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Introduction

William Shakespeare is one of the best known and arguably greatest playwrights
in the history. As such, both his plays and his life are scrutinized by academics in
search of better understanding of his inner thoughts. In the view of the socio-
political climate of the time period Shakespeare lived in, many scholars turn to
investigating Shakespeare’s relationship with religion. This thesis employs this
practice and analyses characters of Catholic friars in three of his plays, Romeo and
Juliet, Much Ado About Nothing, and Measure for Measure.

This thesis is divided into four parts. In the first part, this thesis provides
an overview of developments of official attitudes regarding religion in the times
of the Reformation, starting with Henry VIII’s diversion from the Catholic Church
and the establishment of the Church of England, and ending with the reign of
James |, during which Shakespeare died.

The second part of the thesis is concerned with the relationship between
theatre, religion, and state during Shakespeare’s life. It outlines the anti-
theatricalist movement, official laws regarding theatre, and provides examples of
the works of Shakespeare’s contemporaries with themes of religion.

The third part addresses the popular speculations regarding Shakespeare’s
own faith and examines his possible connections to Catholicism in both his life
and his work.

The fourth part provides the practical analysis of the selected plays. It sets
on to explore how Shakespeare chooses to portray Catholic characters, if
negatively, in contemporary anti-Catholic fashion, sympathetically, with
allegiance to the Catholic faith, or neutrally, by displaying both good and bad
qualities. The initial hypothesis speaks in favour of a mostly neutral portrayal.
This chapter first introduces each of the plays and further divides into four areas
of analysis: first introduction of the characters, their role in the plot, other
characters’ perception of them, and their own perception of themselves. The
analysis concludes that the friars in Shakespeare’s plays are complex characters
with both good and bad qualities and that Shakespeare neither idolizes nor

demonizes them in the popular contemporary tradition.



1. Religious beliefs in England during the Reformation and Post-

Reformation

The 16th century, into the second half of which William Shakespeare was born,
was a period of drastic religious change in England. England diverted from
official Roman-Catholic doctrine and each new ruler modified the official religion
of England, either leaning more conservative or Protestant. It is, therefore, not
surprising that many of the common people of England resorted to hiding their
true faith while outwardly complying with the current official beliefs. This might
have been the case for Shakespeare himself, something this thesis will explore
later on. Regardless of Shakespeare’s own beliefs, religion was a major part of
everyday life and the official (and unofficial) attitudes regarding religion
imprinted on every aspect of society, including theatre. This thesis therefore
deems it necessary to map out the religious changes starting with the Reformation,
which greatly affected the socio-political climate during Shakespeare’s times.

This chapter draws heavily on the publication Heretics and Believers: A
History of the English Reformation (2017) by Peter Marshall.*

1.1.  Henry VI

The first steps of English Reformation took place during the reign of Henry VIII.
After the Pope refused to grant him an annulment of his marriage with his first
wife, Catherine of Aragon, Henry declared himself the Supreme Head of the
Church of England and annulled the marriage himself. His reasons from diverting
from Rome were strictly practical, Henry was not a devout Protestant reformer
nor did he particularly dislike Catholicism. As David G. Newcombe points out:
“The king was not a Protestant and did not want a Protestant Church in England,
but a break with Rome had served his political and dynastic purposes.”? The dawn
of the Reformation did not come from a point of religious devotion on Henry’s
part, it was a means to an end. Consequently his rule was mostly orthodox in
nature and he refused any major changes towards Protestantism.

Nevertheless, Henry VIII’s decision radically shifted the position of the

Church of England, positioning it somewhere in between Protestantism and

1 peter Marshall, Heretics and Believers: A History of the English Reformation (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 2017).
2 David G Newcombe, Henry VIII and the English Reformation (London: Routledge, 1995), 1.



Catholicism without the Pope and with a king officially excommunicated from the
Roman-Catholic church. There was not even a consensus in their religious
standing of Henry’s advisors, some tried to influence the King to lean more
conservatively, and some supported a move to a full-scale Protestantism.
Nevertheless, this unbalanced regime started to administer new policies, some of
the most notable novelties included the official English translation of the Bible,
denial of the existence of purgatory, and the dissolution of monasteries throughout
England. It has to be noted that the reason for dissolving the monasteries was
again more practical than anything else, as it brought a hefty sum into the royal
treasury. The rest of Henry’s rule remained ambivalent and some more prominent

religious changes started to take place only during the reign of his successors.

1.2. Edward VI

Edward VI inherited the throne from his father after his death in 1547. At that
time, he was only nine years old and as such needed a regent, who would rule in
his name until he reached adulthood. His uncle, Edward Seymour, was appointed
to this role, and governed over England as the Lord Protector, Duke of Somerset.

