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INTRODUCTION

I am not a literary historian, and what follows is not another interpretation of several of Shakespeare’s plays. For decades I have been studying the religious cultures of late Tudor and early Jacobean England, particularly what Alison Shell now calls the “fierce internal debate” that “beset” the established church, which was having problems as well “see[ing] off challenges from outside.”1 What I do in this book is give everyone interested in reading, watching, interpreting, or performing the plays a good look at the religion around Shakespeare. Circumstance is my subject.

Historians have long been at work on the religion of Shakespeare, and a few have gotten around to the religion around him. Several relatively recent and much publicized efforts suggest that late Elizabethan and early Stuart theatergoers justifiably saw Shakespeare’s plays as coded endorsements of expatriate Catholic missionaries’ efforts to restore the realm’s old faith, which Shell characterizes as “challenges from [the] outside.” Those presentations of the playwright’s Catholicism claim to have cracked the code that concealed his religiously unreformed opinions from religiously reformed government censors while it cued Catholics in his first audiences to his abiding allegiance to what they remembered as traditional Christianity.2 What twenty-first-century playgoers may see and hear simply as Hamlet’s brooding over the skull of poor Yorick is, after some code cracking, an “encrypted tribute” to the Englishman Edmund Campion, who left the realm rather than subscribe to his queen’s religion, returned to reinforce the faith of the resident Catholics, and died a martyr.

Some critics trust that other signs of Shakespeare’s pro-Catholic sentiments need no decryption. After all, how could playgoers fail to be impressed by the reverence for Isabella and the respect for Catholic convents radiating from his Measure for Measure? Very easily! Isabella can be off-putting, which is understandable at times, but wholly un-conventual. She tells her brother, who asked her to compromise her virtue to keep him from the scaffold, that she will “pray a thousand prayers for [his] death.” She will utter “no word to save” him (3.1.145–46). Measure is hardly a token of the playwright’s nostalgia for the higher righteousness professed by the realm’s chaste monks and nuns before monastic foundations were dissolved during the reigns of Elizabeth’s father and step-brother. For, unless we learn something suggesting that Shakespeare wanted audiences to supply a prenuptial altercation after the final exeunt, we must assume Isabella’s departure with Duke Vincentio signaled her consent to his proposal of marriage. Measure’s formerly “enskied” nun-to-be, therefore, was wed, bedded, and well off—well away from a cloister.

Interpreters who take the plays as confessionally freighted sometimes (and somewhat carelessly) depict the religion around Shakespeare as clandestinely Catholic, as “an Escher-like world of secret chapels, priest holes, false walls, and trap doors,” which explains how his drama acquired “an exciting marginality.”3 Other interpreters who begin with the plays’ indifference to religion, their fascination with a purportedly Protestant “psychology” of inordinate despair, their disenchantment with older Catholic technologies of salvation, or their apparent acceptance of an attenuated form of reformed religion depict the religion around Shakespeare—if they bother with it at all—as relatively unremarkable.4 The ways the plays are read (as laments for a religion that was lost or as intrigued, bemused, or cleverly critical reactions to the religion Shakespeare found around him) often determines the ways in which the contexts are patched together.

The first two “acts” of what follows are different. They stay far from Shakespeare’s plays and try to repossess the religion around the realm as a glover’s apprentice with a lively curiosity—then as an eclectic playwright—might have taken it in. Admittedly, such repossession requires guesswork. We can only imagine how our subject filtered the news that reached him in Stratford-upon-Avon and London, but it seems a safe bet that the seriousness and success of the queen’s courtships, on which the realm’s religious settlement was thought to depend and which seemed to many at the time to be staggeringly significant, also struck Shakespeare as significant. Anxieties about the succession as well as those about possible invasions and insurrections were expressed in sermons that were all but inescapable, as were opinions that there was either too much preaching or too little.

We cannot tell what Shakespeare thought about his queen’s matrimonial prospects or about either the content or quantity of sermons. Yet we can recapture, to some extent and with some conjecture, what was heard in Stratford, at the collegiate church of the Holy Trinity. We have auditors’ notes from some sermons and printed scripts for others preached from “the Cross” in St. Paul’s churchyard, where Shakespeare almost certainly went to leaf through recent arrivals in the yard’s bookstalls, if not also to listen to what was said by or about the preachers. Some of the sermons delivered at St. Saviour’s, within earshot of the Globe Theater, were transcribed, and the transcriptions have survived. And we can infer what Shakespeare heard in the company of so-called church papists, Catholics who attended the realm’s reformed churches, and recusants, Catholics who refused to attend and were fined. He would have come across both types in Stratford, elsewhere in Warwickshire, and in Lancashire, had he repaired to the last, as locals there still claim.5

But Warwickshire was also home to some of the Midlands’ most respected religiously reformed preachers. Stratford was twice visited by leading Calvinist Thomas Cartwright, whose patron, Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, owned a castle at Kenilworth, twelve miles away. And Cartwright once arrived with Job Throckmorton, whom conformists considered a “sanctified puritane.”6 Elected to Parliament from Warwick in the 1580s, Throckmorton befriended the region’s antipapal polemicists and members of London’s reformist network. At that decade’s end, he was suspected of collaborating with the subversives who pseudonymously published their opposition to conformist bishops and to the prevailing policies and polity of the realm’s reformed church.7
	Of course, the presence of ardent Catholics and Calvinists in Shakespeare’s shire could mean little. Judging from the late plays he helped compose, which, as James Holstun notices, “sidestep the theological issues that ripped the country apart,” one might say that, as a Stratford student, apprentice, and aspiring player, Shakespeare recoiled from religious polemics.8 Be that as it may—and even if he self-consciously or subliminally believed the theater was an alternative to the church, a faction-free zone, more peaceful than the clerical estate—his plays are still a source from which we learn much about religious circumstance.9 In the final three, topical chapters, therefore, Religion Around Shakespeare docks evidence drawn from some plays alongside evidence left by preachers, churchwardens, vestrymen, polemicists, theologians, and diarists—but not to seek cover for a new interpretation of those plays. The aim of Religion Around—of all five chapters—is simply to repossess what its title promises.

