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In his entire career, William Shakespeare never once set a
play in Elizabethan England. His characters lived in medieval
England (Richard II), France (As You Like It), Vienna (Measure
for Measure), fifteenth-century Italy (Romeo and Juliet), the
England ruled by Elizabeth’s father (Henry VIII) and elsewhere—
anywhere and everywhere, in fact, except Shakespeare’s own time
and place. But all Shakespeare’s plays—even when they were set
in ancient Rome—reflected the life of Elizabeth’s England (and,
after her death in 1603, that of her successor, James I). Thus,
certain things about these extraordinary plays will be easier to
understand if we know a little more about Elizabethan England.
Elizabeth’s reign was an age of exploration—exploration of
the world, exploration of man’s nature, and exploration of the far
reaches of the English language. This renaissance of the arts and
sudden flowering of the spoken and written word gave us two great
monuments—the King James Bible and the plays of
Shakespeare—and many other treasures as well.
Shakespeare made full use of the adventurous Elizabethan
attitude toward language. He employed more words than any other
writer in history—more than 21,000 different words appear in the
plays—and he never hesitated to try a new word, revive an old one,
or make one up. Among the words which first appeared in print in
his works are such everyday terms as “critic,” “assassinate,”
“bump,” “gloomy,” “suspicious,” “and hurry;” and he invented
literally dozens of phrases which we use today: such unShakespearean expressions as “catching a cold,” “the mind’s eye,”
“elbow room,” and even “pomp and circumstance.”
Elizabethan England was a time for heroes. The ideal man
was a courtier, an adventurer, a fencer with the skill of Tybalt, a
poet no doubt better than Orlando, a conversationalist with the wit
of Rosalind and the eloquence of Richard II, and a gentleman. In
addition to all this, he was expected to take the time, like Brutus, to
examine his own nature and the cause of his actions and (perhaps
unlike Brutus) to make the right choices. The real heroes of the age
did all these things and more.

Despite the greatness of some Elizabethan ideals, others seem
small and undignified, to us; marriage, for example, was often
arranged to bring wealth or prestige to the family, with little regard
for the feelings of the bride. In fact, women were still relatively
powerless under the law.
The idea that women were “lower” than men was one small
part of a vast concern with order which was extremely important to
many Elizabethans. Most people believed that everything, from the
lowest grain of sand to the highest angel, had its proper position in
the scheme of things. This concept was called “the great chain of
being.” When things were in their proper place, harmony was the
result; when order was violated, the entire structure was shaken.
This idea turns up again and again in Shakespeare. The
rebellion against Richard II brings bloodshed to England for
generations; Romeo and Juliet’s rebellion against their parents
contributes to their tragedy; and the assassination in Julius Caesar
throws Rome into civil war.
Many Elizabethans also perceived duplications in the chain
of order. They believed, for example, that what the sun is to the
heaves, the king is to the state. When something went wrong in the
heavens, rulers worried: before Julius Caesar and Richard II were
overthrown, comets and meteors appeared, the moon turned the
color of blood, and other bizarre astronomical phenomena were
reported. Richard himself compares his fall to a premature setting
of the sun; when he descends from the top of Flint Castle to meet
the conquering Bolingbroke, he likens himself to the driver of the
sun’s chariot in Greek mythology: “Down, down I come, like
glist’ring Phaeton” (3.3.178).
All these ideas find expression in Shakespeare’s plays, along
with hundreds of others—most of them not as strange to our way
of thinking. As dramatized by the greatest playwright in the history
of the world, the plays offer us a fascinating glimpse of the
thoughts and passions of a brilliant age. Elizabethan England was a
brief skyrocket of art, adventure, and ideas which quickly burned
out; but Shakespeare’s plays keep the best pats of that time alight
forever.