Somerset utilized politics of gradualism. He was of Protestant leaning, but
he knew he couldn’t introduce drastic changes immediately, especially due to the
more conservative voices, who though any major changes should wait until
Edward’s adulthood.®

One of the earliest changes brought about during Somerset’s regency was
iconoclasm. Religious pictures, icons, as well as stained-glass windows and all
types of idolatrous objects were destroyed and burned. Later England experienced
burning of the Latin prayer books, as the English translation became the required
variant. Clinging to the Latin text was seen as clinging to the ideas of the old
religion. In 1549, Somerset supressed a Catholic rebellion, a bloody affair
resulting in many deaths and long remembered.*

However, after only three years in the role of the regent, Somerset was
replaced. The Council thought Somerset’s methods inefficient in furthering the
Protestant ideas and in 1549 his fellow councillors organised a coup. Somerset
was replaced by John Dudley, who was appointed Lord President of the Council,

3 Diarmaid MacCulloch, The Boy King: Edward VI and the Protestant Reformation (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2002).
4 Peter Marshall, Heretics and Believers, 334.



Duke Northumberland. The Lord President of the Council was to be the head of
the Council only, consulting his fellow councillors, not an autonomous head of
state like the Lord Protector.

Lord Northumberland was a more pragmatic leader than Somerset. When
he came to power, the royal funds were insufficient, and Northumberland was
forced to focus on acquiring capital instead of spreading the Protestant faith.
Channelling Henry’s pragmatism, Northumberland sold more clerical property
and lands. The Church saw further changes under Northumberland, stone altars
were removed from the churches and substituted by wooden community tables.
Furthermore, Northumberland finally permitted the long discussed marriage of
clergy.

He also started to include young Edward into the politics. Edward was
brought up in Protestant faith, in accordance with the Protestant inclinations of his
regents and Council. He was reported to possess great rhetorical skills, with
survived essays written in Latin, Greek, and French. Edward even wrote several
essays discussing the questions of faith. His most notable treatise debates the pros
and cons of papal supremacy, concluding by likening the pope to the Antichrist, as
was the popular Protestant opinion.® In regard to state politics, Edward tried to
unsuccessfully persuade his half-sister, Mary of Tudor, to renounce Catholic faith.
When Edward was nearing his death in 1553, he went against his father’s wishes
and tried to disinherit Mary. He tried to prevent her from ascending the throne in
favour of his Protestant cousin Lady Jane Grey, but even this attempt failed, and

Mary became his successor.

1.3. Maryl

Mary Tudor, the daughter of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon, was always
intended to inherit the throne if her younger brother didn’t produce any heirs on
his own. However, since she refused to convert to Protestantism, she posed a great
threat to the Edwardian regime and everything they accomplished during the six-
year reign. Ultimately, even though Edward and his councillors tried to redirect
the succession line to the Protestant Jane Grey, Mary claimed the throne and
became the Queen of England.

5 MacCulloch, The Boy King, 26.
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Not unlike the first years of Edward’s rule, Mary’s regime could not
simply reverse everything their predecessors have done. Mary carefully
reintroduced the right to celebrate mass and reissued the prayer books in Latin.
The marriage of clergy was again prohibited, and some monasteries were
reopened. Most parishes readily complied with reintroducing religious equipment
like stone altars and chalices to the churches. They even brought back more
instruments that was required and in shorter time than expected, showing the true
sympathies of the people, since they only hid the religious object instead of
destroying them.®

However, not everything could be reversed so easily, especially the
connection to Rome, as the Pope was heavily antagonised for the last 20 years,
since Henry’s promotion to the Head of the Church. In Mary’s reign the Church of
England returned to the convictions of the Henrician regime rather than the
Catholic church preceding it, in Peter Marshal’s words: “the English Church
remained in a kind of limbo, allied to Rome, but formally independent of it.””’

Before England could formally return to the Roman-Catholic Church, it
was necessary to supress the Protestants. Some of the major Protestant reformers,
including those in the highest positions of power, were surprisingly quick to
renounce their beliefs and turn back to the old religion. Elizabeth herself
proclaimed to her sister her willingness to serve the true religion, excusing her
Protestant beliefs as never having been taught better.® But others refused to
renounce their faith. Marian times have seen some of the harshest political
persecutions of religious opposition, “burning of more than 280 protestant men
and women in just under four years, from February 1555 to November 1558. This
was the most intense religious persecution of its kind anywhere in sixteenth-
century Europe.””®

In 1558 Mary took ill and without any heir of her own she reluctantly
named her half-sister Elizabeth as her successor, according to their father’s
wishes. In similar position to her brother, Mary and the leading Catholics were

afraid that Elizabeth would reverse all the changes they have made during their

® Marshall, Heretics and Believers, 380-381.

7 1bid., 367.

8 1bid., 364.

® Eamon Duffy,Fires of Faith: Catholic England Under Mary Tudor (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2010),7.
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regime. They were rightful in the worries as even though formally she repented
her Protestant beliefs, Elizabeth returned England back on the path of

Protestantism.

1.4. Elizabeth |

The period of greatest importance for this thesis is the rule of Elizabeth I,
daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn. She ruled between the years 1558 and
1603. Shakespeare was born 6 years after Elizabeth ascended the throne and she
ruled for most of his life. Her official stance on religious matters was therefore
fundamental for Shakespeare’s work as well as his personal life.