Hence, the last three chapters, on religious authority, religious personality, and religious community, respectively, set a few of Shakespeare’s soliloquies, characters, and caricatures next to relevant contemporary religious developments to illustrate ambivalences. Possibly, they were the playwright’s ambivalences, but I am not prepared to conclude as much. Religion Around argues, instead, that they were atmospheric, which is to claim that many doubts about religious hierarchy and solidarity as well as doubts about election or regeneration were very much in the air in the religion around the realm and, closer, the religion around Shakespeare. The misgivings and doubts spilled across party lines. Mistrust of the Jesuits and of the papacy circulated among both Catholics and Calvinists. Desires for greater discipline were not unique to the precisianists now identified as the most “forward” Protestants (or puritans). Moreover, the aggressiveness of reformists, who were disappointed in the trajectory and pace of government-sanctioned reforms, changed over time and from one region to another, as did the remedial measures they favored and conformists’ responses during Queen Elizabeth’s last decade and King James’s first.10

Where did Shakespeare fit? Literary historians looking to out him as a Calvinist or a Catholic or a devotee of some “hybrid faith” should find something of interest here, although what follows will fall short of a definitive answer to their questions. I am not mining for that metal.11 Unquestionably, the playwright borrowed from the religion around him, and what he deposited in his drama “infused” performances, as Leah Marcus says, “with a vitality born of circumstance.” The plays profit from Shakespeare’s “sublimation into high drama of what is casually there at hand.”12 Nonetheless, to proceed from what was “at hand” and what is now staged so often to a singular scribe’s secrets—to his religious convictions—requires a razzle-dazzle that I am inadequately equipped to attempt.

Circumstance—the religion around the playwright, not his faith or the plays’ proper interpretations—is my subject. I leave Shakespeare’s outlook to others. My challenge is to see how well we can see what he saw when he looked out.
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RELIGION AROUND

“IT APPERTEINETH TO THE EMPERIALL OFFICE”

Historian Patrick Collinson suggests that “the succession was the question of questions” in late Tudor England, and I think he is quite right. For Shakespeare, who seems uninterested in the worship of—or administration of—churches around him, religion likely became newsworthy only when the whether and how of its survival in the realm happened to relate to that “question of questions.”1 Other English subjects lavished attention on the fate of their churches, the content of their sermons, and the controversies about their liturgies. They formed factions and registered protests, enlivening the religion around the realm and around Shakespeare. So we should begin by attending to those other subjects.

Their story starts for us six years before Shakespeare’s birth when, in 1558, Elizabeth succeeded her half-sister, Mary Tudor, as England’s queen. Elizabeth I’s mother, Anne Boleyn, was said to have steered her sovereign, then husband, King Henry VIII, toward Protestantism.2 Mary, daughter of Henry’s first wife, Katherine of Aragon, looked to return the realm to Rome but had only five years to undo the work of twenty, and the five were not enough. The religiously reformed, of course, welcomed Queen Mary’s end and Elizabeth’s beginning. Some of them left England during Mary’s short reign, presumably guessing that they would be gone longer. Her death and her half-sister’s succession brought them back; some became their new queen’s new bishops.

Robert Horne was named to the see of Winchester and given custody of a few prominent Catholic officials, who, predictably, complained about confinement, their replacements, and the new regime. Horne said that the complainants conspired “to ingrafte in the mindes of subjects a mislikyng of their [new] Queen’s majestie, as though she usurped a power and authoritie in ecclesiastical matters.” He and other exiles-turned-bishops explained, during the early 1560s, that popes were the real usurpers, that “the wylie foxe of Rome,” armed with a “rable of bulls, dispensations, and indulgences,” ruled rulers for centuries. Horne put the reformed alternative succinctly: “It apperteineth to the emperiall office . . . to preserve the estate of God’s holy churches,” and, from late 1558, “it apperteineth” to Elizabeth’s office.3

And she demanded “due obedience.” Many priests acquiesced, perhaps counting on the survival of traditional liturgies or on the short shelf life of alterations proposed by the religiously reformed.4 But some Catholics departed and promptly plotted to return with reinforcements from abroad to topple Elizabeth’s new government. Nicholas Sander, for one, quit Oxford and crossed the Channel while the queen’s Council was finding its feet. He told anyone who would listen that Calvinists in England were few and very unpopular, but two decades passed before he joined an expedition to collect colonists in Ireland for an invasion of the realm he left. Charles Neville, the sixth Earl of Westmoreland, departed for the Continent shortly after his “rising” in the north of England collapsed in 1569. He lived as a pensioner of Spain, scheming to scupper the Tudor regime and religious reforms he despised. Thomas Norton, Neville’s nemesis and an ardent advocate of both the regime and its religious reforms, would rather have had the insurgent earl “preach the right frutes of rebellion” from a scaffold, but Westmoreland was safely away when Norton pushed through Parliament statutes, the effect of which was to punish Catholics’ sedition as treason.5 During the deliberations in the Commons, Walter Mildmay, who was chancellor of the exchequer and Norton’s collaborator, complained that all the trouble in England had been “procured” in and by Rome.6

Shakespeare was a teenager then, in 1581.

