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INTRODUCTION

Tills thesis is the result of a keen interest 
aroused in the treatment of the Friar by Shakespeare 
during a course of study in Shakespearean Studies and 
the Elizabethan dramatists* The writer of this thesis 
feels that in the light of past and present researches 
there are still some things that can be said about 
Shakespeare’s treatment of the Friar. Therefore, the 
main purpose of this thesis is to find out whether 
Shakespeare, the keen observer of human nature, has 
likewise observed some of the outstanding ideals of 
the Friars of the Francisoan Order and whether he has 
portrayed the Franciscan Friar as striving after these 
Ideals.

The first problem that confronted the writer 
involved the plays in whioh Shakespeare portrayed the 
friars, and further, which of these friars could be 
classified as Franciscans. After a careful study of 
the "dramatis personae” of the plays and a study of 
those characters that could possibly be classified as 
friars in Alexander Schmidt’s Shakespeare-Lexicon and 
Francis Griffin Stokes* A Dictionary of the Characters



and Proper Mam.es In the Works of Shakespeare, it became 
evident that the following friars belonged to Shake
speare’s «dramatis personae« of friars: Friar Laurence 
and Friar John in Romeo and Juliet. Friar Francis in 
Much Ado About Nothing. Friar Thomas and Friar Peter in 
Measure for Measure, Friar Lodowick, the name assumed 
by Duke Vincentio in Measure for Measure, and Friar 
Laurence mentioned in Two Gentlemen of Verona«

Of these friars only two, Friar Laurence and 
Friar John, were classified as Franciscans* There is 
no direct evidence that Friars Francis, Thomas, and 
Peter belonged to the Franciscan Order; but for pur
poses of this study the writer assumed that they were 
Franoisoans. This assumption was made regarding Friar 
Thomas and Friar Peter in Measure for Measure because 
in this play Shakespeare made his heroine Isabella a 
votaress of St, Clare, the Franciscan. Since Shake
speare gave the name Francis to the friar in Much Ado 
About Nothing, the assumption was made that he may have 
had in mind a Franciscan Friar.

To determine Shakespeare’s treatment of the
t

Franciscan Friar it became necessary first to consider 
the following problems: the external evidence of Shake
speare's attitude toward organized religion, the internal

ii
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evidence of Shakespeare* s attitude toward religion, evi
dence of Shake speare1s attitude toward religious life, 
the general attitude of the English people towards the 
Franciscan Friars, and the m i n  characteristics por
trayed by the Franciscan Friars in their work and deal
ings among the people•

The first two problems concerning the external 
and internal evidence of Shakespeare’s attitude toward 
religion offered no difficulty because many scholars 
have already investigated these problems• While consult
ing scholars on the internal evidence of Shakespeare’s 
attitude toward religion, it was discovered that Shake
speare had brought about a change from the source play 
in both Romeo and Juliet and King John in order to 
counteract the anti-Catholic propaganda contained there
in. A comparison had to be made of Romeo and Juliet with 
the source play Brooke’s Roraeus and Juliet to determine 
just where these changes had been made. However, the 
question of changes in King John had already been inves
tigated by Shakespearean scholars; henoe, the findings 
of these scholars have been embodied in this thesis.

Schmidt’s Shake speare-Lexicon was again scrutin
ized for references to terms that could be applied to 
religious life. The plays in which these terms were used



were carefully read and the Shakespearean scholars were 
consulted to ascertain Shakespeare*s attitude toward 
religious life.

Investigation of the best thought and criticism 
on the coming of the Franciscans to England and their 
work among the English people was made. Their main 
oharacteristics were noted and in the light of these 
notations the four plays hoxaeo and Juliet. Much Ado 
About Nothing, Measure for Measure, and Two Gentlemen 
of Verona were again carefully read and analyzed. The 
findings of this investigation forms the last two chap
ters of this thesis.

iv



CHAPTER I

SHAKESPEARE»3 ATTITUDE TOWARDS ORGANIZED RELIGION
When Ben Jonson addressed Shakespeare as "Soule 

of the Age1." he must have Implied that Shakespeare In 
his poetry gave us some of the underlying and most sig
nificant thoughts of the age which he represents* But 
what thought or question was more significant than that 
of religion? One might say that it was the paramount 
question of the time for queen Elizabeth considered 
religion "a foundation stone of the state.Therefore 
to understand the treatment Shakespeare accorded his 
Franciscan friar characters, one must comprehend the 
religious thought of the age and Shakespeare * a own 
attitude toward religion.

Bushnell explaihs that after the Elizabethan 
Settlement2 extremists would gladly have gone further 
at once in Protestantizing the Church of England but

^Nelson Sherwin Bushnell, The Historical Back
ground of English Literature (New York: Henry Molt
and Company, i f 3 6 ) 7 '"p ...W ’ ....

oActs of Supremacy and Uniformity were passed, 
making Elizabeth Supreme Head of the Church, and impos
ing on all congregations in oommon a ritual, a prayer 
book, and thirty-nine articles of faith*
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the queen had a decided conservative streak in her 
nature, along with a fondness for the forms of the 
Catholic service. • . . she wished to check the 
Protestant presumptions, and to avoid antagonizing 
the strong Catholic sentiment that persisted among 
the people*3

Harrison states that after the three religious 
upheavals under Henry VIII, Edward VI, and Queen Mary, 
the compromise of Queen Elizabeth "was accepted by 
most Englishmen without disturbance, though many were 
secretly in sympathy with the old faith.However, 
this attitude of compromise had a baneful effect upon 
the people. Spencer claims that "religious changes of 
the age made many sensitive minds doubtful about their 
religious allegiance, and skepticism went hand in hand 
with uncertainty."5 After the issuance in 1570 of the 
Bull of Pope Pius V, excommunicating and deposing Queen 
Elizabeth, the situation became more acute. It became 
impossible for a man to.preserve his loyalty to Queen 
Elizabeth and to the Pope simultaneously. "In retalia
tion for the bull and other Roman Catholic activity, the 
English government began to treat the English Catholics

^Bushnell, The Historical Background, p. 98.
^G. B. Harrison (ed.), "General Introduction," 

Shakespeare 23 Plays and the Sonnets (New York: Har- 
court, Brace euid Company, 191*8), p. 22.

^Theodore Spencer, Shakespeare and the Nature 
of Man (New York: The Macmillan Company, 10'W, P* 46.



more harshly*Winifred 5>mith in her introduction to 
an article on «Anti-Catholic Propaganda in Elizabethan 
London« notes that the

years between 1585 and 1590 are known to have been 
particularly marked in London by the violence of 
popular feeling against the Homan Church and Spain, 
and by the activity of the Queen’s agents against 
plots fomented by these powers.'

Men, who points out the failure of Queen 
Elizabeth to preserve the continuity of the State Church 
from the Old Church, believes that the ordinary people 
of England were misled in religious affairs by externals 
and did not understand the significant changes in the 
Church of England* He states that after Elizabeth’s 
cruelties and policy in religious matters had done their 
work and a generation arose which had not known Catholic 
training in its youth, the people mistook «the shadow 
for the substance, • • • the ecclesiastical forms and 
customs for the Church herself.«* 8

Amidst this state of confusion and skepticism

3

^Edward P. Cheyney, Readings in English History 
Drawn from the Original Sources lChicago:Ginn and 
dompany,' ) 7 pT*&T.---------

^Winifred Smith, «Anti-Catholic Propaganda in 
Elizabethan London,” Modern Philology* XOTII (November, 
1930), 208.

8F* Sydney Eden, «Sixteenth-Century Changes in 
Religion," Dublin Review. CC (January, 1937), 99*



regarding the question of religion in England what may
be said about Shakespeare1s attitude toward the ques
tion? The rumor that Shakespeare "died a papist"9 
has led some modern writers to identify Shakespeare 
with Catholicism. Carlyle, although he does not state 
that Shakespeare was a Roman Catholic, nevertheless, 
maintains that despite the overthrow of Catholicism by 
Acts of Parliament these acts could not prevent Catho
licism from sending forth "Its noblest product” 
Shakespeare.^-0

Bowden, who has given us a rather detailed 
account of the external and internal evidence regard
ing Shakespeare’s attitude toward religion, notes that 
Shakespeare "far from being the product of his times, or 
the voice of his times, was in direct opposition to his 
time."* 10 11 The evidence that Shakespeare was baptized, 
married, and buried in the Protestant Church, according

4

^/shakespeare /  "dyed Apr, 23. 1616. probaby at 
Stratford, for there he is buryed, and hath a Monument 
on w° He lays a Heavy curse upon any one who shal remoove 
his bones He dyed a papist” Edmund 1C. Chambers, William 
Shakespeare: A >tudy of Facts and Problems (Oxford: At 
the Clarendon fere ss, jL§)oy, ii, ¿57. /

10Thomas Carlyle, Carlyle’s Choice 'Works On 
Heroes and Hero-Worship and The Heroic In History 
(Boston: Estes' "and Lauriat, Publishers, 1836), "p. 330.

■^Ilonry Sebastian Bowden, The Religion of Shake
speare (Chaoago: Benziger Brothers, 189$)7 P* viii.
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to Bowden, proves "nothing conclusively as to the poet's
religion" because the "law enforced the baptism of all
children by the minister in the Parish Church • • « and
Catholics, even the parents of the child, were subjected

12to severe penalties for conferring that sacrament*"
The same was true in regard to marriage; "the non
performance of the ceremony at the Parish Church always 
aroused suspicions that the services of a priest had 
been secretly employed."1-* He states, however, that 
although the poet expresses

plainly in his writings his predilection for the 
ancient faith, . * . and his political sympathies 
are on the Catholic side, the fact that he allov#ed 
both his daughters to be brought up Protestants is 
a strong argument for his practical indifference 
in the matter of religion.1**’

Bowden believes that if he "retained the faith of his
birth, . . .  he must have lived, like so many Catholics
of his age, concealing his religious convictions."1-*

The fact that many Catholics concealed their
religious convictions is confirmed by Harrison in the
following statement: 12 13 14 *

12Ibid., p. 91.
13Ibld.. p. 92.
14Ibid., p. 108.