Even though Elizabeth outwardly converted to Catholicism during Mary’s
reign, there was a general understanding that Elizabeth was a Protestant and that
England under her rule would return to the reformed faith. After Elizabeth became
Queen of England, the country truly returned to Protestantism, but not as quickly
as some would have hoped. Although she changed her Council to devout
Protestants promptly after her accession, Elizabeth proved more hesitant changing
the laws.

During her reign, her councillors were often frustrated with Elizabeth’s
unwillingness to approve the legislation they wanted. If she didn’t outright reject
the laws, she often delayed or heavily revised them. She was especially resistant
to changes that would ratify harsher punishments on the Catholics.

Officially, Elizabeth recognized only one true faith, Protestantism, but she
was unwilling to fully repress the Catholics. As long as they were loyal to her in
matters of state and conformed to the law, they could inwardly believe what they
liked. As she herself was supressing her own faith during her sister’s reign,
Elizabeth expected her Catholic subjects to do the same if they wanted to keep
their faith. The term for concealing one’s true beliefs is “Nicodemite” and Peter

Mashall describes Elizabeth as the “queen of Nicodemites *:

The Queen’s religion was not that of her father. But it shared
with his the quality of appearing idiosyncratic,
uncategorizable. The difference was that while Henry’s faith
expressed itself in aspirations towards absolute domination,
Elizabeth’s was formed over two decades of finding herself

at the mercy of others. She had learned the virtues of

12



inwardness, and of knowing when, and when not, to take a
principled stand. At heart, Elizabeth was a Nicodemite
queen, and willing to reign as a queen of Nicodemites. She
had no reason to love ‘popery’, but she did not see
Catholics, even Roman ones, as the artful agents of
Antichrist.10

Elizabeth was determined not to put her subject in yet another religious turmoil.
However, that does not mean that Elizabethan England was a time of religious
peace between Catholics and Protestants. Under Elizabeth’s rule, everyone had to
attend mass on Sundays and holidays. With the recusancy laws in place, her
subjects were faced with penalties and possible imprisonment in case of refusal.
Idolatry and unnecessary embellishments in the church was forbidden and
monasteries were again dissolved.

Throughout the years, Elizabeth’s kingdom became more and more
Protestant, leading to Elizabeth being officially excommunicated by the Pope. Yet
Elizabeth had to deal with extremist on both sides of the faith. Protestantism
produced a strict branch of Puritans, who disagreed with some of the official
stances on religion and preached it loudly (without any official licence). On the
other hand, Elizabeth had to handle Jesuits, hoping to rise a Catholic resistance by
circulating Catholic pamphlets and calling for a religious debate with the
councillors and clergy. In consequence, harsher policies were passed against both
extremist groups, especially the Jesuits, who were automatically considered
traitors.

Elizabeth, as a woman, had to rule her Kingdom carefully, but firmly. A
woman was seen unfit to stand as the head of the Church and an exemption had to
be declared, extracting Elizabeth from the general group of women.!! She was
unmarried and without an heir, and many of her advisors tried to push her in
different directions, looking for a suitor that would best fit their own interests.
Others saw her being childless and unmarried as a sign that her rule will not last
long and did not take her laws very seriously.

Elizabeth’s reign brought only one of the many consecutive changes in the

official religion and many English people accordingly did not see them as long-

10 Marshall, Heretics and Believers, 449.
11 |bid., 431.
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lasting. Others simply did not agree with them. Consequently, devout Catholics
resorted to only hiding instead of destroying offensive objects and parishes were
reluctant to remodel their churches to adhere to the official doctrine. The official
laws were confusing, and the actual sermons were carried out nonuniformly. With
so many changes regarding one’s religion, it does not come as a surprise that
many common people simply gave up on keeping up with the latest religious
attitudes and just believed what they wanted, or became slightly indifferent to

religion altogether.

1.5. James |

The reign of James I, Elizabeth’s successor, is important to mention for this thesis,
as it coincided with the last 13 years of Shakespeare’s life. As his reign isn’t
covered in Heretics and Believers, this part is based on other sources, especially
on James | (1995) by Christopher Durston.*?

When he inherited the English throne from Elizabeth in 1603, James | had
already lifelong experience of being a king in Scotland. James | was aware that
politics might not be conducted the same in England, so upon his ascension he
decided to get acquainted with his new country first, before implementing any
new policies.®

James was brought up Protestant and subscribed mostly to the Calvinist
teaching, but in terms of his theological policy, he championed the approach of
moderate toleration. He would not tolerate extremists on either side, but as long as
they were loyal subjects to the throne, James would turn a blind eye on practising
other than the official religion, similarly to Elizabeth before him. James was even
freer to do so than Elizabeth, who had to tame eager Protestants after emerging
from over 5 years of hiding and oppression.4

James’ refusal to fully lean towards either side ignited hope in
representatives of both religious factions. Protestants believed that James would
finally eradicate the Roman-Catholic minority, while the Catholics hoped James

would renounce his upbringing and declare Catholicism as the one true religion.®

12 Christopher Durston, James I. (London: Routledge, 1993).

13 Newton, Diana Rosemary Newton. The Impact on England Of James VI and | With Particular
Reference to Religious Context. (Phd Thesis, University of Liverpool, 1995).