The legislation did not deter Philip Howard, first Earl of Arundel and, Richard Wilson now recalls, the “great hope of Catholic resistance.”7 Howard’s conversion to Catholicism in 1584 was something of a scandal, particularly after he was intercepted while sailing from Sussex the next year. Authorities accused him of planning to collude with fellow fugitives once he landed on the Continent and to offer service to Spanish troops should they agree to invade England. Howard denied it, spent years awaiting trial, then the rest of his life in prison, all the while claiming that he had only wanted to cross the Channel “for his conscience.”8

Conscience versus obedience to the new Tudor sovereign and her bishops: that choice soon faced certain Elizabethan Calvinists as well as their Catholic countrymen, specifically the Protestants who were impatient for sweeping religious reforms. They objected to wearing the surplice and square cap that the new Prayer Book required of the clergy. They complained that standards for candidates for the ministry were too low and that diocesan oversight, which should have ensured clerics’ competence and exemplary conduct, left much to be desired. They wanted to compose and preach sermons rather than read homilies scripted and prescribed by authorities of the established church. Authorities, for their part, tended to answer such criticism by issuing progress reports: any fool could tell, they intimated, that reformed religion was steadily gaining ground, rescuing the realm from “poperie, superstition, and the remaynente of idolatry.” By the 1580s, as a result, the laity was “farre more pliable to all good order than before.”9 But the most ardent Calvinists were hoping for much more than pliable people, who had conformed without being fully reformed; lay pliability signaled the failure, not success, of England’s religious reformation.

Thomas Lever tried to get that point across, tried to persuade “pliable people” that “salvation cannot be gotten by man’s works in keeping with the lawe, but it is freely given by God’s grace to the beleevers of the Gospell. The righteousnesse of the lawe of God is so heavie a yowke by reason of the infirmitie of man’s flesh[, but] the glad tidings of the gospell of Christ by reason of the grace of God be so cleere and comfortable unto the faithfull as causeth all things to bee unto them pleasant and profitable.”10 The problem was to circulate that “cleere and comfortable” message, which had traditionally been identified with the Catholic sacraments widely “understood to be sanctifying signs that caused what they signified.”11 The ministry was understaffed, and the presence of many priests, lately turned Protestants, posed another problem for the recently repatriated reformers. Lever, for one, mistrusted the ministry around Coventry and appointed lay lectors to lead worship in several parishes.12 Some of the new queen’s new bishops licensed itinerant preachers to go “up and downe the countrie as apostles,” to make sure the gospel’s “glad tidings” were compellingly delivered. However, Diocesan officials heard word that itinerants were overcharging for their services.13 Lay lectors, moreover, took it upon themselves to appoint replacements, in effect undermining diocesan supervision. Even as time passed and as the settled ministry was better staffed, pastors complained that parishioners were indifferent and undisciplined. Some reformers noticed that their sermons proclaiming that salvation was freely given to the faithful only infrequently had the desired effect of inspiring gratitude and of leading to lasting, meaningful improvements in the laity’s behavior. Settled pastors were known to envy itinerants, who—encountering opposition, listlessness, or mindless conformity—had the option to move on.14

To others, who were generally satisfied with the pace of reform, conformity was of paramount importance. Acknowledging that results were sometimes spotty, these satisfied others nonetheless insisted that orderly progress could be made—with less confusion and less rancor—if the critics of the established church would only cease carping at bishops and their deputies and stop pressing for the immediate implementation in England of protocols of select Swiss or south German reformed churches.

Historians once called persons satisfied with the progress of reform in England Anglicans and dissatisfied persons puritans, but revisionists objected to the old categories and were right to do so. Jacobethan reformed religious commitments were too complicated to fit into the Anglican/puritan grid. What followed its disaccreditation, however, was a contagious logophobia; many historians resisted naming attitudes toward reform for fear of inappropriately tidying up and of creating coherent factions where there was considerable confusion. Charles Prior has come up with what I think is a useful solution. He describes those satisfied with the pace and trajectory of the realm’s reform as “conformists,” because their expressions of satisfaction were accompanied by arguments for conformity as well as for patience. Prior’s “reformists,” however, were “anxious to put forth detailed reasons” for ongoing reformation. The conformists’ Prayer Book, they said, savored of Catholicism; episcopacy was obsolete (and, more important, unscriptural).15 I have adopted Prior’s solution, recycling his terms, “conformist” and “reformist,” to denote levels of satisfaction with the progress of reform in the religion around Shakespeare. But, unlike Prior, I retain the term “puritan” to refer to the religiously reformed who internalized dissatisfaction—pietists in England who became “their own greatest accusers,” as Richard Greenham urged.16 Puritans, in this application, therefore, are Calvinist pietists, whose sense of how a church’s ministry and discipline might be improved was determined by their dedication to turning parishioners into prodigal souls. In that respect, puritans, as we shall see, were remarkably similar to Catholic pietists whose devotional literature was bent on restructuring Christians’ desires by raising questions about the quality of their repentance.17

Puritans’ strategy was to throw more sermons at the realm’s religious problems. The objective was to extinguish England’s attachment to Roman religion and to awaken “drowsy” Calvinists.18Puritans relied on preaching to prompt conflict, which was more desirable than conformity as long as the realm’s reformation was still a work in progress. And progress was possible only if conflicts between reformed Christians’ regenerate and unregenerate impulses or inclinations threw into greater relief the contrast between the reformed and unreformed practices in their churches. The latter thrived on complacency and were said to “oppresse grievously” the “zealous love for the gospell” that ought to inspire the faithful.19 To puritan Josias Nichols, that love was kindled (and kept alight) by “simple preaching . . . so mightie that it changeth the nature of a man to bee an other than hee was before, namelie, to turn from damme idols to serve the living God.” Six months of sermons—two or three a week—will “pearce” the heart, predicted Nichols, and should inspire commitments characteristic of a truly reformed faith.20 Historians have collected pastors’ complaints that parishioners ordinarily favored calm and compromise; they were reluctant to pluck at their consciences and have their hearts “pearced.”21 Reformist Stephen Egerton, less of a complainer than some colleagues, took what could be construed as preemptive measures. He urged members of his congregation in London to bring their familiars within earshot of his “pearcing” preaching. “It is not enough . . . to come and present ourselves,” he told heads of households, “but also to bring . . . our children and servants, even the meanest among them.”22 The chance to inspire infra-personal conflicts and to sustain them along with a parishioner’s intolerance for all unreformed practices must not be missed, puritans maintained; given “this colde and frozen age of ours, [one is] loth to kill any zeal.”23

