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    ’Tis wondrous strange, the like yet never heard of.


    (Henry VI Part III, Act II, Scene I)

  


  INTRODUCTION


  The greatest writer in the English language the world has ever seen, William Shakespeare remains a cultural phenomenon 400 years after his death and his plays and sonnets are some of the most celebrated and widely read works in the world of literature.


  The Bard’s humble beginnings in Stratford-upon-Avon belie the incredible global popularity his dramatic work has gone on to achieve over the last four centuries, and although he is one of England’s favourite sons, he is also arguably its greatest ever export. His plays have been performed in every country in the world, his cumulative audience now number in the billions, and some of his iconic lines are the most quoted dramatic words in human history.


  For such a famous figure however, we know surprisingly little about his life, but what we do know makes for fascinating reading, and in Shakespeare’s Strangest Tales we delve deep into the more surprising chapters of the Bard’s work, his life story and the weird and wonderful tales his dramas have inspired. And so, in the pages that follow, we will unearth the real reason the character of Falstaff failed to make an appearance in Henry V, which play our Will hastily scribbled to avoid becoming embroiled in the fallout of the Gunpowder Plot and why the first recorded performance of Hamlet was actually on a ship off the coast of West Africa.


  Shakespeare’s litigious nature and eye for a business opportunity both feature in the book, while the bizarre stories of how the Bard’s home was nearly demolished by the circus impresario P.T. Barnum and why his chair was vandalised by two future Presidents of the United States also make a welcome appearance.


  His far-reaching cultural impact is highlighted by the odd tale of the Klingon version of Hamlet while his enduring ability to capture the imagination of people from all walks of life is brought into focus by accounts of the admiration he inspired in both Nelson Mandela and a certain Adolf Hitler.


  There is also the truly surreal story of one of the most ambitious reimagining of any of his famous works, King Lear with Sheep.


  The Bard’s literary canon is unrivalled and the stories behind the plays he penned are as intriguing as the dramas themselves, revealing a man as colourful as the characters he created.


  Shakespeare’s Strangest Tales is a whimsical but loving tribute to the world’s greatest writer and essential reading for anyone who has even briefly been dazzled by the brilliance of the Bard.


  Iain Spragg


  JOHN’S DREAM JOB


  1557


  William Shakespeare, we can all surely agree, is Stratford-upon-Avon’s favourite and most famous son. Over the years the town has been home to, among others, science fiction heavyweight Arthur C. Clarke, promiscuous MP John Profumo and even shouty chef Gordon Ramsay, but the Bard remains Stratford’s undisputed numero uno boy.


  But before our Will was even a glint in his eye, and before he had put Stratford forever on the map with his quill, it was his father John who was making something of a name for himself in the area and we shall begin this book with the intriguing tale of how Shakespeare Senior landed himself arguably the greatest job in the world.


  John Shakespeare was born in the small Warwickshire village of Snitterfield around 1530, the son of a humble tenant farmer, but a life in wellies was not for him and he relocated to Stratford to escape the stench of manure and seek his fortune. It proved a wise move and as his glove making and leather businesses in the town flourished, he was soon able to afford two houses, a new Volvo and regular holidays in the Algarve. Probably. He was, in short, making money hand over fist.


  As such an upstanding citizen, it was not long before John was thrust into public office, first serving as an alderman and latterly a term as the chief magistrate of the town council. In 1557 however he got the plum gig as Stratford-upon-Avon’s official beer taster.


  It almost goes without saying that official beer taster ranks below only England football captain and lingerie consultant to Scarlett Johansson in the canon of dream jobs for men but it was, in truth, an important role.


  ‘In 1557, about the time John Shakespeare married, he became ale-taster or “conner”’, wrote Russell A. Fraser in his book Shakespeare. ‘The local court leet, held by the manor lord to hear complaints of false measure, instructed him to fix the price of ale. He saw to it “that all brewers do brew good and wholesome ale and beer.” Tasting this, he determined the “assize” or top price per gallon. Then a wooden hand went up before the alewife’s house, beckoning for custom. First, though, the taster had to give his approval.’


  Every town had a conner to ensure drinkers were not ripped off (or potentially poisoned) and although John was never subject to an official performance review, the records suggest the flow of good-quality beer in Stratford continued during his tenure. Everyone was hopelessly legless of a Saturday night at least, so he evidently ticked all the right boxes.


  It would be seven years until William was born (more of which very shortly), and by that time John had reluctantly passed on the beer sampling mantle to another, but it seems pretty clear father and son discussed the role at some point judging by a passage in one of his subsequent plays.