14 Durston, James |.

15 Durston, James 1. ,56; Doelman, King James | and the Religious Culture of England, (Suffolk:
D. S. Brewer, 2000), 21.
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To the disappointment of both sides, James remained firmly somewhere in the
middle, advocating for moderation. There have been however some measures
taken against the Catholics after the Catholic “Gunpowder Plot” in 1605 led by
Guy Fawkes, most notably the Oath of Allegiance. The Oath required citizens to
deny pope’s authority over the king’s. Other than that, as long as the citizens
vowed to be loyal to the king, pay the recusancy fines, and stay quiet about their
true convictions, they would not be persecuted.’® The state was officially
Protestant, but there was some room for the Catholics to exist in.

To conclude this historical overview, Shakespeare and his contemporaries
navigated a society more lenient than their predecessors, yet they carried with
them the memory of uncertain times and harsh punishments of disobedience with
the official faith. Some decided to fully lean into the Protestant anti-Catholic
rhetoric, while others practised the old religion in secret. As playwrights were
often drawing inspiration from life, both is reflected in the plays written by

Shakespeare’s generation.

2. English theatre in the times of Shakespeare

Theatre in the times of Reformation and Post-Reformation was standing in a
difficult position. Like any other aspect of English culture during that time, it had
to cope with ever-changing religious and political scene. Theatre was quickly
gaining popularity, professional theatre companies were forming, and theatre
houses were being built, but the dramatic form also met with a great deal of
opposition.

Strongly objecting to the theatre were the anti-theatricalists, in great
measure, yet not exclusively, Puritans.’” The anti-theatricalists were charging
theatre with many offences. Theatre was luring churchgoers away from the
service, even during religious holidays.!® Theatre houses were filled with
disreputable individuals like pickpockets and prostitutes’® and some accused
theatre spaces as the epicentre of the plague. The actors were also seen as

suspicious, they had no land on their own or stable employment and were

16 Durston, James I, 59.

17 Michael O’Connel, “The Idolatrous Eye: Iconoclasm, Anti-Theatricalism, and the Image of the
Elizabethan Theatre,” ELH 52, no. 2 (Summer 1985), 285.

18 Michael Hattaway, Elizabethan Popular Theatre (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982), 43.
19 Shell, Alison, Shakespeare and Religion (London: Bloomsbury Adren Shakespeare, 2010), 31.
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officially classified among vagrants. The Vagabond Acts from 1604 required from
vagrants either a proof of owning land or being in service of some master, or
sentenced the offender to public whipping. To protect themselves from any legal
action, actors had patrons from the aristocratic classes, whom they legally served.
Nevertheless, many representatives of faith and regular citizens alike held them in
contempt.?°

The severest complaint against theatre was its connection to idolatry. Anti-
theatricalists compared staging a play to a Catholic mass, which featured some
theatrical elements like the elevation of the host.?! Besides similarities with
sermon, theatre was seen as idolatrous on its own. In the iconoclastic fashion, the
Protestants denounced any visual representation of God, Jesus Christ, the Saints,
or any scene from the Bible. Their reasoning was that the visual representation
pulls focus from the message behind it and can lead to idolatry, worshiping the
images themselves instead of what they represent. To Protestants, the Word of
God was what the citizens should focus on instead of images.

Applying the iconoclastic doctrine to theatre, it must be deemed inherently
sinful. Theatre is primarily visual, audiences are there to see a play and they focus
on the visual aspect. Theatre is made to be seen and marvelled at which were for
some clear signs of it being in itself idolatrous. However, the depiction of actual
religious pictures and stories was the harshest offence.

The plays in the Middle Ages were based on bible stories, in majority, they
were mystery and morality plays, but after the Reformation those types of plays
faced great opposition from the church and the government. The traditional
medieval mystery plays depicted biblical stories and thus biblical characters, but
in order to make the play interesting, the biblical figures were often humanized
and the story itself approached with creative liberties. The authorities did not want
the biblical figures depicted at all, let alone modified.?? This was reflected by the
official laws. The government did not ban theatre altogether as the anti-
theatricalists would like, but there were restrictions on what could and could not

be seen on the stage. No religious our political matters of the time were to be

20 Stephen Greenblatt, Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare (London:
Jonathan Cape, 2004), 71.

21 Shell, Shakespeare and Religion 40, 76.

22 O’Connel, “The Idolatrous Eye,” 285.
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depicted on stage and every play had to be inspected before being staged or
printed.?

