Chandos portrait, but we can be certain the artist was no genius. (The eighteenth-century antiquarian George Vertue suspected the picture had been painted by an actor friend of Shakespeare’s named John Taylor.) Eventually the portrait wound its way into the collection of the Duke of Chandos via a man named Sir William Davenant, a renowned actor and playwright who enjoyed hinting he was Shakespeare’s bastard son. Davenant’s father had owned the Crown Tavern, and the whisperings went that Shakespeare had paid Davenant’s mum a nocturnal visit there. This particular rumor about Shakespeare, unlike ninety-nine percent of them, might actually be true. Late in life Davenant was awarded sole right to certain Shakespeare plays by the crown, and even the great scholar Schoenbaum seemed to believe that “Sir William was more than Shakespeare’s mere poetical offspring…”

Though never embraced, the Chandos did eventually win over the public. Its challengers came and went, but the Chandos, with the backing of the powerful NPG, always reemerged, rightly and perhaps at times wrongly, as the most-legitimate painted portrait of Will Shakespeare. It, too, became an icon of sorts, not beloved but ingrained, a portrait touted as possibly depicting Shakespeare from life. And perhaps that’s true, though it’s worth recalling that Dr. Tarnya Cooper, the onetime chief curator of the NPG, admitted there was “no conclusive proof” the portrait even depicted Shakespeare. In her Searching for Shakespeare, Cooper also described the portrait’s early history as a hodgepodge of “hearsay, half-remembered facts and assumptions.”

Other scholars have issued even harsher decrees. Back in 1824 James Boaden suggested the Chandos was perhaps the most touched-up portrait in history. In 1883 the scholar C. M. Ingleby noted that the Chandos “even if its history be as stated, is of very little real value: for it has been so often repaired or ‘restored,’ and is at present in such a dilapidated condition, that it cannot be relied upon… the existing picture no longer represents the man—whosoever he may have been—from whom it was painted.”

Perhaps the biggest objection to the Chandos has been its lack of resemblance to the iconic Droeshout bloke from the First Folio. Both sitters owned similarly lubricious lips beneath a large thick-bridged nose, both had a receding hairline above mismatched eyes, but it’s fair to say that, on first glance, nobody would assume the two portraits revealed the same man.

Due to the dubious condition of the Chandos, with all its retouchings, it’s possible, even likely, that the earliest copies of the portrait, one of which was used as a tavern sign, might be more authentic likenesses of the sitter. Many of these copies now reside at the Folger Shakespeare Library in D.C., but in all of these copies the Chandos Shakespeare remains stubbornly swarthy.
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