Others in England liked sacraments better than sermons: expatriate priests and Jesuits who, from the late 1570s, secretly returned to England; resident recusants who welcomed and hid them from authorities; and an assortment of conformists as well. Most reformists, particularly the puritans, took fondness for sacraments to be characteristic of unreformed religion. Baptisms and Eucharists without preaching, “the principall part of [reformists’] ministry,” were “polluted”; “as the seale without the writing, so itt is nothing for the sacrament without the sermon within it.”24 So the reformists argued, and one of their petitions went so far as to identify sermons as “the only meanes whereby [God’s] kingdome is established.”25 But the conformists answered that frequency was the enemy of quality and that the insistence on more preaching encouraged the realm’s preachers to “handle matters verie rawlie” in the pulpit.26

Several years (and pamphlets) into his controversy with reformist Thomas Cartwright, John Whitgift, later bishop of Worcester—the diocesan with jurisdiction over reformed church discipline in Shakespeare’s Stratford—noted that “none” of his conformist colleagues “denyeth that hearing the Worde of God is the usual and ordinarie meanes . . . God useth to worke faythe in us and that therefore preachers be necessarie.” Still, he all but endorsed the remark that “the whole of London” could be well served by just four industrious preachers: “If any hath sayd that some of those which use to preach often by their loose negligente, verball, and unlearned sermons have brought the word of God into contempte, or that foure godlie learned, pithy, diligent, and discreet preachers might do more good in London than forty contentious, unlearned, verball, and rashe preachers, they have said truely and their saying myghte well be justifyed.”27 Later and throughout his career—in Worcester and, from 1583, as archbishop of Canterbury—Whitgift contended that it was unreasonable to expect a sermon with every sacrament. Such frequency would leave preachers no time for other pastoral work. Whitgift also held that each bishop ought to be trusted to make determinations about the quality and quantity of the pulpit oratory in his diocese and that episcopal discretion was by far the most important element in the formulation and implementation of policies for the administration and reform of the church. But many reformists wanted local congregations to have the final say, assuming that reformed, right-minded parishioners, whose “eies [were] opened from darknes to light” by “simple preaching,” could provide for their own edification. They would comprehend, for example, that ceremonies dazzled rather than informed. They would also “discerne by” that “light,” puritans predicted, that “the true church” ought not to concentrate power in the hands of bishops.28

Implacable reformists insisted that bishops cared more for their estates, revenues, and respectability than for parishioners’ regeneration. Bishops promoted pluralism, turning a blind eye, according to their critics, to the exceptionally poor service that parishes received when an incumbent in one had other parishes to serve. But to excuse pluralism, conformist bishops and their apologists explained that “petit and meane salarie[s]” on offer in the smaller parishes were insufficient to stock pastors’ studies—not to mention their cupboards. Poverty kept the best and brightest from the ministry.29 Conformists conceded that pluralism, if left unmonitored, would become “the very cut-throate of the preaching of the gospel,” although they were confident that the bishops and their deputies would recognize and remedy abuses promptly and that the church could afford some pluralists too busy to preach as often as reformists required. Conformists said that sermons in strategic locations would suffice. There was nothing in the Bible about putting pulpits in every parish. Besides, for centuries, England had a number of parishes thirty or forty miles across, much larger than any two or three parishes served by Jacobethan preachers.30

But reformists were unimpressed by conformists’ history lessons. Dudley Fenner, probably the most highly regarded theologian among the dissidents in the 1580s, held that no Christian in a reformed church ought to “goe above five myle to hear a sermon.”31 For it would be a shame to deprive a religion of the Word of the Word—namely, of the gospels’ “glad tidings” intimately as well as learnedly, eloquently, and, above all, frequently preached. When “want of maintenance” became a sticking point in small parishes, parishioners, “eies opened,” reformists claimed, would find solutions that fit local circumstances without sacrificing sermons.32

To conformists, such confidence in local improvisation was silly and sometimes sinister. They suspected reformists’ lay patrons of plotting parish coups. If parishes were kept small and “maintenance” modest, few competent and commanding figures would stay in the ministry. The exodus of the best would enable lay elites to capture control, and the underpaid, overworked pastors who remained would prove to be no match for parishes’ lay leadership intending to experiment with unorthodox administrative arrangements that empowered sheep to hire or fire their shepherds. So, all the reformists’ talk of sermons and size seemed subversive to conformists.33

From the 1580s, highly placed conformists continued to question their critics’ motives and methods. Reformists were reputed to love to argue, to be “in great choller,” and to “wear[y] themselves in factious discourse.”34 John Aylmer, Whitgift’s principal coadjutor, had been one of those allegedly choleric critics in the 1560s but confided that his opposition to episcopacy at the time had been a symptom of sickness; he spoke intemperately about episcopacy in a fit and while “braynsick.”35 He recovered and joined other conformists—“Judases,” according to many reformists, diocesan officials who “maime and deforme the Body of Christ.”36 Peter Lake now senses “resentment” and “desperation” in those accusations, for the 1580s were not going at all well for the bishops’ critics. Their petitions in Parliament were regularly rejected, their patrons at Court were dying, and Whitgift was named to the queen’s Council. Reformists were losing what little leverage they had while conformists positioned themselves to influence significantly—and to their critics’ disadvantage—what “apperteineth to the emperiall office.”37