Already in the Edward’s reign, plays had to have written permission from
six councillors in order to be performed?* and since the second year of Elizabeth’s
reign, plays had to be officially licenced. Later on, in 1580’s, the Master of the
Revels took on the responsibility of examining the plays and censoring them, if
necessary.”® In 1591, Sunday performances were banned?® and from 1606,
officially (unofficially in effect earlier), the Holy Trinity could not be depicted on
the stage or portrayed by any actor.?’

Elizabethan theatre tried to steer away from the religious matters.
According to Hilsky, the function of theatre changed during Queen Elizabeth’s
reign from didactic, moralizing, and propagandistic to entertaining in the second
half of 1580’s, the theatre companies wanted to amuse and entertain.?® Amongst
the fan-favourite genres were history plays, revenge tragedies or romantic
comedies.?

Shell notes that even though overt depiction of religious themes was
forbidden, the playwrights turned to allusions: “If direct and extensive reference
to religion was difficult, there were many indirect ways that Shakespeare and his
contemporaries could exploit a subject of such profound emotional resonance.
Shakespeare’s plays and poems, like those of most imaginative writers among his
contemporaries, are saturated with religious allusion.”

Yet, some of Shakespeare’s contemporaries are recorded to lean much
more heavily into the anti-Catholic and especially anti-papal rhetoric. John
Webster imagines a corrupt world lead by popery in his plays The White Devil
(1612) and The Duchess of Malfi (1613),3 Thomas Dekker stages a papal plot to
kill the Queen in The Whore of Babylon (1606), and Barnabe Barnes portrays the

23 Shell, Shakespeare and Religion, 55.

24 Marshall, Heretics and Believers, 347.

25 Hattaway, Elizabethan Popular Theatre, 44.

% Stephen Greenblat, “General Introduction” in The Norton Shakespeare” eds. by Stephen
Greenblatt et al. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2016), 1-74.

21 O’Connell, “The Idolatrous Eye,” 284; Martin Hilsky, Shakespearova Anglie, (Praha: Academia:
2021), 185; Shell, Shakespeare and Religion,54.

28 Martin Hilsky, Shakespearova Anglie, 187.

2 Friedmann Kreuder, “Repertoire and Genres” In A Cultural History of Theatre in the Early
Modern Age (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 154.

30 Shell, Shakespeare and Religion, 56-7.

31 Ibid, 12.
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pope making a deal with the devil in The Devils Charter (1606).32 The
eponymous main character in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus (1592) is
walking dangerously on the line of atheism® but he is assigned Catholic
attributes.3

Focusing specifically on the portrayal of friars, they are perceived
negatively in Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus and The Jew of Malta (1591), in Old
Wives’ Tale (1595) by George Peele,® or in George Chapman’s May-Day (1611).%
In Richard Greene’s Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (1594), although the name
might suggest that the play would be concerned with Catholic monks, the titular
characters are alchemists and magicians. It has nothing to do with religion and
possibly parodies Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus.®’

On the other hand, legacy of Catholicism can be found in some
Shakespeare’s contemporaries and their plays. For example, Ben Jonson, one of
the major playwrights of Shakespeare’s time, converted to Catholicism® and got
in trouble for his first draft of Sejanus His Fall (1603). He was charged with
popery and forced to edit his play.®® There are some positive depictions of friars,
like the characters of Friar Bernard and Friar John in A New Trick to Cheat the
Devil (1623) by Robert Davenport,”® but they are in the minority. The anti-
Catholic rhetoric dominated Shakespeare’s society, especially during Elizabeth’s
reign, and the fact that Shakespeare is reported to be less severe on and possibly
even sympathetic to Catholicism is unconventional at least. It justifiably
awakened interest about Shakespeare’s own religion in many scholars.
Shakespeare’s possible personal connection to the Catholic faith will be explored

in the next chapter.
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3. William Shakespeare and Religion

William Shakespeare is the best known writer of the era described above, and it is
therefore no wonder that scholars and ordinary people alike are highly interested
in his life. A significant part of Shakespeare’s life remains a mystery and one of
the most widely speculated areas of his life is his personal faith. Many believe that
Shakespeare could have been a hidden Catholic outwardly complying with the
Protestant laws, and they look for the evidence in his life and his work. There is,
however, no reliable evidence supporting these claims, so they remain what they
are, speculations and conspiracies only.

William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564, in the
early years of Elizabeth I’s reign. The official religion reverted to Protestantism,
but Mary’s Catholic reign left its mark and Elizabeth refused forceful abolition of
Catholicism. She wanted from her subject only outwardly compliance and
allegiance to her as a ruler. Consequently, there were many Catholics hiding in
England, and some could possibly be hidden even in Stratford. William
Shakespeare’s mother, Mary Shakespeare, came from the influential Arden family,
who were devout Catholics. Her father insisted on being buried with Catholic
rites** and members of her more distant family tried to further the Catholic
interests, with some going even as far as attempting to assassinate the Queen.*?

