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“Lois Potter's book provides a delightful guide through Shakespeare's world. A splendid introduction for those new to the facts about Shakespeare's life, it is also a revelation for anyone all too familiar with them. The Life of William Shakespeare revitalizes old truths by asking questions where none seemed necessary, by filling in new detail, and, most of all, by approaching the material from the perspective of a would-be, then practicing and collaborating, player-playwright. Potter's unique emphasis on Shakespeare's imaginative life and the words that fed it works brilliantly to produce what I would have thought impossible: a really new biography that never thins into mere speculation. Learned, modest, witty, and above all smart, the book will be a must-read for anyone who cares about early modern theater.”

Meredith Skura, Professor of English,
Rice University

“By keeping her eye on the enduring power of Shakespeare's writing, Lois Potter manages to gather all the interesting and puzzling questions we have asked about his life into a focused and authentically critical biography. She is adventurous in taking on speculation and counter-speculation but never allows us to confuse conjecture with fact. Richly informative and engagingly written, this book should appeal to general readers as well as to professional Shakespeareans.”

Edward Pechter, Distinguished Professor Emeritus,
Concordia University

“Lois Potter has produced an astonishing, revelatory, fully literary biography. The Life of William Shakespeare is a product of deep reservoirs of historical knowledge, theatrical experience, and critical acumen, all deployed with an extraordinarily sympathetic imagination. Potter adjudicates standing quarrels about the life story with intelligence and dispassion, offers up scintillating new readings of the works, and produces interesting and original observations on every page.”

Lena Cowen Orlin, Executive Director,
Shakespeare Association of America, and
Professor of English, Georgetown University

“This is not just (just!) a biography of Shakespeare: it is a theatrical biography. It uses Lois Potter's immense, unrivalled knowledge of things theatrical to draw very logical and frequently original inferences.”

Laurie E. Maguire, Professor of English,
University of Oxford

“This is a lively, fresh new introduction to the life of Shakespeare, no mere regurgitating of earlier lives. It reads well. It is judicious, intelligent, coherent, and well documented.”

David Bevington, Distinguished Professor Emeritus,
University of Chicago
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Preface and Acknowledgments

What differentiates one Shakespeare biography from another is the kind of context (and therefore speculation) within which it locates the available facts. This biography does not have a great deal of local color, and there isn't much sex either. Other people can and will write better on these subjects; the only Shakespeare I can imagine is one whose imaginative life was fed essentially by words. Though the chapters follow a chronological sequence, with occasional overlapping, each one begins with the discussion of the words in its epigraph, which are not necessarily part of the chronology. These mini-critiques are meant to remind both me and the reader that my subject is a writer whose words, more than most people's, have taken on a life of their own. As “Seeds spring from seeds, and beauty breedeth beauty” (Venus and Adonis 167) words, I believe, spring from the memory of other words. Memory is crucial: actors cannot function without it, and the Greeks made Mnemosyne the mother of the Muses. This book, then, will focus mainly on Shakespeare's literary and theatrical world. Its most unusual feature may be its stress on his relation to his fellow-dramatists and actors, particularly as collaborator and reviser. These activities have been the focus of a great deal of ongoing research, and some of my suggestions may be proved wrong by the time the book is out, but no biography of Shakespeare can remain cutting-edge for long. Though the final chapters in this Critical Biographies series normally give an exhaustive account of the subject's afterlife, in the case of Shakespeare this is simply not possible, and I am well aware that I have been selective and impressionistic.

If this book shows any of the theatrical awareness that I consider essential to an understanding of Shakespeare, this is due to many years of attending plays in rehearsal as well as in performance, particularly at the University of Leicester and the University of Delaware's Professional Theatre Training Program. I have also learned from the biennial Blackfriars Conference in Staunton, Virginia, which focuses on performance in the early modern theater, from the different versions of “original practices” in productions there and at “Shakespeare's Globe” in London, and from many foreign-language productions. Though I always wanted to be a good teacher, I suspect that whatever success I had came not from anything I said, but from the play readings that I held throughout my teaching career. By the end, I had come to feel that simply reading a play aloud was more valuable than any amount of talking about it. Some of my speculations are the result of this experience.

I have always believed that writers are entitled to any delusions, however self-aggrandizing or silly, that enable them to continue writing; I have even speculated about which of these Shakespeare might have indulged in. Having the encouragement of others, however, is even better. The University of Delaware provided a pleasant environment, a good library, good students, and several sabbaticals that helped in the writing of this book, though I had to retire in order to complete it. At various stages I spent happy months at both the Folger Shakespeare Library and the Henry E. Huntington Library – which, I am sure with a full sense of the irony involved, gave me a Francis Bacon Fellowship in 2002. Throughout the final stages of this project I benefited most from the excellent electronic databases that the University of Delaware Library had the foresight to acquire, especially the online Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, a wonderful resource. Though I've never worked at the Chapin Library of Rare Books at Williams College, I am very grateful to Assistant Chapin Librarian Wayne G. Hammond for taking the trouble, at the last minute, to scan a Middleton portrait for me.

In its semi-final state, the manuscript was read by David Bevington, Lena Orlin, and Laurie Maguire. I cannot say how grateful I am for their comments at a time when I seemed to be writing from and into a black hole. Still later, Alan H. Nelson generously made criticisms and suggestions that saved me from many errors of detail. None of them should be blamed if this book is not as good as the one they could have written. It is difficult to know where other acknowledgments should begin and end, since it is the nature of Shakespeare's writing to seem relevant to everything else and for everything else to seem relevant to it. I have worried both about putting too much into the bibliography and about leaving out major influences that I have absorbed so completely that they are now forgotten. I probably owe something to anyone who has ever talked with me about Shakespeare, whether or not in connection with this project. The following names are the tip of an iceberg: Debby Andrews (who got me to discuss The Birthplace with her class), Jim Dean, Pavel Drábek, Lindsay Duguid, Richard Dutton, Reg Foakes (who suggested I should think about the magus), Martin Hilský, John Jowett, David Kathman, Lawrence Normand, Jay L. Halio, Angela Ingram, Roslyn Knutson, Lena Orlin, Kristen Poole, Richard Proudfoot, Angela Smallwood, Zden[image: img]k and Majka St[image: img]íbrný, Ann Thompson, Lyn Tribble, Roger Warren, Michele and Raymond Willems, Julian Yates, and Georgianna Ziegler. I should also mention all of my former research assistants at the University of Delaware: Pamela Vasile, Mark Netzloff, Rebecca Jaroff, Barbara Silverstein, Paige Harrison, Bradley Ryner, Michael Clody, Kelly Nutter, Darlene Farabee, Michael Edson, Kevin Burke, Matthew Sauter, and Hannah Eagleson. Some were more involved in the biography than others – I didn't start on it until this century – but all of us talked about Shakespeare.

Much earlier versions of parts of this book came out of the conference on “Early Modern Lives” organized by Sarah Hutton (Middlesex University, London, 2002); several “Setting the Scene” talks at the Globe Theatre; the conference on “Shakespeare and His Collaborators over the Centuries” organized by Pavel Drábek (Masaryk University, Brno, 2006); the Folger seminar on “The English Grammar School”, taught by Lynn Enterline in 2007; and presentations at the Huntington Library, the University of Delaware, Temple University, the Columbia Renaissance seminar, King's College London, and the Modern Language Association. A research seminar at the University of London in 2008, chaired by Brian Vickers and featuring a presentation by Marina Tarlinskaya, got me interested in the possible role of Kyd in this story. I have relied a great deal, as will be obvious from my notes, on valuable work done by other biographer-critics – J. Leeds Barroll, E. K. Chambers, Mark Eccles, Park Honan, Dennis Kay, Alan H. Nelson, Charles Nicholl, Samuel Schoenbaum, James Shapiro, René Weis, and of course Stanley Wells. Katherine Duncan-Jones's studies of Shakespeare in relation to his contemporaries have been a great help to me, as has the Gary Taylor – John Lavagnino edition of Middleton's Complete Works. I am grateful to my editors at Wiley-Blackwell, particularly Emma Bennett, for helpful advice and, still more, for encouragement. Claude Rawson has been a sympathetic and supportive general editor. Ben Thatcher shepherded the book through production, with lots of good suggestions. I cannot imagine a better copy editor than Janet Moth. Linda English compiled the index. The oldest hath borne most: my mother, who reached her 101st birthday as this book went into production, has been wonderfully patient about the time it took away from her.

Shakespeare quotations, unless otherwise noted, are taken from the Complete Works by David Bevington (New York: Longman Pearson, 5th edition, 2004). I have modernized quotations from other early modern literary works, even when using old-spelling editions. Occasionally, however, I have left documentary material in the original spelling, when modernization would conceal its ambiguity.





List of Abbreviations

Works are cited in the notes by author name followed by a short title; full details are given in the bibliography. The following abbreviations have also been used:




	Bullough
	Geoffrey Bullough, ed., Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare. 8 vols. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,1957–75.



	Chambers, ES
	E. K. Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage. 4 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923.



	Chambers, WS
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1

“Born into the World”

1564–1571

A woman when she travaileth hath sorrow, because her hour is come. But as soon as she is delivered of the child, she remembereth no more the anguish for joy that a man is born into the world.

(John 16: 21, from the Gospel lesson for 26 April 1564, Book of Common Prayer 1559)

Birth and Baptism

The Stratford-upon-Avon parish register states that William Shakespeare was baptized into the Church of England on Wednesday 26 April 1564. The register does not give his date of birth, and it does not show how committed his parents were to the church into which they brought him, one that would have been heretical only six years earlier. The Book of Common Prayer does, however, give the words that would have been read on the occasion. Some of them appear above as the epigraph to this chapter.

The children baptized on the 26th would have been those born between the 22nd and the 25th, if they were considered strong enough to be brought to church. Traditionally, Shakespeare's birthday has been 23 April, which was the feast of St. George, the patron saint of England. A major holiday after 1415 (the year of Henry V's victory at Agincourt), St. George's Day was once celebrated with pageants depicting his most famous act, the killing of a dragon. For the select few belonging to the Order of the Garter it was an important feast, at which their attendance was required. St. George was the Red Cross Knight of Spenser's Faerie Queene and his red cross on a white background is the official flag of England. He is now considered a mythical figure, and when 23 April is celebrated it is because of Shakespeare, who sometimes seems almost equally mythical.

It is natural to be suspicious of the too convenient link between national poet and national saint, especially since 23 April is also the day on which Shakespeare died in 1616. Still, it may well be right. In the sixteenth century, Catholics and some Protestants believed that infants who died unbaptized could not go to heaven, so clergymen were supposed to warn parents to perform the ceremony no later than “the Sunday or other holy day next after the child be born.”1 The Sunday before the 26th was 23 April. The next holy day, Tuesday 25 April, was the feast of St. Mark, which had the reputation of being unlucky.2 There may have been another reason why it was not chosen. Since the minister was required to use the Book of Common Prayer, finalized in 1559, the congregation on St. Mark's day would have heard a Gospel reading in which Jesus tells his disciples that “If a man bide not in me, he is cast forth as a branch, and is withered. And men gather them, and cast them in the fire, and they burn” (John 15: 5–6).3 This reading would have been particularly divisive in 1564, only a year after the publication of John Foxe's Acts and Monuments (usually called “Foxe's Book of Martyrs”), with its vivid woodcuts of Protestants being burned at the stake by Catholics. It was a time when many still remembered those on both sides who had been burned for their faith.

John Bretchgirdle, vicar of Stratford for the past three years, had every reason to be tactful. When Elizabeth I succeeded her sister Mary in November 1558, the incumbent Catholic vicar refused either to conform to the Protestant religion or to resign from his post, so the Corporation of Stratford forced him out by withholding his salary. His departure left the town with no resident clergyman for some time. The local congregation must have been divided and perhaps resentful. Bretchgirdle, an unmarried man with an Oxford MA, was the kind of well-educated preacher that the Reformation leaders wanted to establish in every parish, and would not have offended those who disapproved of married clergy. He died only a year after this christening, requesting in his will that his possessions should be sold, and the proceeds given to various charities.4 This learned and charitable man was no doubt perfectly capable of gloating over the burning of those outside the true faith. Still, he does not sound like someone who would provoke his congregation by baptizing the son of a leading citizen on a day when the readings were bound to antagonize supporters of the old religion. He had some reason to like the baby's father in any case: as chamberlain or acting chamberlain of Stratford-upon-Avon from 1561 to 1565, John Shakespeare had been heavily involved with maintenance and improvement of Corporation buildings, including the vicar's house.5 Bretchgirdle might also have felt sympathy for a man about to witness the baptism of his first son after losing his first two children in infancy.

So it was on 26 April, at the end of either morning or evening prayer, that the baptismal party gathered round the font. It was probably the midwife who held the baby.6 Mary Shakespeare would be confined to her house for about a month, and then, in a special ceremony known as the Churching of Women, would come to the church to give thanks for a safe delivery and present the “chrisom” cloth in which the child had been wrapped, along with a sum of money. The Prayer Book put the desire for baptism into the mouth of the baby's godfather, who said, on its behalf, that he renounced the world, the flesh, and the devil with all his works, that he believed in all the articles of the Creed, and that he wished to be baptized in that faith. It was to the godparents that the priest directed his questions; until 1552 the child had been questioned directly, though someone else gave its answers, a kind of play-acting of which the Reformers disapproved.7 The godparents' task was to name the child, though they had probably discussed the choice with the parents. John and Mary Shakespeare did not give their own names to any of their children. A child was often named after a godparent, someone trusted by the parents and perhaps someone they hoped would be of financial as well as moral help. Possible godfathers include William Smith, a haberdasher who lived, like the Shakespeares, in Henley Street, and served on the town council alongside John Shakespeare,8 and William Tyler, a butcher in Sheep Street (John Shakespeare was a glover, and butchers provided the hides that glovers used).9 William may even have been named after a relation, if William Shakespeare of Snitterfield, mentioned in a document of December 1569, was an otherwise unknown brother of John Shakespeare.10 As the map (Figure 1) shows, the church was at the far end of town from the Shakespeares' house, and from most Stratford residents.


Figure 1 Elizabethan-Jacobean Stratford-upon-Avon 1. Two of John Shakespeare's houses (WS was probably born in one of them). JS also owned rental property in Greenhill St.  2. Bridge Street. House of Henry Field, tanner, father of the printer Richard Field  3. Swan Inn. This, and the Bear Inn across the street, are where prestigious guests were entertained. Its owner, Thomas Dixon/Waterman, a glover, may have been JS's master  4. Middle Row, where most shops were located  5. Wood Street, where Richard Hill and Abraham Sturley lived  6. High Cross, where markets were held  7. The Cage, a former prison, now a house; home, after 1616, of Thomas and Judith Quiney  8. Crown Inn  9. Bear Inn  10. High Street, where the Quiney family lived  11. House of Thomas Rogers (butcher): now called Harvard House after his grandson John Harvard  12. House of Roger Sadler (baker), then of Hamnet and Judith Sadler  13. House of William Tyler (butcher)  14. House of July Shaw (later witness of WS's will) 15. New Place  16. Guild Chapel  17. Guild Hall and grammar school  18. Hall's Croft, possible residence of John and Susanna Hall from 1608 to 1616 (though they may have lived continuously at New Place) 19. House of William Reynolds, one of WS's legatees  20. Thomas Greene, town clerk of Stratford, lived here from 1612 to 1616, after moving out of New Place  21. The College, formerly a religious institution, then the Stratford home of Thomas Combe, father of William and Thomas, WS's friends  22. Holy Trinity Church, where the Shakespeare family are buried
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The relatives of the parents probably attended as well. John's father had died in 1561, but Henry Shakespeare, John's one identifiable brother, lived in the next village. Mary Shakespeare's relatives were more numerous. She was born Mary Arden, a family name derived from the forest of Arden, which contains the villages in which all the pre-1500 Shakespeares lived.11 Her father Robert had recently died, but she had numerous siblings from her father's two, or possibly three, marriages. Robert Arden had owned the land that John's father had farmed, so the Shakespeares and Ardens must have seen something of each other while Mary was growing up. When Robert Arden made his will he may well have known and approved of the impending marriage between his daughter and his ex-tenant's son. Among Mary's siblings, her sister Joan and Joan's husband Edmund Lambert are the most likely to have attended this baptism. All the Shakespeare daughters were named after Mary's sisters, but Joan's name was reused for a younger girl after an older one died, so the family must have felt particularly close to her.

The group may have included colleagues, friends, and neighbors, since by 1564 John Shakespeare had lived in Henley Street for at least ten years and was a member of Stratford's governing body. Those most likely to come were this year's bailiff, George Whateley, also of Henley Street, and his chief alderman, Roger Sadler of Church Street. Some of the twenty-seven other councilors might also have found time to attend the baptismal service, particularly Adrian Quiney, who had already served as bailiff of Stratford and would do so on two more occasions. He lived in the High Street, round the corner from John Shakespeare's house, and their two families would be closely connected for over fifty years.

A healthy child was dipped in the holy water, while a sickly one might be gently sprinkled on the head. The heavy font cover was designed to prevent people from stealing the water, which was normally replenished and blessed at Easter in Catholic times. Health-conscious parishes changed the water regularly; perhaps a child born three weeks after Easter – it fell on 2 April in 1564 – had an advantage in being exposed to relatively fresh water. Bretchgirdle probably made the sign of the cross on the child's forehead, to show that William was not ashamed of the faith of the crucified Christ; this was a controversial gesture, a relic of Catholicism, and some parents refused to allow it. The priest then exhorted the godparents to teach the Creed, the Lord's Prayer, and the Ten Commandments in English as soon as the child was capable of learning them, and the group went back to Henley Street for a celebratory feast. Some guests would have visited the child's mother, who was supposed to remain in a quiet, dark room for several days after giving birth. They brought her their christening gifts, usually silver spoons or, from the more affluent, pieces of plate.12 Sometimes these celebrations became rowdy. They were also expensive, since the mother was supposed to be given sweet, strengthening food and drink, as well as ointments, and many delicacies were also provided for guests.