15ibid*
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It was difficult . . .  to know who were Catholics 
in seoret, for, although the compromise in doctrine 
and ritual made at the beginning of the reign was 
generally accepted, there were many, especially 
amongst the upper class, who would have welcomed a 
restoration of the old faith*10

In direct opposition to those critics who con
sider the evidence of Reverend Richard Davis that 
Shakespeare »died a papist* too remote and unsupported 
to offer any valid testimony, Bowden considers it "the 
only direct evidence, * * • given us as to his religion. 
It shows that, however time-serving and unworthy he may 
have been as regards his faith in life, it was not so 
in death.

3. K. Chambers, who takes issue on this ques
tion with Sir Sidney Lee, writes:

He /Davies/ may or may not have been misinformed, 
but I am not so certain as was Sir Sidney Lee that 
we can, without more ado, ‘dismiss as idle gossip 
the irresponsible report,* or that it ’admits of 
no question* that Shakespeare ‘was to the last a 
conforming member of the Church of England** How 
did Sir Sidney know that Davies was Irresponsible 
or a gossip? What little is recorded of him sug
gests that he was a man of scholarly attainments*
It was by no means unusual for a seventeenth- 
century Catholic to be buried in his parish
church* 6

i 6 a . b . Harrison, "The National Background," A 
Companion to Shakespeare Studies, ed. by Harley 
Granville-'Barker and "G. 3. Harrison (New York: Macmillan 
Company, 1940), p. 174«

i?Bowden, The Religion of Shakespeare* p. 109. 
•^William Shakespeare: Facts and Problems, I, 86*
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In agreement with Bowden and Chambers are 

Countess de Chambrun and Dr. Appleton Morgan. The former 
is firmly convinced that Davies, a zealous minister of 
the Anglican Churoh and an Inveterate foe to papacy, 
could not have had any other motive for adding the state
ment *He dyed a Papist* to Pulman’a notes than that he 
believed the information true, and not because he wished 
to believe that it was so. She further thinks that It 
is better to take note of the documents still in our 
possession than to twist or suppress historical truth to 
fit in with the personal tenets of modern writers.1  ̂ The 
latter, Dr* Morgan, who does not profess Catholicism, 
perceives no point in biographers ignoring the statement 
mad© by Reverend Davis* He even considers this statement 
an answer to the question why Shakespeare allowed his 
plays to be purloined and printed in ’Broadsides* . • • 
under his very nose in London, while they were being per
formed for revenue inside his theatres. He claims that

Papists having no standing in Elizabethan Court of 
Equity, it would have been useless for Shakespeare 
to have sued to prevent the piracy! /Shakespeare did 
not mention his theatrical properties in his willj/ 
His Will would have been oonstruable, In case of 
objection to its probate, in the Ecclesiastical 
Courts, which • • • were controlled by Protestant

^(jiara Longworth de Chambrun, Shakespeare Actor- 
Poet (Hew York: D. Appleton and Co., 1927j, ppV 275-76•
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influence, and as Protestant influences were Puri
tan influenoe, it was part of sagaoity to avoid as 
far as possible irritating them, /Tory’ they hated 
things theatrical as the devil is said to hate holy-water .20

Dr. Morgan cannot see why the ancient Roman Catholic 
Church should be begrudged a Shakespeare. He states 
that all the great names in literature down to Shake
speare’s day were Catholic, and he questions further,
"what other Church was there?**21

Greizenaoh considers the attempts of modern 
writers to place Shakespeare among the adherents of 
Catholicism futile. He thinks, on the contrary, that 
it is'far more probably that Shakespeare "shared the 
English patriotic, anti-Catholic views of the vast 
majority of his countrymen during this great period of 
national danger.20 21 22

In his essay "Religion," Reverend Ronald Bayne I
believes that, although * Shakespeare had no "animus" 
against Roman Catholic priests and clergy, he nevertheless

20Appleton Morgan, "Touching Shakespeare’s Affi
liations with the Roman Catholic Church," Hew shake- 
speareana. I {Ootober-December, 1902), 85.

21Ibid., 87.
22Wllhelm Creizenaoh, The English Drama in the 

Age of Shakespeare, trans. from éeschichte desneueren 
SrafflisT T Slas 'flêo'ile Hugon (PhilidilpïïïiTTr^TTÎp^n- 
oott "’Company, 1916), pp. 102-3.
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seemed, to be willing about the year 1595 to gratify 
popular feeling in London against the papal claims 
which had been intensified by the bull of 1570#* 2^

In concluding a discussion of the formal train
ing of Shakespeare in the Petty school, T. M* Baldwin 
makes the following statement on the basl3 of reoords: 
"We know that Shakespere was baptized into, trained up 
in, and conformed to the Church of England*«2^ He 
believes that the reason why so many \^riters build up 
cases to prove that he was really at one extreme a 
Roman Catholic or at the other a Calvinistlc Puritan is 
that in Shakespeare’s day the Church of England was both 
for in one tradition it was «historically and basically 
Homan Catholic: It was also, among other things, Calvin- 
istio, in so far as certain doctrines of Calvinism di
verged from Catholicism.

Macaulay thinks’that the greatest and most 
popular dramatists of the Elizabethan age treat reli
gious subjects in a very remarkable manner. He says,

^Shakespeare’s England (Oxford: At the Clar- 
endan PresF,"ITO)',’’ ..

2^llllam Shakespeare’s Petty School (Urbana:
The University of Illinois Press, 19A-3), p . 221.

25Ibid*»-P« 222.
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"They speak respeotfully of the fundamental doctrines 
of Christianity. But they speak neither like Catholics 
nor like Protestants."* 2^ On the other hand, Christopher 
Hollis alleges that the Elizabethan dramatists "wholly 
Ignore the system of Protestantism, paying to it neither 
the compliment of agreement nor the compliment of refu
tation. "2? His impression is that, although Shakespeare 
talked about religion in the Catholic language; although, 
apart from being familiar with the Protestant Bible, he 
seems to have been untouched by Protestantism; and al
though the evidence is strong that he ’died a papist,* 
during the vigor of his life the pagan in him outweighed 
the Christian.2®

Among the moderns one critic who is rather con
servative in voicing his opinion regarding Shakespeare’s 
attitude toward religion is Tucker Brooke. He feels 
that Shakespeare in religion, as in other affairs of 
his age, did not feel the attraction of the new ideas 
which so appealed to Spenser, Marlowe, and Ralegh, He

2^I'homas Babington Macaulay, "Burleigh and His 
Times," Historical Essays (London; Oxford University 
Press, 1936), p. I7l.

2?The Monstrous Regiment (New York: Minton,
Balch &, Company, 1930) ,""pV' 2W*'

28Ibld,. pp. 215-16.
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thinks that there is "no good reason for believing that
he /Shakespeare/ was an actual recusant, a convinced
disciple of the Roman faith; but the religious penumbra

29of his mind was certainly arohaic." 7
Fripp agrees firmly with Reverend T. Carter 

that Shakespeare*3 father "was not a Romanist in dis
guise, but an aggressive Protestant, which was later 
called »Puritan* ."30 jje this conclusion from the

fact that during the early part of the Elizabethan 
reign he was active as the borough Chamberlain; when 
presented in 1592 for recusancy, was one of the Puritan, 
not Catholic defaulters; and when his son William 
sought impalement of the Shakespeare coat-of-arma with 
that of the Arden family, John Shakespeare had the 
sketch3 altered to resemble that of the only Arden who 
was a Protestant.32 The poet however never adopted it#
.   ? ' -       T" ---   *            

2% #  F, Tucker Brooke, "Shakespeare Apart," 
Essays on Shakespeare and Other Elizabethans (Hew 
Haven: Yale University Sress, 1948), p. 27.

3°sdgar I# Fripp, Shakespeare Studies (London: 
Humphrey Milford, Oxford University Press, 1930), p. 82#

3*"Tha sketch showed the Shakespeare shield and 
spear with the »ermine, a teas cheeky or an azure* of 
the Park Hall kinsmen. For the ermine, a fess cheeky, 
■of the Park Hall traitors was substituted the »gules, 
three cross crosslets fitche, a chief or* of Simon 
Arden." Ibid.. pp# 97-98. 3

32lbid., pp# 82-98#



12

Dr. John H. da Groot, one of the most recant 
and most thorough investigators of Shakespeare’s 
religion, offers a reasonable solution to the problem. 
From a study of John Shakespeare’s last will and tes
tament Dr. de Groot concludes that the

document offers strong evidence that John Shake
speare was a Catholic throughout his life and 
that his household was Infused with a spirit of 
the Old Faith. It makes reasonable the conclu
sion that when John and Mary Shakespeare sought 
to instill religious sentiments and foster reli
gious values in the minds and hearts of their 
children, those sentiments and values were of the 
Catholic tradition.33

After a detailed account of Shakespeare’s 
schoolmasters Dr. de Groot states that in his school 
experience Shakespeare "was subjected to a regular 
alternation of Protestant and Catholic religious 
influence and that such an alternation might mean a 
growing doubt in the boy’s mind of the finality of 
either faith."3k As fat as the influence of text
books was concerned, they, according to Dr. de Groot, 
were "Protestant in contents and tone and would there
fore be a force counter-acting the Catholic influence

-^The Shakespearea and "The Old Faith" (New 
York: King’s Grown Press, 1W&), p. lW.

