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Praise for Straight Acting

 

‘A scholarly romp through the rich complexities of Shakespeare’s queer life, work and culture. Engrossing, enlightening and hugely entertaining’

Sarah Waters, author of Fingersmith

 

‘At once magisterial and saucy, Straight Acting gets to the heart of Shakespeare’s queer literary formation. Will Tosh writes with clarity and cheek, drawing on forgotten contemporaries, reminding us of the cultural status of ancient Greek texts and their sexual mores, and remapping a homoerotic geography of Elizabethan London . . . This fresh account kickstarts the queer canon of English literature: Shakespeare won’t go back in the closet again’

Emma Smith, author of This is Shakespeare

 

‘Brilliant – so vivid and so sharp, fantastically clever and consistently fascinating. It will change the way people think about Shakespeare, in rich and valuable ways’

Katherine Rundell, author of Super-Infinite

 

‘Will Tosh’s tour through the spaces of Shakespeare’s childhood, youth and early years as a dramatist is utterly captivating. Marshalling his deep knowledge of the period and of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, he convinces us of the queerness of these times . . . he pushes us to question how a sense of queerness weaves through our present and how it should figure in the ways we think about, stage and represent Shakespeare and his astonishing work now’

Professor Matt Cook, Jonathan Cooper Chair of the History of Sexuality, University of Oxford

 

‘A remarkable work of scholarship. Will Tosh brings Shakespeare’s world to life, revealing the queer connections between his life and works in an amusing and accessible manner’

Paul Baker, author of Camp!

 

‘As well as a deep analysis of one man’s life, Straight Acting is a treasure trove of queerness from the Elizabethan era as a whole. I loved it, and it is required reading for anyone who thinks they know Shakespeare’

Sacha Coward, author of Queer as Folklore
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Prologue

Was He or Wasn’t He?

You can buy a pastel wool blanket on Etsy with William Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116 engraved on a leather patch. You know the one: ‘Let me not to the marriage of true minds / Admit impediments’ (116.1–2). You’ve probably heard it at a church wedding: love is an ‘ever-fixed mark’ (5), says the sonnet, never bending nor buckling, but holding out ‘even to the edge of doom’ (12). It’s a sweetly delusional sentiment to deliver from the pulpit, and it goes rather well with the bit in the marriage service when the priest demands if the bride or groom ‘know any impediment, why ye may not be lawfully joined together in matrimony.’ The manufacturer recommends the blanket as an anniversary present.

Lots of people don’t know that Sonnet 116 sits in the portion of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (1609) addressed to a young man. Most of the 154 love poems in his collection have a ‘thou’ or ‘thy’ as well as an ‘I’, and in 126 of them the addressee is, or is implied to be, male. The speaker’s desire for the youth is many things – erotic, chivalric, metaphysical, quasi-religious, self-abasing, teasing, sometimes coarse – but perhaps the first thing one notices on flicking through a copy is that the sonnets to the ‘fair youth’ take up a lot of space. Judged by the quantity of sonnets alone, Shakespeare is one of our most prolific poets of queer love. The twenty-eight sonnets in the sequence that are addressed to a woman aren’t often heard at wedding ceremonies, mostly because the caustic verses about the poet’s mistress don’t make heterosexual love sound like much fun; who’d feel confident ascending the pulpit to read out the opening lines of Sonnet 129, ‘Th’expense of spirit in a waste of shame / Is lust in action’? Nowadays, when the cry goes out for a classy poem to dignify the marriage day, the ‘fair youth’ sonnets are dusted off, de-queered and put to safely straight use (Sonnet 18, ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’ That’s to him, too).

Such is the destiny of queer literature. And it’s not just the sonnets that have suffered un-gaying. How many of us, reading Shakespeare at school, were given the chance to explore the queer relationships of Sebastian and Antonio (Twelfth Night), Bassanio and Antonio (The Merchant of Venice) or Orlando and ‘Ganymede’ (As You Like It) on their own terms? How often were we encouraged – even allowed – to think about the queer dynamics between Romeo and Mercutio, or Hamlet and Horatio, or Helena and Hermia (A Midsummer Night’s Dream)? I still go to productions of Shakespeare’s plays that seem determined to scrub away any signs of homoeroticism, a bowdlerisation that arises either out of old-school homophobia or a misguided sense that queer readings of classic texts are some sort of modern imposition. When the screenwriter Russell T. Davies added a lesbian kiss between Titania and Hippolyta to his 2016 BBC adaptation of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the conservative press took great pleasure in magnifying the social media outrage of viewers who claimed to hear Shakespeare ‘turning in his grave’.