William would have heard the words of the baptismal ceremony on many occasions. He may have been too young to go to the christening of his brother Gilbert in 1568 or that of Joan in 1569, but he probably attended those of his siblings Anne (1571), Richard (1574), and Edmund (1580). By the time Edmund was born, Shakespeare himself was about to father a child. The language of the Bible and Prayer Book is the first stratum of the many strata that make up the so-called Shakespearean style.

William Shakespeare's Name

Whether or not Shakespeare's godfather William turned out to be a profitable choice, his name was a gift to a boy with a taste for puns. According to Camden, “This name hath been most common in England since king William the Conqueror,”13 an association that would inspire one of the few contemporary anecdotes about Shakespeare (see Chapter 7). “Will” is a crucial word in Christian doctrine, since the extent to which human beings had free will was one of the main Reformation controversies. “Will” was also a slang term for the penis, the physical means by which men commit sexual sin. The name, in full, can be broken down into “Will I am,” as in the seventeenth-century riddle:

My lovers will

I am content for to fulfil;

Within this rhyme his name is framed;

Tell me then how he is named?



Solution. – His name is William; for in the first line is will, and in the beginning of the second line is I am, and then put them together, and it maketh William.14

The poet would later pun on it obsessively in his sonnets, giving some point to his admission “That every word doth almost tell my name” (76.7).

Shakespeare's surname, too, lent itself to sexual symbolism. A fifteenth-century fellow of Merton College, Oxford, is recorded as having changed his name from Shakespeare to Saunder because the earlier name was “vile reputatum” – perhaps “vulgar” is the best translation, since it has been interpreted as both “vile” and “common.”15 The dramatist's contemporaries usually emphasized its military meaning (Jonson punned on shaking a lance – to rhyme with “ignorance” – in his verses for the 1623 Folio). Thomas Fuller jokingly suggested, in Worthies of England (1662), that Shakespeare had been channeling the classical writer Martial in “the warlike sound of his surname (whence some may conjecture him of a military extraction) Hasti-vibrans, or Shake-speare.”16 When his contemporaries referred to Will as “gentle Shakespeare” they may have intended a paradox: one does not expect a spear-shaker to be gentle.

Odd as the surname was, it was surprisingly common. The existence in Warwickshire of a second John Shakespeare, a shoemaker who lived both in Warwick and in Stratford, has complicated the search for relations,17 and the Stratford records show that the same person could be known by more than one name. People sometimes assumed the name of someone from whom they expected a legacy. In a culture that was still largely oral, people wrote down what they heard or remembered and did not ask how to spell it. The Hugh Saunder who was once Hugh Shakespeare is named elsewhere as “Saunder alias Shakespere alias Brakespere,” and Richard Shakespeare, the poet's grandfather, is recorded as Shakstaff in 1541–2.18 A “Thomas Greene, alias Shakspere” was buried in Stratford in 1589/90,19 and a later Thomas Greene would call himself Shakespeare's “cousin.”

John and Mary Shakespeare

The long genealogical tables of traditional biographies make one valuable point: family and ancestry were important to all classes, not just to the aristocracy. People looked first to their family for friends and allies; they looked to their ancestors for models. The poet had many relations in the Midlands, though he probably did not know as many of them as later scholars have found in the parish registers and civic records of Warwickshire and beyond.20 Through his mother and the Ardens he could claim long descent and distinguished military service. The Ardens descended from men who had fought in the Wars of the Roses, and a distant branch of the family lived in Park Hall, in Castle Bromwich, near present-day Birmingham. The application for a coat of arms made on behalf of John Shakespeare in 1596 refers to valiant service on the part of his ancestors on behalf of Henry VII, presumably at Bosworth. Despite his military name, John Shakespeare's side of the family lacked this history of wartime service. The poet's grandfather, Richard Shakespeare, was a farmer in Snitterfield, nearly four miles from Stratford on the way to Warwick. He rented his property, as opposed to owning it, but it was substantial: at his death in 1561 his goods were valued at “almost £5 more than the vicar's.”21

His son Henry, Shakespeare's uncle, also farmed. Most of what survives on paper from the sixteenth century consists of legal documents and court records, so Henry is known mainly for the trouble he got into: he was accused of “making a fray” or fighting, excommunicated in 1580 for refusing to pay tithes on crops in Snitterfield, and fined in 1583 for wearing a hat to church, thus disobeying the Statute of Caps, which was intended to help the declining industry of wool knitting.22 This statute was apparently widely resented; the Stratford historian Edgar I. Fripp discovered that in 1596 the whole population of a nearby village was accused of disobeying it.23 As this case illustrates, it was easy to accumulate a criminal record. Since fines were used to raise money for the borough (and for the person who informed against the delinquent), every possible offense was carefully followed up: failing to clean the gutters or the pavement in front of one's house, letting animals run loose, reviling one's neighbors.24 As one historian puts it, “where there were so many laws to break, lawlessness was not the prerogative of the poor, and not necessarily a shameful thing.”25 This is the context in which to note the first mention of John Shakespeare in 1552, when he – along with two other highly respectable residents of Henley Street – was fined a shilling for having an unauthorized muck-heap.

At some time before then, clearly, either John Shakespeare or his father decided that the young man should leave the Snitterfield farm to seek a career in the nearby market town. Young men often left home in their teens – to study, to go into the service of another family, or to learn a trade. It has been suggested that this practice was a way of dealing with “the adolescent peer-group problem” by displacing the natural rebelliousness of teenage males onto a surrogate family, whether as apprentices or students.26 It was also a practical necessity. This may have been an era of social mobility, but communities regarded as a foreigner anyone who arrived without connections to an existing social group. In order to have the rights of citizenship in another town, which included the right to buy and sell, a man had to have been apprenticed there or to show that he was part of some corporate entity, a craft guild, or a religious fraternity.

Apprenticeships were essential for aspiring craftsmen, but they were also popular with their masters, as they provided cheap labor, often for much longer than the training process required. Since there were limits on the number who could be apprenticed to any one master, they were in relatively short supply, and not normally available to farmers' children. Stratford had had a cluster of leather-workers since the thirteenth century,27 and John Shakespeare learned the skilled trade of whittawyer (or white-tawyer) – working with alum and salt to soften the white leather (deerskin, horsehide, goatskin, sheepskin, and even dogskin) that was used for making gloves, belts, and other small leather goods. It is unlikely that he could have turned up in Stratford without some previous arrangement. Among the various possible master glover-whittawyers who might have trained him, historians suggest Thomas Dickson, alias Waterman, whose wife came from Snitterfield.28 The fact that Dickson became an alderman in 1553 might have helped his former prentice's rapid rise in the borough.

Since John Shakespeare was able to buy Stratford property in the early 1550s, his apprenticeship must have ended some years before that date. Mary was still single in March 1556, when her father died, and was married by the time their first child was born in September 1558, but her exact marriage date is not known. Some complications may have gone unrecorded. In June 1557 John was fined for missing three of the fortnightly sessions of the court of record; he was also excused jury service in April of that year. On the other hand, he was very much present in September/October, when he served on a jury and brought three lawsuits.29 The evidence suggests either that he was away from Stratford in the spring, perhaps on Corporation business, or that some event required his full attention – perhaps Robert Arden's will and its implications for the marriage settlement. Mary and her sister Alice had been made joint executors of their father's estate. In Alice's case, this task included another responsibility – she was to live with her widowed mother – but Mary received not only the same share of her father's wealth as her brothers and sisters, but also a substantial amount of land and a house in Wilmcote. Perhaps John, seen as a desirable marriage prospect, drove a hard bargain. If she was her father's favorite, the rest of her family may have resented this arrangement, but there is no evidence of the fact except perhaps what happened later when the Shakespeares got into a controversial financial entanglement with Mary's sister and brother-in-law.

Shakespeare's parents were born before the start of the Stratford parish registers, but John must have been considerably older than his wife, even allowing for the fact that most sixteenth-century women married late. In the early years, Mary may have helped her husband with his work – for instance, as one of the “stitchers” who made up the leather goods after he had tawyed the skins. He continued to farm in Snitterfield until 1561, but he soon realized that selling the work of one's own hands was less profitable than buying goods and reselling them at a profit. He also found that what people most wanted was ready money, and that they were prepared to pay for it. In the early 1570s he would be accused both of illegal dealing in wool and of charging excessive interest for money-lending. It has been argued that few medieval tradesmen could have made a living if they had practiced only the craft for which they had been trained.30 The same seems to have been true in the early modern period.

It seems unlikely that either John or Mary could read, since there was no school in Snitterfield or Wilmcote. John's usual signature was a mark that probably symbolized his trade as a glover: a pair of compasses or, on one occasion, something that Samuel Schoenbaum interpreted as “a glover's stitching-clamp”31 and another biographer took rather optimistically as evidence of literacy.32 Park Honan, looking at Mary's “SM,” saw evidence that she was used to holding a pen and might have been capable of teaching her son.33 Inability to write did not necessarily mean illiteracy. Children who had spent only a short time in school were often able to read but signed with a mark, as did even literate men like Adrian Quiney, to save time.34 Reading and writing were taught separately, with a writing master who worked with individual students. Schoolmasters were reluctant to teach writing too early, not only because they felt that the pupils might not be ready for it, but also because some parents pulled their children out of school once they had this knowledge.35 What John clearly did have was basic numeracy, since at several points in his career he was given important tasks that required it.

The year itself had two alternative birthdays, because the Elizabethans were using a calendar established by Julius Caesar and modestly rectified by his successor Augustus. A number of alternative calendars had used dates in the Christian year to replace the Roman ones, but the most important reform of the system, by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582, was not adopted in the British Isles until 1752, apparently because it would have meant changing the Prayer Book, which contains elaborate tables for finding the date of Easter.36 In the late sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, most countries on the European continent, even the Protestant ones, gradually adopted the Gregorian calendar, with the result that their dates were some ten days ahead of those in Britain. Increasingly, too, Europe was beginning the year on 1 January (a practice that Scotland also adopted in 1600), while in England commercial records and many others still started on 25 March (Lady Day, the Feast of the Annunciation).37 This is why dates are often given as “February 1601/2.”

Thus the year was still new on 23 April, and up-to-date almanacs were just appearing. As usual, they tried to stay on the safe side by predicting disaster, assuming that the eclipses of the moon in June and July of the previous year would continue to have after-effects. The almanac that exclaimed over “the goodness of God that warneth us by the heavens, his ministering angels,”38 was right in predicting plague in 1564. Stratford saw the first cases in June of that year and the sickness, exceptionally virulent, continued through the late fall, possibly killing as many as one-sixth of the population.39 The Shakespeare household was fortunate to be spared, particularly as John Shakespeare had taken on a number of civic duties that compelled him to stay in the town. Though no one knew this, the epidemic was to be the last one for twenty years, a period “remarkably free of serious epidemics and harvest failures, during which life expectancy reached its highest level in all of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”40

At the time of William's birth, the couple had been married for at least seven years, and had had two other children, Joan and Margaret. Margaret had died after only a few weeks, and Joan must have died early as well, since another daughter would be christened Joan in 1569. As William was the first son, the first child to outlive infancy, and the only child for his first two years, it is natural to assume that he would have been loved and even spoiled by parents still grieving for two early deaths. Moreover, he was born just before plague struck the town, and his survival would have made him all the more valued. There is considerable evidence that being the eldest child is a common factor among unusually successful adults,41 and William was in effect the eldest in his family. Joan, five years younger than her brother, survived all her siblings, dying just before the outbreak of the English Civil War. The rest of the family, by contrast, was relatively short-lived, especially considering that both John and Mary had long life-spans for their time. Joan and William were, moreover, the only ones to marry and have children. Remaining single was, however, a surprisingly common choice. Despite the closure of monasteries and convents and extensive Protestant propaganda in favor of the godly married household, popular literature generally depicted marriage as an unhappy state, especially for men. By the time a young man had become financially able to think of it, he may well have become afraid that it would mean a change for the worse.

There is considerable evidence that highly creative men, in common with dictators and military heroes, tend to have “dominating, possessive, or smothering mothers.”42 All anyone can deduce about Shakespeare's mother is that she must have been healthy, since she survived the births of eight children, not counting possible miscarriages that would not appear in the parish records. Germaine Greer, annoyed by biographers' tendency to idealize this woman, suggests that she was probably “spoiled rotten” by her father and may have ruined her husband's life by encouraging him to give up the messy but reliable trade he had learned for “cleaner” and more prestigious activities that would eventually get him into legal and financial trouble.43 Mary might have felt that she had married beneath her, like Mrs. Morel in D. H. Lawrence's Sons and Lovers, and become obsessed with getting her eldest son to make the most of himself. Since the connection with the old and distinguished Arden family would later be an important part of the claim for the family's right to bear arms, it might have been discussed at home as well. Some scholars have imagined that she resembled Volumnia, the terrifying mother of Coriolanus. On the other hand, there may not have been so much of a gap between the status of husband and wife as used to be thought. It was recently discovered that her family home at Wilmcote was not the same place identified since the eighteenth century as “Mary Arden's house,” but a somewhat smaller one nearby.44 John's father was not poor and, though some of John's prosperity probably came through his marriage, his rapid rise in Stratford was due to his own efforts.

Stratford

Stratford was the most substantial borough in its district, with an important market. The town's government had originally been a religious foundation – the Guild of the Holy Cross, Blessed Mary the Virgin, and St. John the Baptist – which dated from the thirteenth century. Like other religious guilds, it provided insurance to cover the cost of burial for its “brothers” and “sisters” and encouraged solidarity among them. The many gifts and legacies from its members made it the wealthiest and most important local institution before the Reformation. Its chapel, conveniently located in the center of town, was reconsecrated in 1428 and further beautified after a bequest in 1496 from Stratford's most famous benefactor, Sir Hugh Clopton.45 The walls of the chancel were painted with stories relevant to the guild, including the Last Judgment and the legend that gave the guild its name, the finding of the True Cross by St. Helena. The nave had wall paintings of the Dance of Death: a skeleton seized partners from all ranks of life – king, merchant, minstrel, artificer – and scrolls emerging from their mouths reminded those who could read that death comes to everyone. Next to the chapel were an almshouse and a free grammar school, both of which dated from the mid-fifteenth century.

Shortly before Edward VI's death in 1553, he granted a charter to the Corporation of Stratford, which replaced the guild as the town's governing body. The town retained the privileges to which it had been accustomed: a market every other week, two annual fairs, a perpetual vicar in the church and a perpetual free school. Funds originally used for candles and prayers for the dead were redirected to the grammar school and to the maintenance of Sir Hugh Clopton's other major gift, Clopton Bridge. Stratford became part of the diocese of the Bishop of Worcester, who was responsible for ensuring that the vicar and schoolmaster were teaching appropriate doctrine. Each was to have an annual salary of £20 – double what it had been, to show the reformers' seriousness about the value of education.46 The borough when it was chartered belonged to John, Earl of Northumberland, who went to the block in 1553 after his unsuccessful attempt to place the Protestant Lady Jane Grey on the throne in place of Mary Tudor. It then passed to a series of other aristocrats, until the Earl of Warwick (Ambrose Dudley, brother of the Earl of Leicester) became its Lord of the Manor between 1562 and 1590. He had the right to choose the vicar and schoolmaster, though he often left the task to the Corporation.

The Corporation consisted of a bailiff (the equivalent of a mayor), fourteen aldermen, and fourteen capital burgesses (chief citizens). The minutes of its meetings show it making more and more rules: citizens were forbidden to engage in bowling in their own homes and were fined if their servants played cards; to the laws against unmuzzled dogs, sheep and pigs in the streets, it added one against ducks in 1555.47 Special attention was given to punishing anyone who sheltered unmarried pregnant women – partly for fear that these women were trying to prevent their children from being baptized by Protestant clergymen, but mostly from anxiety that a fatherless child would be a charge on the parish.48 Both the midwife and parish priest were supposed to persuade the mother to divulge the name of the child's father so that the sinner could be suitably punished. It was a society that believed in controlling all aspects of life in the interest of the general good, but also one in which individuals strongly resisted such control. Some of the council meetings must have become heated: reviling other members and refusing to go forth “in brotherly love” was punishable by a fine of 6s. 8d.49

By the time of William's birth John Shakespeare had become a solid and respectable member of this governing body. His first official post, in 1556, was as one of its two ale-tasters, inspecting the two most important foodstuffs, ale and bread, whose price, weight, and quality had been centrally regulated since the thirteenth century.50 He moved on to other appointments in 1558 and 1559, and at some point before 1564 was elected a capital burgess. His chief service at this time was as the borough's chamberlain, administering its property and finances. In 1565 a vacancy occurred among the aldermen. William Bott, who lived in New Place, was reported “by credible persons” to have spoken evil words of the bailiff and to have added that “there was never a honest man of the Council or the body of the corporation of Stratford.” Bott refused to attend the election meeting to clear himself, so he was expelled from the council.51 In his place, John Shakespeare became an alderman, and hence “Master Shakespeare,” with a special ring and a black gown trimmed with fur.52 Two years later, he was one of three candidates for bailiff, the town's equivalent of mayor. He nearly had to take on the role, as the alderman who received the most votes refused to serve. John's own refusal was, however, accepted, possibly after he promised that he would accept the job in the following year. In 1568–9 he was duly elected as the sixteenth bailiff of Stratford. At the age of 5, William Shakespeare would have been known as the bailiff's son.