Resentment and desperation prompted barbed editorials on the established church and its leadership that issued from dissidents’ secret presses in late 1588 and 1589. A fictive, irreverent, and witty vigilante, Martin Marprelate, hurled insults at the more prominent conformists, a few of whom commissioned pamphleteers to respond in kind. Whitgift and his conformist colleagues also set out to persuade the government to consider martinists as dangerous as “massing priests,” who were still pouring into England and supposedly planning to escort the realm back to Rome and to give it over to Spain.38 Richard Bancroft can be said to have captained the anti-martinist enterprise. He had a reputation for effectively suppressing subversives. Whitgift reported how diligently Bancroft had been in Bury, silencing reformist preachers and magistrates.39 Felicity Heal now calls him the regime’s Rottweiler, referring to his ferocious defense of the realm’s established church’s interests. He was especially good at disarranging the affairs of forward Calvinists and lay-low Catholics.40 He supported the appellants among the latter, a faction of Catholic accommodationists, who labored to discredit the English Jesuits. Bancroft also wrote against the reformists, equating their religious disaffection with political disloyalty. In sum, he assiduously guarded against having the authority that “apperteineth,” by statute, to Jacobethan government and to the religious establishment removed to Rome or—what seemed likelier if the queen’s subjects fell under the spell of the puritans’ religion around Shakespeare—transferred to local congregations.41

We have summoned specimens of the sentiments of conformists, reformists, puritans, and Catholics into something of a staging area, because it seemed prudent to start studying the religion around the realm with manageable, if misleadingly tidy, classifications. Moreover, introductions and preliminary classifications of this sort should prove useful as we attend to various confessionally freighted developments that were sufficiently sensational to give pause to a curious, perceptive, accomplished playwright: Queen Elizabeth’s apparent antagonism to preaching; anxieties about the succession stirred by her courtships; the detention in England of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots; the saber rattling that accompanied nearly all late Tudor references to Spain; the Essex insurgency; efforts to enlighten the new king, James I, in and after 1603; and the “powder plot.”

“IN THESE DOUBTFULL TYMES”

In 1570, Pope Pius V excommunicated the queen of England. To her religiously reformed subjects, the bull relaying Rome’s verdict, Regnans in Excelsis, was “directly contrary to God’s word.” Pius and many of his predecessors “dreamed” that they were “supreame monarch[s] of the world” with power to “loose” or separate subjects from their sovereigns. But it was a “blasphemous” dream; on that, conformists and reformists agreed.42

The fallout from Regnans should have favored reformists, who had long complained about conformists’ “papistrie.” But the realm’s conformist bishops gravely labored to distinguish their position from that of their medieval and papist predecessors, whose loyalties were often split between monarch and pope. The queen’s bishops were the queen’s—and were angry when reformist rivals implied otherwise. Even Edmund Grindal, as sympathetic with reformists’ protests for more preaching as any highly placed prelate—and more sympathetic than most—came to dislike what looked to be lodged in the “busy head” of the Cambridge controversialist Thomas Cartwright, which was “stuffed” with “singularities,” with ominously odd ideas about church government. Cartwright had complained about “lordly” bishops as if he and reformist friends had not gotten their livings and licenses to preach from such domineering diocesan executives. Such sauce!43

But licenses of outspoken dissidents were often suspended, and bishops deprived many reformist critics of their livings. Yet, notwithstanding suspensions and deprivations, authorities were incapable of regulating everything said from the pulpits. As the bishop of London, Edwin Sandys was responsible for selecting the ministers to preach at St. Paul’s Cross and announced his intention to exclude “fanaticall spirits.” But an occasional preacher there scandalized crowds, Sandys irritably admitted, because his fellow bishops had not adequately screened the candidates they recommended to him.44

Sandys is an enigmatic figure. Although he tried to cork criticism coming from the pulpits, reformists had reason to reserve him a place alongside Grindal as one of preaching’s most devoted episcopal advocates. For, during the 1570s, Sandys developed “evasive tactics” to save the sermons that were the centerpieces of the in-service training exercises called prophecies when the queen and regime initially tried to suppress them. Prophesying, at that time, had both a public and a private phase. Crowds in some market towns listened to consecutive sermons on an identical biblical passage, after which the clergy from the region assembled privately to swap comments and, presumably, suggestions for improvements. Sandys seems to have agreed with patrons of prophesying who claimed that candid exchanges about exegesis could only improve preaching in the parishes. Grindal—of whom more in a moment—was opposed to calling a halt.45Regnans, the pope’s excommunication, after all, made it imperative to get religiously reformed responses to “papistry” into market-day conversations, if only because the Christians from the realm’s “blynde corners”—that is, from parishes without curates or with curates who rarely, if ever, preached—would take in more Catholic propaganda than Protestant preaching, were the exercises or prophecies they overheard on their trips to market suspended or suppressed.46

But the queen and her Council were told that preachers removed from their pulpits for having criticized the established church had taken advantage of the opportunities prophesying afforded to cram market-day sermons with invective and to impress passersby with everything that they thought wrong with the established church. In 1574, Matthew Parker, archbishop of Canterbury, ordered the exercises in Norfolk discontinued, claiming the diocese was infested with “puritaynes.”47 The following year, Richard Fletcher, while visiting a parish in Parker’s diocese served by his father, heard laymen, “in exercise,” complain about the ministry. The younger Fletcher fretted that prophecies encouraged “every artificer” to play “reformer and teacher.” Any “pragmaticall prentise” apparently could pronounce on “the government and reformation of the church.”48Prophesying was common in Leicestershire, a day’s ride from Stratford and Shakespeare. Eusebius Paget, known for his acerbic editorials on episcopacy and suspended from the ministry in 1571 and 1574, preached during other exercises at Southam, Warwickshire, closer to the bard-to-be.