William’s father, John Shakespeare appears somewhere in-between in his
faith. John went through several occupations, he was a glover, an ale-tester,
speculated in illegal wool-trade, but most importantly he held multiple municipal
offices in his life.** As such, he was a highly respected and influential member of
his community and with it came certain obligations. He had to enforce the
(Protestant) law and is recorded to oversee the whitewashing of the local church
and the sale and destruction of the other objects in the church. On the other hand,
he and the rest of the council appointed to the local school consecutively three
teachers, who had Catholic ties: Simon Hunt, who later left to become a Jesuit,

Thomas Jenkins, with Catholic connections on Oxford College, and John Cottam,
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whose brother went on to become a Catholic priest and tried to come back to
England to preach the old faith.** The teachers had to outwardly conform to
Protestantism in order to be allowed to teach, but their own convictions could
have influenced their methods and imprint on their pupils. Among the children
taught by those men were William Shakespeare and his brothers.

There are other events possibly proving John’s hidden Catholicism. He is
recorded avoiding going to church, while the attendance was mandatory under the
threat of a fine. This practice was popular with so called recusants, hidden
Catholics who did not want to compromise their faith by attending Protestant
services. During this time, however, John Shakespeare faced severe financial
difficulties and the official report notes that John evaded going to church for the
fear of being confronted by his creditors.*> Another possible proof of John’s
Catholic faith lies in a document found long after his death. This “spiritual
testament” professes allegiance to the old faith and bears John’s signature.
However, only a copy remains, the original was lost, and there are doubts about its
authenticity.® In conclusion, there are multiple accounts hinting at John’s
religious conviction, but nothing reliable enough to profess it as a fact. Even less
evidence can be found about the religious convictions of his son. Still, William
Shakespeare’s faith is highly speculated.

Besides his possibly Catholic surroundings, the multiple secretly Catholic
teachers and his own familial ties to Catholicism, possible evidence can be found
in Shakespeare’s so called “lost years.” The lost years mark a time period in
Shakespeare’s life between his school years and the first evidence of him moving
to London, circa late 1570s/early 1580s to early 1590s, and scholars are unsure
what Shakespeare did during this time.*” He was not studying at a university, as
his father could not afford it and he was probably employed or apprenticed
somewhere.

There is no clear record, but some scholars suppose he spent his years in

Lancashire.*® There are speculations that Shakespeare might have been
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recommended by John Cottam, the former teacher in Stratford, to a wealthy
family of Alexander Hoghton. In the services of the Hoghton family, Shakespeare
would be employed as a teacher of their children. The Hoghtons were devoutly
Catholic, and they might have wanted someone reliable in the matter of faith, not
only to teach their children but also because he would be a witness to many illegal
activities in the house, from hiding idolatrous objects to harbouring Catholic
fugitives. If William Shakespeare was employed in the Hoghton family during this
time, it would decidedly point to him being a Catholic.

The piece of evidence on which this argument stands, is Alexander
Hoghton’s will from 1581. In it, Alexander mentions some “William Shakeshafte”
and asks his brother to either employ him or find him employment. Alexander’s
will is so excitedly investigated because it could not only explain Shakespeare’s
lost years but also his connection to theatre, as William Shakeshafte is mentioned
in the will in relation to theatre. Alexander bequeaths his brother his musical
instruments and costumes, necessary equipment for any theatre company and asks
him to take care of his players. Many believe William Shakeshafte to be
Shakespeare, as spelling was not fixed at the time, while others comment that
Shakeshafte was a very common surname in Lancashire and has no connection to
Shakespeare.*® The case remains unconclusive.

On the other hand, in 1582, only a year after his alleged stay in
Lancashire, Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in Stratford, and six months
later, they baptised their daughter Susanna.>® Anne came from a devoutly
Protestant family, there is evidence of her father asking to be buried in the Puritan
fashion and similar evidence can be found regarding her brother.>! It has to be
said, that Shakespeare spent most of his life in London, away from his wife and
children, and in his will he left Anne only their second best bed, leaving the
majority of his wealth to Susanna.®®> Shakespeare might have distanced himself
from his wife due to the rift in their religious beliefs but it might have just as
easily be from a different reason or no reason at all. Shakespeare might have

stayed away only to make money for his family and Anne’s inheritance might
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have been a sentimental gesture, with the bed being their own marital bed.>
Looking at the possible evidence supporting Shakespeare’s Catholicism found in
his life and his surroundings, there is simply not enough evidence for a definite
conclusion. Many scholars have therefore instead turned to his work to look for
possible evidence.

John Yamamoto-Wilson®* argues that Shakespeare lived in a time heavily
influenced by Catholicism. No matter his own personal convictions, the old faith
was imprinted in the cultural awareness of English public and in expectantly
seeped through into the art of the time. Consequently, there are Catholic themes
and motifs in Shakespeare’s plays, just like in the plays of his contemporaries.

However, his plays differ significantly from his contemporaries in the way
he chooses to depict the old religion. While many of other playwrights, like
Christopher Marlowe or John Webster, put blatant anti-Catholic propaganda in
their plays, Shakespeare seems to be mostly neutral, or at least enigmatic
regarding the matters of faith.>® Shell notes that “Shakespeare does not appear to
have been particularly interested in writing about religious topics for their own
sake. In his surviving writing, engagement with religious issues, while acute and
various, is invariably subsumed to dramatic context.”