This election may have been the high-water mark of John's career, but any satisfaction it brought him was probably short-lived. Local government was time-consuming, since meetings took place at 9 a.m. on working days. There were fines for missing meetings, and the entire council had to attend the funeral of every alderman or burgess, or of his wife; there must have been resentment, since in 1557 the regulation was expanded to say that members should wear appropriate clothing and remain until the end of the service.53

The Imaginative World

Is it worth attempting to reconstruct what Wordsworth called “the growth of a poet's mind”? All normal children use metaphorical language and engage in imaginative activity, often in the form of games or story-telling. Yet, as Howard Gardner acknowledges, “a central mystery” remains: “These aspects of literary imagination seem to be universal. But it is an entirely separate matter to determine which of the millions of children who engage in these activities will later in life somehow be impelled, on their own, once again to create new worlds, to invent new realms of fiction into which other people can be invited and about whose reality they may be convinced.”54 It may be difficult to draw conclusions from developmental research that focuses on children in developed societies with resources unavailable even to the wealthiest sixteenth-century child, such as plentiful supplies of paper and tools for writing and drawing. Perhaps a closer analogy would be with the opening of Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, which shows young Stephen Dedalus's pre-literate mind being planted with the seeds of his later literary career: a story told by his father in baby-talk; dancing and singing “his song” while changing the words a little; making up a rhyme to words that he hears older people use; hearing a ballad sung by the maid. In addition, he is present at family arguments over politics and religion. A sixteenth-century child could have been exposed to the same kinds of stimulus, including bitter religious arguments. There might have been more music than in most families today. On the other hand, John and Mary Shakespeare may have been too busy to sing songs and too cautious to discuss public events. By the 1570s William, as the eldest of five, might have taken over the task of making up stories for his siblings. Being starved of imaginative food might have been as important to a gifted child as being glutted with it.

Imagination literally means the ability to create images. One of the most passionately felt differences between Catholics and Protestants was their interpretation of the commandment, “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image.” Although it is the second commandment in Catholic bibles, in Protestant translations it was often merged with the first, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me,” thus equating images with false gods. While the early Christian church had been hostile to the depiction of the supernatural, the rules had relaxed, especially in the west, several centuries before the Reformation. In defense of religious images it was sometimes argued that stained-glass windows and wall-paintings were “layman's books”: a way of teaching the illiterate. The Reformers, however, seized on the prohibition of idols in the Commandments and, especially in England, took it as a command for wholesale destruction.

The Reformation in Stratford had its most visible results in the borough's treatment of its Guild Chapel paintings. The town's famous benefactor, Hugh Clopton, was still honored in local memory. Thus, even though the royal injunctions of 1559 ordered the removal of idolatrous images on “walls, glasses, windows,” and so on, it was only in 1564 that they were covered with whitewash, and even then the whitewashing was confined to the most obviously Catholic images.55 John Shakespeare was one of the members of the Corporation who saw this task carried out. Like many other acts of this period, it can be read either as enthusiastic rejection of an idolatrous past or as half-hearted placating of the government – whitewashing did not damage the work underneath and could be removed if religious policy changed again. The Dance of Death, with its grim message, was apparently not considered explicitly Catholic. The paintings remained in the nave, where a visitor saw them in 1574, and later disappeared under paneling.56 They may already have been hard to read by the 1560s, but Shakespeare might have been able to see the minstrel's farewell to his harp, pipe, lute, and fiddle, among other reminders that death strikes all classes and professions.

The Reformers saw idolatry not only in inanimate images of artists and craftsmen but also in the impersonations of divine figures by living actors. Performances of the scriptural story from Creation to Doomsday had been a highlight of the church year in many communities. The “riding” on St. George's Day was particularly popular in the Midlands. Stratford in the sixteenth century had both a dragon costume and a set of armor. The procession was suppressed under Edward VI, like other events not based directly on the Bible, but revived during the reign of Mary Tudor. It probably had its last showing in 1557. John and Mary Shakespeare could have seen this show, and John might even have made a little extra money – the records show that someone did – by “Scouring the harness,” or repairing the leather costume.57 With Elizabeth's accession, the procession was suppressed again. The inextricable connection between traditional drama and repudiated beliefs meant that, after some attempts to “reform” the guild plays, most city fathers eventually banned them altogether.

Even so, Shakespeare's childhood probably included a good deal of theatrical experience, since Stratford was large enough to be a venue for traveling players. The Statute against Rogues and Vagabonds (1572), designed to control the mobility of unattached travelers, required touring performers to prove (with a license) that they were someone's servants. Since an aristocratic patron often preferred that his players, when not needed, spent their time living at someone else's expense rather than his, many of them existed primarily to tour the provinces. There were thirty-five such companies, with patrons, in the period between 1572 and 1583. Touring routes were well worked out and companies were licensed to perform in both public and private locations. Arriving in a town with drums and trumpets, the players would send their representative to show the license to a city official and get permission to perform. Some offered plays, others tightrope walking, tumbling, and other circus-like entertainment.58 According to Sir John Harington, traveling actors got themselves an audience by going “up and down with visors [masks] and lights . . . till all the town is drawn by this revel to the place . . . and all be packed in together so thick, as now is left scant room for the Prologue to come upon the stage.”59

A number of the noblemen most active in theatrical patronage (such as the Dudley brothers, Earls of Leicester and Warwick) had properties in Warwickshire and were therefore likely to offer hospitality to players. Elizabeth's favorite, the Earl of Leicester, had players from 1559 on and they benefited from their patron's position on the Privy Council: James Burbage is among those named in a patent in 1574, exempting them from the Statute against Vagabonds.60 Shakespeare, who would be associated with the Burbage family in the 1590s, could thus have known them from much earlier. Before 1570 it was customary for the mayor and council of each town to view the play before deciding whether to license it for general viewing. Licensing eventually became the prerogative of the Master of the Revels at court, but the custom of the mayor's private showing died out slowly. When the council chose not to give the company its support, the actors performed in coaching inns; sometimes they were paid not to play.61 The first performances of traveling players in Stratford took place in 1568. A 4-year-old was probably too young to see a play in this year, although another writer later recalled standing between his father's knees at the mayor's performance in Gloucester of a moral play, The Cradle of Security, which made an unforgettable impression on him.62 That was in about 1572, the year when Leicester's Men played in Stratford. William, at 8, might have attended with other council members on this occasion. Two other companies came in 1574, Leicester's Men returned in 1576, and four others performed in Stratford between 1578 and 1579. Later, Shakespeare may have seen plays in Coventry – a city with a population more than twice the size of Stratford's, about twenty miles away. It was the most popular touring venue in Warwickshire because it paid better than anywhere else.63

That players first acted in Stratford in the year that John Shakespeare was bailiff may be a coincidence, but it is possible that he took some interest in the profession. As a man with connections in the clothing and leather trades, he might have made a little extra money by helping with costume repairs or replacements. Gloves, his speciality, were an important accessory for performances, especially at court.64 If Shakespeare attended not only the mayor's performance but also the one given for the general public, he could observe how a play changes in harmony, or in conflict, with the audience's response to it; he could also watch actors respond to this response and – effectively or not – to other contingencies. As a space for performance, the Guild Hall at Stratford resembled many others – college dining halls or the largest rooms in inns and country houses – to which players were accustomed. Typically, there was a raised platform at one end where the most distinguished guests could see and be seen while they dined. At the opposite end were two doors, allowing servants with dishes of food to enter by one and leave by the other. Above the doors was a gallery for musicians. The actors may have performed in front of the two doors, possibly using the gallery as well, but they may also have played on the floor of the hall, so as to be closer to the spectators at the high table, in which case the actors made their entrances through the audience.65

Even a child might become aware of the rhythm of entrances and exits and the changes in the theater space created as characters enter and leave the stage – what Emrys Jones has called “scenic form.”66 The importance of this rhythm is easy to miss if one is accustomed mainly to the conventions of film, which rarely shows how characters get from one place to another. Most public events, however, were about movement to or from a place, and processions were as important a part of civic life as the dramatizations that sometimes accompanied them. The sight of fine clothes, whether on an ambassador and his train or on the cast of a play, was a pleasure in its own right. Actors began a play by “going about the stage” to let the entire audience see them before they began the story itself. The first appearance of an actor in costume had the potential to surprise and delight. Sometimes it was heralded by other speakers on stage (“Look where he comes!”). Sometimes the audience was kept in suspense waiting for him, especially if he was a popular character like the clown, and sometimes (if the audience was as “packed in” as Harington claimed) he had to fight his way into the acting space. Sometimes the entering character and those already on stage were imagined to occupy separate spaces, unable to hear or see each other. Entrances and exits could be used to make a point about characters' social status, if one insisted on preceding the other, or to waive that precedence (as when Prince Hamlet says, “Nay, come, let's go together”). Since the stage was unlocalized, actors came and went when they needed to, without explaining why. Even in performances of modern plays with representational scenery, the audience normally assumes that actors, once they leave the stage, cannot hear what is said there. This is a vestige of a theatrical tradition in which the actors entered, not into a room, but into a space for acting, and went out (or rather “within”), not into another room, but into a space for something else. A theater audience absorbs these “conventions” unconsciously, as it learns a language.

The typical mid-century touring company was small, judging from the number of plays that say on their title page (not always truthfully) that they can be performed by five actors. The five actors were usually four men and a boy who played female roles as well as children. They probably acted moral interludes, a genre that had existed before the Reformation, adapted to reinforce Protestant doctrine. These plays usually incorporated a good deal of comedy in the behavior of the bad characters, who demonstrated their worthlessness by crowd-pleasing songs and dances before finally repenting. To ensure that the story was properly understood, a presenter, sometimes costumed as a doctor, explained the moral at the beginning and end. By the late 1560s, however, there are records of plays on classical and romantic subjects, some of them calling for larger casts.

The sort of spectator who becomes an actor or playwright will be thrilled by the theatrical experience but will also want to understand how it works. If Shakespeare took advantage of his status as the son of an alderman, it is likely that he talked to the boy actors in the company and asked what their life was like. Unique to English theater (though boys had played in Spain until recently), they represented an uneasy compromise.67 Letting men play women's roles, as in Greece and Rome, was considered better than allowing women to display themselves in public, but, as preachers had said for centuries, it was a transgression of Deuteronomy 22: 5, which forbade men to wear women's clothes and women to wear men's. Boys in school plays were used to taking male and female roles of all ages. Thinking of them as sexless or androgynous was a way of evading the prohibition. The small-cast moral interlude could manage without them, but they must have been a great asset to the plays based on romance material, with their exquisite and virtuous heroines. Depending on the company and its leaders, they may have been cosseted and admired or they may have led a miserable life. They were sometimes the children of company members, but often they were orphans or at least fatherless children. Shakespeare would have felt no temptation to become one of them.

He would soon, however, have something in common with the boy actors: literacy and the ability to memorize and recite. The craftsmen who performed in the biblical plays may sometimes have learned their roles through constant repetition with the help of a literate organizer, but a professional theater company had no time for something so labor-intensive. (Even the craftsmen actors in A Midsummer Night's Dream are told to memorize their parts in time for rehearsal on the next evening.) By definition, then, the theater was a world of literate people. Literacy was also important to Protestants, who aspired to a church in which everyone would be focused on the words of the Scriptures. Although they often attacked Catholicism for its theatricality, they insisted on the importance of public speaking. The 1559 Prayer Book specified that “all Ministers and Readers of public Prayers, Chapters, and Homilies shall be charged to read leisurely, plainly and distinctly, and also such as are but mean readers shall peruse over before once or twice the Chapters and homilies, to the intent they may read to the better understanding of the people, and the more encouragement of godliness.”68

At the age of 7, assuming that he and his family conformed to the practice of the Church of England, Shakespeare would have had to do a substantial amount of memorizing for his first public performance, Confirmation. On this occasion, he had to “confirm” the promises that had been made for him at his baptism by demonstrating his knowledge and understanding of basic Christian beliefs. The parish priest, if he was conscientious, had already prepared the children by drilling them in the catechism. Now they were questioned by the bishop. After the boy had recited the commandments, he was asked the most important thing he had learned from them, to which he replied,” My duty towards God, and my duty towards my neighbour.” The dialogue continued:

Question. What is thy duty toward thy neighbour?

Answer. My duty towards my neighbour is to love him as myself: And to do to all men as I would they should do unto me. To love, honour, and succour my father and mother. To honour and obey the King, and his ministers. To submit my self to all my governors, teachers, spiritual pastors and masters. To order my self lowly and reverently to all my betters. To hurt nobody by word, nor deed. To be true and just in all my dealing. To bear no malice nor hatred in my heart. To keep my hands from picking and stealing, and my tongue from evil speaking, lying and slaundering. To keep my body in temperance, soberness, and chastity. Not to covet nor desire other men's goods.

The children may not have understood what they recited, but words memorized at an early age tend to stay in the memory and to explode into meaning at a later date. They may have joked among themselves about the picturesque phrase about “picking and stealing”; Hamlet would later refer to his hands as “these pickers and stealers” (3.2.334).

The petty (petit, or small) school offered a mixture of written and oral learning, including regular catechizing. Shakespeare probably learned basic reading there, and perhaps writing and ciphering. He would have learned from a primer, usually a single sheet containing the alphabet and then the syllabary (the five vowels, then a consonant affixed to each of them, as “ba, be, bi, bo, bu,” and so on), followed by the Lord's Prayer, which could be “spelled out” (read aloud) by this method. According to John Brinsley's Ludus Literarius or, The Grammar School (1612), children started school at the age of 7 or 8; if they were sent earlier, it was “to keep them from troubling the house at home.”69 Being able to recite the Commandments, the Lord's Prayer, and the Creed, and to answer questions on them, was considered evidence that a child was rational, so Shakespeare probably entered the King's Free School in Stratford in the same year that he was confirmed. As he had said at the end of his confirmation speech on the message of the Ten Commandments, Shakespeare's task was to “learn and labour truly to get mine own living, and to do my duty in that state of life, unto which it shall please God to call me.” The object of both religion and education was to ensure uniformity of belief and practice. The boy who would become a classic example of “original genius” was about to receive an education designed to prevent him from being original in any way.
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“Nemo Sibi Nascitur”

1571–1578

Parentes ama. Love your parents.

Mundus esto. Be clean [or neat].

Foeminae sunt inconstantes. Women are inconstant.

Nemo sibi nascitur. No one is born for himself alone.



These “sentences” – sententiae – were among the first Latin phrases that grammar-school children were taught. After starting with simple two- and three-word sayings, the pupils moved on to longer ones and then to distichs (two lines of verse). They usually learned one or two each night and had to repeat them the following morning. Shakespeare remembered some of them. In The Comedy of Errors the slave Dromio, who thinks his master is about to whip his wife and servants, warns Adriana: “respice finem, respect your end, or rather . . . respect the rope's end” (4.4.41–2). The Latin phrase is one that every schoolboy would have learned as either Respice futurum or Respice finem; both mean that you should look to the future, or be conscious of the brevity of life, but Dromio is making an obvious pun on the English translation of “end.” In The Winter's Tale, Leontes, having told his son Mamillius, “We must be neat,” a translation of Mundus esto, hastily corrects himself – “not neat, but cleanly” (1.2.123). Anyone who had been to grammar school would have understood why this jealous husband suddenly jumped from the adjectival meaning of “neat” to the noun meaning cattle – in other words, horned beasts or cuckolds. Mamillius is 7 years old, precisely the age at which he would have begun to learn such phrases.

Learning meant the possession of words and sentences – sometimes inscribed on the inside of a ring, on the beams of ceilings, or above fireplaces – and the ability to spend this verbal wealth. In a French conversation textbook, a father calls on his 9-year-old son to recite “some fair saying or sentence, that we may see what you have learned.” In the interest of vocabulary-building, the boy offers a range of genres from which to choose: “a sentence, a proverb, a fable, an epigram or an apophthegm.”1 Of these, the fable would have been the longest, since it was a story with a moral. An apothegm was a saying attributed to some historical personage, often occurring as the climax of an anecdote. Allowed to choose for himself, the textbook boy comes up with, “For one pleasure, a thousand sorrows,” to which the father replies, “It is very well and truly said.” If John Shakespeare enjoyed watching his sons show off their grammar-school learning in public, he might have been pleased with the saying Nemo sibi nascitur. The words explained his involvement in the Stratford Corporation, while it lasted.

