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Prologue: Shakespeare’s
England — an overview

This volume is a sequel to another in the same series, A Preface
to Shakespeare’s Tragedies (London: Longman, 1991). As such it
suffers from a common dilemma of sequels: how much to repeat
from the previous book?

I have tried to repeat as little as possible, but inevitably there
is some overlap — largely conceming factual information. The
reference section at the end of the book has been revised,
brought up-to-date, and re-focused so as to concentrate on mat-
ters more directly concerned with the comedies; nonetheless
some of the bibliographical information, and the information
about theatres and contemporaries, appeared first in the earlier
volume, as did one or two of the details about theatre audiences
in Chapter 3. Apart from this, I have tended to avoid any direct
repetition of material which I have already covered in the Traged-
ies book. This means, inevitably, that some potentially relevant
material has been excluded from this volume. Chapters which
dealt broadly with religious and philosophical developments,
Elizabethan and Jacobean society, the development of the lan-
guage, the printing of the plays, and playhouse practice have as
much to do with comedy as they do with tragedy, and part of the
brief of the Preface series has been to look at texts within their
historical contexts. What now follows in the rest of this prologue,
therefore, is a summary of many of the main ideas which are
discussed at greater length in the early chapters of the Tragedies
book. I include it because many of the arguments which were
elaborated in that volume are implicit in this. In particular this
book, like its predecessor, takes the view that Shakespeare wrote
about a society quite different from our own, that we cannot
always assume a continuity of meanings between his world and
ours, and that apparent similarities often mask a gulf between
the lived experience of these worlds. It also assumes that we
cannot — and should not - ignore the cultural factors which
condition our own responses to these texts. To read, see, stage or
perform a Shakespeare play is thus to engage in a confrontation
between past and present meanings, between the historical
moment in which the text is produced and that in which it is
received.

- 0 B ik K & H
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Prologue: Shakespeare’s England — an overview
Elizabethan society, Elizabethan English

That first historical moment, the moment of production, came
at a time of social and philosophical turmoil. Between the time
of the English Reformation in 1534 and the death of Elizabeth I
in 1603, social and political patterns were changing rapidly, and
the ways in which people made sense of their existence were
changing accordingly. In the complex of religious and political
developments which followed the Reformation, questions of
religious dogma became intertwined with questions of national
sovereignty and independence from European domination which
have an uncanny air of familiarity about them today. England was
rethinking its own national identity, having broken away from
Rome, one of the traditional sources of authority. As a result,
questions of the relationship between the individual subject and
state authority were of prime importance in the sphere of political
and social theory.

Correspondingly, in the field of scientific inquiry, a new way of
thinking was developing. It was a way which owed much to the
predominantly sceptical strain of Protestant thought, and it
encouraged the scientist to start from his or her own observation
of empirical data rather than from the axioms of traditional
authority. It is what we now think of as ‘the scientific method’:
truth is discovered by starting from observable facts, and progress-
ing from them towards more general principles which try to
account for these facts. It is a habit of thought which is now
deeply ingrained in European thinking, so deeply that we may
think of it as ‘natural’. And yet, as late as 1620, the philosopher
Francis Bacon was complaining that such an ‘inductive’ way of
thinking had hardly even been tried, and that philosophers, scien-
tists and others still clung to the converse habit: of starting with
general assumptions about the universe, and then trying to trim
all available facts to fit those assumptions. Bacon believed that
the shift from that old way of thinking to the new would prove
revolutionary — and he was right. The new philosophy would
throw many things in doubt during the course of the late six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries: the fields of theology
and politics would be affected just as much as that of scientific
enquiry.

Many of those changes would have seemed unimaginable when
Queen Elizabeth I came to the throne in 1558, The task which
faced her then, and which continued to face her for most of the
second half of the sixteenth century, was that of ensuring
the survival of an infant state which seemed ready to collapse at
any moment into political and economic chaos. By the end of

2
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Prologue: Shakespeare’s England — an overview

her reign she had, in many ways, succeeded in this task and had
presided over England’s development into a strong nation state,
one of the Old World’s foremost mercantile and military powers.
Domestically there were still many social and political problems:
inflation, homelessness, poverty and constitutional crises con-
tinued to ensure that the ship of state ploughed through choppy
waters. Nonetheless, Elizabeth — partly by ruthless exploitation of
her own image as a figurehead — had effectively done the job
she set out to do. Although the 1590s saw a growing sense of
staleness and desire for change, Elizabeth’s reign had substantially
changed England’s sense of its own national identity, and in
doing so had also changed the political map of Europe.

The changes which occurred on the national and international
level had their effects on a more local scale. Tudor theories of
society had always depended on a strong sense of rank, order
and degree: most of the images which preachers, social and
political pamphleteers, and lawmakers put forward to describe
the workings of society were hierarchical, and much energy went
into suggesting that this hierarchical picture of society — what
some commentators have called the ‘great chain of being’ — was
the natural order of things, divinely ordained, and part of the
structure of Nature itself. Yet this hierarchical model was under
stress. In the early years of the seventeenth century the new King
James I began to push the model to its limits, speaking often and
eloquently about the divine sanction of his monarchy. Yet the
vehemence with which he had to argue with his ministers and
Parliament to get them to accept this idea shows how far the
notion of the ‘divine right of kings’ was from being universally
or uncritically accepted. Similarly, the theoretical image of an
unchanged and unchanging order based on essentially feudal
notions of degree had to contend with a new geographical and
social mobility which went hand in hand with an emerging capi-
talist economy. Shakespeare’s own attitudes towards these changes
are far from clear — or even consistent. Sometimes he seems in
sympathy with an old, pre-capitalist sense of how society should
be organized; at others he aligns himself with a new order which
is sharply antifeudal. He himself, certainly, was a beneficiary of
the new trends in society. The London stage was an epitome
of Elizabethan commercialism: it was an aggressive and compet-
tive venture, and through this venture Shakespeare became soci-
ally upwardly mobile, rising in both wealth and social status.