But that tut-tutting seems of another innocent age compared to the treatment meted out to Shakespeare in the culture-war-blasted 2020s. The artistic director of Shakespeare’s Globe in London, where I work, maintains an inglorious file of correspondence from audience members who are driven to letter-writing by the shocking sex and gender transgressions they see in our theatres: male characters played by women actors, even while other female parts are also taken by women; men attired in clothing ‘which seemed to be a cross-over from modern female fashion’, and – worst of all – a presentation of Shakespeare’s work in accordance with ‘the young people’s own sexual preferences’ (as one vigilante-moralist put it in response to a production of As You Like It in summer 2023). His plays have even fallen foul of Florida’s 2022 ‘Parental Rights in Education Act’, the homophobic legislation known as the ‘don’t say gay’ law because it prohibits discussion of sexuality or gender identity in schools. The law makes instantly problematic plays such as Twelfth Night and As You Like It, with their gender nonconformity and queer desire, but it ensnares stories built around straight desire, too: Romeo and Juliet and Macbeth must now, fear teachers, be studied only in excerpts, lest students stumble upon sexually explicit material. It seems some gatekeepers can’t decide what’s worse: all the gay and trans people stomping over plays which were serenely straight before the queers got their hands on them; or the original texts, with their dubious passions and hard-to-fathom identities. In today’s addled cultural landscape, Shakespeare’s work manages to attract suspicion both for its susceptibility to appropriation by queer theatre-makers, and for being unwholesome in and of itself.

Enough! Enough with the ignorant misrepresentation of Shakespeare’s time as an era innocent of queer sexuality. Enough with the homophobic suspicion that queer emotion is unwelcome or inappropriate. Enough with the weirdly self-contradictory stance that enables people to hold both views simultaneously! There is evidently a good deal of confusion and misapprehension surrounding the topic of queer Shakespeare. His many queer lives – his own, and those he created for his plays and poems – remain little understood.

Little understood outside of the scholarly community, I should say. In academic circles, one can’t move for queer Shakespeareans (of whom I am one). Historians of sexuality, literary critics and queer theorists have transformed the study of Shakespeare over the past half-century, and what follows relies on their work for every chapter – you’ll find the foundations in the bibliographic essay at the end of the book. But for a long time, those intrepid and innovative scholars worked in an environment that was hostile to their conclusions. The pioneers of the field began their careers when queer people in the United Kingdom and North America enjoyed no civil rights at all beyond the flimsiest decriminalisation of certain sexual acts. Major leaps forward in queer readings of Shakespeare’s work, and in the understanding of early modern sexuality, took place amid the devastation of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 1980s and 1990s, and the slow and unfinished progress towards equality (for some queer people in the West) in the first decades of the twenty-first century. Trans scholars who are expanding the subject today understand very well what it means to work in a world that tries to delegitimise their field and deny their experiences (the opponents of queer scholarship in the 1980s haven’t gone away; they’ve just turned their ire on a different community). Queer Shakespeare developed as an intellectual movement at the same time as queer political organisation as a concept was coming of age; little wonder there wasn’t an immediate transfer of ideas from the seminar room to the conversation at large. Views like those expressed in the correspondence received by the Globe’s artistic director reflect a widespread confusion about the history of sexuality and the place of queer desire in literature and culture. Shakespeare has been made to act straight for centuries; as far as I can establish, this is the first full-length book about Shakespeare’s queer world that isn’t intended primarily for scholars and university students (although I hope they read it).