Grammar School

The Stratford grammar school was next door to the Guild Hall and its chapel (see Figure 2), which would have made it easy for Stratford's council members to drop in on lessons. The master was given £20 a year and free accommodation. Out of that salary he paid £4 a year to an usher whose task was to arrive an hour earlier than the master, get the classroom ready, and teach the younger pupils. The salary was good enough to attract well-qualified, Oxford-trained teachers, many of whom moved on to still better jobs after only a few years at the school. Simon Hunt was the schoolmaster from 1571 until early 1575, but if Shakespeare started school at 7 he would probably have been taught by the usher during most or all of that period – probably Hunt's successor, Thomas Jenkins, an Oxford MA (1570). Despite his Welsh name, Jenkins was born in London, the son of a servant to Sir Thomas White, who founded St. John's College, Oxford, in 1554 and apparently sent the children of all his servants and apprentices there. Jenkins was thus a good example of the kind of upward mobility available to an educated man. T. W. Baldwin, the great expert on Stratford education, points out that the schoolmaster's room, above the council chamber in the Guild Hall, was still called “Mr Jenkins' chamber” in 1587, as if he had been the most memorable of the teachers.2 If Shakespeare was still at school in 1579, he would also have been taught by John Cottom, who took his BA at Oxford in 1566. Cottom's brother, a Jesuit, accompanied the famous Edmund Campion on his illegal mission to England in the early 1580s and, with him, was put to death. Probably as a result, the schoolmaster was asked to leave his post. Though he may have been a Catholic, he would probably not have had much chance to indoctrinate his pupils, since schoolmasters were closely watched by the town and church authorities, and the boys were encouraged to report any suspicious comments to their parents.3


Figure 2 Drawing of (left to right) New Place, the Guild Chapel, and the grammar school, by Samuel Ireland (1795). By permission of the Folger Shakespeare Library
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A grammar school was exactly what its name implies. As with the Prayer Book, everyone was expected to use the same grammar book and, since the curriculum and method of instruction were largely the same from one school to another, it is possible to know a good deal about the educational system of the period. Its ideal product was a young man who could give a grammatical analysis of a Latin sentence and write imitations of Cicero, Ovid, and Virgil indistinguishable from the originals.4 This is the view stated in John Brinsley's Ludus Literarius (1612), a fascinating book in which a confident and successful teacher gives advice to another teacher who feels burned out. The two teachers, between them, describe both good and bad teaching methods, the ideal classroom, and the often inadequate reality.

Teachers preferred to have their pupils literate on arrival, though apparently this was not always possible. Young children spent a lot of time on the alphabet, sounding out letters, syllables, and even words. They were taught rules of orthography, although with an element of permissiveness: one author comments, for instance, that the silent “e” is optional and that it does not matter whether one writes “madde” or “mad.”5 Brinsley recommends that the teacher pronounce syllables distinctly in order to ensure that the children spell correctly.6 He does not say what the teacher should do when, as was already the case, words were not spelled as they were pronounced. Arithmetic was making considerable advances in the second half of the sixteenth century but it was not taught in grammar school; a scholar needed to learn only how to read out a number or to write one down. This, and the difference between Roman and Arabic numerals, was all that the schoolmaster had time to teach; the student who wanted more would need to study in private or at “the ciphering school.”7 The result, not surprisingly, was that many students, even in their last year of school, were unable to find the right chapter and verse in church or use the index in their books.8 The exchange between the page Mote and his master Don Armado in Love's Labour's Lost, a play permeated with school language, is less incredible than it might seem:

Mote. How many is one thrice told?

Armado. I am ill at reckoning; it fitteth the spirit of a tapster.

(1.2.39–41)



Armado, who not only cannot multiply one times three but regards this kind of knowledge as beneath him, is not much different from the speakers in Ludus Literarius, one of whom apologizes for asking his friend so many questions about arithmetic, “in itself so very a trifle.”9 It is hardly surprising that so many scholars in this period found themselves trapped in complicated financial bonds whose implications they had never been taught to understand.

Because so much of the education was in Latin, it is easy to imagine that the educated Elizabethan was something of a linguistic prodigy. While reading and speaking classical languages may have become second nature among those who lived in Oxford and Cambridge colleges, or at the highest levels in the church and civil service, it was probably not true of the typical grammar-school product or even the ordinary clergyman. Something of the true state of affairs can be seen in another of John Brinsley's publications. Since its first publication in 1564, “Corderius” had been a standard text for beginning schoolboys. It was a series of dialogues, skillfully introducing increasingly difficult vocabulary and grammar, written by the Calvinist schoolmaster Mathurin Cordier (Corderius) for use in his school in Geneva. Brinsley translated them in 1614, intending that English schoolboys would translate his translations back into Latin and then compare their versions with the original. The fact that these dialogues were now fifty years old did not worry him; apparently the school experience had changed very little over time. The little boys are depicted for the most part as exemplary in their desire to practice Latin conversation, but the dialogues also reveal the difficulties of an education that separated them from their peers: one boy says that other children make fun of those who speak Latin in the streets and even attack them physically.10 Stratford schoolboys were perhaps supposed to speak Latin to each other outside the classroom, but in Ludus Literarius the two schoolmasters ruefully agree that this probably happens only when the master is within hearing.11 Nevertheless, the surviving letters of some of Shakespeare's Stratford acquaintances, such as Abraham Sturley and Richard Quiney, show that they could read and quote Erasmus and Cicero in the original.12

Despite the curriculum's emphasis on Latin, Ludus Literarius also recommends some kind of English practice daily (writing familiar letters, translating from Latin, summarizing Aesop's fables, reporting on sermons).13 English grammar posed its own problems. Young children found it difficult to understand the “you/thou” distinction, which was becoming less and less clear.14 Some grammatical constructions still used in the country were disappearing in the city: “hath,” for instance, was being replaced with “has”; “did take” was becoming less common as an alternative to “took.” Though Shakespeare continued to use the older forms throughout his career (a fact that distinguishes him from younger, city-based writers), he eventually started to adopt the newer ones. His preference for constructions with “do” or “did” may have been pragmatic, since, especially with a one-syllable verb, they often made rhyming easier or provided an easy iambic foot. Over time, “did” and “do” have taken on an emphatic sense (“I do think”) and modern actors sometimes stress them accordingly, thus undoing the musical effect as well as creating an unnecessarily argumentative tone.

The standard practice was to learn words or lines one at a time and then to repeat the entire series. In one of Corderius's early dialogues, the master asks Latin vocabulary questions on “the head; the top of the head; the forepart of the head; the hinder part of the head.” It was easy to point to these features, thus avoiding the need to lapse into English. After putting the questions individually, the master challenges the pupil to say them all and, pleased with the result, tells him to go have breakfast.15 Claudius Holyband's French phrasebook, similarly, shows a boy giving the entire list of French measuring terms: “Escoutez si je les nommeray bien: un demy sestier, un sestier, une pinte, une quarte, un broc, trois quartes.”16 In Henry V, when the Princess of France tries to learn English she too learns the words for parts of the body, repeating them first individually and then all together (“Écoutez si je parle bien”); however, since she is the social superior of her teacher, it is she who then declares, “C'est assez pour une fois. Allons-nous à diner” (3.4.59–60).17

It was a very competitive system. Brinsley advises the master to make everyone read the same sentence, ridicule the ones who do it badly, and praise the ones who get it right.18 The master probably asked for homework every night, to be handed in by 9 a.m. the next day. Part of every Saturday was supposed to be devoted to the catechism. On Sundays the children were led to church by the usher and were examined later to make sure they had paid attention to the sermon.19 There may have been some frantic note-taking and whispered discussions, since the older children were supposed to recognize the scriptural sources of quotations. The psalms and proverbs were normally the first works that pupils translated into Latin, which explains why the psalms are the part of the Bible most often alluded to in Shakespeare.20

Since there was only a limited selection of available books, note-taking was very important. Early on, pupils were told how to compile a commonplace book. Rather than writing the details of the source at the top of the page, the pupil would write the subject on which he was making the notes – perhaps God, or Faith, or Death. He would then look out for short, pithy sayings. It did not always matter who had said them, unless the author's name added to the weight of the saying. It was not even important to quote the exact words; in fact, sometimes it was better to change anything in the original that might prevent the quotation from being universally applicable. Pagan quotations might, for instance, be made more Christian. The pupil was encouraged to use published collections of sententiae or, for the more sophisticated, florilegia (“flowers” of speech gathered from the best writers). Some editions indicate the presence of sententiae in longer works through typography or a pointing finger in the margin.

The Books

Learning Latin was the key to almost all earlier literature. Virtually no one could read the Germanic language of pre-Conquest England and only a few scholars had ever heard of Beowulf. Gower and Chaucer were only as far from Shakespeare as Byron and Sir Walter Scott are from a reader in the first quarter of the twenty-first century, but, because of changes in pronunciation, Middle English verse may have been as hard to read as Latin. This was even truer of verse written according to the Old English system, which, to readers not trained in its pattern of alliteration and stress, looked primitive and clumsy. The admiration that Shakespeare still inspires, after 500 years, pales in comparison to what Shakespeare and his classmates were taught to feel for Cicero, Virgil, and their countrymen, some 1,600 years after the death of Julius Caesar. Their works were still the basis of education, not merely in language and literature but in nearly all subjects.

Though the saying Nemo sibi nascitur is credited to Erasmus, it is implicit in Cicero's writings, with their stress on public duty. Cicero was important for Renaissance readers not only in himself but also because he quoted and described so much earlier (and now lost) literature. Without learning Greek, one could know Platonic thought, since he quoted and discussed it, with attractive aesthetic analogies derived from Plato. He wrote, for instance, that the soul was like music, that the good life should be harmonious, and that there was no conflict between “virtue” and “profit” (to use the terms of a sixteenth-century translator) because virtue was natural, and living according to nature – which is already moral – was the source of a happy life. However, one sometimes had to choose among different virtues, and his anecdotes, often attached to famous people, demonstrate how these choices are to be made. Mere wealth, health, and other worldly goods – things that benefited only one's self – were subordinate to friendship and loyalty to one's family. But above these was the good of one's country, since its welfare benefited everyone. The complexity of this ethical framework emerges in a series of hypotheses. Suppose a man discovers that his father is plotting against the state. Provided that the father is not actively seeking to destroy the state, the man's first duty is to his father, whom he should take all possible steps to dissuade but should not betray. Why not? Because it is good for the state that men should revere their fathers.21 Such reasoning may have been helpful to children whose parents were still Roman Catholic, or who feared that their Catholic grandparents might have been damned for their beliefs.

Virgil's Aeneas was the age's model hero: fleeing from the burning city of Troy, he makes a long voyage like Odysseus and then, on arrival in Italy, is obliged to wage war on its inhabitants, as the Greeks did in Troy. The fact that the Aeneid combined the subject matter of the two great Homeric epics showed how a truly gifted poet can build on existing work to create something still greater. Those who met his work in school particularly loved such elaborations of the original as Aeneas's carrying his old father on his back out of the burning city and the conflict between his love for Dido, the Queen of Carthage, and his destiny as the founder of a great nation. The hero's most important encounter is with his father's ghost, which prophesies the future greatness of Rome. British history, as it had been told for centuries, claimed that another Trojan hero, Brute, had fled from Troy to settle in Britain. For those who still accepted this myth, the Romans were distant relatives, and London was poetically called Troynovant, New Troy.

Sidney's Apology for Poetry (published in 1595, but probably written at about the time Shakespeare was finishing school), argued that literary figures were better models than the less exemplary historical reality. “Let Aeneas be worn in the tablet of your memory,” he wrote.22 Analogies with the Trojan diaspora constantly sprang to people's lips. The Earl of Oxford aptly referred to Protestant refugees from the St. Bartholomew's Day Massacre in 1572 “as a number of French Aeneases in this city.”23 The massacre, which took place at the time of a royal wedding, recalled the Trojans' tragically misplaced celebrations when they brought the wooden horse into their city. The memory of these events haunted early modern drama, which is full of weddings that turn to funerals and feasts, masques, and plays that end in murder. An anonymous author, recounting the fall of Troy, added that it was

Like to our time, wherein hath broken out

The hidden harm that we suspected least.

Wombed within our walls and realm about,

As Greeks in Troy were in the Greekish beast.24



The subject matter of the Aeneid was important to Shakespeare, but so was its poetry. Its most quotable lines were spoken by the hero himself, a character whose sensitivity and sadness had already inspired much medieval literature. Forsan et haec olim meminisse iuvabit (Perhaps one day we will remember even these things with pleasure; Aeneid 1.203) is Aeneas's consolation to his sailors during a storm at sea. It may be echoed when Romeo answers Juliet's “Oh, think'st thou that we shall ever meet again?” with “I doubt it not, and all these woes shall serve/ For sweet discourses in our times to come” (3.5.51–3). Looking forward to a time when the present will become the past is a characteristic Shakespearean theme. When Dido asks Aeneas about his history, he begins his tale with the words, Infandum, regina, juves renovare dolorem (O queen, you command me to renew an unspeakable sorrow; Aeneid 2.3). Aegeon answers a similar request in The Comedy of Errors: “A heavier task could not have been imposed/ Than I to speak my griefs unspeakable” (1.1.31–2). Virgil could also be dramatic. For instance, the forsaken Dido, surrounded by friends who want to save her life, ends her speech with Sic, sic, iuvat ire sub umbras (Thus, thus, I am pleased to go down to the shades; Aeneid 4.660): the sic (thus) is spoken as she stabs herself. Shakespeare's readers quickly learn that “thus” often indicates an unwritten stage direction that has to be inferred from the context. In Othello's last scene, he, like Dido, lulls his hearers with words and, on the final line – “I took by th' throat the circumcisèd dog / And smote him, thus” (5.2.365–6) – illustrates what he means by “thus” as he stabs himself with a concealed weapon.

Ovid, a generation later than Virgil, was perhaps polarized by him, and critics conventionally treated him as the opposite of his serious and moral predecessor. His Art of Love and Elegies, unlikely to be part of any school curriculum, give an inside view of the young Roman man about town, visiting brothels, arranging an abortion for his mistress, laughing at her for using damaging cosmetics, and ridiculing the husbands whose wives he is seducing. For young readers, saturated with the patriotic and rational idealism of the classical canon, it was probably a relief to read his depictions of passion failing to be ruled by reason. Ovid's unexplained banishment from Rome was attributed to love, particularly his supposed affair with Augustus's daughter Julia. If Shakespeare read Philip Stubbes's popular Anatomie of Abuses, which went through four editions between 1583 and 1595, he could have learned that Ovid was also punished for “making books of love, interludes, and such other amorous trumpery.”25 The mention of interludes is apparently unique to Stubbes, but Ovid was supposed to have written a play called Medea, lost except for a couple of lines. Frequently pleading, in vain, for a reprieve, he lamented his exile in a poem called Tristia (sorrows, or regrets) and finished the Fasti, a poem on the significant dates in the Roman calendar, which he had begun before his exile. It is Shakespeare's main source for the story of Lucretia.

In his most famous work, the Metamorphoses, Ovid uses the idea of change as his main structural device, retelling virtually every classical myth. Adonis becomes a flower, Daphne a laurel tree, the incestuous Myrrha the bitter myrrh tree. One mythical character tells the story of another, only to be interrupted by the arrival of someone with yet another story to tell. Near the end, Ovid takes a wider view, insisting that these transformations are part of a larger pattern of change and renewal. Shakespeare absorbed the philosophy, expressed most memorably in his sonnets. In Ovid's Heroides (heroines), the fluctuation is psychological. The wives and lovers of classical heroes are imagined writing letters filled with every shade of grief, reproach, anger, longing, teasing, and emotional blackmail – perfect models for the dramatic monologue. Shakespeare probably knew by heart at least part of the epistle in which Penelope grieves that Ulysses is so late in returning from Troy. He used two lines from it as Lucentio's Latin lesson to Bianca in The Taming of the Shrew:

  Hic ibat Simois, hic est Sigeia tellus,

  Hic steterat Priami regia celsa senis.



It is Penelope who speaks, but she is imagining, and ventriloquizing, a soldier just back from the conquest of Troy, at a feast with his family. Tracing a map on the table with spilled wine, he shows the different locations in the war zone: “Here flowed the Simois; this is the Sigeian land; here stood the lofty palace of Priam the ancient” (Heroides 1.33–4). Nestor, she imagines, will tell his sons, who will tell their sons. Here, as in Aeneas's speech to his men, the present (imaginary, this time) is becoming the future. As Henry V tells his followers before Agincourt, “This story shall the good man teach his son” (4.3.56). In The Two Gentlemen of Verona, the clown Launce tries to use props to describe a much less heroic event, his parting from his family: “I'll show you the manner of it. This shoe is my father. No, this left shoe is my father. No, no, this left shoe is my mother” – and so on (2.3.13–15).

Although the educational system was focused on the cultivation of “masculine virtue,” the works most imitated were those that dealt with love and women, like the story of Dido and the Heroides. The “complaint” was one genre in which it was permissible for women to speak at great length, because it was understood that words replaced actions: a copiously lamenting woman would be unlikely to take vengeance on anyone but herself. Within the developing Protestant martyrology also, suffering women were important figures: Foxe's Acts and Monuments emphasized that even women and children – like Lady Jane Grey – had suffered for their faith.

Role Models

Voyeuristic interest in the private lives of famous people was widespread in the sixteenth century. Lyly's Prologue to Campaspe (1584) admits that, although the play deals with awe-inspiring historical figures, it is going to treat them lightly: “we, calling Alexander from his grave, seek only who was his love.”26 Marlowe mocked this fixation on gossip in Doctor Faustus, when the hero, who has conjured up spirits representing Alexander the Great and his mistress, lets his patron find out for himself the only thing he really wants to know: whether the lady had a wart on her neck. For Shakespeare and his fellow-students, the lives of Roman writers were as important, and as exemplary, as their works. If he was beginning to see the flaws in his own father, the Roman writers, being dead, could not disappoint him. To Renaissance readers, Cicero was not only a writer and orator who achieved political eminence but also a high-principled martyr, murdered by Mark Antony's soldiers during the civil wars that followed the death of Caesar. Whether or not the Seneca who wrote tragedies was also the philosopher Seneca who tutored the emperor Nero and eventually committed suicide on his orders, the fact that he was thought to be the same man inevitably affected the way his plays were read. That Ovid ended his life in exile was important to sixteenth-century readers, many of whom knew someone who had lived abroad as a Protestant under Mary I or as a Catholic under Edward VI and Elizabeth I.