Shakespeare was still young, yet it would have been hard for him to have missed the splash that Grindal made when, almost immediately after succeeding Parker as archbishop of Canterbury in 1576, he fell from favor, attempting to save the prophecies. He claimed that his suffragans could supervise prophecies and would prohibit “immodest speech” and “irreverent gesture.” “Worldly-minded” “mislikers of godly reformation,” he averred, despised prophesying because their sins were the subjects of the barbed public sermons.49 But four of Grindal’s fellow bishops categorically refused to endorse his spirited counteroffensive against the exercises’ most unreserved critics. Those four were joined by John Aylmer, archdeacon of Lincoln, who named Gilby and Paget as the principal mischief makers during market-day oratory. Gilby circulated a list of officials’ “corruptions”; Paget depicted the realm’s bishops as “Pharisees.”50

The queen ordered that “assemblies callid exercises cease and not be usid.”51 Grindal objected and berated her, proclaiming that a prince’s proper place was within and not above the church, an opinion that killed his career. He was sequestered and kept from Court, forgotten by power brokers. Aylmer, succeeding Sandys as bishop of London in 1577, took on a number of Grindal’s responsibilities, nominating the Court preachers and presiding over the Ecclesiastical Commission. Prophecies were suppressed, resurfacing in some places as clerical conferences with reduced emphasis on the public phase. We know that Aylmer was especially vigilant. He wanted no defiance of the queen’s cease-and-desist on his watch. As a precaution, he arrested Thomas Randolph, who was visiting London from Oxford, where he was known in 1578 to be preaching enthusiastically “touchynge that which they call exercise.”52 Randolph was released, yet the intimidation and incarceration look to have had the intended prophylactic effect. Critics of the conformists reported that a “hush” in Aylmer’s precincts replaced the sounds of a truly reformed religion at work.53

But things could change in an instant, and Aylmer would have been well aware of that. During the 1540s and early 1550s, he talked regularly with leading evangelical reformers who came to England from the Continent at the invitation of Thomas Cranmer, the archbishop of Canterbury. Aylmer was impressed, figuring that England had become a model as well as a magnet for reformers. Then King Edward VI died before reaching the age of twenty, and his half-sister, Mary Tudor, took over. She labored to make England Catholic again. Aylmer left. Five years later, when news of Mary’s death and Elizabeth’s succession reached him in Saxony, he returned to England and wrote ecstatically about “the divine and godly majestie” that the new ruler of the realm possessed. He came within a millimeter of worshipping her, allowing that the Persians, although they overdid it a bit, had the right idea, falling “flat on their faces before theyr sovereign.” “Thynges would grow to confusion,” Aylmer suggested, unless subjects’ respect for their new queen’s title and supremacy was unstinting.54

That was 1559; Elizabeth was twenty-five years young. Each of her two immediate predecessors, Edward VI and Mary I, had only five or so years to reshape religious policy, but Elizabeth seemed robust enough to make a long run and a large family. Still, in the 1570s, she turned forty and more, unmarried, and her heir apparent was a Catholic, Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, all of which made Elizabeth’s religiously reformed advisers apprehensive. They heard about Masses in Mary’s chapel and were frightened by what her militant and ultra-Catholic kin in France, the Guises, might be planning. Reformists and conformists at Court comprehended how completely the fate of their faith “apperteineth to the emperiall office.” So they tried to exclude Mary from the succession and to prevent the two royal cousins from meeting.55

William Cecil, Elizabeth’s principal secretary, later Lord Burghley, and his ardently reformist colleagues at Court were determined to ruin Mary Stuart’s chances and were assisted, to that end, by the Queen of Scots herself, who, husband hunting, set her sights on the son of King Philip II of Spain. Philip had married Mary Tudor more than fifteen years before and was thus associated with her persecution of the realm’s religiously reformed subjects. Hence, he was terribly unpopular in Elizabeth’s England. Moreover, Mary Stuart’s suspected complicity in her second husband’s murder and her affair with a married man who became her third scandalized Elizabeth. Reports execrating the Queen of Scots spread south, where English Scots-watchers learned about her “outragious crueltie,” “unappeisabill haitrent,” and “plane trecherie.” Cecil, one sees, had help.56

Mary Stuart fled to England in 1568, following her partisans’ defeat in the Scottish civil wars. She could not be repatriated without discouraging England’s allies there who had seized the advantage over the pro-French faction—sure beneficiaries, if the Queen of Scots were to go home. But her residence (or, to be precise, her confinement) in the north of England created problems for Elizabeth’s government and church. Catholics there showed signs that Mary’s presence had them looking past Elizabeth. Neither she nor her Council, particularly Cecil, appreciated having a rival so close.