  ‘In The Taming of the Shrew, Sly, drunk on “sheer” or pure ale, rails on Marian Hacket, “the fat alewife of Wincot”, a hamlet near Stratford,’ wrote Fraser. ‘Real-life Hackets lived there. This one poured to her patrons from earthenware jugs, “no sealed quarts” stamped by the conner, and Sly vowed to have her up before the leet.’


  For reasons historians have never been able to shed satisfactory light on, John’s rapid rise up the ranks of Stratford society rather hit the skids in his later life and he fell into debt, perhaps after getting involved in illegal and ill-advised money lending. William helped his old man out whenever he could but poor John never quite recovered from the shock of having to actually pay for his beer again.


  HAPPY BIRTHDAY, WILLIAM


  1564


  Historians adore Shakespeare. Some appreciate the timeless, sweeping themes he explores in his work, his breathtaking ability to analyse the human condition and lay bare universal truths. The vast majority however are fans because the Bard pays the mortgage.


  Take a trip to your nearest Waterstones (other major book retailers are available), ask to be directed to the Shakespeare section and feast your eyes on the shelves festooned with weighty tomes on the life and times of our Will. You’d need a Ford Transit (once again, other vehicles are available) to get that lot home.


  The proliferation of Shakespeare titles is chiefly due to the fact we know so little about the man and if there’s one thing that historians love more than a big fat advance from a publisher, it’s a subject open to interpretation and a well-penned theory or two. Wherever there’s a lack of facts, there’s always a historian poised to fill in the blanks. In hardback. A snip at £19.99 a copy.


  Shakespeare has always been such an enigma. There are vast swathes of his life about which we know frustratingly little and even his birthday is a bone of contention among scholars who are not averse to a lucrative academic argument.


  The traditional date given for the Bard’s joyous entry into the world is 23 April 1564. The thing is no one can be 100 per cent sure, and although we do know the birth was recorded in the baptismal register of the Holy Trinity parish church in Stratford-upon-Avon on 26 April, the rest is essentially guesswork.


  The Book of Common Prayer tells us that children were expected to be baptised on the first Sunday after the delivery or on the next holy day. Whichever came first really. The problem is, as things stand, Will should have been baptised on the twenty-fifth.


  ‘If Shakespeare was indeed born on Sunday, April 23, the next feast day would have been St Marks Day on the twenty-fifth,’ wrote Dennis Kay in Shakespeare: His Life, Work and Era. ‘There might well have been some cause, both reasonable and great or perhaps, as has been suggested, St Mark’s Day was still held to be unlucky, as it had been before the Reformation, when altars and crucifixes used to be draped in black cloth, and when some claimed to see in the churchyard the spirits of those doomed to die in that year. But that does not help to explain the christening on the twenty-sixth.’


  Those who doubt Will came into this world on the twenty-third also point out that it’s all rather too ‘convenient’. That date, after all, just happens to be St George’s Day and the cynics contend that the birth of England’s greatest writer, coinciding with the day of the nation’s patron saint, is unlikely. That Shakespeare just happened to die on 23 April 1616, lending his life story a suspicious sense of symmetry, only heightens the naysayers’ doubts.


  There is also a degree of dissention among the ranks about where Shakespeare was born. It is generally accepted his mother, Mary Arden, went through the whole agonising business of childbirth at the family house on Henley Street in Stratford but, again, we have no concrete evidence to back this up.


  All historians, however, can agree one thing – debating the minutiae of the Bard’s life in print is exceedingly good for the bank balance.
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  A MARRIAGE OF INCONVENIENCE


  1582


  ‘Hasty marriage seldom proveth well’. The words of Gloucester in Act IV, Scene I of Henry VI, Part III and a rather apt point to consider when we explore the subject of Shakespeare’s marriage to Anne Hathaway in 1582, an intriguing union, which has long been the subject of fierce speculation.


  Was it a union made in heaven or hell? Did William only embark on a career in theatre so he had an excuse to bugger off to London and escape her incessant nagging? Did he commit the cardinal sin and repeatedly leave the toilet seat up?


  These are all valid questions but the one we really need to ask is whether the Bard actually wanted to marry Anne in the first place.


  The couple tied the knot in November. Will was just 18 at the time, while Anne was 26 or 27 and, rather scandalously, she was already pregnant with their first child, Shakespeare’s daughter Susanna. The vicar pretended not to notice the bump and with the nuptials hastily completed, the newlyweds settled down to family life.


