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SHORT SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Queen’s Man 
 

Shakespeare wrote under two different monarchs. Two very different 

monarchs, as it happens; Elizabeth I and James I. The distinction between 

Shakespeare the Elizabethan dramatist and Shakespeare the Jacobean dramatist is 

related to questions of stylistic progression, political engagement, theatre history, to 

name a few. But seldom is it treated on its own terms. Today I am going to take the 

concept of Shakespeare the Elizabethan dramatist on its own terms and lay before you 

some of the ways in which the two periods seem to differ. In a fortnight’s time, I shall 

consider Shakespeare the Jacobean dramatist. 

So, spot the difference. The easiest division is in terms of genre. Under 

Elizabeth, Shakespeare wrote Comedies and Histories. Under James, he wrote 

Tragedies and Tragicomedies, or Romances, or whatever we’re calling them these 

days. Don’t call them Problem Plays, by the way; every play by Shakespeare is a 

Problem Play. No Histories with a capital H, apart from Henry VIII, were written after 

1599 and no Comedies with a capital C were written after 1605. I would also say that 

the plays written before 1603 seem profoundly indebted to the past. Broad 

brushstroke stuff here, so stand by for a whistle-stop tour. 

 

The comedies of the 1590s riff on established themes and ideas. The reliance 

on pastoral and woodland settings lends many of Shakespeare’s 1590s comedies a 

distinctly Elizabethan feel. Perhaps the greatest literary work of the Elizabethan age 

was Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, an epic poem deeply indebted to pastoral 

literature, which made allegorical mention of Elizabeth I herself. This culture spills 

into many of Shakespeare’s 1590s comedies. A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the 

most obvious, with Titania easily compared to Elizabeth I. But As You Like It, Much 

Ado About Nothing, Love’s Labour’s Lost all speak directly to a literary culture that is 

very difficult to imagine under a male monarch. Much of Shakespeare’s poetry (the 

Sonnets, Venus and Adonis) is also decidedly Elizabethan. 

Arguing that Shakespeare’s History plays look to the past seems a trifle 

unnecessary, but I do think that their genre signifies. It is said of Shakespeare that 
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wherever and whenever his plays are set, he is always writing about the here and now. 

I think it is notable that in an apparently deliberate fashion, he used a cycle of history 

plays to access the present. I will no doubt argue this in detail at some point, but it 

seems to me that Shakespeare’s History plays could just as well be called his Memory 

plays. The important matters are not what happened to the dead, but what the living 

can remember. It is the recent murders, not the ancient grudges, that are the lifeblood 

of those dynastic clashes and political upheavals. 

The Protestant Reformation for example, finalised by Elizabeth, was still in 

living memory in the 1590s, Catholicism lived on in the hearts of many and the old 

ways were not forgotten yet. Though Elizabeth liked to present herself as if she came 

from nowhere, needed no-one, the weight of history, of her grandfather Henry VII’s 

initiation of the Tudor dynasty, her father Henry VIII’s break from Rome, her brother 

Edward VI’s radical Protestantism, her sister Queen Mary’s persecutions and her own 

muddy ascent to and maintenance of the throne bore down on her and her subjects. 

Even Hamlet is a Protestant prince haunted by a Catholic Ghost. With her death, 

Shakespeare’s explicit interest in English History seems almost to evaporate. 

Shakespeare’s interest is surely partly fuelled then, by Elizabeth’s heritage? 

I should say before we move on that there were tragedies in the 1590s, Romeo 

and Juliet for example, but as I have shown elsewhere, that play is saturated with the 

poetic culture of the decade and earlier, soaked in the sonnet sequences, marinated in 

Spencer and Sidney and Wyatt. Julius Caesar is an unmistakably Elizabethan tragedy 

in that it dares to ask what might happen after the death of a strong central leader who 

leaves no clear heir but plenty of strong factions. The 1590s paranoia about the 

succession after Elizabeth’s death is at its soul. 

I’ve hopped about considerably, but I hope I’ve at least sparked your interest 

in the idea that ‘Elizabethan’ drama might be influenced by Elizabeth the human 

being, rather than simply the accident that it was written whilst she was alive. 

In a fortnight I’ll be dashing hither and thither in equally madcap fashion with 

James’ reign. I look forward to speaking to you in a week’s time for Timon of Athens. 

Until then, farewell. 