Shakespeare was too young to have taken in Mary Stuart’s having been taken in, but certainly what followed—intrigue, romance, rebellion, and death—was talked about long after. Schemes to rescue her proliferated from the time of her arrival to that of her execution in 1587. Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, meant to marry her, acquire immense influence as lover of the next-in-line, and displace William Cecil as Elizabeth’s most trusted. Mary liked the idea and applied to the pope to have her most recent (third) marriage annulled, but Elizabeth, who learned of her cousin’s courtship late in the game, thought that Cecil was not the only one whom the two planned to displace. And Tudor courtiers may have thought the planned usurpation plausible rather than preposterous, knowing what historians have lately rediscovered—specifically, that Elizabethan Catholicism was “vigorous” and not “moribund.”57 Norfolk’s friends in the north, fearing that they would become casualties when their queen turned on the duke and his intended, rose preemptively in rebellion in 1569 and were swiftly routed. Trials of the propertied, papist rebels were delayed while Elizabeth’s lawyers and Bishop Pilkington of Durham squabbled about the spoils of war, but hundreds of humbler rebels promptly were executed.58

Norfolk did not directly participate in the insurrection, so he was released soon after his arrest. But Mary’s overtures continued, and after Elizabeth was excommunicated in 1570, King Philip II of Spain stepped smartly into the conspiracy. He promised to ferry a small army from the Netherlands to reinforce the English Catholics once Elizabeth was captured or killed, Mary freed, and Norfolk wed to her.59 But Norfolk was rearrested and executed. Mary was spared, inasmuch as Cecil was unable to shake Elizabeth’s conviction that evidence of her cousin’s complicity was insufficient to kill a queen.

The Queen of Scots remained in custody for the next sixteen years. Cecil and Francis Walsingham, who became what we might call the realm’s foreign secretary and secretary of defense as well as the regime’s chief intelligence officer, tried to isolate her diplomatically while doubling their efforts to find Elizabeth a suitable husband. The best candidate was Henry, Duke of Anjou and younger brother of France’s King Charles IX, although their indomitable mother, Catherine de Medici, mistrusted the English. And the English Calvinists mistrusted the French, particularly Anjou, who had quartered with Mary Stuart’s Guiscard uncles, regarded by many on both sides of the Channel as Henry’s “handlers.” Nonetheless, Cecil warmed to the possibility of a wedding and a French alliance, whereas influential others on Elizabeth’s Council were opposed to it.60

Treasuring “the quieteness” of her estate, which depended, she thought, on her religiously reformed subjects’ obedience, the queen made a point of refusing consent to Anjou’s stipulation that, “at his coming,” he and his attendants be permitted to hear Masses. But Elizabeth enjoined Walsingham to be emphatic during prenuptial negotiations so that there might be “no misconceiving gathered of our answer whereby the duke might hope of a sufferance.” Word got out, and public debate followed. One anonymous pamphleteer, who favored the Anjou match, inferred from the apostle Paul’s injunction to the Corinthians to “give no offense” that the queen “may tolerate Mass” to indulge the weak. But Elizabeth concluded differently. She agreed that other rituals might be observed if Anjou’s attendants were discreet; they “shall not be molested,” she pledged, but the Mass was “repugnant to the Church of God,” “to the Word of God.”61

Elizabeth was not in an ecumenical mood. She restated her terms: as soon “as Monsieur will forbear the Mass, she will assent to the marriage.”62 But Monsieur would not “forbear,” and when the duke dug in, his mother and brother supported him. Then, startlingly, Queen Catherine offered her youngest son, François Hercule, Duke of Alençon. Elizabeth was twenty years older than the new Valois candidate, who, being further down the line of succession in France, might be persuaded that a realm across the Channel was worth relinquishing the Mass. But the English Calvinists may have had a different reason for welcoming Alençon to England. Mary Stuart wrote letters to Elizabeth and others that made it clear what the realm would get, should some mishap carry off the reigning queen. Mary confided that the Catholic Church was her chief consolation in 1571.63 Predictably, the religiously reformed at Court, unconsoled by Mary’s consolations, believed that a young, impressionable French husband was preferable to a robustly aggrieved Scottish Catholic queen. The Earl of Leicester, for one, was encouraged to perceive a “full determination in her Majestie to like of” her new option.64

“Full determination”? We know that Elizabeth lavishly entertained French envoys who formally put Alençon’s proposal, but there is no telling how close she came to accepting it, for, as Shakespeare neared adolescence, she was learning to become a grand master of matrimonial deliberations.65 Her conduct mystified her courtiers at the time and scholars thereafter, although she gave every indication of anticipating a first meeting with François Hercule when a shocking “accident” in France left thousands of Calvinists dead. Thomas Smith, from Paris, referred to the slaughter in August 1772 as an accident, to suggest that the murders were sudden and unpremeditated.66 The French Court expressed outrage, yet word circulated in France and across the Channel that Catherine and King Charles approved the massacre and might also have orchestrated it. English reformists thought the Valois capable of such cruelty—“beastlie butcherie.”67 Whatever the extent of Valois complicity, refugees arriving in England told stories of French Calvinists’ suffering that put conversations with Alençon’s agents on hold.

From the English Protestants’ perspective, the massacres put the Valois Court on the wrong side of the Reformation, and that development moved the Earl of Leicester, patron of some of the realm’s outspoken reformists, to press his suit. He staged erotic entertainments during Elizabeth’s visit in 1575 to his castle at Kenilworth, fifteen miles from Stratford and young Shakespeare, entertainments that probably passed then—and are regarded now—as an “elaborate allegorical proposal of marriage.”68