The speculations about Shakespeare’s own convictions are truly
widespread, there was not a consensus even in his own time period. Comments
from Shakespeare’s time can be found critiquing him from Protestant and possibly
Catholic positions as well.>” Today, most scholars agree that Shakespeare’s
relationship to faith as found in his plays is at least ambiguous and open to
speculations. Scholars looking for proof of Shakespeare’s own Catholicism find in
his plays hidden codes and messages that would be evident to the Catholics hiding
in the audience,®® while others think that looking at Shakespeare as a Catholic is

simply more exciting, placing him in a position of the underdog.*® Hilsky notes
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that the fact that Shakespeare did not participate in anti-Catholic satire does not
mean that he was a Catholic. He states Shakespeare’s possible reasoning for
steering clear of the controversial topics: he wanted to keep as wide audience as
possible, including the Catholics, and he simply found the genre dull, reductive
and primitive.®® Similar opinion is expressed also by Beauregard.®!

Shakespeare’s plays represent a versatile depiction of religious matters.
There are allusions to biblical stories like the flood in As You Like it;®? religious
ceremonies as in Henry V® or The Merchant of Venice,% caricatures of Puritans
like Angelo in Measure for Measure or Malvolio in Twelfth Night;® as well as
Catholics, like Isabella in Measure for Measure.®® More negative depiction of
Catholics can be found in Shakespeare’s history plays, with real-life models.
There are for example Joan of Arc and Bishop of Winchester in Henry VI, Part 1,
Archbishop of Canterbury in Richard Il or Cardinal Thomas Wolsey in Henry
VIILY

On the list of plays connected to religion, there are three that will be
discussed in the practical analysis of this thesis, Romeo and Juliet, Much Ado
About Nothing, and Measure for Measure. While Measure for Measure is already
mentioned above, it will be analysed together with the other plays in relation to a

specific group of characters, friars.

% Hilsky, Shakespearova Anglie, 79.

61 David N. Beauregard, “Shakespeare on Monastic Life: Nuns and Friars in Measure for
Measure,” Shakespearean Criticism 126, (2010): 149-159.

62 Shell, Shakespeare and Religion, 57.

83 Yamamoto-Wilson, “Shakespeare and Catholicism,” 352.

84 Asquith, “Catholic bard.”

85 Kaufman, Religion Around Shakespeare, 145.

% Ibid., 146.

67 Yamamoto-Wilson, “Shakespeare and Catholicism,” 353; Kaufman, Religion Around
Shakespeare, 95-96.

23



4. Analysis of the selected plays

In the practical part, this thesis focuses on the analysis of the Catholic characters
present in Shakespeare’s plays, namely the friars. This thesis will look closely at
those characters portrayed in three selected plays, The Most Lamentable Tragedy
of Romeo and Juliet (1597, further referred to in short as Romeo and Juliet),%®
Much Ado About Nothing (1600),%° and Measure for Measure (1604).7

As proposed in the previous chapters, Shakespeare depicted Catholic
characters in a less negative way than some of his contemporaries, Shell in her
assessment mentions all three analysed plays: “the plays where he uses
contemporary Catholic settings peopled by nuns and friars — Measure for
Measure, Romeo and Juliet, Much Ado About Nothing — convey a more neutral
attitude to the faith”’* and Beauregard goes as far as claiming that Shakespeare’s

portrayal of friars in those plays is “exceptionally sympathetic”’?

in comparison
with other dramatists. In accordance with those findings, the aim of the analysis is
to see how Shakespeare portrays his characters of friars, with the hypothesis that
the analysed friar characters are neither demonized, as was usual for
Shakespeare’s contemporaries, nor idolized, proving some secret allegiance to
Catholic faith, but that they are portrayed neutrally, as characters with both good
and bad qualities.

The analysed characters are namely Friar Laurence in Romeo and Juliet,
Friar Francis in Much Ado About Nothing, and Friar Lodowick in Measure for

Measure.
4.1. Introduction to the selected plays

4.1.1. Romeo and Juliet
Romeo and Juliet does not require much of an introduction. It is, arguably, one of
the best known tragedies in history. This thesis will therefore only provide a brief

summary of the play. Two feuding families, the Montagues and the Capulets live
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in the city of Verona. Romeo Montague intrudes into a masquerade ball thrown by
the Capulets, there he meets Juliet Capulet and they fall in love. As their love is
forbidden, they marry in secret, ordained by Friar Laurence. Their happiness is
postponed, however, because Romeo kills Juliet’s cousin Tybalt in a duel and is
exiled from Verona by the Prince. Meanwhile, Juliet is set to marry Paris, a match
made by her father, unaware of Juliet’s marriage to Romeo. To escape the second
marriage, Juliet, drinks a sleeping draught made by Friar Laurence and pretends to
be dead. Romeo hearing of her supposed death, but not knowing it is only
pretence, rushes to her grave and in grief poisons himself. Juliet wakes up from
her sleep to see her lover’s dead body and kills herself with a dagger. The feuding
families, seeing what damage their quarrel has done, decide to reconcile and build

statues in Romeo and Juliet’s honour.