That’s because the main question on most people’s lips has always just been, ‘Was he or wasn’t he?’, and it doesn’t take a whole book to say, ‘Probably.’ But treating Shakespeare’s sexuality like some kind of cold case awaiting investigation misses the point. Sodomy between men was technically a capital crime in early modern England (although prosecution was very rare), but same-sex desire was also articulated and sustained by institutions across the land. What we now call queerness wasn’t just – or even mostly – a matter of criminal law in Shakespeare’s time. As we’ll see, questions of identity aren’t the be-all and end-all when it comes to uncovering Shakespeare’s queer lives. This book reveals Shakespeare the queer artist – one of the greatest artists of same-sex desire in the English language. And, just as importantly, it celebrates a queer Renaissance society that has long been overlooked. In the following chapters, I’ll take you on a tour through queer culture as Shakespeare lived it: the Stratford schoolroom where he learned about Roman homoerotic passion while reciting Latin declensions; the bustling London bookstalls where he discovered Greek love between men, and the smoky taverns where he discussed it with his literary friends; the privileged law colleges at the Inns of Court, the chief market for decidedly not-straight erotic verse; and above all, the London playhouses, ground zero for gender nonconformity and queer goings-on. These places – and, more importantly, the people in them – left a deep mark on the way he thought about desire, sex and queer emotion. It’s high time we paid attention to Shakespeare’s queer lives – not least so we can put straight those who want him to remain an unblemished icon of heterosexuality.

 

The un-gaying of Shakespeare has a long history. For more than four centuries those passionate sonnets, filled with first-person queer ardour, have put editors and critics on the back foot. As far back as 1640, the publisher John Benson released a rearranged edition of Shakespeare’s sonnets with some tactical de-queering: here a pronoun switch, there a transformation of ‘sweet boy’ to ‘sweet love’, and the occasional misleading header to create the impression they were more traditionally hetero than they really are. It wasn’t a thorough sanitisation, although it set a trend. When Shakespeare’s poems were republished in 1711, they were announced as ‘One hundred and fifty-four sonnets, all of them in praise of his mistress’ – and one assumes the editor had to resist the temptation to underline ‘all’ and set it in bold capital letters.

The sonnets continued to cause difficulty as Shakespeare assumed his status of national icon in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge couldn’t shake the feeling that the sonnets revealed something worrying about his hero’s ‘disposition’, but he consoled himself by thinking ‘how impossible it was for Shakespeare not to have been in his heart’s heart chaste.’ His fellow Romantic Percy Bysshe Shelley likewise insisted that while Shakespeare had hymned the virtues of ‘a certain sentimental attachment towards persons of the same sex [. . .] we cannot question [it] was wholly divested of any unworthy alloy.’ Other readers found such self-delusion more challenging: ‘it is impossible not to wish Shakespeare had never written [the sonnets],’ lamented the historian Henry Hallam – whose own son Arthur was to be the subject of Alfred Tennyson’s magnificent queer elegy, In Memoriam (1850).

For rigid Victorians, the sonnets carried an unmistakeable whiff of unhealthy eroticism, even if critics tried to interpret them according to the terms of sexless manly friendship. Oscar Wilde adored the sonnets precisely because they captured the truth of romantic and sexual passion between men, but his championing of them became a point of contention during his lawsuit for libel against the Marquess of Queensberry, the father of his lover Lord Alfred Douglas. Queensberry’s barrister, Edward Carson, confronted Wilde with his short story ‘The Portrait of Mr W. H.’ (1889), in which Wilde put forward the theory that many of the sonnets were addressed to a beautiful young actor beloved by Shakespeare:

 

CARSON: I believe you have written an article to show that Shakespeare’s sonnets were suggestive of unnatural vice?

WILDE: On the contrary, I have written an article to show that they were not. I objected to such a perversion being put upon Shakespeare.

 

Wilde hoped to win the suit and prove that Queensberry’s description of him as a ‘sodomite’ was libellous (Queensberry had actually written on a visiting card that Wilde was a ‘posing Somdomite’ [sic]). Wilde wanted the court to believe that, when he vaunted same-sex love, and used ardent romantic language in his published works and private correspondence, he meant it in the same idealised, non-sexual way that polite Victorian society chose to interpret Shakespeare’s sonnets to the young man. But even as Wilde needed the court to see his queer desire as sexless, he wanted to push back against the idea that sex between men was a perversion or ‘unnatural vice’. He hoped Shakespeare offered multi-modal protection: to be like Shakespeare meant Wilde was literary and not deviant; but if the court was determined to see deviancy in him, then it had better be prepared to see deviancy in Shakespeare, too – a conclusion that might challenge the very idea of ‘natural’ or ‘unnatural’ sexuality.