  The mystery of whether Anne was the Bard’s first choice as Mrs Shakespeare however emerges when we look at an entry in the Episcopal Register of Worcester for 27 November, which reads ‘item eodem supradicto die similes emanavit licencia inter Willielmum Shaxpere et Annam Whateley de Temple Grafton’. What do you mean you don’t read Latin? OK, rough translation, ‘and on the same day a [marriage] licence was also given between William Shaxpere and Anne Whateley of Temple Grafton’.


  Who the hell is Anne Whateley? The plot thickens when we peruse a document in the same Worcester register, filed the following day, which dramatically reinstates Hathaway as Shakespeare’s intended.


  ‘The condition of this obligation is such that if hereafter there shall not appear any lawful let or impediment by reason of any precontract, consanguinity, affinity or by any other lawful means whatsoever,’ it reads, ‘but that William Shagspere on the one party and Anne Hathwey of Stratford in the diocese of Worcester, maiden, may lawfully solemnize matrimony together, and in the same afterwards remain and continue like man and wife according unto the laws.’


  Certain scholars have argued this discrepancy in the documents is proof Shakespeare never wanted to get hitched to Hathaway. He was, they insist, the victim of a shotgun wedding, forced by his potential in-laws to abandon his true love Whateley, when news got out he was intending to do the dishonourable thing and leave the pregnant Anne in the lurch. The opposite camp is adamant it was merely a clerical error and whoever was responsible for updating the register simply spelt the name incorrectly the first time.


  The matrimonial debate has raged for years but took a slightly implausible twist in 1939 when author William Ross published a book entitled The Story of Anne Whateley and William Shaxpere as revealed by ‘The Sonnets to Mr. W.H.’ and other Elizabethan Poetry, in which he claimed Whateley did exist and was actually responsible for writing all of Shakespeare’s sonnets and many of the plays. He also maintained she wrote some of the poems attributed to Edmund Spenser, Christopher Marlowe and Sir Walter Raleigh, so we can probably pop him in the ‘mad as a box of frogs’ category of literary criticism.


  A footnote to all this matrimonial mystery is that we don’t know where William and Anne said their vows either. At the last count four churches – All Saints in Billesley, Temple Grafton, Luddington and Holy Trinity in Stratford-upon-Avon – had laid an opportunistic claim to being the venue for their nuptials, but not for the first time, it’s all speculation.


  Whatever the reality of Shakespeare’s relationship with Hathaway and what exactly happened in the build-up to their ‘hasty marriage’, they were together for 34 years and produced three children. And, as far as we know, not once did they have to call on the services of the Stratford-upon-Avon branch of Relate.


  FAMILY MISFORTUNES


  1583


  Treason is a recurrent theme in Shakespeare’s work. His plays are positively teeming with dark and bloody tales of dynastic plots, monarchical machinations and attempted regicide and it appears the Bard may have taken some literary inspiration from real-life events rather disquietingly close to home.


  Will’s mother Mary Arden came from what we’d call a ‘good’ family. Her father was a landed farmer and pretty respectable but it is her distant cousin, Edward Arden, who concerns us here and who met with a grisly fate that would not have looked out of place in one of Shakespeare’s own dramatic offerings.


  Arden had the obligatory big pile in the countryside. He was the head of a noble family and he had a few bob. Unfortunately for him he was also a closet Catholic and in the reign of Elizabeth I and the febrile political and religious climate that accompanied her long stint as monarch, it was distinctly risky business to be a follower of Rome.


  To compound his problems, Arden retained the services of a Catholic priest at the family home, masquerading as a gardener, and it was this clandestine cleric who effectively radicalised Arden’s son-in-law John Somerville and sealed Edward’s fate. Somerville vowed to kill his Protestant Queen, who he viewed as the tormentor-in-chief of his religion, and set off for London to assassinate her.


  He was apprehended long before he got anywhere near Elizabeth. He was put on the rack and after a few judicious turns of the wheel by the mandatory bloke in a black hood, the squealer brought down the whole house of cards and gave up Arden, the priest (Father Hall) and Mrs Arden. The wrath of the Queen was both swift and brutal.


  ‘On December 20, 1583, Edward Arden of Park Hall, the head of the Arden family in Warwickshire and a distant relative of Mary Arden Shakespeare, was executed for treason,’ wrote Kate Pogue in her book Shakespeare’s Family. ‘Everyone in Stratford would have known about, gossiped about, discussed, and analysed this horrifying scandal.’