34-lbld.. p. 142.



of his home*"35 gx*. de Groot concludes his investiga
tion of Shakespeare*s religious training by stating 
that both

in London and in Stratford the Influence of the 
Church would have become more and more Protestant. 
By tiie time Shakespeare had reached the point at 
which he made independent religious decisions, the 
influence of his Catholic home would have been 
largely dissipated.3i>

In the face of all evidence we feel safe to 
conclude that the majority of scholars believe that 
the records point to the fact that Shakespeare was a 
Protestant, but that because of the violent opposition 
of the State to the Catholics, open conformity to the 
Protestant Church gave little evidence of the true 
state of the mind regarding religion and that in Shake
speare there is little or nothing anti-Catholic*

35Ibid., p. 150
36Ibid., pp. 156^57.

13



CHAPTER II

INDICATIONS OF SHAKESPEARE»S ESTEEM 
FOR THE »OLD FAITH»

We shall now consider what critics have said 
regarding Shakespeare’s attitude toward religion as 
deduced from his writings* In the first place we may 
say with Colby that ”lt was far from Shakespeare’s 
purpose to change dramatic conflict into a religious 
quarrel.”1 Shakespeare did not set out to prove ques
tions of dogma; nevertheless, in his works he gives 
some positive indications of his esteem for the ”01d 
Faith#” In agreement with this statexaent are even 
some of the critics who can see no external evidence 
of his sympathy with Catholicism.

Creizenach, who.believes that Shakespeare 
shared the English, patriotic, anti-Catholic views of 
the majority of his countrymen, states: ”We find, 
nevertheless, in him a delicate appreciation for the 
poetic element in some Catholic institutions which 
perished under the regime of the Reformation.”2

^lbridge Colby, «Clerical Characters in Shake
speare,” American Ecclesiastical Review, LV (August, 
1916), 1347

2Creizenaeh, The English Drama, p. 103.



iacker Brooke, too, believes that for poetic purposes 
at least religion still "connoted for him friars, masses, 
vigils, extreme unction, and purgatory, . . , it came 
natural to Shakespeare to invoke angels and ministers 
of grace, to swear by Our Lady and Saint Patrick."3

B. T* Henry, who answered G. Santayana's arti
cle on "The Absence of Religion in Shakespeare," consi
ders it singularly significant that Shakespeare at a time 
when ridicule of the Catholic clergy was a passport to 
popular and to royal favor, should not only have avoided 
ridicule, but should have thrown such a dignity and a 
reverence around his clerical characters that they have 
even gained the admiration and affection of Protestants 
like Coleridge.

In speaking of Shakespeare's introduction of 
Friar Laurence into the tragedy Romeo and Juliet. 
Coleridge remarks on the different manner in which 
Shakespeare has treated the priestly character as 
compared with other writers. A detailed comparison 
of Shakespeare's treatment of the priestly characters 
with that of his contemporaries or other writers is

t

-'Brooke, Essays on Shakespeare, p, 27.
4"The Absence of Religion in Shakespeare," Amer

ican Ecclesiastical Review. XVII (November, 1897), ----

15



outside of our thesis, hut let it suffice here to quote
the final words of Coleridge*s comparison:

in Shakespeare they /priests/ always carry with them 
our love and respect* He made no Injurious ab
stracts: he took no copies from the worst parts of 
our nature; and, like the rest, his character of 
priests are truly drawn from the general body.-5

Chrales Knight, in his biography of Shakespeare, holds
a similar view:

In an age when the prejudices of the multitude were 
flattered and stimulated by abuse and ridicule of 
the ancient ecclesiastical character, Shakespeare 
always exhibits it so as to command respect and af- 
feotion.5

Of the same opinion is Dr. Parrott. He sees nothing of 
the prejudice, partly national, partly religious, against 
Catholicism which marked so many of his contemporaries 
in S h a k e s p e a r e I n  Dr. Parrott * s opinion the "figures 
of priests, oardinals, and bishops that he introduces in 
his plays are always respectable, sometimes venerable

16

5Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lectures and Notes on 
Shakespeare and other English Poets (London: 0. ¿all 
and Sons',' W ^ '  p T W T ----------

^V.llllam Shakespeare (New York: P. F. Collier,
H. D., Revisedand augmented from volume published in 
1843), P. 184.

7spenser might symbolize the Roman Church in 
the person of a foul witch, Marlowe introduces the Pope 
and Cardinals into a scene of gross buffoonery in Dr. 
Faustus, and Dekker entitles an anti-papal play The 
y.hore of Babylon.
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characters, and his references to Catholic doctrines
8and practices are always reverent*"

Some critics go so far as to assert that Shake
speare treats the Catholic clergy more respectfully 
than the Protestant clergy* Professor Looten, who in 
1924 affirmed that no literary criticism which omits 
religion oan achieve final truth, points to the sorry 
figures which Shakespeare's Anglican ministers out—  
Nathaniel, Martext» Evans— and the halo of romance that 
surrounds the Franciscans* He considers Nathaniel in 
Love's Labour Lost a pedant who has a good opinion of 
himself; Martext in As You Like It a type of irrespon
sible clergyman appointed in a hurry to fill one of 
many vacant ouraoies— one who marries people as if they 
were pieces of furniture; Evans in The Merry wives of 
Windsor a verbal mystic who prefers worldly occupations* 
To him Ivans has the moral taint of cowardice, compared 
with the intellectual taints of pedantry and ignorance 
in Nathaniel and Martext.^ william Lilly, too, believes

®Thomas Marc Parrott (ed.), "General Introduc
tion," Shakespeare Twenty-Three Plays and the Sonnets 
Chicago:Charles Scribner's Sons, 1938), p. 4*

9Augustus Ralll, A History of Shakespearian 
Criticism (London: Oxford' University Press', II,
487-89, quoting Camille Looten's Shakespeare et al Reli
gion*
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that Shakespeare * s «treatment of the Protestant clergy 
of his time is by no means respectful,”10

Thornbury, a very strong Protestant, is quoted 
by Lilly:

To judge from Sir Oliver Martext and Sir Hugh Evans, 
the parish priests of Shakespeare’s day were no 
• • . shining lights, and the poet seems to fall 
faok, as in Romeo and Juliet and The Two Gentlemen, 
on the ideal "priest 'ot an earlier age.' '' it is 'indeed 
true that he always mentions the Old Faith with a 
certain yearning fondness.11

Dr. de Groot emphasizes the fact that Shakespeare 
in sketching

Catholic priests like Friar Laurence in Romeo and 
Juliet and Friar Francis in Much Ado About Nothing, 
not to mention lesser figures like the priest in 
Twelfth Right. Shakespeare seems appreciative of 
their betterqualities. Sven the priest officiating 
at Ophelia’s funeral in Hamlet, though Laertes calls 
him ’’churlish," is trying to do his prescribed .duty* 
No priest is presented in a ridiculous light#12

On the other hand, says Dr. de Groot, "there is not a
Protestant parish priest who is not made to appear a
little ludicrous.m13 He refers to Sir Nathaniel in
Love’s Labour’s Lost, Sir Hugh Ivans in The Merry Wives

10william Samuel Lilly, Studies in Religion and 
Literature (London: Chapman & Hail, 196)*} , p. 0 . 1

11Ibid.. p. 20, quoting Thornbury’s Shakespeare * s
England. I, ¿II.

12de Groot, The Shakespeares and ”The Old Faith.”

13Ibid.
p. 169



of Windsor, and Sir Oliver Martext in As You Like It as
19

examples to illustrate his point. In his opinion "no 
Protestant minister plays an important part, that is, a 
part advancing the dramatic action” in Shakespeare’s 
plays.1^

G. B# Harrison considers Shakespeare’s priestly 
characters "sympathetic, grave, patient, wise (or at 
least well meaning) men whom every one respects.
However, he thinks the Duke’s disguise1^ in Measure for 
Measure questionable#1? In contrast, he judges the 
Protestant Parson Evans amusing, Sir Nathaniel a good 
worthy man and an excellent bowler, but Sir Oliver Mar- 
text, whom Touchstone introduces to marry him to Audrey, 
such a poor specimen that he moves Jaques to indignation:18

Jaq* And will you, being a man of your breeding, be 
married under a bush, like a beggar? Get you 
to church, and have a good priest that can tell 
you what marriage is# This fellow will but join 
you together as they join wainscot; then one of 
you will prove a shrunk panel, and like green 
timber, warp, warp#

^Ibid.
^•5"Shake speare * s Religion," Commonweal, XXVIII 

(July 2, 1948), 283.
l6The reason for this device will be discussed 

in a later chapter.
^Harrison, "Shakespeare’s Religion,"
18Ibid.
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Toucii. ¿A sld& jJ" I am not in the mind but I were 
better to be married of him than of another; 
for he is not like to marry me well; and not 
being well married, it will be a good excuse 
for me hereafter to leave my wife«1“

There is but one possible interpretation of this pass
age according to Christopher Hollis: "In the opinions 
both of Touchstone and Jaques a marriage before an
Elizabethan clergyman was no marriage and such a clergy-

20man was no ’good priest’«"
Colby views Sir Nathaniel as "the very quin

tessence of conceit and complacency • . * /andj“ obvi
ously a satire on the spouting young churchmen of the 
Elizabethan day created for humor."* 20 21 In the opinion 
of Sohelling, Shakespeare represents the

friar of Roman Catholic Verona, Messina or Venice 
in a very different spirit from that of the small 
parson, Sir Hugh or sir Oliver* • • • Nowhere does 
the clergy function with more dignity than in 
Measure for Measure«22

