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SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Timon of Athens – Shakespeare and the City 
 

Timon of Athens, a collaboration between Shakespeare and Thomas 

Middleton, is a play like no other play in the Shakespearean canon. It reminds me of 

Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure a bit, but in other regards it is unique. 

It is, for example, the only Shakespeare play in which no character is related by blood 

or marriage to any other. 

If you have read or seen the play you will know this strangeness of which I 

speak. It seems impossible to get a handle on the play sometimes. The plot is easy 

enough to relate; Timon of Athens is the story of a wealthy and ruinously generous 

man, Timon, who is surrounded by adoring friends until one of them asks him for 

some money, then another, then another, until his financial solvency is questioned and 

his coffers are revealed to be empty. He is deserted by his friends and colleagues. In 

the wilderness outside the city he lives a profoundly cynical existence, until he dies 

alone and unloved. There are other things going on, but that is the tragedy of Timon 

the character. 

But whilst the plot may be straightforward, the aesthetic experience of the play 

is unsettling. It’s a very un-Shakespearean drama. 

So, to phrase all those observations as a question, what on earth were 

Middleton and Shakespeare up to? Well, I think this is one of those plays that is 

heavily reliant on context, and there are two contexts here which I think will be 

useful. Firstly, the concept of the City. Secondly, the artistic developments of City 

Drama. I think these contexts help explain three moments or states of being in the 

play which are some of the most strange to those used to Shakespeare’s style in his 

other plays. Because these happen to fall into a convenient pattern, I shall explain the 

relevant contexts alongside the moments in hand. I suppose all I really want to do in 

this podcast is show you that Timon of Athens is part of a wider cultural project. It is 

not, as it might seem if you know only Shakespeare, the weirdo with greasy hair 

standing in the corner nursing a pint at the party of Renaissance drama. 

As I said, there are three moments that can be especially illuminated by 

context. The first is the moment at which there is ‘a run on Timon’, as it were. Not a 
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run on the banks nor a run on the pound, but a run on Timon. When a senator asks 

Timon to repay some debts, the creditors come out the woodwork. They all go to 

Timon and ask him to repay. He has not the cash, his land is already mortgaged and 

re-mortgaged, and he can get none of his so-called friends to lend him the money. 

Timon is out of money and, more importantly, out of credit. People do not believe in 

him. 

What has all this got to do with the concept of the city? Well, Timon is a 

strange play because it is an Economic Tragedy, to coin a phrase. The city of London 

was undergoing revolutionary change in this period, particularly in the area of 

finance, and this had a knock-on effect in London’s culture. A few facts and figures 

demonstrate the changes. The monopoly companies, which had exclusive control over 

all British trade in a given geographical area, were springing up during Shakespeare’s 

lifetime. The East India Company, the most famous and the one you’ve probably 

heard of, was founded in 1600, less than a decade before this play. Investment in these 

companies, which was relatively unregulated, could yield returns in the hundreds of 

percent. London as a city was also becoming the economic powerhouse of the nation. 

Under Henry VIII, London had accounted for 50% of the customs revenue. By the 

time Shakespeare arrived in London, it was 90%. And all this high finance was 

beginning to affect government. Nearly all the Lord Mayors of London between 1550 

and 1580 were supplied by a single trade association; the Merchant Adventurers, who 

were responsible for the exploration of what would now be called emerging markets. 

What has all this got to do with Timon of Athens? Well, this is one of the first 

English tragedies where the traditional tragic fall, which is as old as Greek tragedy, is 

directly a matter of finance, a matter of money. Everybody before has fallen like a 

tragic hero. Timon falls like a share price. 

But this is early days in the play and Timon has a stretch of life yet. And it is 

in the remainder of the play that the context of city drama and city comedy is of use. 

City comedy is a particular genre of English plays that erupted around 1599 and was 

espoused by Ben Jonson and Thomas Middleton, amongst others. Volpone, A Chaste 

Maid in Cheapside, Epicoene, The Dutch Courtesan, Eastward Ho!, The Alchemist 

are all good examples if you know them. Shakespeare did not write any true city 

comedies, which is why the genre is poorly known, but it was a massive innovation. 

Soon after the genre’s birth, Jonson was setting his plays in and around present-day 

London. There was no distance between setting and subject matter. One aspect of this 
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genre was the duplicity, the two-facedness, especially for profit, that city life allowed 

and to a certain extent encouraged. You don’t find many con-artists in the 

countryside. They’re where there’s money flying around; the towns and the cities. 

Finding himself in dire financial straits, Timon asks for help from his friend 

Lucius, and Lucius pulls off a stunning piece of duplicity before our eyes. He hears 

that Timon sent to someone, who denied him aid. Lucius disapproves profoundly: 

 

Denied that honourable man! there was very little honour showed in't. 

For my own part, I must needs confess, I have received some small 

kindnesses from him, as money, plate, jewels and such-like trifles, 

nothing comparing to his; yet, had he mistook him and sent to me, I 

should ne'er have denied his occasion so many talents. 

 

Talents are a type of coin, by the way. Timon’s servant then arrives and asks him for 

help on his master’s behalf, only to be rebutted in simpering terms: 

 

Commend me bountifully to his good lordship; and I hope his honour 

will conceive the fairest of me, because I have no power to be kind: 

and tell him this from me, I count it one of my greatest afflictions, say, 

that I cannot pleasure such an honourable gentleman. Good Servilius, 

will you befriend me so far, as to use mine own words to him? 