  ‘The accused were indicted in nearby Warwick, tried in London, and on this grim December day Arden was taken from his prison cell, hanged, drawn, and quartered and his head posted on a pike on London Bridge. Father Hall disappeared and was perhaps murdered; Somerville was found strangled in his cell on the day he was to be executed; the lone survivor, Arden’s wife Mary, was kept in prison then released several months later.’


  Our Will was just 19 when all this occurred but he was fully aware of the family connection to the disgraced and subsequently decapitated Arden. It is hard to imagine such an event did not influence his work, not least his penchant for penning bloody and painful demises for so many of his characters. He was very much the Quentin Tarantino of his day.


  Incidentally, there wasn’t a shred of evidence against Arden beyond his son-in-law’s confession under duress and he went to his gruesome death vehemently maintaining his innocence, claiming his only crime was to be a Catholic. His protestations were of course to no avail but he did at least dine on a fine last meal of ye olde fishye and chippes before he got the chop. Perhaps.


  WILL GOES AWOL


  1585


  It is jolly difficult to disappear these days. You only have to caress a mobile phone, look the wrong way at a cash machine or spend five minutes in the same room as a laptop and you’ll have left an inedible electronic trail that will betray your location to anyone who may be looking for you.


  The proliferation of CCTV is another significant obstacle if you wish to vanish for reasons legitimate or otherwise (we’re not judging here, although it is beginning to sound a bit dodgy), while number plate recognition technology means you’re probably not going to get too far on the roads. In short, Big Brother and his minions know exactly where you are.


  Things of course were different in Shakespeare’s era, and whether intentionally or not, Will fell off the radar for seven years and between 1585 and 1592, and save for a brief mention in court papers regarding a land dispute heard in 1589 at the Queen’s Bench in Westminster, we do not have a single documented reference to him. Not a single scrap of parchment with his name on. Not one solitary deed, receipt, letter or correspondence. He didn’t even update his Facebook page.


  The ‘Lost Years’, as they are imaginatively labelled, have sparked a veritable tsunami of theories about what Will was up to. His name appears in the papers referencing the baptism of his twins Hamnet and Judith in February 1585, and he is referred to obliquely in late 1592 in a pamphlet of literary criticism (more of which shortly), but the missing seven years between are a smorgasbord of historical hypothesis. And total guesswork.


  The seventeenth-century author John Aubrey argued he worked as a country schoolmaster. The lawyer John Dowdall contended Shakespeare became a butcher’s apprentice. In the early eighteenth century another theory had it that Shakespeare decamped to London to kick-start his theatrical career and made a living minding the horses of the capital’s theatregoers. Others believed he buggered off to Europe and drank Chianti in Italy.


  In his book Sergeant Shakespeare, published in 1949, Duff Cooper put forward the theory that William had either volunteered or been drafted into the army during the Armada crisis of 1588, citing the familiarity revealed in his later work with the lives of soldiers and military matters. There was even a suggestion in the 1950s that Shakespeare went to sea with Sir Francis Drake on the Golden Hind, but that does rather overlook the small fact the ship returned from its famous circumnavigation of the globe five years before Will went missing.


  The mystery of the ‘Lost Years’ endures to this day and what the hell William was up to before he resurfaced in London in 1592 is worthy of an Agatha Christie novel. ‘Abducted by aliens’ is an increasingly popular modern explanation for Shakespeare’s vanishing act but David Icke and his acolytes are of course mental (allegedly).


  A SWING AND A MISS


  1589


  Whether it is by luck or sheer, unadulterated talent, certain practitioners of their particular trade enjoy immediate success. The legendary W.G. Grace, for example, hit a century on his Test debut for England against the Australians back in 1880, while Harper Lee certainly made her mark at the first time of asking in 1960, when she wrote To Kill a Mockingbird. The teenage chanteuse Britney Spears had a global chart topper with her first release ‘... Baby One More Time’ in 1999 but that, admittedly, might have been a ghastly aberration.


  Instant success is not though guaranteed for even the brightest stars in the firmament, and while we can safely celebrate the majority of Shakespeare’s literary canon, his first attempt at penning a play was it seems something of a dramatic dud.


  The ghost at the feast is The Two Gentlemen of Verona. Most scholars accept it to be the first of his plays, written sometime between 1589 and 1592, and when such esteemed titles as The Oxford Shakespeare: The Complete Works and The Norton Shakespeare place it as his earliest dramatic offering, who are we to argue.