« As You Like It. Ill, iii, 84-95. William 
Shakespeare, Works of,Stokespeare, ed.
George Lyman Klttredge (New York:Green and Company, 
1936). la this thesis, Shakespearean reference will 
always be made to this edition*

20Hollis, The Monstrous Regiment, p . 212.
21Colby, "Clerical Characters In Shakespeare,"

138.
22Felix E. Sohelling, Shakespeare and "Demi.- 

scienoe" (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press,”“"192?), p. 8?.
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Contrary to these similar views of various 

critics, we have that of Hühner. He claims that the 
"priests in Shakespeare’s plays are, with very few 
exceptions, anything but ideal. They are portrayed as 
great generals, as great diplomats, but hardly ever 
as good or spiritual."23 As proof of this statement 
Hühner cites examples from the following plays: King 
John, Richard II. Henry IV. Henry VI. Henry V. and 
Henry VIII. Here, he says, "Shakespeare depicts priests 
as schemers and troublemakers."24 However, when we con
sider the position of the Church and the State during 
the years against which background these chronicle plays 
were written, we may consider Shakespeare remarkably 
fair. In these plays, according to Colby,

We are in the field of political endeavor where 
politicians happened also to be abbots, bishops, and 
cardinals. Shakespeare recorded the facts as his
torical facts, presenting them in the dramatic mood 
as well as in the dramatio manner. But if he did 
not alter the personalities of prelates who held 
state offices, he likewise did not take advantage 
of the religious connexions to assail them unduly.25

Huhner, "Shakespeare’s Conception of the 
Clergy,^Shakespeare Association Bulletin. XI {July,

24Ibld.
25Slbrldge Colby, "Shakespeare and Catholicism," 

American Eocleslastloal Review. LV (July, 1916}, 64.
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Huhner, however, does not leave ns tinder the 
impression that Shakespeare treated the clergy of other 
denominations ideally. He cites several examples to 
prove Shakespeare’s contempt for them.* 2^

One of Shakespeare’s chief poetio characteris
tics is his imagery. He has a figure, a metaphor for 
almost every thought; his Images seem to come spontane
ously and to express exactly their maker’s idea. Much 
of his imagery is drawn from religious subjects. He 
was, however, perfectly free to choose either the new 
creed or the old, for he never allowed himself to be 
hampered by dramatic conventionalities. Yet we find 
that the object of his predilection is the ancient 
faith, and he introduces the Church of Rome, her min
isters and doctrines and rites as the natural represen
tative of things high, pure, and true, and therefore to 
be treated with reverende and respect.2?

Many times in the plays, according to Colby, 
there are references to Catholic manners, customs, and 
views, chanoe allusions which would certainly never
have been introduced by a fervent Protestant or by a/

2%uhner, Mnhakespeare * s Conception of the Cler
gy," 165.

2?Bowden, The Religion of Shakespeare, pp. 10-11.



playwright who thought his audience fervently Protes
tant.28 The following are typical examples of these 
references given by Colby:

. . . for Friar Lawrence . . .

. . .  in penanoe wander'd through the forest.29 * * 32
• . • She /Fortia/ doth stray about
By holy crosses, where she kneels and prays™
0, for my beadst I cross me for a sinner.34

There is a possibility, too, that in the follow
ing selections Shakespeare alluded unnecessarily to 
things Catholic:

Command thy grievance to my holy prayers,
For I will be thy beadsman, Valentine.32

There she shook
The holy water from her heavenly eyes,
And claraour-moisten* d, then away she started 
To deal with grief alone.33
Let the priest in surplioe whits 
That defunctive music can,
Be the death-living swan,
Lest the requiem lack his right.34»^

28Colby, "Clerical Characters in Shakespeare,"
137.

29The Two Oentlemen of Verona, V, ii, 37-3«.
3Merchant of Venice, V, i, 30-31.
3^Comedy of Errors, II, ii, 192.
32Tvyo Gentlemen of Verona, I, i, 17-1«.
33iang Lear, IV,' iii, 31-34.
3S?he Phoenix and the Turtle. 11. 13-16.

23

35italics mine.
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The expression. "Evening Mass” in Romeo and 

Juliet is held by various writers to show Shakespeare*s 
rudimentary ignorance of the usages of the Catholic 
Church, and in regarded as a strong argument in favour 
of his Protestantism. Bowden, however, considers Shake
speare’s use of it as a close knowledge of Catholic 
practices. He shows that ”evening mass" meant mass said 
after noon, that in ancient times there was great lati
tude as to the hour of mass, and that, though Pope 
Pius V {1566-72} prohibited afternoon and evening mss, 
the prohibition was slow in taking effect in some 
plaoes, notably Verona, the scene of Romeo and Juliet, 
where evening mss was said as late as 1824*"^

Fripp, who seems to believe that Shakespeare 
was a Puritan in his later days, nevertheless asserts 
that in his early play The Two Gentlemen of Verona

his imagination wandered freely and fearlessly into 
the not long past, before the savage destruction of **

** Bowden, The Religion of Shakespeare, pp. 271- 
74. "S. Pius V. * . * discountenanced and prohibited
afternoon and evening masses. But the isolation of the 
English Clergy, owing to the then difficulty of communi
cation, might have withheld from them the knowledge of 
this law for some considerable time. It was so slow in 
penetrating Germany, that it had to be enforced by vari
ous councils, • . • And the remarkable thing is this, 
that according to the testimony of the Liturgical writer, 
Friedrich Brenner, /T82¿7 Verona was one of the places 
in which the forbidden "custom lingered even to our own 
century.” Ibid., pp# 272-73»
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monasteries and burning of martyrs, when Englishmen 
were of one Church, and godly »fathers* heard con
fession, sang requiem, offered prayers for others* 
sins, and did penance for their own, in lonely cells 
and forest retreats; when lovers sought their help in 
trouble and knights took solemn vows of chastity,37

He further comments that such "popery** had no terrors
for Shakespeare, but that it supplied him with what was
lacking in evangelical striotness; that he set his first
ideal English heroine Silvia in a Catholic environment
and portrayed her holiness as that of "the old devout,
naive kind, examples of which might be found in wealthy
and cultivated homes in 1590, none the less sincere and
winsome because of its brave endurance of persecution."38

Dr. de Groot shows that in ways unnecessary to
the plot or the dramatic situation, Shakespeare sometimes
seems to pay tribute to the intercessory powers of the
Blessed Virgin Mary. In All»s Well That Ends Well, the
Countess of Rousillon expresses her displeasure with
Bertram*s desertion of his wife by exclaiming:39

What angel shall
Bless thisvunworthy husband? He cannot thrive,
Unless her prayers, whom heaven delights to hear,

don:
3?Edgar Innes Fripp, Master Richard 

Oxford University Press,' 1924}, pip.
(Lon-

38Ibid.. p. 77.
390f „  de Groot, The Shake spear as and "The Old 

Faith," p, 173.

CTanasTOJf usrivxasrrr imbxaet
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And loves to grant, reprieve him from the wrath 
Of greatest justice#40

When Alonso in The Tempest is inconsolable in the belief 
that he has lost his son, Ferdinand, Prospero counsels 
him:

I rather think
You have not sought her help, of whose soft grace 
For the like loss I have her sovereign aid 
And rest myself content.41

Both of these quotations are expressive of the way in 
which Catholics speak of the Blessed Virgin, and the 
lines will not apply to any one but her. Bowden inter
prets this testimony to be brief but deoisive; Shake
speare in the30 lines affirms distinctly, but not 
oontentiously, one of the most characteristic doctrines 
that distinguishes the Catholic Churoh from the Protes
tant communion,42

Of the seven sacraments of the Roman Catholic 
Churoh, only two, Baptisk and the Eucharist, are gener
ally recognized by Protestantism, so that Shakespeare’s 
reference to these can offer little value to this study. 
Of the other five sacraments the sacrament of Extreme

4°III, iv, 25-29.
41V, i, 141-44*
42Bowdan, The Religion of Shakespeare, p. 276
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Unction is not mentioned by name but in Hamlet the Ghost 
complains that he died without Extreme Unotion, and that 
as a result he now has to suffer a term in purgatory.^ 

The Sacrament of Penance seems to come readily 
to the mind of Shakespeare. Dr. de Groot asserts that 
he alludes to it in The Two Gentlemen of Verona. Much 
Ado About Nothing. Love’s Labour*s Lost. Taming of the 
Shrew, Twelfth Night, 2 Henry VI, and Henry VIII 
Countess de Chambrun, who professed to belong to the 
Episoopal Church, writes that the Imagery used by 
Shakespeare in Leontes* tribute to the faithful friend 
who "priest-like had cleansed his b o s o m , c a n n o t  be 
said to be used as part of a necessary historical back
ground.^6 Dr. de Groot Interprets this same selection

am thy father’s spirit,
Doom’d for a certain term to walk the night, 
And for the day confined to fast in fires,
Till the foul*crimes done in my days of nature 
Are burnt and purged away. . . «
Thus was I, sleeping, by a brother's hand 
Of life, of crown, of queen, at once dispatch’d: 
Cut off even in the blossoms of my sin, 
Unhousel’d, disappointed, unaneled,
No reckoning made, but sent to my account 
With all my imperfections on my head:«

I, v, 9-13, 74-49.
^ The Shakespearee and «The Old Faith.« p. 239,

n. 95.
4^The Winter’s Tale. I, ii, 237-38.
^ Shakespeare Hedisoovered (New York: Charles 

Scribner’s Sons, 19381,.P.Tjr:—
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an an example of Shakespeare^ understanding of the 
inner significance of the sacrament of Penance.^ Colby 
claims that the sacrament of Penance is not only men
tioned but that the idea behind it is well expressed 
in such words as

Who by repentance is not satisfied 
Is nor of heaven nor earth

A confessor is provided for the condemned Claudio in 
Measure for Measure* Silvia and Juliet are alike in 
that each elopes under the pretext of going to usual 
confession in the plays The Two Gentlemen of Verona and 
Romeo and Juliet» Here again, according to Henry, Shake
speare must have had a clear understanding of confession:

She /Juliet/ recognizes that the mere mention 
of the talismanio word "confession” will anticipate 
and disarm all jealous parental suspicion of her 
real purpose, and although she does not intend, as 
the sequel shows, to invoke its spiritual ministra
tions, she has learned to trust wholly the character 
of her confessor . . .  for she has somehow learned 
to trust this sanctuary of silence.