His approach, for all that it failed to save him from conviction and cruel punishment in the subsequent criminal trial, chimed with campaigning psychological and cultural research. By the 1890s, ‘unnatural vice’ was being studied in some quarters with more sympathy as ‘Uranism’ or ‘homosexuality’ – then a new term – and part of the project of the early pioneers of queer civil rights was the reclamation of people from the past with the same ‘condition’. Magnus Hirschfeld, the German sexologist, deplored Wilde’s imprisonment for ‘a passion he shares with Socrates, Michelangelo and Shakespeare.’ Queer thinkers were beginning to conclude that Shakespeare’s plays and poems gave every indication that the man himself had been a homosexual – an identity that now had the dignity of a definition, a historical hinterland, and a glittering list of alumni.

For some, this was a damaging devaluation of Brand Shakespeare. ‘Homosexualists have done their utmost to annex Shakespeare and use him as an advertisement of their own peculiarity,’ complained the biographer Hesketh Pearson in 1942. Even the queer poet W. H. Auden wrote with disapproval of the attempt ‘to secure our Top-Bard as a patron saint of the Homintern’ – an imagined international cabal of homosexuals inspired by the Soviet Union’s Comintern. This was in 1964, three years before the partial decriminalisation of gay sex between men in the UK, and Auden was being disingenuous; in private, he conceded that the time wasn’t right ‘just yet’ to publicly acknowledge Shakespeare’s queerness. But gayness was no guarantee of a fair hearing: the discreetly gay historian A. L. Rowse took care to remind his readers on five occasions in his 1977 account of ‘homosexuals in history’ that Shakespeare was ‘even more than normally heterosexual’.

Most mid-century editors and critics had a powerful attack of coyness when contemplating the idea that Shakespeare might have been queer. The literary critic G. Wilson Knight allowed for the presence of ‘homosexual idealism’ in his work – by which he meant totally non-carnal homoeroticism – but he insisted that Shakespeare had no thought of physical consummation in the sonnets or in any of the plays’ powerful same-sex relationships. Homophobic prudishness has a long half-life. The Riverside collected works, the edition of Shakespeare that sits on my bookshelf, maintained in its revised second edition of 1997 the claim that the sonnets addressed to the young man express ‘not at all a sexual passion’, unlike the ‘frankly lustful’ poems about the female addressee. Shakespeare’s modern biographers remain on the whole committed to the idea that while there may be a ‘hint of homosexual passion’ in the sonnets and elsewhere in his work, we mustn’t assume that the man himself was more than an occasional non-participatory tourist into the strange terrain of queer desire.

Ironically, the vibrant field of queer theory was partly responsible for allowing straight Shakespeareans to separate him from any association with homosexuality. Late twentieth-century queer scholars began to look again at those categories of sexual identity that had been laid down by nineteenth-century psychologists, and wondered whether ‘the homosexual’ as a type of person was a legitimate classification when applied to people in past societies. These scholars were inspired by the French cultural theorist Michel Foucault, who argued that the connection between what one does in bed and who one is as a person was a creation of modern psychiatry – and part of the bourgeois urge to classify, control and bring to heel the transformed populations of industrial Europe. Overenthusiastic followers of Foucault took his theories to mean that modern-day same-sex-attracted people didn’t have a cultural history that pre-dated the last decades of the nineteenth century. The implication of this shift was stark: theorists were suggesting that what most of us now recognise – and lots of us now celebrate – as an aspect of humanity was, until the modern age, simply a repertoire of erotic acts that anyone might find themselves performing.

The spread of Foucault’s ideas interrupted what had been a buoyant field of gay and lesbian history in which the main endeavour had been to find evidence of homosexual lives in the classical, medieval and early modern pasts. The 1980s and 1990s saw academic civil war break out between scholars who argued that people with recognisable queer identities had always existed, and those who saw sexuality as a product of culture, and post-eighteenth-century culture at that.