  Set in sixteenth-century Italy, it focuses on the story of two firm friends who become romantic rivals for the love of a noblewoman. It explores themes that he would expand on in later works but even now, more than 400 years later, no one has ever really taken to Will’s first stab at being a playwright.


  The American literary critic, Harold Bloom, dismissed it as ‘the weakest of all Shakespeare’s comedies’. Professor Harold Clarke Goddard declared it ‘contains some of the most boring wit’, while even Isaac Asimov was so disappointed after reading The Two Gentlemen of Verona he speculated whether ‘the version we now have is a mangled copy of the real play’. Not glowing endorsements then.


  It is not just those esteemed gentlemen who have failed to embrace the work and it remains one of the least staged of all Shakespeare’s plays. The earliest documented staging was in 1762 when it was heavily rewritten by theatre impresario Benjamin Victor, but the production closed after six performances, while a 1784 reincarnation in Covent Garden survived for just one night despite being originally scheduled to run for several weeks.


  It has been adapted for British television only twice, compared to the countless screen versions enjoyed by its dramatic cousins, and the only straight cinematic retelling of the story was released in China in 1931. As a silent movie. Pretty poor when you consider that, in 1999, the Guinness Book of Records listed a grand total of 410 feature-length films and television versions of Shakespeare’s plays.


  Will of course got significantly better at the whole playwriting business but the distinctly lukewarm reception enjoyed by The Two Gentlemen of Verona does illustrate that even the undisputed greats need time to hone their talents.


  But wait, breaking news. There is one tale of The Two Gentlemen of Verona enjoying significant success in the world of entertainment. It was a rock musical on Broadway between 1971 and 1973 that ran for 614 performances and won a coveted Tony Award for Best Musical. Just when you thought the Bard had bombed.
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  CRITICAL ASS


  1592


  It was on New Year’s Day 1962 that a young popular beat combo by the name of The Beatles pitched up at a recording studio in North London to audition for Decca Records. The lads from Liverpool did their thing and waited to hear whether they had landed their big break in the shape of a juicy recording contract.


  A few weeks later Decca famously told John, Paul, George and Pete (Ringo would turn up later) that the band had ‘no future in show business’ and decided instead to sign Brian Poole and the Tremeloes (who subsequently mustered a grand total of one solitary UK chart topper). It proved of course to be one of the greatest misjudgements in the history of pop music, eclipsing even Posh Spice’s attempt to launch a solo career or the UK’s recent entries in the Eurovision Song Contest.


  Decca’s disastrous dismissal of The Beatles however looks like a minor error in critical judgement in comparison to the man who wrote the first ever review of Shakespeare’s work nearly 400 years earlier, an appraisal of the Bard’s talent which, retrospectively, must have left the man in question wondering what the hell he was thinking. If he wasn’t already dead.


  Our misguided reviewer is theatre critic Robert Greene. His initial opinion of Shakespeare was committed to paper in his 1592 pamphlet entitled Groats-worth of Witte, bought with a million of Repentance, and he’s evidently not a big fan of the Bard.


  ‘There is an upstart Crow,’ he wrote, ‘beautified with our feathers, that with his Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blanke verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Johannes fac totum, is in his owne conceit the onely Shake-scene in a country.’


  OK, so it’s slightly cryptic but stick with it. ‘Upstart crow’ is a clear insult, which academics believe is a reference to Shakespeare’s lack of university education. ‘Tiger’s heart wrapped in a Player’s hide’ alludes to a line in Henry VI, Part III, while ‘Shake-scene’ is an obvious play on the Bard’s name. Throw in the negativity of words like ‘bombast’ and ‘conceit’ and that ‘Johannes fac totum’ means ‘Jack of all trades’ and you have a literary two fingers up akin to a Simon Cowell put-down on The X Factor.


  What so enraged Greene about Shakespeare remains something of a mystery. As well as indulging in criticism, he was a playwright himself and while the world of theatre and acting is obviously renowned for the absence of ego, petty jealousies and hissy fits, perhaps Greene was a tad jealous.


  It is worth remembering that Groats-worth was published after Greene had shuffled off this mortal coil in September 1592 and some suspicious scholars contend that the surreptitious quill of another writer or writers was at work on the pamphlet post mortem.


  What we do know for sure is that his first, negative review hardly crushed Shakespeare’s confidence or creativity and he successfully penned some half-decent stuff in the years that followed Greene’s tirade from the grave.
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