The period’s change went deep - as deep as the language
itself. For centuries it had been assumed that Latin was the
only possible language for the communication of serious matters.
While an established tradition of popular literature was growing

3
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Prologue: Shakespeare’s England — an overview

up in English during the sixteenth century, it was not easy to
dislodge the ancient languages, and especially Latin, from their
positions as the languages of power. Access to the discourses of
philosophy, theology, medicine and the law was limited to those
who were sufficiently privileged to have been able to afford a
classical education. Not surprisingly, there was a strong body of
opinion amongst philosophers, lawyers and medical practitioners
which insisted that English was not a proper language for these
disciplines. Apart from the poverty and the immaturity of English,
it was urged that Latin ~ which was still regarded as a living
language — was a common European tongue which enabled schol-
ars of different nations to converse with each other, that the
study of classical languages would decay if English became too
important, and (finally) that it was necessary to prevent the uncul-
tivated from dabbling in matters of philosophy, law and medicine.
The academic and professional classes of Elizabeth’s reign under-
stood very well the extent to which their knowledge of Latin and
Greek confirmed them in their own positions of influence.

But now, as a counter-current to this, there was a new interest
in the English language, an interest which sprang in part from
England’s changing réle in international affairs. As England grew
in importance as a mercantile power, so new linguistic opportuni-
ties and needs arose also; and as the nation came to view itself
as a major player in European politics, and became increasingly
concerned to establish its own autonomous identity, so the status
of the English language as a respectable medium of intellectual
thought gradually became accepted. This issue took on a particu-
lar urgency in the light of the intellectual changes which had
followed the English Reformation earlier in the century. Since
the Protestant tradition emphasized a personal relationship with
God, unmediated by the hierarchical structures of priesthood,
the new generation of English Protestants which emerged in the
mid-sixteenth century found themselves with a growing need of
literacy. Their new faith taught that salvation is to be found by
reading and understanding the Bible. The existing Latin Bibles
of the Catholic Church would no longer do: in order to liberate
the text of God’s word from the control of established author-
ity, the first, and vital stage, was that the Bible itself be translated
into the vernacular, into English. The second was that ordinary
men and women should be able to read it. Hence the sudden rise
in the literacy rate in mid- and late-sixteenth-century England: the
village schools and grammar schools which sprang up around
the country were one of the legacies of the Reformation. An
intensified interest in the word went hand in hand with new
forms of Christian belief.
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It was a result, too, of more practical developments. If any
single invention marked the end of the medieval period in Europe
and the beginning of the Renaissance, it was that of the printing
press. William Caxton's introduction of this into England in 1476
(less than a century before Shakespeare’s birth) marked the
advent of an access to information which was newly secularized.
It meant that the monopoly on knowledge was no longer held
by a small number of learned clerks. Books no longer belonged
solely in the cloister and abbey: they could now be found too in
the houses of lay people. The manuscript book was superseded
by the printed volume, which brought with it a democratic access
to ideas and information which was formerly inconceivable.

Thus, during the sixteenth century, English culture became
increasingly literary rather than oral in nature. By the time Shake-
speare was born the change was well under way, although it was
by no means fully completed. The printed word was widely avail-
able by 1600, but it was to take many more generations before the
habits and assumptions of an oral culture died away completely.
Moreover, not everyone was able to benefit from the new upsurge
of interest in education which the sixteenth century saw; and
while the literacy rate underwent a dramatic increase during the
period before 1600, and the provision of educational facilities
blossomed, these developments were uneven and access to them
was limited. Not everyone could afford tuition fees, nor (in
what was still a predominantly agricultural society) the loss of
their children’s labour, especially in the fields at crucial times
of the year. On the whole, the main beneficiaries of the edu-
cational expansion were males from the middling and upper
ranks of the social scale, and especially those who were entering
the growing ranks of the merchant classes. London, the nation’s
capital, the richest city in the country and the centre for trade,
industry and arts, had a substantially higher literacy rate than the
rest of the kingdom; even so, recent scholarship estimates that
not many more than a third of the adult males in Shakespeare’s
London could read or write. Nevertheless, this represents a sub-
stantial increase in the literacy rate over previous years, and the
age of the printed book had well and truly begun.

The increase in literacy, and the rise of a reading public,
brought with it changes to the language itself. As printed com-
munication became more widespread, so the need developed for
more widespread agreements about how the language should be
used. Thus grammatical rules began to be formalized, prescribing
the ways in which different elements of a sentence are related to
each other. It is possible to discern in the sixteenth century the
beginnings of the standardization of modern English grammar.
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