4.1.2. Much Ado About Nothing

Much Ado About Nothing is a comedy, but it interestingly shares some plot points
with Romeo and Juliet. The play also takes place in Italy, this time in the city of
Messina. The plot revolves around the family of the city governor, Leonato.
Pedro, Prince of Aragon, and his company return from a war campaign and stop to
rest in Messina, where they are hosted by Leonato. During their stay, Claudio,
Pedro’s companion, takes interest in Leonato’s daughter, Hero. Pedro woos her in
Claudio’s name on a masquerade ball and Hero and Claudio are set to marry.
However, Pedro’s villainous half-brother, John, decides to spoil the
marriage and convinces Claudio that Hero is disloyal. Claudio decides to publicly
shame her and cancel the wedding. Friar Francis, who was supposed to ordain the
wedding, believes that Hero is innocent and devises a plan. Hero should pretend
to die from the shock of being falsely accused. Claudio would in his grief
remember only the good parts about her and abandon the idea that she could ever
be disloyal. Hero is proven innocent, and Claudio is devastated. Since he was the
reason for his daughter’s death, Leonato asks Claudio to marry his niece instead,
to honour Hero and to stay in the family. Claudio agrees and when he unveils the
bride, she turns out to be Hero. There is also a secondary plot in the play, where
all the other characters try to couple up Benedict, one of Pedro’s companions, and
Beatrice, Hero’s cousin, who are constantly bickering with each other. The match

proves successful and the play ends in a double wedding.
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4.1.3. Measure for Measure

The third play, Measure for Measure, is likewise categorized as a comedy, but is
regarded as a “problem” comedy. This classification is awarded due to the
difficult moral issues explored in the play and the way in which they are
performed, stretching the usual boundaries of comic form and steering close to the
tragedy territory.” As it is more complicated and less known play, it deserves a
longer introduction.

The play is set in Vienna and deals with the topics of religion, power, and
sexual desire. The Duke of the city decides to leave temporally and entrust the
power in the hands of his advisor Angelo. In reality, the Duke never leaves, he
stays in the city and puts on a disguise of a friar in order to inspect, how Angelo is
enforcing the laws. Angelo is devoted to suppressing all crime and sin in the city.
He punishes even those crimes that were previously overlooked. Convicted of
such crime is Claudio, he is guilty of getting his lover pregnant outside of
marriage. The judges try to persuade Angelo not to punish Claudio, as he is
otherwise an honest man and him and his lover were already unofficially married.
Angelo refuses. He wants to make an example of Claudio to discourage everyone
else from acting the same, so Claudio is set to be executed the next day.

In a desperate attempt, Claudio sends his friend to seek out his sister,
Isabella, who is intended to enter a convent that day, and ask her to go plead for
Claudio’s sake to Angelo. He hopes that Isabella’s devotion and persuasiveness
will win Angelo over and he would spare his life. Isabella postpones her noviciate
and goes to Angelo to plead for her brother. Angelo is aroused by her fiery and
convincing speech and asks her to come back the next day to hear his decision. At
their next meeting, Angelo proposes to Isabella that he will free her brother if she
sleeps with him. Isabella is appalled. She is not willing to sacrifice her purity for
her brother’s life and so she goes to see her brother to prepare him for his death.

While visiting him in jail, she is approached by Friar Lodowick, the Duke
in his disguise, who offers a solution that would save everybody. The Duke
proposes to Isabella to go back to Angelo and seemingly agree to his offer. But
instead of going herself and sacrificing her virginity, another woman, Mariana,

will take her place. Mariana is Angelo’s ex-fiancée who he cast aside when her

73 Katharine Eisaman Maus, “Introduction to “'Measure for Measure.” in The Norton Shakespeare,
eds. by Stephen Greenblatt et al. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2016), 2171-2179.

26



brother drowned at sea together with her dowry. She is still in love with Angelo
and this act, when later revealed, will force him to finally marry her.

They carry out the plan, but Angelo decides to still execute Claudio and
moreover, sends for his head as proof. Luckily, at the time of the execution, a
pirate with features very similar to Claudio dies in the prison and the Duke sends
his head to Angelo instead. Even though Claudio is saved, the Duke (still
disguised as the friar) lets Isabella believe that her brother is dead and encourages
her to plead her case to the Duke when he returns in a few days. He fakes his
return to the city and hears Isabella’s case, at first pretending not to believe her.
When Angelo tries to deny the claims, the Duke reveals himself to be the friar and
to be pulling the string all along. He frees Claudio, orders Angelo to marry
Mariana and proposes to Isabella to marry him.

Although Measure for Measure depicts multiple characters of the clergy,
this analysis will concentrate on the “pretend friar,” the Duke in his disguise. This
character is deemed relevant to the analysis, as all