Shakespeare was always going to be contested ground. When historians and queer theorists re-examined his world, they found an unfamiliar sexual landscape. Early modern terms denoting queer nonconformity – ‘catamite’ and ‘ingle’ for men, ‘tribade’ for women – weren’t precise predecessors for labels of identity such as gay, bisexual or lesbian. Even a seemingly unambiguous word like ‘sodomy’ glistened with extra meaning: the King James Bible uses ‘sodomitess’ as a synonym for prostitute. Major works by the British historian Alan Bray and the American critical theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick transformed the study of sexuality in the Renaissance by suggesting that male same-sex desire was a constituent aspect of patriarchy. Early modern English society was certainly virulently homophobic, in that brutal punishments existed for men convicted of sodomy. But it was also a culture in which sex between men, or between men and boys, could be wholly unremarkable: among teachers and pupils at school, masters and servants at home, sex workers and clients on the streets, and in the male-dominated world of the theatre (female homoeroticism wasn’t understood to exist in the same institutional contexts). Sedgwick saw these ‘homosocial’ environments as a vital means by which male power renewed itself; she wrote of ‘ideological homosexuality’ as a glue that kept hierarchical, misogynist societies like Shakespeare’s together. In the developed world today, a potent ‘bro’ culture in single-sex environments like prisons, the military and boarding schools keeps queer desire constantly within reach but always unacknowledged. We could imagine a similar cognitive dissonance at work in Shakespeare’s world: lots of patriarchal sexual domination; not so much gay pride.

Yet there were celebrated aspects of queer desire in Shakespeare’s culture. His lifetime saw a rich flowering of homoerotic literature – in which he was an enthusiastic participant. Passionate friendship, based on the model of Roman amicitia perfecta, could be expressed in giddily excessive terms of affection. Youngsters were often devoted to their same-sex bedfellows. Some ardently religious men experienced very powerful yearnings for the body of Christ. That these queer articulations were generally held to be non-sexual meant they could be safely championed. But they also provided effective camouflage for intimate relationships that were both emotional and sexual.

Historians have described the way queer desire was ‘suffused’ into early modern culture and society. It’s a vivid metaphor for the dispersal of something in such homeopathic quantities that it disappears into the atmosphere. But I don’t think it’s essentialist to point out that a person’s sexual drive doesn’t work like that: sexuality doesn’t drift through the air like mist from a diffuser. It settles in varying concentrations in each individual, determining – usually for life – their experience of desire and sexual attraction.

More recently, a new generation of scholars has questioned the field’s reliance on Foucault, and challenged the Eurocentric assumption that queer identities emerged for the first time in post-Enlightenment societies. Present-day theorists are giving proper attention to the history of gender nonconformity in the West and elsewhere, and treating it as a distinct (although related) aspect of queer identity. This isn’t to say that queer lives have always been lived in the same way as today, but that social and cultural changes relate in complex ways to innate human desires and identities. The nineteenth century may have given Westerners a quasi-scientific language of erotic classification, but it didn’t invent the fact that some people want to sleep with members of their own sex and others don’t. It’s possible to trace a line of descent from previous categories or discourses of queer desire to modern models of sexuality and gender identity; today’s LGBTQ+ person most definitely has a place in history.

And looking back, we find Shakespeare. The determined efforts since the eighteenth century to deny Shakespeare’s queerness say much more about the denigrated place of queer desire in modernity than the openness of Shakespeare’s work to queer interpretation. I don’t see the need to look for incontrovertible signs that Shakespeare the person was gay or bi, because I don’t see anything wrong in taking it for granted that he was a queer artist, working in a culture that both enabled and frustrated his imaginative exploration of same-sex desire. For far too long, the burden of proof has been on scholars and biographers to provide ‘evidence’ beyond reasonable doubt that esteemed men like Shakespeare were anything other than robustly, swaggeringly heterosexual. Well, I don’t accept the terms of a methodology that has homophobic distaste baked into its requirements. Why prove something that is manifestly evident to anyone with the wit to see it? As the poet Don Paterson put it, with just the right degree of irritation, in his commentary on the sonnets: ‘The question “was Shakespeare gay?” is so stupid as to be barely worth answering, but for the record: of course he was.’ I’m going to take Paterson’s briskness as my guiding principle in this study of William Shakespeare, a queer artist who drew on his society’s complex understanding of same-sex desire to create some of the richest relationships in literature. Shakespeare didn’t just leave queer interpretations in his work for us to find. He wrote with a queer voice, informed and inspired by the culture around him: a complex and challenging mix of patriarchy and power, homoeroticism and homophobia. Discovering this world casts bright queer light on relationships in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Merchant of Venice, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Richard II, As You Like It, Twelfth Night, the sonnets and more. And it introduces us to a new cast of ancient and early modern writers who served as vital inspirations and mentors for Shakespeare as he learned his craft in the 1580s and 1590s.