In the play Measure for Measure., Emily Hickey believes
that we have the Catholic teaching of true penance in

V?de Groot, The Shakespeares and "The Old Faith,”
p. 179.

^Colby, "Clerical Characters in Shakespeare,”
136.

Gentlemen of Verona. V, iv, 79-BO.
5%enry, ”The Absence of Religion in Shake spear«.., ” 

Part I, 363.



29
the scene between the Duke-friar and Juliet*51 And 
what a deep and woeful image is created in the Catholic 
mind by the words

He should the bearers put.to sudden death,
Hot shriving time allow’d^2

References to marriage are numerous* Dr* de 
Groot believes that the "sacramental aspect of marriage 
is well stated by the priest in Twelfth Night, who in 
response to Olivia’s pleas reports to the assembled 
company that between Olivia and Sebastian he has per
formed ”53

A contract of eternal bond of love,
Confirm’d by mutual joinder of your hands, 

x Attested by the holy close of lips,
Strength’ned by lnterchangement of your rings;
And all the ceremony of this compact 
Seal’d in my function, by my testimony;

H* T. Henry considers Santayana’s generaliza
tion that Shakespeare had no religion because of the 
religious vocabulary which he uses a very weak argument. 
Henry claims that Santayana used the one oath ’sblood’ 
to illustrate his point, and that if Santayana had used

^"hsmily Hickey, "Measure for Measure— a Study," 
Catholic World« CV (April, 1917), 96. /

52Hamlat, ?, ii, 46-47.
^ The Shakespeares and "The Old Faith," p* 177*
54V, i, 159-164.



such exclamations end invocations as "Hava mercy, Jesul" 
in Richard III and "St. Francis, be my speed1" in Romeo

30

and Juliet to illustrate his point, he could have came 
to the conclusion that such a vocabulary is not only 
"religious in sound but also in sense. They are such 
invocations as the soul makes with conscious purpose in 
moments of distress# They are recognitions of Heaven’s 
opportunity in man’s extremity.”55 Anyone with a knowl
edge of Catholicism will agree that such ejaculations 
are "wholly Christian; the mercy of Christ, . . • the 
intercession of saints, are asserted in them as effi
cacious dogmatic and devotional facts.

In an article "Saints’ Oaths in Shakespeare’s 
Plays," Robert Witbeok Babcock asserts that Shakespeare 
invariably chose the saints his characters swore by for 
some association of idea, soma remarkable parallelism 
between the situation in' the play, or some allusion which 
the audience was supposed to understand and enjoy. On 
this basis he explains fifteen instance in which Shake
speare’s characters called upon a s a i n t . B a b c o c k

^^Henry, "The Absence of Religion in Shakespeare," 
Part I, 355.

56Ibid.
^ Shakespeare Association Bulletin. VI (July, 

1931), 90.



believes that Shakespeare had sufficient reason to have 
friar Laurence, a Franciscan, swear by St. Francis 
because he was the founder of his order. He thinks, 
too, that we may easily assume that the striking par
allelism between Romeo's ardent love for Juliet and 
St. Francis' ardent love for His Master was sufficient 
to bring it to the mind of Shakespeare to make Friar 
Laurence exclaim:5s

Holy Saint Francis! What a change is here!
Is Rosaline, whom thou didst love so dear,
So soon forsaken?59

Babcock carries the assumption still further when he 
points out another parallel between St. Francis and

\

Romeo: «Francis, by his saintly longing, definitely 
estranged himself from his father, who, on getting him 
into his power beat and punished him. And Romeo, of 
oourse, was taking a step that was bound to estrange 
him from his father*«^0

Much of the foregoing evidence which shows 
Shakespeare’s esteem for the «Old Faith” is piecemeal* 
No single example taken alone bears much weight, but 5 6

5gIbld.
59R0meo and Juliet, II, iii, 65-67.\
6°Baboook, «Saints' Oaths in Shakespeare's 

plays,« 92.
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the total effect is signifleant* It is true that in 
the historical plays Churchmen frequently appear in 
connection with Church affairs and Church paraphernalia 
and ritual come in from time to time as the religious 
background of the age required but it Is likewise a 
most noteworthy characteristic that the allusions to 
Catholic customs, views, and manners In the comedies 
are all unnecessary* No principle of dramatic technique 
demands these words, and yet they are there* We cannot 
easily oonvict Shakespeare of any errors In the account 
of Catholio things, neither do these Catholic things 
and images grow fainter in his later plays*

Recent critics, R* w* Chambers^* and Theodore 
Spencer,are not satisfied by merely studying isolated 
passages in Shakespeare to discover what his attitude 
might have been toward Catholicism, but they have shown 
that the thought of the plays is very medieval and very 
largely Catholic.

Looten claims that in Shakespeare * s thirty-seven 
plays Catholic Christianity preponderates and that of the * 6

6^"The Jacobean Shakespeare and Measure for 
Measure,” Proceedings of the British Academy* XXIII 
\ 1937) $ 1**&0#

62Shakespeare and the Nature of Man, pp. 207-16,



two churches, Protestant and Catholic, he «favoured the 
Catholic: when one compares the transformed and deformed 
church with the noble church found in his plays.

63Halli, History of Shakespearian Criticism, 
pp* 486-88, clt in d  Loo ten, Shake spa are et al Religion.
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CHAPTER III

INDICATIONS OF SHAKESPEARE *E DESIRE 
TO COUNTERACT ANTI-CATHOLIC PROPAGANDA

Besides making allusions to Catholic imagery, 
institutions, the clergy, and the sacraments in order 
to present his opinions on the subject of religion, 
there are certain ways in whioh a dramatist may disclose 
his own train of thought by changing the tendencies of 
the stories that he takes for his plots and above all 
by definitely counteracting religious objections and 
religious prejudices that may be offensive to him. That 
Shakespeare has made use of this device is illustrated 
in Romeo and Juliet and King John.

In Romeo and Juliet he transforms a Protestant 
tract into what is really a Catholic apology for two 
Institutions dear to the heart of the Catholic Church 
and just then much attaoked. Arthur Brooke, whose 
poetio narrative The Tragicall Historye of Romeus and 
Juliet furnished the plot for Romeo and Juliet, states 
explicitly in his preface that the story should serve 
as a warning against the "superstition and match-making 
propensities of friars” and the use of "auricular con
fession; ”
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/T shall proceed/ to describe unto thee a cou

ple of unfortunate Tovars, thralling themselves to 
unhonest desire} . * • conferring their principal 
counsels with drunken gossips and superstitious 
friars (the naturally fit instruments of unchastity); 
• • * using auricular confession, the key of whoredom 
and treason, for furthering their purpose; abusing 
the honourable name of lawful marriage to cloak the 
shame of stolen contracts; finally by all means of 
unhonest life hastening to most unhappy death*x

Shakespeare, on the other hand, makes no refer
ence to such an idea but clearly indicates in the 
«Prologue" that these two unfortunate lovers came to 
their tragic deaths only because they were "star cross*d" 
and destined from the beginning to bring about the 
reconciliation of their families through their deaths:

From forth the fatal loins of these two foes 
A pair of star-cross*d lovers take their life;
Whose misadventured piteous overthrows
Do with their death bury their parents’ strife*2

Laurence in the narrative becomes the good bare-foot 
Friar, belonging to the'order of St* Francis and

Yet in this line Brooke Insinuates that most of the

Quite contrary to his preface, Brooke’s Friar

Mot as the most was he, a grosse unlearned foole.3

Duffied and Company, 1908), p. lxvi. 
2"Prologue," 11* 5-8.
^Brooke’s ’Romeus and Juliet.’ 1. 567
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friars were "grosse unlearned fooles," an expression 
not used by Shakespeare although he follows Brooke’s 
poem quite closely.