It was Virgil's life, above all, that had been transformed into legend, the only way posterity could deal with his inexplicable genius. Any writer whose work is so extensively memorized and analyzed will reveal patterns and prophetic statements. His fourth eclogue predicted the birth of a child who would bring back the golden age. Because the poem also referred to the return of the virgin Astraea (goddess of justice, who had abandoned earth at the end of the golden age), this linking of virgin and miraculous child convinced Christian readers that the pagan poet had been granted a vision of the true religion. The belief that all human knowledge was contained in the Aeneid led to the practice of the sortes virgilianae: opening the epic at random and pointing at a line, which was then interpreted and acted on. By the end of the first century CE, the poet was being credited with near-magical abilities, and in the Middle Ages he acquired a history as a necromancer. His life, probably first written by Suetonius in the second century and retold by the fourth-century biographer Aelius Donatus, was printed in every edition of his works.27 Whether or not Virgil was self-conscious about his literary career, his admirers and imitators certainly were. Donatus interpreted the sequence of his works as an allegory of the history of the human race: first shepherds (the Eclogues), then farmers (the Georgics), then warriors (the Aeneid). Though the movement from pastoral to epic could be seen simply as a way of saying that a young writer should begin with the less ambitious genres, Spenser offered The Shepheardes Calender (1579) as a first step towards the epic poem that he planned to produce, and when his Faerie Queene appeared in 1590 everyone recognized that he was trying to be the English Virgil. The sequence left no room for drama, but Donatus's life makes clear that Virgil was thought of as a dramatist as well as an epic poet. The Aeneid, though an epic, has an oral context: Virgil read it aloud at the court of Augustus; it was recited in theaters, and plays based on it were popular for centuries after his death. According to Donatus, an entire theater audience rose and applauded on one occasion when it discovered that Virgil was present.

English writers, too, may have been as important to schoolboys for their lives as for their works. By the time Shakespeare started school, it was possible to buy contemporary, or near-contemporary, English poetry. In 1557 Richard Tottel published a volume of poems – Songs and Sonnets, usually known as Tottel's Miscellany – and this famous collection was revised and enlarged several times. Tottel's title page gave pride of place to Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, printing forty of his poems, and in the same year published Surrey's translations of two books of the Aeneid. They are historically important because they use blank verse (a five-foot line, unrhymed) – possibly the first example of the form in English – as an equivalent to the classical hexameter (six feet, unrhymed). As some English writers were beginning to be ashamed of their need for rhyme, the example of this prestigious figure was important. Only four years later, two Inns of Court men wrote Gorboduc, the first blank verse play in English.

The largest number of poems in both the first and second editions of Tottel were by an author not named on the title page: Thomas Wyatt, who was believed to have been one of Anne Boleyn's lovers. Tottel played up the author's sensational background by inserting “Anna” in poems that were otherwise ambiguous about their object. The authorship of many other poems in the collection is unknown, since names, even initials, are rarely given, but Tottel's headings turn them into dramatic statements: “The lover, accusing his love for her unfaithfulness, purposeth to live in liberty” (no. 214). Tottel sometimes notes that a poem is put into the mouth of a woman, or that it answers a previous one. In other words, the poems in his collection, like those read aloud or sung in plays, were presented, not as self-contained aesthetic artifacts, but as part of an ongoing dialogue in the “real world.” The Songs and Sonnets created a sense of intimacy with famous figures whose lives and deaths were highly public. They re-established writing as an adventurous profession that gave status to men of talent, though these tended to be mainly aristocrats and their protégés.

When Shakespeare had access to a more recent anthology, The Paradise of Dainty Devices, first published in 1576, he would have seen that it was compiled by “Master Edwards, sometimes of her Majesty's Chapel,” with other contributions from “sundry learned Gentlemen, both of honor and worship.” Some of these learned gentlemen must have completed the work for Richard Edwards, since he died at the age of 41, but the prominence given to his name shows that he was thought of as a prestigious figure, though his ancestry is obscure and his success seems to have been due entirely to his remarkable combination of literary, theatrical, and musical gifts. In the year of his death, 1566, he directed a cast of Oxford undergraduates in a spectacularly successful production, before the queen, of his own play, Palamon and Arcite. Edwards's death is mentioned in a French conversation textbook that Shakespeare might have used when he started to teach himself the language: “Truly it is pity: he was a man of a good wit, and a good poet: and a great player of plays.”28 Perhaps “player” means “actor,” but it might also mean something more like impresario. The comic schoolmasters who appear in early modern drama are usually not only the author but the producer-director of the play-within-the-play, and they frequently speak the prologue as well. Shakespeare, who quoted one of Edwards's songs in Romeo and Juliet, needed to look no farther for evidence that poets and theater men could achieve the highest recognition.

Becoming a Writer

No one went to school or university in the sixteenth century with the aim of becoming a creative writer. Yet the background given by the heavily classical education now seems, with hindsight, an almost ideal training. It is usually an advantage to have started early on any activity in which one wants to excel, since it is thought that expertise takes some ten years to acquire. Though rhetoric was essentially a university subject, students acquired its basic principles when they translated Latin into English, and, after a day or so, put their English back into Latin and compared their own Latin with the Roman model. Elegant variation, abundance – or copia, to use Erasmus's term – were valued then as conciseness is now.29 Repetition was a key principle of Renaissance education, and in his earlier plays Shakespeare is particularly given to it, almost as if he was trying to make his works easier for future schoolmasters to analyze.

The flexible word order of Latin offered many models for experiment. Even though early modern English had lost its case endings, which allowed words to be grammatically identified wherever they were in a sentence, it was still much freer with word order than modern English. Two Latin models, completely different in kind, were popular. The Ciceronian orator prided himself on being able to develop a long, grammatically intricate sentence, with embedded parenthetical clauses. On the other hand, Tacitus used the minimum number of words, often to devastating effect, as in capax imperii, nisi imperasset, which takes only four words to say what modern English needs many more to convey: “[he would have been thought] capable of being emperor, had he not been emperor.” In verse, the order could be still more unusual. For instance, the second of the lines that Lucentio pretends to teach Bianca, Hic steterat Priami regia celsa senis, is, word for word, “Here stood of Priam the kingdom lofty of old [that is, of old Priam].” One of the schoolmasters in Brinsley's dialogue notes that some children seem unable to grasp the rules of Latin word order: “the more confusedly that they can transpose or disorder the words of a sentence, the more excellent they think it to be.”30 Shakespeare might have been one of those children, since his word order became increasingly ingenious (or maddening) in the course of his career.

Brinsley's schoolmaster, while admitting that verse writing is only an ornament, recommends that students develop the ability since it can be useful, as in writing elegies, and it wins praise for those who can do it well.31 If William had gone farther with his studies, his literary works might have consisted of Latin elegies on Stratford aldermen. Writing verses in English required different skills, especially the ability to rhyme. W. H. Auden has described the process by which the young writer develops this expertise: “As he scribbles on he is beginning to get the habit of noticing metrical quantities, to see that any two syllable word in isolation must be either a ti-tum, a tum-ti or, occasionally, a tum-tum, but that when associated with other words it can sometimes become a ti-ti; when he discovers a rhyme he has not thought of before, he stores it away in his memory, a habit which an Italian poet may not need to acquire but which an English poet will find useful.”32 The ability to rhyme is largely, as Auden indicates, the result of memory and practice. Elizabethan teachers made pupils aware of the sounds of words: one teacher urged pupils to work out the spelling of a difficult word by trying each syllable with a series of vowels: the person trying to spell “brush,” for example, was to work through “brash,” “bresh,” “brish,” “brosh,” “brush.”33 Brinsley found that it was possible to “make children to take a delight in spelling” by having them “spell many syllables together, which differ but only in one letter, as hand, band, land, sand, &c.”34

Many children, even those who do not go on to be writers, create imaginary countries in which idealized characters undergo as many adventures as their creator can imagine; in other words, they invent romances. Shakespeare obviously liked this genre, in which he was writing up to the end of his career. Tales like that of the local hero, Guy of Warwick, were widely sold as chapbooks. Originally based on saints' lives and moral in intention, they had turned into adventure stories. Guy, for instance, won his lady by killing monsters. In one version, the monster is a cow, and the story told by Aubrey of how Shakespeare would kill a calf “in a high style, and make a speech” has sometimes been thought a garbled allusion to his performing in this play.35 Shortly after his marriage Guy left his pregnant wife, deciding that it was his duty to take part in the Crusades, and single-handedly saved Jerusalem for the Christian army. Returning to England, he decided that it was now his duty to spend the rest of his life as a hermit and was reunited with his wife and son only on his deathbed. Heroism, renunciation, a family reunion after many years of separation – they remained appealing subjects to Shakespeare. If he wrote romances as a boy, they may well have been in verse, since English prose was still relatively undeveloped as a literary medium. Playing with the sounds of words must have been ingrained in him. The Latin verse quantities – where length of syllables rather than stress determines the meter of a line – never seem to have tempted him to imitation as they did Sir Philip Sidney, but something that C. S. Lewis noted in the sonnets – “There is a high percentage of lines in which every second syllable is not merely stressed but also long” – creates a musical effect that might derive from an awareness of Latin vowel lengths.36

Becoming an Actor

Among the earliest works studied in school were those of the Latin dramatists, especially Terence, because they were relatively easy. Both Plautus and Terence have a great deal to teach any playwright about the timing of entrances and exits, cross-purpose dialogue, and actor–audience rapport. In particular, they know when to shatter the theatrical illusion to produce metatheatrical humor – as when a clever slave in Plautus's Pseudolus admits that he is giving information only because the audience needs to know it. Their character types – old men and young lovers, braggarts, clever and stupid slaves, prostitutes, and parasites – are the basis of much Renaissance comedy, both through direct influence and that of the Italian commedia that derives from it. They intersperse their stories with sententious remarks, often at odds with the amoral behavior of the characters. These lines were sometimes learned separately, as were the sententiae of Publilius Syrus, a mime artist and dramatist, whose didactic and witty sayings are the only part of his plays that have survived. So, Shakespeare might have deduced, anyone who wants to be famous as a dramatist must be sure to say quotable things.37

If Brinsley's Ludus Literarius is typical, schoolmasters thought oral presentation even more important than writing, since public speaking and the ability to argue effectively would be important skills for most of their students. The result was a close relation between writing and acting. Imitating the styles of various authors introduced children to the art of creating character through speech. Their first exercise in composition was usually writing a letter in the manner of Cicero, for which they were supposed to imagine both the situation of the writer and the needs and feelings of the hypothetical recipient. Brinsley also recommended that they should read Corderius's dialogues aloud, not just with the correct Latin pronunciation, but “lively, as if they themselves were the persons which did speak in that dialogue.” Since Corderius's speakers were children like themselves, this might not be too difficult, but Brinsley expects the same thing when they get to Virgil's eclogues; they should “express the affections and persons of shepherds; or whose speech soever else, which they are to imitate.”38 Though a staunch Puritan, Brinsley apparently had no problem with schoolboys trying to imagine and perform the loves and griefs of pagan shepherds. He was probably drawing on Quintilian, who insisted that the effective orator, like a good actor, must convince his listeners that he is genuinely moved.39

Performance had a large place in the educational system. Putting on plays, often those written by the schoolmaster, was required at some grammar schools.40 Rehearsal and performance could be an important part of the school year, and the great London grammar schools were already giving plays at court in the 1560s. Though Brinsley does not discuss the practice of boys playing women's roles, it is evident that in the classroom they must frequently have read lines written for women, like the speeches of Dido in the Aeneid, and played women's roles in the comedies of Plautus and Terence. For the most part, the Latin plays depicted only immodest women, keeping the virtuous ones out of the public gaze on stage as in life. English writers, imitating the classics at second hand, created female roles even though they knew that these would be acted by boys. It is evident that teachers were not worried about anyone moving on to the commercial stage. The schoolboy was being trained for public performance as a lawyer or preacher or member of the borough council, and much of the interest of school performances must have derived from trying to spot which of the young actors, many from distinguished families, were likely to become influential figures at court or in the church.41

How much training the children got in acting depended on the schoolmaster. It might consist simply of making them understand their lines and speak them with the appropriate expressions and gestures. They could have found other advice in Quintilian, though he was writing for orators. One of his suggestions – that the ability to visualize what one is describing will move the orator and therefore enable him to move his audience – is not unlike Stanislavsky's concept of “emotional memory.”42 At least one of Quintilian's other recommendations – that gestures be made exclusively with the right arm – is known to have been adopted by eighteenth-century actors and may therefore have been taken seriously by earlier ones as well,43 even though the reason for the rule – that the left arm was needed to hold the toga in place – had long since become irrelevant.

Shakespeare, then, by his teens, might not only have seen visiting players, but also have acted in classical or neoclassical plays. He would also have had a strong motive for writing them, since an author can give himself large parts in his own plays. The opening of Aegeon's speech in The Comedy of Errors, with its echo of Virgil, might at one time have been part of a Latin composition, probably a collage of phrases from Roman authors. To see what a play was meant to look like on paper, Shakespeare might have turned to examples in English. If he was able to get hold of either George Gascoigne's Supposes (1566) or George Whetstone's Promos and Cassandra (1578), he would have found, first, that Italian writers are a good source of plots, and second, that, at a time when most reading was reading aloud, dramatists worried about controlling the interpretation of their text. Gascoigne added marginal notes to enlighten readers about the kinds of confusion in his plot. Whetstone's printer, Richard Jones, advised in a prefatory epistle: “if by chance thou light of some speech that seemeth dark, consider of it with judgment before thou condemn the work: for in many places he is driven both to praise and blame with one breath, which in reading will seem hard, & in action appear plain.”44 He seems to mean that it is hard to understand irony (“to praise and blame with one breath”) when one cannot hear the actor's tone of voice.

Recognition

Though it is possible to know more about Shakespeare's education than about any other aspect of his life, what remains opaque is his response to it. He could have been the “whining schoolboy” of the “seven ages” speech in As You Like It, who goes “creeping like snail/ Unwillingly to school.” However, this image, like the others in Jaques' speech, is a familiar cliché. Posthumus in Cymbeline is the opposite: offered “all the learnings that his time/ Could make him the receiver of,” he is said to have absorbed them, “As we take air, fast as 'twas ministered, / And in's spring became a harvest” (1.1.43–4, 46). Shakespeare could have fitted either description. Much of a child's sense of identity is acquired at school. Even his own appearance may become clear to him only through the words of other children, and conditions like myopia are often diagnosed in the classroom. For many children the ability to read depends on their eyesight: myopia makes it easier to focus on small print; children who are praised for reading well are likely to read more. Stanley Wells thinks that both the “Cobbe portrait” (Figure 24; recently identified by him as Shakespeare's) and the frontispiece to the 1623 Folio (Figure 19; which he thinks is based on it) show that the poet had a cast in his left eye.45 It is not clear how much this feature – which no one else seems to have noticed – would have affected Shakespeare, but there are references in his works to double vision (Venus and Adonis 1070; Midsummer Night's Dream 4.1.188; and perhaps Merchant of Venice 5.1.243–5). His fondness for miniaturization, though characteristic of the aesthetic of the 1590s, is compatible with vision that sees better at close range than at a distance. Cassius in Julius Caesar recognizes one character by his voice (1.3.41), another “by his gait” (1.3.132). Shakespeare had read Plutarch's reference to the character's short-sightedness, which is finally mentioned in his last scene. In Troilus and Cressida, similarly, Ulysses recognizes Diomedes from “the manner of his gait” (4.5.14). E. A. J. Honigmann has suggested that Othello, who often asks who is approaching, might also be depicted as short-sighted.46 Some of these moments may, however, be designed to convey the sense of stage darkness or to ensure that audiences know who is entering. Much drama of the period seems to spell out what is happening on stage, perhaps because many spectators themselves had difficulty seeing it or in knowing where to look.

The advantage of being recognized as exceptionally gifted at an early age is that one is likely to be given more opportunities.47 At a grammar school, these might come once or twice a year, when a distinguished visitor arrived: the brightest boys would be asked to pronounce an oration in his honor (probably in Latin) or to read verses, sometimes of their own composition. The reward might be praise and a piece of money; it might be more, if the visitor was someone with the power to award scholarships. None of the stories told about Shakespeare in the seventeenth century include an episode like the one John Aubrey tells about Ben Jonson. As the future dramatist was serving his apprenticeship by laying bricks at Lincoln's Inn, “a knight, a bencher, walking through and hearing him repeat some Greek verses out of Homer, discoursing with him, and finding him to have a wit extraordinary, gave him some exhibition to maintain him at Trinity College in Cambridge.”48 Some kinds of ability are more likely than others to attract attention. If Shakespeare was an exceptional actor in school plays the fact would probably have been noted, but no one would have imagined him as university material simply for that reason. His gifts as a writer might not have been obvious if most of his compositions were in Latin and were judged mainly on their grammar and their ability to sound like someone else.

Although Quintilian, like Cicero, admires young students who have “an ardour that leads at times to ideas bordering on the extravagant,”49 it was for slow but thorough learners that the repetitious Elizabethan teaching methods were designed. The great schoolmaster Roger Ascham distinguished between quick wits and slow ones, preferring the latter because, although it took them a long time to acquire knowledge, they did not lose it quickly. George Gascoigne's play The Glass of Government (published 1575) dramatizes this distinction. Two sets of brothers are sent to study with a tutor. As homework, he tells them to put some pious precepts into verse. The older boys ignore the assignment and write love sonnets and martial verses, while the younger ones plod away and do what they were asked.50 The schoolmaster is not at all impressed by the boys who display precocious creative originality, and the play justifies his view, since they both fall into debauchery and come to a bad end, while their hard-working younger brothers rise to important positions in the state and church.