Partly out of deference to my training and partly because I think it’s the right thing to do, I’ve chosen to use the word ‘queer’ throughout this book to mean sexuality that was dissident, unusual, or athwart the erotic mainstream. It wasn’t a definition that was available to Shakespeare: the word, although he never used it in print, was current in the sixteenth century in its meaning of ‘odd’ or ‘peculiar’, but hadn’t yet acquired its more expansive associations to do with sexuality and gender identity. So the term is no less anachronistic than ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’ when applied to Shakespeare’s time, but unlike other modern descriptions of sexual identity, ‘queer’ encapsulates far more than it excludes. As an umbrella term, it embraces identities we’d recognise today as gay, lesbian, bisexual, pansexual and asexual (or ace), as well as gender identities including trans, cis and fluid. Although the focus of Straight Acting is on male same-sex desire, I have no way of knowing if the real people I talk about also had queer gender identities, or as what they would identify if they had our terminology. Early modern conceptions of gender difference were quite different to establishment ideas today (and rather closer to frameworks suggested by modern trans thinkers). ‘Queer’ is a touchstone that helps me remember that the default has never been cis and straight, and although the word has its own history of usage and abusage in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, over the past forty years it has taken on significant political and intellectual heft. I hope it’s now a term that speaks of power and continuity, rather than oppression and interruption, but not everyone will agree with me. To those readers whose own experience makes ‘queer’ opprobrious, I offer respectful admiration for making it through less enlightened times and ask your forbearance as the word shakes off its unhappy past.

 

We’re about to set off on a journey back to the late sixteenth century. We’re leaving behind – for the most part – the centuries of c	ritical heritage that have accrued, barnacle-like, on Shakespeare’s vast hull, to explore queer early modern England with fresh eyes. Today’s queer artists and readers have interpreted Shakespeare’s work in myriad ways that speak to the present and the recent past, but those creative interventions are the subject of another book. I want to describe Shakespeare’s queer world as he knew it. And although my story of Shakespeare’s queer lives looks a bit like a straight biography, it’s not – exactly. We’re going to jump over great acres of time and focus our attention on particular places and moments. This isn’t an account of a queer existence from cradle to grave, with every one of the major stages in Shakespeare’s life and art reduceable to a narrative that centralises his sexuality. Straight Acting is the portrait of an artist as a young man, which draws to a close as the Globe Theatre rises on Bankside, in the summer of 1599. Other Shakespeareans are still getting into their stride when they reach that milestone in their books; the great tragedies such as Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth and King Lear are just around the corner. But that’s queer temporality for you. My book finds most to say about the obscure, poorly documented, much-fought-over period of Shakespeare’s life known as the ‘lost years’: the era before his establishment in 1594 as a key member of the theatre company in which he’d make his name as a dramatist, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. And along the way, this queer quasi-biography gives stage time to the work of other Elizabethan writers who profoundly influenced the way Shakespeare thought about desire, sexuality and homoeroticism: John Lyly, Christopher Marlowe and the pathbreaking queer sonneteer, Richard Barnfield.

I don’t want to test your patience with a book that is too festooned with ‘might haves’ and ‘perhapses’ – although God knows it’s hard to avoid when writing about Shakespeare’s life. Presenting a narrative of Shakespeare’s childhood in Stratford-upon-Avon, his relocation to London and his development as a writer and actor in the vibrant theatre industry of the 1580s and 1590s means primping the documentary record with inference and deduction, but never against the grain of probability. An example: I’ve placed him in the capital in time to witness a performance by the boy players at Paul’s Playhouse of John Lyly’s Galatea (1588), as well as a staging at one of the Shoreditch amphitheatres of Christopher Marlowe’s Edward II in 1592. It’s manifestly clear he knew both of these works intimately, and it’s highly likely he saw them live on stage – but there’s no paper trail that tells us so, and not every Shakespeare detective reaches the same conclusions about where he was or what he was doing at each stage of his career. More speculative still are the vignettes at the start of each chapter, where I’ve gone deliberately off-piste with some imagined reconstructions of particular instances in Shakespeare’s artistic evolution during those murky, hard-to-decode ‘lost years’. I hope that my use of storytelling is understood for what it is: a device to bring Shakespeare’s world to life, and to make that world – in all its glorious unfamiliarity – vivid for readers today.
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