In the poem itself Brooke gives in the follow
ing instances derogatory statements which would either 
tend to belittle, to ridioule, or to give an incorrect 
idea of the act of Catholio confession: when Juliet’s 
nurse seeks to obtain from Romeus the Friar’s answer 
regarding the time of marriage when the nurse and 
Juliet confer about the deception they play on the 
mother,^ when the secret marriage takes place,^ when 
the already-wedded Juliet is forced to consent to the 
marriage with Paris and she again seeks advice from the 
Friar,? and when the Friar testifies at the hearing of 
the case.®

Shakespeare, however, places no great weight 
upon the act itself of auricular confession. He uses 
’confession’ only as an excuse for Juliet to obtain 
permission from her mother to leave the house. In

^11. 632-33, 11. 639-40.
511. 714-16.
611. 728-38.
7X. 2007 ff.
*11. 2920-56.



contrast to Brooke’s five instances in which he dwells 
upon confession Shakespeare gives only three references 
to confession: when Romeo Informs the nurse of the ar
rangements for the marriage,9 when the nurse, before
the marriage, inquires of Juliet whether she has per-

10mission to leave the house, and immediately after 
Juliet is threatened to give her consent to marry 
Paris.1'1 In each of these situations Shakespeare makes 
no depreciatory remarks regarding the act of confession, 
and in the testimoney given by Friar Laurence to the 
Prince no allusion is made to confession. Hence, we may 
conclude that Shakespeare did not intend to attach much 
importance to the connection between auricular confes
sion and the advice given by the Friar, but that he in
tended the tragic end of the two lovers to be the result

12of the natural consequences of "star-cross’d lovers” 
as a means of ending with their death their parents' 
strife. 9 10 * 12

9II, iv, 191-94.
10II, v, 68.
U III, v, 231-33.
12J. W. Draper, Shakespeare’s ’Star-Crossed 

Lovers'.” Review of English Studies. XV (January, 1939). 
16-34.
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la King Jolm Shakespeare has changed raost of the 
bitter Protestant bigotry about monks and nuns into 
something with much less of an appeal to the vulgar, but 
which is much closer to the truth as he knew it. Dr.
G. G. Gervinus claims that Shakespeare in a suitable 
passage "gave full vent to the indigantion of the Eng
lish at Popish rule and intrigue, encroachment and op
pression,"^ which at that time was a favoured topic 
and readily listened to by Londoners. Nevertheless, he 
admits that Shakespeare "did not go so far as to make a 
farce of Faulconbridge*s extortions from the clergy,"^-4 
Gervinus further explains that Shakespeare’s source of
fered him an excellent opportunity to present a scene of 
merry nuns and brothers bursting forth from the opened 
coffers of the "hoarding abbots," a scene that could 
have been very appealing and amusing to the fresh Protes
tant feelings of the time, but that Shakespeare carefully 
refrained from taking advantage of this opportunity be
cause to his impartial mind, the dignity of the clergy 
and the oontemplativeness of cloister-life was a matter 
too sacred for him to introduce it in a ridiculous fora.1  ̂* 14 15

^Shakespeare Commentaries, trans. F. E. Bunnett 
(London: smith, alder,arid Co., 1903)* P# 354.

14Ibld.
15Ibid.
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Walsh grants that Shakespeare’s King John spurns

papal authority and is brought to death by a monk. But
the latter fact is only reported and not dwelt on at
length as in the source, and the suspicion that the monk
has poisoned the king is somewhat mitigated by the fact
that Shakespeare, previous to this report, speaks of the
King as being brought down by a fever. Nevertheless,
Walsh states that Shakespeare

left out roysterous scenes of monkish hypocrisy and 
the ugly passages of innuendo about the monk’s trea
son against the king and about their preparing poi
son for him.1®

Countess de Chambrun says
The original King John, too, was full of mud- 
slinging at monastic life; all this is struck out 
in Shakespeare’s rearrangement, though he probably 
sacrificed thereby many a comic effect among the 
"groundlings•"*7

In his preface to King John. John Dover Wilson
alleges that "Nothing is more remarkable than the evi-»
dent pains taken by Shakespeare to rid the play of the 
Anti-Catholic bias of his predecessors."* 18 * According 
to him Shakespeare removed the long scenes which in the

^James J• Walsh. "Was Shakespeare a Catholic?" 
The Catholic Mind. Kill (April 22, 1915), 201.

^ Shakespeare Rediscovered, p. 129.
18"Preface," King John (Cambridge: At the

University Press, 193&Y» p* Ivii•



source play depict the Bastard* s rude and unseemly ad
ventures with the monks and the nuns— scenes which would 
have been "very captivating to a London audience." He 
notes, too, that in The Troublesome Reign

King John is a hero • * . chosen by th© barons of 
England in preference to the foreign Arthur, and 
fighting against foreigners and the Church of Rom®. 
/w he re iiaT In King John, he is a usurper with no 
rights in the crown.at "all*

He further comments that Shakespeare does not
show us the poisoning scene at Swinstead Abbey.
Indeed there are no clergy of any kind among his 
dramatic personae, except the legate Pandulph, 
whose activity is strictly political*^9

The critic Boas is convinced that even in Pan
dulph Shakespeare has proved his power of Interpreting 
sympathetically a Churchman for he portrays him as an 
"ecclesiastical statesman who meets kings on equal 
terms, and awes them into submission*"20 He rather
laments the fact that Shakespeare has omitted the scenes»
of The Troublesome Reign where so much prominence had 
been given to the attack upon the religious houses for 
he considers them a "fitting Nemesis to the death of 
John at the hands of a monk*"2i

/
^ Ibid*. pp. xliv, Ivii.
2Frederick S* Boas, Shakespeare and His Prede- 

oessors (New York; Charles Scribner’s '.ons, I960}, p * 241.
21Ibid.* p. 243.
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Parrott, like Gervinus and Countess Chambrun,
41

believes that Shakespeare purged hie source quite 
thoroughly of the fierce anti-papal note, which, fol
lowing the tradition started by Bale’s Sing John, repre
sented John as the Protestant champion of England against 
the tyranny of Rome. He holds that Shakespeare retained 
only two anti-papal propaganda speeches, namely, the one 
asserting the royal supremacy and the one denouncing the 
sale of indulgences. These, in Dr. Parrott’s opinion, 
were topics on which all Elizabethans of moderate liberal 
views were likely to agree.22

In Shakespeare’s King John, the king, in the 
opinion of Colby, "was speaking not so much against a 
religious faith as against a principle of interference, 
a principle which was during his reign becoming particu
larly obnoxious in a country newly becoming nationalized."* 23

Dr. Parrott gives great credit to Shakespeare for 
sacrificing the easy laughs which he could have received 
from the groundlings if he had depicted the looting soenes
of the abbey as found in his source. In his judgment. •*

22Thomas Marc Parrott, Shakespearean Comedy' (New 
York: Oxford University L Press,.O T C T . S T ; ----

2^Colby, ’’Shakespeare and Catholicism,” 53»
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Shakespeare omitted these partly because

he disliked the g ro s s attack upon the old Church, 
his mother*a faith, partly because the broad farce 
clashed with his conception of Faloonbridge, whom 
he had promoted to the role of hero, the true 
representative of England in her war with foreign 
foes.* 2*

Both 3owden2^and Dr. de Groot,2^ who neither 
regard nor represent Shakespeare as a bold and fearless 
champion of the Catholic Faith but rather as one who 
was desirous, as far as possible, of avoiding any sus
picion of recusancy, nevertheless show in detail how 
Shakespeare revised away the bitter anti-Catholicism of 
the older King John. They base their conclusion on the 
following evidence:

1. That by recasting the character of King John he 
has made of him a royal villain and not a Protes
tant hero; hence, any disparaging remarks coming 
from his mouth, the mouth of a scoundrel, could 
presumably not be those of the poet*s ideal self;

2. That by simply cutting out the looting scenes of 
the monastery he has shown his disgust and unwill
ingness to treat the members of religious orders 
in an unfavourable light;

3* That by making the Bastard assume a respectful 
attitude toward Pandulph he has given us a truer 
delineation of that character as the official 
representative of the Church of Rome;

^Parrott, Shakespearean Comedy, p. 73*
2%*he Religion of Shakespeare, pp. 117-35. 
26

223.
The Shake spear e s and **The Old Faith,** pp. 182
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4* That by stressing the political aspect of the 

rebellion of the barons he minimizes the reli
gious aspect of the league with France;

5* That by omitting many irreverent remarks by the 
principal characters and especially of several 
ascriptions of blame to Home for the miseries of 
John*s reign he has somewhat changed England»s
anger against Rome to that against France,
It is the firm belief of Bowden that Shakespeare, 

by concluding the play with the reconciliation of England 
to the Church, the friendship betvjeen France and England, 
the pardoning of the rebel nobles, the ascending to the 
English throne of the rightful heir through the instru
mentality of the Pope*s Legate and Fauloonbridge, appears 
to have thought that the appeal to an international tri
bunal in the person of the Pope was not without its ad
vantage s,2?

Most Shakespearian scholars agree that Shake
speare, in writing King John, treats the quarrel between 
King John and the Pope as a political question, a ques
tion of non-interference in England from a Roman Bishop, 
In his effort to show the political struggle as it was 
he has changed the old play in such a way as to strip it 
of all the hearty, boisterous, aati-Catholie propaganda.

t

»The Religion of Shakespeare, p. 135,27



CHAPTER IV

SHAKESPEARE * S ATTITUDE TOWARD RELIGIOUS LIFE
Shakespeara not only evinces his esteem for the 

"Old Faith" but he upholds the holiness of the life of 
the monk and nun. He takes particular delight, accord
ing to Creizenach,

in contrasting the turmoil and passion of the world 
with the life of the cloister, where men give them
selves up to contemplation, but at the same time 
stretch out helping and healing hands to their fel
lows struggling in the battle of life,1

Contrary to the sources, George Whetstone*s play
Promos and Cassandra and a prose version The Heptameroa
of Civil Discourses, Shakespeare has made the heroine
of Measure for Measure a votaress of St. Clare2 testing
herself as a novloe to see whether she is called to that
utter renunciation which is the life of the "poor Clare,"
and begging for yet greater severity, which to her would
be an added privilege in the religious life:

Isab. And have you nuns no farther privileges?