Shakespeare probably read this play, since one scene, involving an illiterate messenger who has to carry a list of the addressees of his letters for others to read, seems to be echoed in Romeo and Juliet (1.2.57–63). Which kind of pupil was he? Given that his mature writing is usually copious and exuberant in style, using terse understatement mainly for the sake of contrast, it is natural to imagine him as a fluent, easy writer, likely to arouse suspicion rather than admiration in his teachers. Perhaps, however, he was clever enough to cultivate the image of inconspicuous reliability that seems to have characterized his adult working life. He may even have been alarmed by his own fluency, if he internalized the moral that “things soon got, are lost again as fast.”51 He knew the concept of Furor Poeticus, which Theseus draws on when, in A Midsummer Night's Dream, he lumps together “the lunatic, the lover and the poet” as victims rather than masters of imagination (5.1.7). Yet Charles Lamb argued that “It is impossible for the mind to conceive of a mad Shakspeare [sic],”52 and others have echoed his phrase about “the sanity of true genius.” Most studies of the relationship between genius and mental illness are flawed because they belong to a post-Romantic period in which geniuses were expected to demonstrate emotional vulnerability. However, research published in 1970, based on the study of a relatively closed society in Iceland, revealed that highly creative people tended to come from families containing a high proportion of schizophrenics.53 Subsequent studies have seemed to confirm that “creativity and psychopathology feature a common genetic component.”54 The reasons for this apparent link, and for its apparent privileging in the process of natural selection, are still mysterious. One suggestion, however, is that attenuated versions of mental disorder may be beneficial to writers or composers, since the manic phase of psychosis, the “sustained high mood” – may enable them to persevere through the otherwise solitary and unrewarding period of creation.55 It is, then, quite possible that serious mental instability was present in other members of Shakespeare's family (perhaps the otherwise invisible brother Richard?), and that he might have distrusted his own imagination when he saw the distorted version of it in someone else. A strong ego is, however, another necessity for the creative artist, and Shakespeare's education probably gave him that, along with much else.
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“Hic et Ubique”

1578–1588

Hic et Ubique? Then we'll shift our ground

(Hamlet 1.5.165)

Hamlet's joking use of the phrase hic et ubique (originally part of the theological definition of God) has been brilliantly connected by Stephen Greenblatt to a traditional Roman Catholic prayer.1 Shakespeare uses the phrase with surprising frequency in works written soon after his father's death in 1601: the purgatorial ghost is an “extravagant and erring spirit”; Othello is called “An extravagant and wheeling stranger/ Of here and everywhere” (Othello 1.1.139–40); and, as Greenblatt also notes, Sebastian in Twelfth Night has to assure everyone that he does not have “that deity in my nature/ Of here and everywhere” (5.1.227–8). If the phrase stuck in Shakespeare's mind, it might be because, by the turn of the century, he was drawn into thoughts of the afterlife.

On the other hand, especially in the phrase about Othello, he may also have been thinking of his own earlier wanderings (“extravagant” implies an out-of-bounds, vagabond existence). The opening of Sonnet 110 –

Alas, 'tis true, I have gone here and there,

And made myself a motley to the view

Gored mine own thoughts, sold cheap what is most dear,

Made old offences of affections new

(1–4)

– sounds like a description of the life of an actor on tour, either literally or figuratively playing the fool. In fact, it is a metaphor for something else, in this case faithlessness in love. Yet, when the sonnets were published in 1609, this sonnet was immediately followed by one that is often considered autobiographical in its reference to the “public means” by which the speaker is forced to live (111.4). Someone, whether Shakespeare or his editor, clearly saw a connection between the two poems. They might reflect their author's retrospective view of the early part of his career, with its travel, its necessary extravertism, and its casual sexual relationships that made him unfaithful to an older and more meaningful love, whether this was a friend, a lover, or the wife and family he had left behind him. The word “public” at this period had something of the same meaning as “common,” as in “common players.” When Othello calls Desdemona a “public commoner” – or paid courtesan (4.2.75) – he is combining the two words most often used to describe the actors. Public manners were what one might expect from a publican, and a surprising number of actors, including the great clown Tarlton, did in fact double as innkeepers. Shakespeare dramatized such public manners in the likeable but rather over-jolly Host of the Garter Inn in The Merry Wives of Windsor, who constantly performs his “humor”: “What wouldst thou have, boor? What, thickskin? Speak, breathe, discuss, brief, short, quick, snap” (4.5.1–2). Perhaps this is how Shakespeare saw himself, or was afraid others saw him.

Fidelity was also a virtue in the theater, because actors were the servants of their aristocratic patron. Though they naturally moved on when a patron died and his company was disbanded, to move to another company during a patron's lifetime could be seen as disloyal. In the early 1580s, when two upwardly mobile actors went in quick succession through three other companies and into the prestigious Queen's Men, an anonymous satirist wrote that they should be called “chameleons” rather than “comedians.”2 Both the unfaithful lover and the motley fool of no fixed address are relevant to this chapter, which will deal with the years – sometimes called the “lost years” – between Shakespeare's schooling and the first reference to him in the London theater. They were the years in which he made the major decisions of his life: to marry and to be an actor. There is no evidence as to the order in which these things happened, nor is it certain whether they were connected with his father's situation at the period. But since something is known about John Shakespeare in this period, and almost nothing about his son, it seems logical to start by trying to understand the father's story.

John Shakespeare's Finances

By 1575–6, when William Shakespeare had probably learned to recite a few sententiae in Latin, John Shakespeare was a prosperous man with three sons and two daughters, ranging in age from 12-year-old William to 2-year-old Richard. He bought a house in Henley Street next door to the one already in his possession, and another house round the corner in Greenhill Street. By now he must have employed others to do his glove-making, since one definition of a gentleman was that he did not live by manual labor and he was about to apply for a coat of arms. He may have been encouraged, even urged, to make this application, since he was an officer of the queen, and “For a man in public life not to have arms would be eccentric.”3 At this period, the members of the College of Arms were visiting every region of the country, trying to establish who had the right to bear arms and, of course, eager for the fees that accrued to them with each application.4 John could claim gentry status both through his wife's descent from the old family of Arden and because of his property, annual income, and status as alderman and former bailiff. He may have had a “patierne” – a sketch for the final version – drawn up by the visiting College of Arms official.5 John Shakespeare never took his application beyond the initial stage. Perhaps he decided that the fees were too high.

From 1576 on, the minutes of the Stratford town council show a change in John Shakespeare's behavior. Since the town clerk forgot (tactfully?) to indicate absences at the meetings of 5 October and 5 December 1576, it is not clear exactly when the alderman stopped attending, but he is consistently absent after those dates, except for one anomalous appearance at the election meeting in September 1582. In October 1577 John Whitgift, the new Bishop of Worcester, attempting to track down potential Catholic or Puritan dissidents, compiled a preliminary list of those in the diocese who were failing to attend church. It distinguishes delinquents according to their stated motives for staying away: John Shakespeare is in the category of those who alleged fear of arrest for debt, which could happen even on Sunday.6 There is evidence of his need for cash: in 1578/9 he mortgaged some of his (or rather, his wife's) lands to his brother-in-law Edmund Lambert, and he sold and mortgaged more in the years that followed. When his last child was born in 1580 he named the boy Edmund, either in gratitude or in the hope that the godfather might be inspired to forgive the loan. He was never able to repay Lambert or to regain the land, though he and his wife went to court over the case in 1588, and continued their suit over the next decade. Land transactions in this period are complicated by the various devices used to evade taxation or to get round such vestiges of the feudal system as the “fines” payable to the lord of the manor on any transfer of land. Since it was possible to convey land to another person for the “use” of a third party,7 one early Stratford historian argued that John and Mary Shakespeare mortgaged their property so as to avoid paying tax on it.8 However, most of those who have worked with Stratford records, like Mark Eccles and Robert Bearman, are convinced that John Shakespeare's sales of freehold property in Stratford, Snitterfield, and Wilmcote to three or four other people mean exactly what they appear to mean, that he “was in genuine need of ready cash.”9

It used to be thought that he had ruined his life singlehandedly, perhaps by taking to drink (and thus inspiring the creation of Falstaff and Sir Toby Belch). A family tragedy, the death of his 7-year-old daughter Anne in April 1579, must have deeply affected all the Shakespeares, but the “decline,” if it was one, had started before that. Some of John Shakespeare's earlier prosperity may have been the result of illegal wool-brogging: the buying of wool outside the town, smuggling it in so as to avoid paying duty on it, and undercutting the official market (the Staple of Wool) by selling it more cheaply. It would have been easy to do, since a wool merchant, Ralph Shaw, was one of the Shakespeares' neighbors in Henley Street and the families were close (one of his sons witnessed Shakespeare's will).10 In 1577 there was “a great outcry” against the unregulated exportation of wool, leading to legislation that required a special license from anyone who wanted to buy wool for export.11 John Shakespeare had already been in trouble: an informer, one of the many on whom the legal system relied, accused him in 1572 of two illegal dealings in wool during the previous year, for which he was fined.12 Like most of his contemporaries, he probably went on dealing in the forbidden commodity until the legislation of 1577 stopped him.

In 1570 he had also been accused of lending money at extortionate rates of interest. The Christian view of this subject was an uneasy mixture of pragmatism and principle. The Puritan Philip Stubbes quoted the common defense – “If no interest were permitted, no man would lend, and then how should the poor do?” – and replied that all charging of interest was evil; it would be better to give to the poor without hope of return.13 In practice, with actual money in short supply, almost everyone lived on credit, and many people's wealth consisted largely of other people's debts to them.14 Borrowing, necessarily, was a personal transaction, and, since many borrowers defaulted, lenders protected themselves by charging interest and seeking “sureties” (guarantors) for their debtors. For John Shakespeare, all these roles were equally risky. In June 1571 he lent £23. 13s. 4d. to a glover in Banbury and, when the glover defaulted, sued him for £50, which represents a substantial amount of interest as well as a penalty.15 He also stood surety for two borrowers, one of them his brother Henry, who apparently defaulted and left him responsible.

One reason why John's difficulties worsened in the 1580s was that other people could not afford to be as forgiving as in the past. In 1586–7 a twenty-year period of relative prosperity came abruptly to an end, with a “dearth” in the Midlands and around most of the country. The Privy Council issued its usual orders, recommending public prayer, fasting (the money saved was to be given to the poor), regular alms-giving evenings, and the avoidance of “needless waste and riotous consumption.”16 Those to whom money was owed needed to call it in. In January 1587 John Shakespeare was arrested for Henry's debt of £10 (now raised, with damages, to £20) and released on bail from another former bailiff, Richard Hill.17 Early in 1591 he owed money to three other members of the Stratford council, including Adrian Quiney and Hill, who were suing him between March and June. The case eventually petered out, either because John was able to satisfy his creditors out of court or because they gave up on him.18 Being friends, they would probably not have sued him if they had not themselves been in financial difficulties. If he had been borrowing from Hill and other council members throughout the 1580s, this in itself might have given him good reason to avoid meetings. A list submitted to the Privy Council in October 1591 listed John Shakespeare again as one who did not attend church because he feared imprisonment for debt. When Henry was in debt again in the early 1590s, he was imprisoned; it looks as if John was no longer willing or able to help him out.19

John's arrest and virtual imprisonment in his own home might have been devastating experiences for the Shakespeare family. On the other hand, such events were becoming increasingly common. “By the late sixteenth century,” Craig Muldrew suggests, there were few households “who had not witnessed or experienced the process of an arrest or attachment of goods, or who did not know someone who had been in prison or seen bailiffs distraining the material symbols of wealth for auction in satisfaction of a judgment.”20 Some of the aldermen who had been lending to John Shakespeare in the 1580s would be in difficulties themselves within a few years. Most people still find it hard to operate in a world of virtual finance, and at a time when regulation was rudimentary it is not surprising that so many fell into debt. No one who owned as much property as John Shakespeare could be called poor, but he had over-extended himself financially with his land purchases.

The evidence can, however, be read in more ways than one. Some scholars think that Shakespeare's father was avoiding church because of his religious convictions. Since recusancy – failure to attend regularly at Church of England services – was heavily fined, this in itself might explain his financial difficulties. The main piece of evidence for John Shakespeare's Catholicism is a document said to have been found in the rafters of the Henley Street house in 1757. The original is lost and what remains is a copy made in the eighteenth century. By then, the first page was already missing and had been replaced with a forgery made up by one of the souvenir sellers who were already flourishing in Stratford. However, the rest of it is a genuine example of the “Spiritual Testament” originally devised by Cardinal Borromeo in 1576, a profession of faith devised for Roman Catholics to carry on their persons in case they should happen to die with no priest to give them the last rites. John Shakespeare's name was inserted into the blanks and someone added the name of St. Winifred as a chosen intercessary. There has been extensive discussion of every aspect of this document: whether John Shakespeare really owned it, whether it was really found in the rafters of his house, and why, for that matter, he hid it there instead of carrying it on his person.

Regardless of the testament's status, it would not be strange if Shakespeare's father had been a Catholic at some point, especially during the five-year reign of Mary I. On the other hand, views changed with the times. The will of Mary Arden's father Robert, made in 1556, used Catholic formulae, but three decades later Mary's half-brother Robert called his children Elias and Prudence, names that were popular with Puritans.21 John Shakespeare's Catholic sympathies, if any, would not have been a great problem at the beginning of Elizabeth's reign, when she and her government were still feeling their way toward a national church that they hoped would be as inclusive as possible. The government assumed that the most obstinate Catholics would die within a generation, leaving the country united in happy uniformity. In 1570, however, the Pope excommunicated Elizabeth and released her subjects from obedience to her. Foreign-trained missionary priests began arriving in England, not only to encourage existing Catholics but also to make new converts. In retaliation, increasingly punitive laws prevented Catholics from traveling out of the country, and education was closely supervised to ensure doctrinal uniformity. Predictably, persecution hardened feelings among the Catholic population and may have won them converts.

John Shakespeare's boycotting of the guild meetings, if that is what it was, was consistent through a series of changes in the English church as well as in the Corporation itself. For much of Elizabeth's reign it seemed possible that she would marry a Catholic under whom the old religion would be tolerated if not restored. At the time when Shakespeare was probably just beginning to pay attention to public events, the most divisive issue of the day was the prospect of such a marriage. After the St. Bartholomew's Day Massacre in 1572, the English court went into mourning and ostentatiously snubbed the French ambassador – but Elizabeth I spent much of the rest of the decade in marriage negotiations with a French prince, the Duke of Alençon, who was twenty-two years younger than she was.22 By 1579 the negotiations seemed to have become serious. A local joke in Stratford was that one clergyman had shaved off his beard in the expectation of a return to popery.23 Protestant ministers were supposed to be bearded, to emphasize their difference from the celibate Catholic clergy.

Foreign policy reversed itself again when the Jesuit scholar and missionary Edmund Campion was executed at Tyburn in December 1581. His death, regarded by Catholics as a martyrdom, coincided with the end of the negotiations for the French marriage and also ended the period of conciliation with Catholicism. In October 1583 Warwickshire was in turmoil when the fanatical Catholic John Somerville, son-in-law of Edward and Mary Arden of Park Hall, was arrested for conspiring to kill the queen. The Ardens and their priest were quickly sent to London, tried, and found guilty. Mary Arden was pardoned, but Edward Arden was executed on 20 December, and Somerville hanged himself in prison. Their heads were set up on London Bridge.24 Whether or not the Shakespeares knew the Park Hall Ardens well, the connection with that family had been one of the arguments used in John Shakespeare's application for a coat of arms.25 Catholics replaced Puritans as the principal national enemy. The new Bishop of Worcester was a leading Puritan, as was the MP for Warwick elected in 1586. Since the bishop was invited by the Stratford Corporation to preach in the Guild Chapel in 1586 and 1587, the prevailing sentiment in Stratford must have been Puritan as well. This branch of Protestantism was concerned not only with external conformity but with the actual beliefs of men.26 In practice, this might have meant that, no matter how well John Shakespeare carried out his civic responsibilities and attended his parish church, he might be the victim of informers on the lookout for evidence of subversive beliefs, noting, for example, whether he regularly took communion.

It may well be, however, that local politics and personalities were more important to him than religious issues. The most striking thing about the minutes of the Stratford Corporation is what they show about the difficulty of getting people to hold office. At the election meeting of 5 September 1576 – probably the last, with one exception, that John Shakespeare attended – the council elected an absent alderman, John Wheeler, as bailiff. He must have refused, because they ordered him to appear in person two days later, by 9 a.m., or pay a fine. He duly agreed to perform the office, but the next two council meetings (5 October and 5 December) went on into the evening, so that candles had to be brought in. These were the two meetings at which the clerk failed to record absences, so John Shakespeare may or may not have been present, and there is nothing in the minutes to indicate what made these meetings so long. After December, however, John is consistently marked as absent. Did he have strong feelings about Alderman Wheeler, who had been his deputy during his own time as bailiff, or about the practice of voting men into office in order to punish them for refusing to accept it, or about something else, too secret to record in the minutes?

In 1557 “The Book of Orders of the Chamber” had fixed a fine of £10 for anyone who refused to be bailiff “when his turn commeth,” with a fine of £8 for refusing to be chief alderman, of which £4 was to be paid toward the expenses of whoever agreed to serve.27 The phrase “when his turn commeth” seems to have been taken seriously, since the four men who held the office of bailiff between 1559 and 1563 held it again, in the same order, from 1571 to 1575. There were some disturbances to the pattern – one-term bailiffs and bailiffs who served out of sequence – but it looks as if John Shakespeare's turn was about to come again when he stopped attending meetings; the bailiff elected in 1580 was the man who had succeeded him in 1570. His motive for absence may have been simple unwillingness to take office again. At his one further appearance, on 5 September 1582, he voted for his friend John Sadler as bailiff. Sadler refused to serve and was excused on the grounds of ill health (he died in the following year), at which point the mercer Adrian Quiney, another of the candidates and one who had already served twice, agreed to take office for a third term. There is something odd about John Shakespeare's taking so much trouble to vote for someone he probably knew could not serve, and it is even odder that Richard Quiney, who had been on the council only since 1580, voted against his own father. Perhaps they were all manipulating the system in some way.