 

Now, it’s not that nobody had lied on the English stage before, but if you glance 

sideways at other plays and genres being worked on in the first decade of the 1600s, 

this scene takes on a different aspect. Read the city comedies of Jonson, Middleton 

and others, and you’ll find London shysters gulling people out of money all over the 

shop. But the charlatanism in those plays if of a distinctly theatrical kind. This is 

literally true in that they use disguises and other stage effects, but I think what 

fascinated the writers about the new London was that finance was increasingly about 

faith and borrowing, as Timon finds to his cost, increasingly about belief. Theatre is 

equally reliant on belief and so it was the art form uniquely disposed to interrogate the 

increasing importance of credit, a word which literally means ‘belief’. 

So it is the exactness of Lucius’ financial Machiavellianism that is the element 

of this scene that is unfamiliar to us. Yes, there had been Machiavellian money-
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lenders – Marlowe’s Jew of Malta and Shakespeare’s Shylock spring to mind – but 

they were outcasts, play-acting to keep their heads above water. Lucius is the 

establishment, but in conditions not to his liking, he takes one mask off and replaces it 

with another in order to maintain his personal wealth. 

 

The third aspect of unsettling strangeness in this play is the cynicism that 

swamps Timon in the final acts. Again, I think glancing sideways to other plays and 

genres is useful here. There are some city comedies, especially Jonson’s that are more 

depressing than Shakespeare’s tragedies. With city comedies, there is a sense that the 

cheating and the lying and the bartering goes on forever afterwards because nobody 

dies. There is no finality, no closure. Everybody just becomes more and more cynical 

in an eternal circus of deceit; the deceivers become ever more ruthless and the 

deceived ever more suspicious. In Shakespearean tragedy, the emotional and physical 

pain may be horrific, but at least it ends. 

At the end of King Lear, I feel purged, cleansed. After a city comedy, I want 

to have a shower. 

I think this comparison illuminates the texture of Timon’s despair, and our 

feelings of impotent misery in Act IV and beyond. 

Timon’s cynicism is demonstrated when, living in a cave outside the city 

walls, he discovers some gold buried in the earth. Is his reaction that all is well, since 

he can now return to his former glory? Er, no. Instead he embarks on a diatribe 

against the way that gold can turn everything upside down: 

 

Thus much of this will make black white, foul fair, 

Wrong right, base noble, old young, coward valiant. 

Ha, you gods! why this? what this, you gods? Why, this 

Will lug your priests and servants from your sides, 

Pluck stout men’s pillows from below their heads: 

This yellow slave 

Will knit and break religions, bless the accursed, 

Make the hoar leprosy adored, place thieves 

And give them title, knee and approbation 

With senators on the bench: this is it 

That makes the wappen’d widow wed again; 
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She, whom the spital-house and ulcerous sores 

Would cast the gorge at, this embalms and spices 

To the April day again. 

 

A damning and final indictment of money’s ability to turn things into their opposites, 

to overturn our natural relationship with things around us. 

This is the high-water mark of Timon’s cynicism. Perhaps the audience’s 

high-water mark comes at the end of the play when, rather than cataclysm, we witness 

the system merely rolling on after Timon’s death. Alcibiades, a rogue soldier of 

Athens with grievances against the senate, tries to take the city by force. He has paid 

his soldiers with the gold that Timon found and gave to him. But is there a revolution? 

Is there some profound change that gives us hope for the future that the system that 

brought about Timon’s demise will not be allowed to repeat itself? Do we expect 

Alcibiades, from his position of military power, to implement social and economic 

reform for the better? No. The senators invite Alcibiades to enter the city on the basis 

that everything stays more or less the same. Alcibiades accepts and, after news of 

Timon’s death has arrived, everything carries on as normal. Nothing changes. There 

has been boom, there has been bust, and now, round the merry-go-round we go again. 

 

I suppose I may have made it sound as if there is nothing wrong with this play, 

that it is a valuable critique of nascent capitalism by writers and thinkers who were 

there at the time and could look it in the eye. Whilst that is true, there is a profound 

failing in Timon of Athens, which probably affected it at the time and which I think 

affects it now. And that is that it shouldn’t have been a tragedy. There are city 

comedies that have had much better public lives since the time of writing than Timon. 

They are more often talked about, read, studied, performed that Timon has been or 

probably will be. I’m still getting to the bottom of why, but I think Timon is just too 

bitter, too scornful of any connection with money to have been of interest to a 

commercial audience at any point in the last four hundred years. It may not surprise 

you to learn that this was Karl Marx’s favourite play. 

I hope that if I have done nothing else, I have put Timon of Athens in a 

historical context that has illuminated a play routinely ignored after a first glance. If I 

make you think twice about Timon the next time you encounter it, my work here is 

done. 
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Next week, I’ll be delivering the second Short Sheldrake on Shakespeare 

about his relationship with monarchy, so watch out for that. In a fortnight’s time, I’ll 

be discussing another little-known but rather more poetic play, Love’s Labour’s Lost. 

I hope you can join me. Until then, farewell. 