%'h.e English Drama, p. 103* '
"At the root of the movement of St. Francis and 

St. Clare was the intense remembrance of the sufferings 
of Christ, in atonement for the sins of the whole world 
— the »remedy* of which Isabel in vain reminds Angelo." 
R. W. Chambers, "The Jacobean Shakespeare and Measure 
for Measure." p. 42.
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Nun* Are not these large enough?
I sab • Tes, truly; I speak not as desiring atore,

But rather wishing a more strict restraint 
upon the sisterhood, the votraists of Saint Clare. >

With the introduction of Isabella Shakespeare 
leaves the bigotry of Protestant England for the Catho
lic environment of the convent where the atmosphere is 
filled with the mysticism of St. Francis of Assisi, and 
he goes out of his way to picture the conventual re
straints and the eternal vigilance of modesty that are 
the safest assurance of victory over self, when Lucio'a 
voice is heard outside the convent door, Isabella, who 
has not yet taken the veil, ask«:

Who's that which oalls?
and is answered by

Nun. It is a man's voice. Gentle Isabella,
Turn you the key and know his business of him. 
You may; I may not. You are yet unsworn#
When you have vow'd, you must not speak with men 
But in toe presence of the priores
In a very direct manner Shakespeare pays a

splendid homage to all those who in the flesh strive to
lead the life of angels by consecrating their life to
God by the vow of chastity in some religious order. •*

•*1, lv, 1-5 
^T, iv, 6-11,



When Isabelle begs Luclo, the "fantastic," not to "make
her a story," he in awe exclaims:

I would not— tho * tis my familiar sin 
With maids to seem the lapwing, and to jest,
Tongue far from heart— play with all virgins so.
I hold you as a thing enskied and sainted 
By your renouncement, an immortal spirit,
And to be talk’d with in sincerity,
As with a saint.5

Dowden proclaims Isabella
the only one of Shakespeare’s women whose heart and 
eyes are fixed upon an impersonal ideal, to whom 
something abstract is more, in the ardor and energy 
of her youth, than any human personality. . • . 
Isabella’s saintliness is not of the passive, tim
orous, or merely meditative kind. It is an aotive 
pursuit of holiness through exercise and discipline. 
. • . her soul is set upon things belonging to the 
soul. . . . and to her the cloister is looked upon 
as the place where her energy can spgnd itself in 
stern efforts towards ideal objects.6

Yet Shakespeare hails this saintly novice, about 
to dedicate herself to God by vow, from the cloister to 
plead mercy not for the sin which she abhors but for the 
human frailty and human* passion of her brother. When 
Angelo remains firm in his resolution that her brother 
should die, her charity takes her back to the gracious 
mercy, the infinite forgiveness of the Redeemer:

Alas, alas’.
Why, all the souls that were forfeit once,

46

5i, iv, 31-37.
AEdward Dowden, Shakespeare His Mind and Art 

(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1866), pp. 72-73.
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And he that might the vantage best have took 
Found out the remedy. How would you be 
If he which is the top of Judgement should 
But judge you as you are? 0, think on thatl 
And mercy then will breathe within your lips 
Like man new made.7

When Angelo offers to mitigate the penalty to
be imposed on Claudio if Isabella will submit to his
embraoe, all the maiden’s modesty revolts against this
overture. Not even to save her brother will she make
so base a compromise and she forthwith exclaims:

Better it were a brother died at once,
Than that a sister, by redeeming him,
Should die for ever.8

Jameson in writing about the heroines of
Shakespeare says that he has depicted Isabella "like a
stately and graceful cedar, towering on some Alpine
cliff, unbowed and unscathed amid the storm."9 she
believes that Shakespeare embodies in her

a strong undercurrent of passion and enthusiasm flow
ing beneath this calm and saintly self-possession, 
it is the capacity for high feeling and generous and 
strong indignation veiled beneath the sweet austere 
composure of the religious recluse, which, by the 
very force of contrast, powerfully impress the ima
ginât ion.ÏQ 7 8 * 10

7II, ii, 72-79.
8II, iv, 106-108.
^Anna Brownell Jameson, Shakespeare’s Heroines 

(Philadelphia: Henry Altemus, 1899}, p. 38.
10Ibid.. p. 45.



Another change made by Shake apeare In order to 
have good brought about by a religious man is in As 
You like It. In the source, Lodge’s pastoral romance 
Rosalind, the banished Duke finally wins back his terri
tory from the usurper in a battle; in Shakespeare, on 
the other hand, a hermit meets the usurper and his army 
at the edge of the forest and persuades him to renounoe 
not only the crown, but also the life in the world.
This news is reported by Jaqu©3 de Boys:

Duke Frederick, hearing how that every day 
Men of great worth resorted to this forest,
Address’d a mighty power, whioh were on foot,
In his own conduct, purposely to take 
His brother here and put him to the sword;
And to the skirts of this wild wood he came,
Where, meeting with an old religious man,
After some question with him, was converted 
Both from his enterprise and from the world,
His crown bequeathing to his banish’d brother,
And all their lands restor’d to them again 
That were with him exil’d.

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream Thesus persuades *
Hermia to marry Demetrius according to the wishes of 
her father and finally threatens her either with death 
or the renunciation of the society of men if she should 
refuse. Here Shakespeare gives, in a passage though 
delivered as a threat, a strong and alluring tribute to 
those who have vowed to live a life of hardship,

48

11V, iv, 160-71*
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restraint, and severity in the religious life:
Therefore, fair Her&ia, question your desires,
Know of your youth, examine well your blood,
Whether, if you yield not to your father’s choice,
You can endure the livery of a nun,1**

Shakespeare alludes to the peculiar efficacy
of prayers offered by nuns in Measure for Measure when
Isabella explains that she will, with her prayers,
bribe Angelo for the life of her brother Claudio:

Not with fond sides of the tested gold,
Or stones whose rates are either rich or poor 
As fancy values them; but with true prayers,
That shall be up at heaven and enter there 
Ere sun rise--prayers from preserved souls,
From fasting maids whose minds are dedicate 
to nothing temporal«1-̂

According to Price, Shakespeare has shown his
sympathy with the banished nuns and friars In the very
beautiful imagery of Sonnet 73 where he compares his age
with the fall of the year and compares the banished nuns
and monks to «sweet birds” who used to 3ing in the now

*

«ruin’d choirs«:
That time of year thou mayst in me behold 
When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang 
Upon those boughs which shakes against the cold,
Bare ruin’d choirs where late the sweet birds sang.1**'

Price considers it obviously a mark of sympathy with * 3 4

X2I, i, 67-70.
i3II, ii, 149-55.
l4«Sonnet 73,” 11# 1-4.



Catholic feeling to compare the banished monies and nuns 
to "sweet birds," but he believes that "to spealc of 
their sancturies not only a3 rained by bare— stripped 
of their ornaments, their shrines, and aids to worship 
— gives this line almost a sacramental v a l u e . p r i p p ,  
too, is of the opinion that as Shakespeare traveled 
through England with hi3 players, he witnessed "with 
pain the ruined abbeys."^

17Phrases such as "praying nuns," "a sisterhood 
of holy nuns,"^®

. . .  a sister sanctified, of holiest note,1^
• . . and did thence remove,
To spend her living in eternal love. u
. . .  a sacred nun,
Who, discipline, ay, dieted in grace, 1 

which escape the pen of Shakespeare bespeak his rever
ence and esteem for the religious life. They are all

*
^Hereward T. Price, "Shakespeare*3 Imagery," 

The^Quarterly Review of the Michigan Alumnus, Spring,

^^Fripp, Master Richard ouyny. p. 76.
17Hiohard III. IV, iv, 201.
•^Romeo and Juliet, V, iii, 157»

L o v e r 's Complaint, 1. 233*
20Ibid., 11. 237-38.
21Ibid., 11. 260-61.
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elements inserted not to gain looal color, but simply, 
as if he were drawing on his native surroundings for 
little exclamations, sentences, and comparisons, remi
niscent of things he had known about him as well as he 
knew the bank where the «wild thyme« grows.
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CHAPTER V

SHAKESPEARE*S PORTRAYAL OF THE FRANCISCAN FRIAR 
AS A MEMBER OF HIS ORDER

"The ooming of the Friars Minor, or Franciscan 
Friars, to England, in the year 1224*^7 was an event 
of no mean importance in the religious and social life 
of the nation."2 They came at a time when there was 
an Intense concentration upon seoular affairs and a 
certain Indifference in matters of religion among the 
people. A spirit of worldliness was rampant, and even 
religion was in a large measure made subservient to 
temporal interests. Yet it was also a time of large 
ideals and intense purpose. Men were quick to appre
ciate the heroio and the strenuous whether in the 
service of God or of the world. Hence, the absolute 
poverty, the renunoiation of seoular power, and the

^"In the year of the Lord 1224, in the time of 
the Lord Pope Honorius . . . , and in the eighth year 
of the Lord King Henry, son of John, on the Tuesday 
after the Feast of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin 
, . . the Friars Minor first arrived in England, land
ing at Dover." The Chronicle of Thomas of Eooleston. 
trans. Father Cuthbert from be Adventu Fratrurn Mlnorum 
in Angliam (St. Louis, Mo.: B. fierder, l^Cj), p. IV

2Father Cuthbert, "Preface," The Chronlole of 
Thomas of Bccleston, p. xi.



ideals of the Friars Minor or Franciscans appealed to 
the faith and idealism of the people, and they were 
readily received and welcomed by the people»3 As soon 
as they were established in a place, they won both 
revsrenoe and affection from the people at large.^
For three hundred years they were the evangelizers of 
England and the chief directors of the national mind.'* 

The Protestant historian Cobbett maintains that 
it is impossible to speak with sufficient admiration of 
the conduct of the two Franciscan Friars, Peyto and 
Elstow, in their stand of bold and open resistance
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^"Their ideals were in many ways different from 
those of the monks. The early monks withdrew themselves 
from the world, and their houses are, therefore, very 
often in the country, away from towns; the friars went 
into the world, mixing with the people and preaohing to 
them, and therefore their houses acre always found in 
towns . . * the friars were not allowed to receive more 
land than was aotually required for their buildings. 
Having no estates to bring them in a regular income, 
the friars depended on‘ the alms of the charitable."
Louis Francis Salzman, English Life in the Middle Ages 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1927)» p. 1^2. '

^Cuthbert, "Preface," The Chronlole of Thomas 
of Sooleston, pp. xi-xix.