These details of local politics, though less exciting than the idea of religious persecution, could explain John Shakespeare's withdrawal from public life. The council's long tolerance of his absences suggests, not that it was persecuting him, but that it hoped that time would change his attitude or circumstances. Removal from office was generally a last resort: another alderman who also stopped attending meetings after 5 September 1576 was kept on for four years. John Shakespeare was finally expelled in 1586, as was John Wheeler, at his own request. William Smith, who was elected to one of the resulting vacancies, refused to serve. The three men were neighbors, so their withdrawal may indicate dislike of the Corporation's dominant Puritanism or a feeling that Corporation business was too expensive and time-consuming. In contrast, Adrian Quiney had been part of the original Corporation of 1553, succeeded John Shakespeare as bailiff in 1569, and held the position three times in all, attending his last meeting, as a very old man, two months before his death in 1607.28 Many of his relatives, notably his son Richard, also held public office. But none of John Shakespeare's sons took any part in local government, and William seems mainly to have learned how general reluctance to hold office could result in the long tenure of people like the inept Constable Elbow in Measure for Measure:

Escalus. I thought, by the readiness in the office, you had continued in it some time. You say, seven years together?

Elbow. And a half, sir.

Escalus. Alas, it hath been great pains to you. They do you wrong to put you so oft upon't. Are there not men in your ward sufficient to serve it?

Elbow. Faith, sir, few of any wit in such matters. As they are chosen, they are glad to choose me for them. I do it for some piece of money and go through with all.

(2.1.259–69)

There are attractions in the idea that the Shakespeare family was not merely sympathetic but seriously committed to Catholicism. It can explain why William kept a comparatively low profile.29 It also introduces an element of excitement into a life that otherwise seems sadly lacking in it, connecting him with daring Catholic missionaries, an elaborate underground support organization, and a world of disguises and priest-holes. Inevitably, many of the people he knew, both in Stratford and in London, were Catholics or had links to Catholics. As under most repressive governments, punishment was applied inconsistently and it was possible to get away with a good deal, provided that one's disobedience did not become notorious or potentially treasonous – as when John Donne's brother Henry sheltered a priest and died in prison as a result.

Depending on how one reads John Shakespeare's life, he can be seen almost anywhere on a spectrum ranging from failure to heroic resistance. Meredith Skura's research on twentieth-century actors has found that the typical actor “remembered – or still felt – his mother's importance in his life, for better or for worse, and remarked on the absence – literal or emotional – of his father.”30 The relationship of father and son, especially the eldest son, is bound to be an important one, even where the legal system does not, as in Elizabethan England, make that son the father's heir. If Shakespeare thought of his father as having suffered for his religion, he might have felt for him the mixture of admiration and exasperation that fanatics of all kinds seem to inspire in his plays. He might, however, have thought of John Shakespeare as having failed because he was too trusting, too generous, or simply too improvident – a category of human being for which he shows considerable sympathy. He might have wanted to rescue and rehabilitate him, literally or vicariously – or he might simply have wanted to live down the embarrassment the old man had caused.

Shakespeare After School

If Shakespeare's family became significantly poorer after 1576, it would have meant a rethinking of the future planned for the son and heir. He did not go to university, which he could have attended as early as 1579 (15 being the youngest age admitted by the university statutes). In fact, only one of the young men born in Stratford in 1564 attended a university; he later entered the church.31 Shakespeare and many of his fellow-students may have shared the pragmatic attitude of the boy in one of Corderius's dialogues: “I know how to read, to write, to speak Latin, at least meanly: what need I so much knowledge? I know more than three popish priests.”32 For all but the rich, attending university meant living uncomfortably, sometimes as a servant to a richer student, while preparing to “profess” divinity, law, or medicine. Fewer than half of those who attended took a degree. As T. W. Baldwin points out, Shakespeare's plays show considerable knowledge of grammar school but none of the awareness of university life that permeates Marlowe's Doctor Faustus.33 By the end of the 1570s, then, he may have been wondering how to show himself a gentleman and yet avoid being a charge on his family. Nothing is known about the cause of his 7-year-old sister's death in April 1579, but his mother's last child, Edmund, born in May 1580, may have been a deliberately conceived “replacement” for Anne.34 A new baby would have occupied much of the family's attention and might well have made a 16-year-old feel that it was high time to leave home, especially since most of the alternatives to university study would have meant living in another household.

This is one reason why a brief reference in the will of Sir Alexander Hoghton of Lea Hall in Lancashire (made on 3 August 1581) has aroused so much speculation.35 Hoghton bequeathed his musical instruments and “play-clothes” to his heir, in case he wanted to “keep players,” and urged him to be good to two servants resident in the house, one of whom was “William Shakshafte.”36 It is not clear that the reference to players means that William Shakshafte was in fact a player, but much scholarship has attempted to identify Will Shakshafte with Will Shakespeare, pointing, for instance, to passages in his works that might suggest acquaintance with northern England.37 Hypothetically, one of Shakespeare's schoolmasters who came from the same part of Lancashire might have introduced him to the household in a secretarial or teaching role. He could have become a writer and performer when the household was called upon to supply entertainment. Hoghton was a close friend of Henry Stanley, fourth Earl of Derby, and two successive Earls of Derby maintained acting troupes that might have taken on the promising servant. Moreover, Hoghton was a devout Roman Catholic. Some of those who think that the young Shakespeare was a Catholic also think that he was being groomed for a role in Catholic counter-espionage and was sent to Lancashire to save him from arrest in the late 1570s.38

The difficulties with this story have become more obvious over time. Sir Alexander came into his estate only a year before his death, and at the time when he made his will Shakespeare was only 17. Though Ernst Honigmann admits that “It would be unusual to reward a young servant so generously,” he adds that “Shakespeare struck those who knew him as an unusually attractive person” – something one would like to believe but for which there is no firm evidence. Further, Honigmann suspects that Hoghton's “players” were mainly musicians, since they seem not to have traveled and the small household would not have needed plays very often.39 And, though Shakespeare probably did act, ten years later, in a company sponsored by one of the Stanleys, its actors came from all over the kingdom; he did not need to go to Lancashire to meet them. If (which is unlikely) he was to be involved in undercover Catholic activities, it would have made more sense to send him abroad than to Lancashire, especially since Shakeshaft is not much of an alias. Those who think that he did go abroad point to the many plays set in Italy, but Italian literature was a popular source long before Shakespeare started to draw on it.

His education had given him enough Latin for other employments closer to home. It was once thought that he acquired his knowledge of the law by working as an attorney's clerk.40 Henry Rogers was the town clerk and steward from 1570 to 1586. If Shakespeare had been in his office in 1580, he would have known about an inquest on 11 February for which Rogers acted as coroner. Katherine Hamlet had fallen into the Avon and drowned while fetching a pail of water. The inquest confirmed that she had died by accident, not suicide, and was thus entitled to Christian burial.41 The conjunction of the name Hamlet, a “doubtful” death by drowning, and the need for “crowner's quest law” (Hamlet 5.1.22) probably did stay in Shakespeare's memory, but he did not need to work in a law office to know about the event, since people have always talked about fatal accidents.42 The two lawyers who wrote The Law of Property in Shakespeare and the Elizabethan Drama found that Shakespeare's use of legal language was by no means exceptional in the drama of the period, and can often be traced directly to his sources. In fact, legal imagery turned out not to correlate with a writer's background: the plays of Ben Jonson, who never formally studied law, contain over 500 legal references,43 whereas John Marston, who spent several years at the Middle Temple, rarely uses legal terms. The average person had a fair amount of experience of the law, since it was cheap to bring a lawsuit. To recover a debt of £100 in Common Pleas or King's Bench would cost between £6 and £8, which most would consider money well spent.44

There is a better provenance for what William Beeston told John Aubrey, some fifty years after Shakespeare's death. Contradicting Jonson's famous statement that Shakespeare had “small Latin and less Greek,” the old man declared that “he understood Latin pretty well, for he had been in his younger years a schoolmaster in the country.”45 Beeston's father Christopher had been an apprentice in the Lord Chamberlain's Men in the late 1590s, but his information might have been distorted over time.46 A university degree was not required for the post of usher – the schoolmaster's deputy, who did the less demanding tasks before the great man arrived – or for a private tutor. A teaching position would have provided opportunities for writing and directing plays, and kept him in touch with some of the texts that were important sources for his early work. Knowing how to discipline pupils would also be important for anyone working with boy actors, but, with three younger brothers, Shakespeare probably didn't have much to learn about this.

At some point after 1577, when William turned 13, John Shakespeare might have started looking for apprenticeship opportunities in London. Several Stratford boys were stationers' apprentices, including one whom Shakespeare certainly knew.47 In 1579, the Shakespeares' neighbor, the tanner Henry Field, sent his son Richard, nearly three years older than Shakespeare, to become an apprentice to a London printer. The number and location of presses were carefully controlled and it had probably taken the Fields some time to obtain one of these coveted places. Richard served under the French Huguenot Thomas Vautrollier, a distinguished printer. He eventually married his master's widow, thus acquiring his own shop, and went on to become a leading member of his profession. People moving to London from the provinces generally sought out their countrymen: the two Stratford men kept in touch, and, many years later, Field printed Shakespeare's first published works. It has often been noted that many of the books that Shakespeare used as sources were printed by Field.

Attending university or taking up an apprenticeship would soon become impossible in any case. It is no accident that a university graduate is called a Bachelor, since married men could not attend university or be apprenticed. Marrying before one was able to support a family was regarded as a disastrous course of action, a fact that explains why most people did not marry until their mid-twenties. Yet by the time Shakespeare was 19 he was already a married man and a father. His marriage in 1582 and the births of his children in 1583 and 1585 are the only recorded events of his life in the 1580s. If, at this time, he had not settled on a career, he was not only being amazingly feckless but also making his father's already difficult situation even worse. It is more likely that he had already begun acting by the time he married. Edward Alleyn, the most famous actor of the 1590s, was playing leading roles at 16. The entertainment and service professions, like everything else, depended on the national economy but were not so directly affected by bad harvests; they may even have benefited from weather that prevented men from working outside. Since most companies had been formed primarily for touring, the profession fulfilled at least one of the needs of the parents of adolescent boys, getting them out of the house during their most difficult years.

Theater in the 1580s

Most accounts of Shakespeare's life imagine his departure from Stratford as a life-changing moment in the mid- to late 1580s. In fact, it was probably some time before Shakespeare realized that acting was to be his career and that it would mean living away from his family for most of the year. Many provincial companies toured only a limited, fairly local area, though they sometimes played a short season in London, so it was possible to return home during the gaps in a touring schedule. Shakespeare probably knew something of London already. John Shakespeare had been there on Corporation business in 1572 and perhaps in the previous January as well, since it was in Westminster that he was said to have conducted one of his illegal wool transactions. He may have made other, unrecorded, journeys, perhaps even taking his eldest son with him. It would be useful to have someone literate in case anything had to be put into writing and, given the illicit nature of his wool-trading, it would have been better to keep the knowledge within the family.

If father and son came to town together, and took time out to see a play by one of the companies they already knew from its Stratford visits, they would have found that a major change was taking place in the entertainment profession.48 Traditionally, performance, amateur or professional, was attached to special occasions. At Stratford and even Coventry, its availability depended on visits from a touring company and on the Corporation's willingness to allow them. Now, London had begun to offer entertainment – even a choice of entertainments – for much of the year, to anyone who could pay. It was the beginning of a continuing process by which the public has gained increasing control over what it sees, as well as when and where it sees it. The City of London, technically independent of the Crown, was hostile to the entertainment industry, but also eager to get its share of any money that anyone else was making from it. Even when actors performed in a private house, the city insisted on the right to determine whether the performance really was private. In 1569 it ruled that such performances could take place only between 3 and 5 p.m., so as not to disturb the neighbors, and householders were held responsible for the behavior of the spectators.49 Thus, the earliest purpose-built theaters were located outside the city walls. In January 1571 or 1572, if he had been willing to walk out into the country, John Shakespeare could have treated himself to a play at the Red Lion (built in 1567) at Mile End, a mile to the east of the city. After 1575 he could have remained in the heart of London, but paid considerably more, to watch a newly established children's company in a small space to the side of St. Paul's Cathedral. By the mid-1570s there were four inns in London that offered plays (the city got its cut if admission was charged), and three of them were within easy walking distance of the Bell in Carter Lane, which may have been the inn used by the Stratford Corporation (Richard Quiney stayed there in 1598). From 1577 on, there were five companies in the city with their own playing spaces (see Figure 3). Most of these were outside the city walls. Newington Butts was a mile south of London Bridge, while the Theatre and the Curtain stood almost side by side in Shoreditch, to the north. Both the Theatre and Newington Butts dated from 1576, and the Curtain from 1577 (the latter was named after the pasture on which it stood, which had been bounded by a wall).50 The two Shoreditch theaters, though they had separate owners, operated jointly and were frequently referred to together, as if they represented the London theater scene.51


Figure 3 Elizabethan-Jacobean London: locations associated with Shakespeare and his contemporaries 1. Red Bull Theatre (c.1604)  2. The Theatre (1576–98)  3. St. John's Priory, where the Master of the Revels resided  4. The Fortune (1600–21)  5. The Curtain (1577–1625)  6. Gray's Inn: where The Comedy of Errors was performed in December 1594  7. Mitre Tavern: where Jonson held court in his later years  8. Silver Street: the Mountjoys' house and shop, where Shakespeare was living in 1604. Heminges and Condell lived nearby in Aldermanbury  9. Southampton House: residence of the Earl of Southampton  10. Fleet Prison: where John Donne was imprisoned in 1601  11. Newgate Prison: where Jonson was imprisoned in 1598  12. Lincoln's Inn: residence (at various times) of John Marston, John Donne, and Sir John Salusbury  13. Merchant Taylors' School: where Thomas Kyd and John Webster were educated  14. St. Helen's Church, Bishopsgate: Shakespeare's parish church in the early 1590s  15. Somerset House: where the King's Men waited on the Spanish delegation in 1604  16. Essex House: where the attempted rebellion of 1601 began  17. Middle Temple: where Twelfth Night was performed in February 1602  18. Whitefriars: former Carmelite priory, used as theater by several boys' companies, 1607–13  19. Bridewell Prison: where Thomas Kyd was imprisoned in 1593  20. Blackfriars, former Dominican priory: one auditorium used by boys' companies (1576–87), and another (the Parliament Chamber) by the Children of the Chapel (1597–1608), then by the King's Men (1609–42). Richard Field's home and printing house were near here and Jonson was resident nearby (1606–12). Shakespeare bought a Gate-house at Blackfriars in 1613  21. St. Paul's: the churchyard was occupied by booksellers; the cathedral's central aisle was a meeting place and unofficial information center; the small playhouse attached to it was used by company of choristers, from the 1550s to 1591 and from 1599 to 1606  22. Mermaid Tavern: location of Mermaid Club, to which Donne and Jonson belonged. Its host was a trustee for Shakespeare in 1613  23. Stationers' Hall: where books were registered  24. Bell Inn, Carter Lane: where Richard Quiney (and other Stratford officials?) stayed (not to be confused with the Bell Inn, where plays were performed)  25. College of Arms: where applications for coats of arms were processed  26. Swan Theatre (1595)  27. Rose Theatre (1588–1604)  28. Globe Theatre (1599–1613), rebuilt after fire (1614–42)  29. St. Mary Overies (now Southwark Cathedral): where Edmund Shakespeare, Fletcher, and Massinger are buried  30. Whitehall: location of most court performances  31. Westminster Hall: where Shakespeare gave evidence in 1612  32. Westminster School: where Ben Jonson was educated  33. Marshalsea Prison: where Jonson was imprisoned for The Isle of Dogs (1597)  34. Newington Butts Theatre (1576–94)
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A businessman like John Shakespeare might have been interested to know how these new buildings had been financed. They were examples of a relatively new kind of entrepreneurship. The one most relevant to Shakespeare's life, the Theatre (its Greek-derived name would have been exotic), was a joint effort by the builder of the Red Lion, a wealthy grocer named John Brayne, and his brother-in-law, James Burbage. Burbage, whom John Shakespeare might have known from his visits to Stratford in the early 1570s, persuaded Brayne to join with him on a larger and more ambitious playhouse in north London, and the two brothers-in-law fell out almost immediately. Later Burbage would be accused of using a secret key to the strongbox to steal some of the box-office receipts and of having insisted that the devil made him do it.52 Though the theatrical profession was obviously risky, and some of its practitioners sound, at this distance, rather unsavory, it is possible that John Shakespeare might have encouraged William's inclination to the theater. The ambitious risk-taker had after all been the first bailiff to allow players to perform in Stratford. One reason for official antagonism toward the theater was precisely that it was making a good deal of money. He might have recognized that, at this particular moment, the London playhouses were the best place for a businessman to be. Families (the Burbages are an example) specialized in theater as in other trades, and it is worth remembering that not one but two of John Shakespeare's sons became actors.