But the queen rejected Leicester’s offer and encouraged her young French suitor to try again. For Alençon’s stock was rising steeply among the religiously reformed in England. He became the new Anjou as soon as his brother succeeded Charles as King Henry III, and he was known to have helped French Calvinists extort Valois concessions. True, he was also infamous for subsequently abandoning them, but English reformers were unprepared to despair of him as an altogether unsuitable suitor. For one thing, he was much less resolutely Roman Catholic than his brother Henry had been during previous prenuptial negotiations. Alençon/Anjou, moreover, was making friends of the Calvinist insurgents in the Low Countries, who played a critical role in England’s defense by distracting the Spanish. Possibly Elizabeth figured that she, the religiously reformed in her company, and their rebellious Dutch coreligionists fighting King Philip’s forces and regents could convert the new Anjou, promising him power he could never hope to possess while his brother lived.69 It seemed necessary to preoccupy the Spanish in the Netherlands, because any peace favorable to Spain there would tempt Philip and his most aggressive regent, Don John of Austria, to send troops to England to liberate Mary Stuart.70 She was waiting for just that, berating would-be rescuers who, to her mind, had been “deferring the matter so long.” Her letters—reprimanding, pleading, and coaxing—were often intercepted. In late 1578, “confidences” she composed helped Cecil, Leicester, and Walsingham dramatize the danger to Elizabeth and impress upon her the need to increase her “gracious assistance” to the Dutch. Gradually and grudgingly, those three advisors—Walsingham, last of all—also came to see the advantages of having Anjou participate, as Elizabeth’s surrogate, across the Channel.71

But developing indifference to her Valois suitor’s Catholicism and the English Court’s effort to sanitize his reputation, which perplexed expatriate Catholics on the Continent, worried ardent reformists in England.72 After all, the new Anjou was “a spark” from the French “family which hath been a firebrand in Europe”—no friend to advocates of reformed religion and utterly untrustworthy in foreign affairs. So said John Stubbs in what Walsingham called a “lewde booke lately published”; Stubbs’s implacable, influential critic thought the book subversive as well as lewd because it was sure to provoke reformist preachers to “intermeddle” in “matters of state not incident to their profession and callinge.”73 Perhaps at her Court’s urging, Elizabeth invited Anjou for an intimate interview and suggested secrecy. The duke came incognito but word got out, and the anti-Anjou literature did as well, warning that England was being “swallowed” by France. Stubbs made much of the secrecy; he complained that the new Anjou was practicing an “unmanlike, unprincelike . . . fearful, suspicious, disdainful, needy, French kind of wooing.” His “lewd book” claimed that the proposed marriage “was the straightest line that can be drawn from Rome to the utter ruin of our church.”74 Richard Cox, bishop of Ely, who experienced firsthand the disagreements dividing reformers during the Marian exile, on their return, and for the next twenty years, claimed that the match would be yet another doloris causa, another reason for Calvinists to grieve.75

Cox was discreet. Stubbs published and had his hand severed as punishment for sedition. Philip Sydney ventured to protest—but delicately. His appeal to Elizabeth mentioned “the knot of religion” in England that, for nearly three decades, all but choked the realm, until Elizabeth, after sifting the “two mighty factions,” committed herself to the cause of reform. From the 1560s, her realm’s religiously reformed had counted on her leadership. How could she, “without excessive trouble, pull out of the party so long maintained”? It had developed into “your chief, if not your sole strength,” Sidney told her. “How [Calvinists’] hearts will be galled, if not aliened when they shall see you take to husband a Frenchman and a papist.”76

When the queen finally ended the decade-long courtship with François Hercule d’Valois, she expressed regret that enduring opposition from the reformed “faction” had trumped her great affection for her suitor. But Spain’s ambassador to England, Bernard de Mendoza, detected little regret and hardly any affection; there had been more feigning than feeling, he reported, when the queen and duke discussed and dissolved their engagement.77 Many reformists were relieved to see the back of the latter, although they favored his ambitions to continue campaigning against Spanish forces in the Low Countries. (Their feelings were shared by the Dutch commander, Prince William, long after Anjou’s imprudence and impatience—as well as the Francophobia in several parts of the Low Countries—made him something of a liability.)78

Elizabeth seemed content with the result. She turned churlish when her subjects presumed to offer premarital counseling.79 And conversations about the succession, which invariably accompanied speculation about plausible husbands, were unwelcome. They were especially untimely during “doubtfull tymes,” that is, after Mary, Queen of Scots, escaped to England—and while “seminarie men” and “massing priests” traveled through the realm and agitated against Elizabeth’s settlement of religion. She and Calvinists at Court were convinced that expatriate priests returned to England in the late 1570s and the 1580s to implement regime change. Young Shakespeare may have heard about their intrigues—or have heard them intrigue—as they passed through Warwickshire on their way to more hospitable territory to the north. One of their Northamptonshire hosts, Thomas Tresham, tried to calm government fears. Expatriates—many of them Jesuits—had more to fear from the late Tudor administration, he said, than Tudor officials had to fear from them: “massing priests” and missionaries, Tresham elaborated, were “lambs among wolves.”80

Perhaps Tresham knew that Jesuit missionaries’ commissions explicitly prohibited them from commenting on England’s politics, on the road and even in reports they sent to Rome. But the realm’s reformers equated the Jesuits’ mission with espionage. To refortify the old faith was to discountenance the new and to sabotage church reform and political regime. Before Tresham offered his line on “lambs,” pamphleteer William Charke announced that whoever “smiteth our [reformed] religion woundeth our commonwealth.”81 Richard Bancroft explained that Jesuits were executed for “moving her Majestie’s subjects to rebellion,” not for religious conviction.82

Captured Jesuits were said to be particularly dangerous. During interrogations, they pretended to be curious about the arguments for reform to get interrogators to identify texts they trusted, whereupon the interrogated would smuggle the titles to eager collaborators who relayed them to Rome so that the next Catholic council could condemn the authors and burn their books. And, during arguments, Jesuits and other missionaries allegedly challenged religiously reformed interrogators to demonstrate that doctrinal declarations that the “true” church was invisible did not preclude responsible management of congregations’ affairs. When proof was provided and valued, visible leaders of reformed congregations on the Continent were named, the Catholics passed along that information as well, turning admired advocates of reform into targets. The conclusion to be drawn from such tales: the missionaries and “massing priests” were shrewd, treacherous villains, even when apprehended.83
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