How Shakespeare got into the acting profession is a matter for speculation. Like Hamlet, he may have been on friendly terms with actors who visited Stratford frequently. He may even have taken part in productions if, as is known to have happened later, the company recruited bit-part actors from the local population. Barbara D. Palmer, who found a reference to someone being paid 5 shillings to play a part in The Knight of the Burning Pestle in 1636, suggests that other small roles in this play were filled by “household members and guests.”53 The playwright Thomas Killigrew told Pepys that before the English Civil War, when he wanted to see a play for nothing he used to hang around the playhouse until someone came out looking for volunteers to play walk-on parts as devils.54 Two companies that would become important, Lord Hunsdon's Men (later the Lord Chamberlain's Men) and the Lord Admiral's Men, seem to have acted mainly in the provinces during the 1580s, with occasional visits to London. They appeared at court together in 1585/6. By 1584 James Burbage, once a member of Leicester's company, was describing himself as “my Lord of Hunsdon's man.”55 The other important companies were the Earl of Worcester's Men, who had been in existence for at least twenty years, and those of the Earl of Sussex, who was Lord Chamberlain from 1572 to 1583. Each company had at least one leading actor, the young Edward Alleyn with Worcester's and Richard Tarlton with Sussex's.

It is likely that Shakespeare started with one of the many small provincial touring companies and then moved on to one of these major ones. Opportunities would have come after 1583, when the Privy Council intervened in the theatrical world, amalgamating the best adult actors from several companies into one. The Queen's Men, probably the first officially constituted theater company, included not only actors but tumblers and fencers, and was so large that it may have been divided into two groups for touring purposes.56 The company's size created a need for longer plays with larger casts; tumblers and fencers performed their feats of skill between the acts, and were perhaps introduced in fight scenes and comic subplots. Its most famous actors were the clowns, Robert Wilson (formerly of the Earl of Leicester's men), and, especially, Richard Tarlton (probably from the Earl of Sussex's men). Tarlton was a legendary figure, famous for having made the queen laugh until she had to beg him to stop. He left an estate of £700 at his death and Sir Philip Sidney was godfather to his son. Professionally a vintner who still kept a tavern, he was also an expert fencer who played demonstration matches. He probably performed the jigs at the end of the play (song-and-dance routines with bawdy plots), but he was so popular that it was also essential to write plays in which he could figure importantly, probably by doubling comic roles with those that required fighting. A battle scene was a sure way of winning back the attention of an unruly crowd, and Tarlton had the classic comedian's ability to buttonhole spectators, either getting them on his side or turning the audience against potential trouble-makers. It is possible that he was at least part-author of The Famous Victories of Henry V, and the role of Mumford in the old King Leir play, with its mixture of comedy and fighting, seems made for him. Wilson, like Tarlton, specialized in acting simple countrymen, but his contemporaries praised his learning, and his surviving plays are sophisticated allegories interspersed with low comedy.57 He was still writing in the early 1590s and might have been something of a role model for Shakespeare.

If Shakespeare initially found a place in a touring company from which the best actors had been poached by the Queen's Men, it has been suggested that he would have had the opportunity to join the major company in 1587. One of their leading actors, William Knell, was killed in a fight on tour in June of that year, and the company visited Stratford shortly afterward. The 23-year-old Shakespeare would have had to be very impressive to take over from the man who played the title role in The Famous Victories of Henry V; it would have been easier for this large and distinguished company to promote one of its own players. Still, when Knell's widow, Rebecca, remarried in the following year, her new husband was John Heminges, aged 22, who would be one of Shakespeare's closest colleagues in the future. Heminges was born in Worcestershire, though he had just ended his apprenticeship as a grocer in London and would continue to be active as both a businessman and an actor. No one seems to know how he met Rebecca Knell – he may have been the replacement actor as well as husband – but if he already knew Shakespeare he might have introduced his countryman into the company. Shakespeare later revised several of the plays that seem to have been in their repertory: The Famous Victories of Henry V, The Tragical History of King Leir, and The Troublesome Reign of King John. Moreover, George Peele and Thomas Kyd (who may have been the authors of some of the anonymous plays) were two of the most important influences during his early years as a London playwright. If he did belong to the Queen's Men at any point, he might have visited Scotland, since James VI invited the company to Edinburgh to perform for his wedding with Anna of Denmark in 1589. Whether they did play before him is not known, since the wedding was delayed by the bad weather that prevented the bride from sailing and eventually led to the king's going to Denmark instead.58 Even if Shakespeare did not belong to the Queen's Men, he would later meet some of its members and hear first-hand reports of the young king, who apparently rewarded players much more generously than Elizabeth ever did.

By 1589, however, the Queen's Men, weakened by the death of Tarlton in the previous year, were in competition with a new company under the patronage of Ferdinando Stanley, Lord Strange, the heir to the earldom of Derby. Strange had sponsored a troupe of tumblers when he was still in his teens. By 1589 his company was an acting one, which absorbed some of Leicester's Men after their patron died in 1588. Like the Queen's Men, Strange's company was large. The earl and his son, like many other aristocrats, liked to have large numbers of followers dressed in their livery, and the actors were part of their entourage when they were not performing. The company was assertive: it probably won Edward Alleyn away from Worcester's Men, and it was looking for a London base and court patronage. Its repertoire indicates that a number of its plays were meant to appeal to local patriotism. In 1593 it played Harry of Cornwall in the west of England.59 Faversham was another stop on the touring circuit, and it is likely that the anonymous Arden of Faversham, a play about the murder that was the town's best-known event, was written initially for performance there. Some of Shakespeare's earliest works, such as the Henry VI plays and the Induction to The Taming of the Shrew, are dotted with names of places in the Midlands. It seems almost certain that at some point he was acting and writing for this company.

Marriage and Children

But Shakespeare's career in the 1580s must have run in parallel with a very different life in Stratford. Near the end of 1582, the 18-year old William (still a minor, and in need of his father's consent) married the 26-year-old Anne Hathaway (or possibly Agnes, which was pronounced Annis and hence interchangeable with Anne). Their first child was born six months later, so the marriage must have taken place as soon as Anne became aware that she was pregnant. Since nothing is known about their courtship, it has naturally attracted some pleasant fantasies about Shakespeare teaching her to read and writing poems to her. She was the daughter of a friend of his father's and probably someone he had known for a long time, but there were a number of ways in which they could have been thrown together. As visitors to Stratford know, what is now called Anne Hathaway's cottage is an easy walk from the center of the town. Anne might have been living in her father's house; she might have been employed stitching gloves for John Shakespeare;60 she might have been in service elsewhere, since young women as well as men were often sent away from home in adolescence.

They might even have met in a theatrical context. Davy Jones had been the husband of Adrian Quiney's daughter. After her death in 1579 he married Anne Hathaway's cousin, Frances. In 1583 the Stratford Corporation paid him “and his company” 13s. 4d. for a Whitsuntide pastime.61 Celebrations of Whitsunday, or Pentecost, the day on which Christ's disciples started speaking in tongues, were a common rural practice, but this was the first such event that Stratford had financed. It may be rather far-fetched to imagine the excitement over this event beginning as early as late summer of 1582, when Shakespeare and Anne must have been making love, and there is of course no proof that either of them was involved with the production. Still, the reference to “his company” might mean that Davy Jones had already been organizing performances before 1583, in which case Shakespeare could have been part of the group, and even the author of the Whitsun pastoral. Since the theatrical atmosphere is a highly erotic one, especially for amateurs, Davy Jones might have influenced not only Shakespeare's career but his private life.

Anne's age on marriage – probably 26, assuming that her epitaph is accurate – was not unusual for the period. As noted above, except in royal and aristocratic families, where the bride and groom were often very young, most couples waited until their mid-twenties to marry. The delay was an effective form of birth control as it reduced the number of years in which a woman could bear children.62 Since Anne's father, in his will of 1581, left her 10 marks to be paid on her wedding day, he may have known about her relationship with Shakespeare and expected the couple to marry soon. Ten marks was the equivalent of £6. 13s. 4d., probably a bit more than a playwright in the next decade usually received for a completed play.63 Normally, when the wife provided a dowry the husband was expected to ensure that she would not be left destitute at his death. Her “dower right,” under common law, was a third of his property. Alternatively, the couple could make a “jointure,” which meant that they would hold all their lands jointly during their lifetimes, with the survivor enjoying the right to them until death.64 While Shakespeare as yet owned no lands, he was the heir to his parents, whose possessions were still fairly extensive even if they were short of cash. So, while Shakespeare's wedding may have been a shotgun affair, it is equally possible that he and Anne had been planning marriage for some time, or that, if their parents were reluctant to approve, the couple deliberately forced the issue. Park Honan has even suggested that this marriage, far from being an unplanned and embarrassing mistake, may have been the result of careful thought: “A son who wed early might count on having a grown heir in his lifetime, so that heritable land would not devolve (with wardship complications) on a mere child.”65 This, of course, assumes that there was something to inherit and that John Shakespeare's financial difficulties – like William Shakespeare's apparent, and anomalous, recklessness – were more apparent than real.

Historians have estimated that a quarter of brides in the late sixteenth century were pregnant on their wedding day.66 While unmarried mothers were stigmatized and punished, there seems to have been no hostility toward the woman who gave birth less than nine months after marriage.67 Her child, after all, would not be a financial burden on the town. Couples seem often to have had sex as soon as they were contracted, without waiting for the formal ceremony – sometimes, perhaps, to make sure that they were capable of conceiving a child. The situation did, however, require some maneuvering. In 1582 the reading of banns, and hence marriage, was forbidden between Advent Sunday (2 December) and the octave of Epiphany (13 January). The Church of England prohibited marriage on more days – 144 in total – than any other church in Europe, Catholic or Protestant. It then exploited those in a hurry to marry by selling a license to dispense with the formalities, thus raising money for the church. The restrictions were so unpopular that some people went ahead and married anyway, pleading ignorance, but in such cases the officiating clergyman usually found himself in trouble.68 Shakespeare and his fiancée did things properly, obtaining a license that allowed one reading of the banns instead of the usual three. Because the bridegroom was under-age, two friends of the bride's father posted the sum of £40 as surety for the validity of the marriage license. This presumably means that they trusted the bridegroom, not that they were going to drag him to the altar.

For some reason, however, the entry in the consistory court at Worcester gave the bride's name as Anne Whateley of Temple Grafton. Whateley is probably a clerical error; the clerk who recorded this entry also got other names wrong; a vicar named William Whatley had been in a court case on the day the entry was made and appears in several records for 1582–3.69 E. K. Chambers, who examined the Worcester records, found so much confusion in them that he concluded that the surname was simply inaccurately recorded. Anne's listed domicile may also be a mistake, though she might have been residing in another village for some reason. It is interesting that John Frith, the parish priest at Temple Grafton, was later given a particularly bad report by the Puritan-leaning “Survey of the State of the Ministery in Warwickshire,” dated 2 November 1586. Frith, it wrote, “can neither preach nor read well, his chiefest trade is to cure hawks that are hurt or diseased, for which purpose many do usually repair to him.”70 An unlettered clergyman with a fondness for hawks might have suited this unconventional couple, but it is equally possible that they held their wedding somewhere else, since in the bond posted by the two farmers Shakespeare and Anne Hathaway are listed as residents of Stratford. They might even have chosen to marry in Worcester, where the license was granted. In transcribing the records of this period, Richard Savage discovered “that two leaves of the marriage register of St. Martin's, Worcester, of the date of Shakespeare's wedding had been cut out, as by a collector” and he wondered whether these pages had originally recorded the wedding.71 Yet if Anne had been present in Worcester, one would expect the clerk to get her name right.

Shakespeare's marriage choice – assuming that it was a real choice on his part – works against the view that he was a committed Roman Catholic at this period. Anne came from a family which, by the early seventeenth century, had at least one pious member of the established church: Anne's brother Bartholomew was a churchwarden from 1605 to 1609, and three of his sons also held this office. On the other hand, George Whateley of Stratford had a brother who would be described in 1592 as “an old massing priest.”72 If there really was an Anne Whateley, and if she was a Roman Catholic whereas Anne Hathaway was a devout Protestant, we have the makings of a fascinating story intertwining religious and romantic conflicts – for which, as with all the other romantic stories, there is unfortunately no evidence.

The couple's first child was born on 26 May 1583, just a week after the Whitsun pageant, and christened by Stratford's long-time minister, Henry Heicroft.73 William and Anne gave their daughter the still uncommon name of Susanna. They may have had some godparent in mind, but perhaps they chose the name for its own sake. The Susanna of the apocryphal book of Daniel is a virtuous wife accused of adultery by two elders in revenge for her refusal to be seduced. The young prophet Daniel, an early example of the detective at work, vindicates the heroine by cross-examining the elders separately and seizing on the discrepancies between their stories. The story had been dramatized in a play published in 1578, Thomas Garter's The Most Virtuous and Godly Susanna, which might have been performed locally. Shakespeare had a certain taste for detective logic, as in Humphrey of Gloucester's questioning of a man who is pretending to have been cured of blindness (2 Henry VI 2.1) and in Dogberry's absurd attempt at cross-examination in Much Ado About Nothing (4.2). In The Merchant of Venice, Shylock praises a promising young lawyer as “a Daniel come to judgment.” But, given the circumstances surrounding the wedding, the most important feature of the child's name was its association with injured innocence, which might suggest an element of defiance on the part of the young couple.

In late January 1585 Anne gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl. They were presumably conceived in May 1584, when Shakespeare might have been in Stratford in connection with another Whitsuntide performance. Twins were not an unusual sight in Stratford: two other families in Henley Street had them – in fact, two sets of twins accounted for four of the fourteen children of George Ainge, a mercer.74 On this occasion, the names were dictated by the choice of godparents, the couple Hamnet and Judith Sadler, who lived in the High Street. Surprisingly, Hamlet, an alternative spelling for Hamnet, is found elsewhere in Stratford; there is a Hamlet Smith in the town records.75 Like Susanna, the twins were baptized in Stratford-upon-Avon. This time, the officiating minister was a new arrival, Richard Barton, one of the few parish priests of the diocese to be unreservedly praised by the Puritan committee in 1586.76 Shakespeare was either a good Church of England Protestant or doing his best to look like one. Anne herself may have leaned toward Puritanism, if the epitaph written for her in 1623 can be taken literally when it says that she gave her children both life and milk.77 At a time when most women who could afford it employed a wet nurse, “Puritan authors made it a Christian duty for mothers to nurse their own children.”78

There would be no more children after Hamnet and Judith. Since Shakespeare's later career suggests a strong desire to perpetuate his name, it seems strange that the couple would limit their family after the birth of only one son. Perhaps the twins left Anne unable, or too fragile, to bear more children. Robert Bearman has found that Stratford had an unusually high rate of twin births, with an equally high rate of early mortality.79 A couple who had three children within three years of marriage might well feel that they needed to take precautions against the two great dangers of excessive fecundity: financial ruin and the early death of the wife. If Shakespeare did indeed have Catholic sympathies, he might have been unable to envisage any way except separation to avoid having more children. The Shakespeares must have known that Henry Field, Richard's father, was said in 1584 to have been living apart from his wife “without order of law.” The Fields had ten children at the time and do not seem to have been estranged, since his wife lived in the house after Field's death.80 Ben Jonson would later separate from his wife for five years, apparently because he had converted to Catholicism and they were too poor to have more children.81 Thomas Middleton, who knew and worked with Shakespeare (and who had only one child), would later create several dramatic characters who suffer from excessive fertility. Touchwood Senior in A Chaste Maid in Cheapside and Leantio in Women Beware Women abstain from sex, to the frustration of their young wives, in order to avoid having larger families than they can afford. Leantio comments, “I have such luck to flesh/ I never bought a horse but he bore double” (that is, fathered twin foals: 1.2.51–2).82 Shakespeare, thinking of George Ainge and his two sets of twins, might have feared that he had the same kind of “luck.”

Very young couples generally lived with their parents, though the English practice was for them to set up their own household as soon as possible.83 John Shakespeare still owned a “double house” in Henley Street and had other investments, but William, Anne, and their three children had no home of their own. Throughout the 1580s the Shakespeares were engaged in unsuccessful litigation to recover the land in Wilmcote that they mortgaged to Edmund Lambert in 1578–9, and the younger couple may have expected to inherit it. Instead, in 1587 mother, father, and heir agreed to sign away some of Mary Arden's inherited lands to Lambert. In 1588 they tried to argue that Lambert had not accepted their money and that they were therefore entitled to the land. Because much litigation involved discussion of the “true intent” of legal documents, it was possible for the two parties to be at cross-purposes over transactions like this. When the case was heard before the Court of Queen's Bench in London in 1588, the family acted through an attorney, but it is possible that, as Jonathan Bate suggests, he was instructed by William Shakespeare in London.84 It is not clear what the outcome was. Nor is it known whether the Shakespeares lost the eighty-six acres in Wilmcote which in 1578 they conveyed to someone else on a lease due to revert in 1601 to Mary Arden's heirs.85

It is often assumed that the Shakespeares' marriage was unhappy, and it may have been. Either prolonged infertility or forced abstinence would put a strain on any marriage. But there are many stories that one could tell on the basis of the existing facts. Shakespeare and his wife may have agreed, even before marriage, that he would lead an itinerant life for a few years with a view to making enough money to buy a substantial property. The few years stretched into more as his acting and writing commitments grew, but there is no evidence that anyone thought he had deserted his family. He traveled with a company of players, or several companies in succession, probably coming to London for a short season each year and returning to Stratford when the tour ended. The period between 1588 and 1592, however, saw a change in some of the major companies. During these four years, the city of London was free from major epidemics, and hence from long playhouse closures. This period of respite meant there were greater opportunities than usual for playing an extended season in the city, and some companies began to make it their permanent base.86 Shakespeare still acted “here and everywhere,” but “Here” and “there” were now becoming specific locations, Stratford and London.
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