^It is true that abuses crept into the Franois- 
can Order during the 14th and 15 th centuries and that 
Chaucer satirized some of these abuses in suoh a vivid 
manner that we aotually despise his friar. With all 
due consideration of these facts we do not hesitate to 
hold that, inspite of abuses, there were those friars 
who strived to live up to the ideals of their founder, 
St. Franois.
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against Henry VIII before he had actually begun his 
murders and robberies. He believes that the heroic 
virtue of Peyto and Elstow ought to be sufficient to 
make us hesitate before we talk of "monkish ignorance 
and superstition*"^ Steok writes that when Henry Till 
saw that

neither the banishment of FF. Peyto and Elstow, nor 
the • • • execution^-/ of FF. Risby and Rich had in 
any way intimidated their confreres, he became en
raged and, urged on by Cromwell and his clique, 
decided on a campaign of general persecution against 
his one-time friends and favorites.8

By the sixteenth century when Shakespeare began 
his writings, the Franciscan monasteries along with the 
holy places and mansions of the Church had been swept 
away, but "their ruins," according to Knight, "were

^William Cobbett, A History of the Protestant 
Reformation in England and Ireland!Chicago: Senzlger 
Brothers, N. D.T* PP*

^"As FF. Peyto -and Elstow had been the first 
publicly to denounce the king’s wanton policy against 
his lawful queen, so now again two Franciscans were 
among the first to suffer martyrdom in defence to papal 
supremacy. • • • they are commemorated In the Francis
can i/iartyrology, on June 3» in these terms! * At London 
in England, the suffering of the Blessed Martyrs,
Richard Risby, guardian of the friary at Canterbury, and 
Hugh Rich, likewise guardian of the friary at Richmond, 
who in defence of the Catholic faith, at the command of 
Henry VIII, King of England, were executed in a horrible 
manner.’" Francis Borgia steck, Franciscans and the 
Protestant Revolution in England (Chioago: Franciscan 
HeraTa' "Pres“ lWOT," pT'TCT^-----

8Ibid.. p* 55»



still antiquities, full of instruction*"9 * He believes
that Shakespeare gained his impression of the friars
during his youth and that this

most just and tolerant moralist that ever helped 
to disencumber men of their hatreds and prejudices 
has consistently endeavoured to represent the mon-.- 
astlc character as that of virtue and benevolence *

In Romeo and Juliet Shakespeare introduces Friar 
Laurence, the Franciscan, as a veritable St. Francis, 
greeting the dawn of day while gathering weeds and flow
ers before the sun sends forth her burning rays*11 We
perceive his kindliness, his admiration for nature, and
his sympathy with all that surrounds him*

The grey-ey’d morn smiles on the frowning night, 
Check*ring the Eastern clouds with streaks of light; 
And flecked darkness like a drunkard reels 
From forth day*s path and Titan’s fiery wheels 
Now, ere the sun advance his burning eye 
The day to cheer and night’s dank dew to dry,
I must up-fill this osier cage of ours 12
With baleful weeds and preoious-juiced flowers^

From nature’s storehouse Friar Laurence, in 
a truly Franciscan fashion recalling the simple homilies

9Knight, William Shakespeare, p,
10Ibid*. p. 183.
U,

18$,

•«St. Francis taught the world to see God in 
everything: the chirp of the birds, the stillness, of
the forest, the beauty of the flowers, the solitude of 
the rocks." Raphael M. Huber. A Documented History of 
the Franciscan Order (1182-1$17} (Milwaukee, Wisconsin: 
The iiowiny Publishing Apostolate, Inc., 1944), p. 60.

12II, iii, 1-8,
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suggested to St* Franois of Assisi by the beauty of
nature, draws a parallel to the two opposing forces
in man* s spiritual life— grace and free-will— in the
practical meditation which ensues:

0, mickle is the powerful grace that lies 
In plants, herbs, stones, and their true qualities; 
For naught so vile that on the earth doth live 
But to the earth some special good doth give;
Nor aught so good but, strain’d from that fair use, 
Revolts from true birth, stumbling on abuse-1-?

As he continues the meditation, he moralizes on the 
properties of plants which may at once yield poison and 
medicine* He knows that virtue itself, when misapplied, 
changes to vice and that sometimes even crime is digni
fied by heroic action.

Within the infant rind of this small flower 
Poison hath residence, and medicine power;
For this, being smelt, with that part cheers each 

part;
Being tasted, slays all senses with the heart*
Two such opposed Icings encamp them still 
In man as well as herbs— grace and rude will;
And where the worser is predominant, ,,
Full soon the canker death eats up that plant.

«Grace” in the above lines, according to Henry, "can
have here only one meaning— its Christian theologioal
meaning; and the wisdom of the good friar is not human,
but heavenly* The sentiment thus introduced is quaintly

13II, iii, 15-20.
^11, iii, 23-30.
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appropriate and reverent.

In presenting Friar Laurence in the role of
gathering herbs, Shakespeare has also made him the
representative of a class for the "Infirmarist of a
monastio house, who had charge of the sick brethren,
was often in the early days of medical science their
sole physician.According to Bowden the Franciscan

was the natural philosopher of the middle ages; he 
was the Infirmarian • * • not of his own convent 
only, but of the whole town population. The exi
gencies of the physician had led him to the study 
of alchemy, and in him lay all the knowledge of 
chemistry that the age possessed. • « • The Fran
ciscan was not a merely scholastic student of 
nature, but to his reading he added observation.1'

The highest praise that could be accorded a 
Franciscan Friar is that he has kept the ideal of sera
phic poverty faithfully in mind and practice. Steck 
quotes Brewer as maintaining that among the English
Friars "in all Instances . . • the poverty of their►
buildings corresponded with those of the surrounding 
district: their living and lodging no better than the 
poorest among whom they settled And when Henry Fill * S.

15«The Absence of Religion in Shakespeare,”358.
-**%night, William Shakespeare, p. 183.
^ The Religion of Shakespeare, p. 265.

S. Brewer (ed.) , "Preface,” Monumenta 
Franoisoana, I, xix, quoted in Steok, Francisoans and 
the ffrotestant Revolution, p. 12.
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began his work of the destruction of the monasteries, 
the Franciscan houses, says Huber, "were so poor that 
they were not considered worth pillaging, and after the 
expulsion of the friars soon fell into r u i n s * This 
Francisoan spirit of poverty, too, seems to have been 
observed by Shakespeare* Whenever he refers to the 
living quarters of the Francisoan Friars, he does not 
speak of o&stles, estates, or mansions, but uses a term 
that to all men connotes a very small part of the whole 
— the simple term "cell.” In Two Gentlemen of Verona 
Silvia requests Eglamour to meet her at Friar Patrick*s 
cell** 20 In Romeo and Juliet Shakespeare uses the term 
in several instances: Romeo begs the Nurse to tell 
Juliet to coma to Friar Laurence’s cell:

Bid her devise
Some means to come to shrift this afternoon;
And there she shall at Friar Laurence* cell,
Be shriv’d and married. . . .21*

After the Nurse informs Juliet about the plans for the 
marriage she says:

22Then hie you henoe to Friar Laurence* cell,

^ Documented History of Franciscan Order, p. 322.
20IV, iii, 42.
21II, v, 191-94.
22II, v, 70.



Again when the Norse informs Joliet of Romeo*s striking
Tybalt dead, she explains:

Hark ye, yoor Romeo will be here at night.
I’ll to him; he is hid at Laurence * cell* 23

Another Franciscan characteristic that Shake
speare has brought out in his plays is their humility 
and simplicity, when all the means and contrivances 
of Friar Laurence fail to bring about a happy union 
between Romeo and Juliet, he like the early Franciscan 
Friars of England acknowledges his fault and Is ready 
to accept any punishment that the Prince may deem 
necessary:2^

. . .  and if aught in this
Miscarried by my fault, let my old life
Be sacrific’d, some hour before his time,
Unto the rigour of severest law.25

. Closely allied to the virtue of humility and 
simplicity is that of penanoe. That the friars were 
wont to go apart and spend some time In a secluded spot
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23 m ,  ii, 140-41.
2^"wer© anyone accused by his superior or com

panion, he at once replied, ’Mea oulpat’ and frequently 
prostrated. Wherefore Brother Jordan of . . . the 
Friars Preachers related how when the devil once appeared 
to him he said that this ’Mea oulpal’ snatched from his 
grasp whatever he had hoped to get from amongst the 
Friars Minor, since whenever one offended against another 
he always acknowledged his fault to the other." The, 
Chronicle of Thomas of Socleston, p. 31.

^Roaeo and Juliet, V , iii, 266-69.



ill penance Is also observed by Shakespeare • This fact 
is reported by the Duke in Two Gentlexaen of Verona when 
he inquires about the disappearance of his daughter 
with Eglamour:

Why then,
She's fled unto that peasant Valentine,
And Eglamour is in her company*
♦Tis true; for Friar Laurence met them both 
As he in penance wander'd through the forest*
Him he knew well, and guess'd that it was she,
But, being mask'd, he was not sure of it.2°

According to the chronicle of Thomas of Ecole-
ston the Franciscan Friars rejoiced to be in each others
company and only one thing seemed to sadden them, namely,
that "they should have to separate from eaoh other"2? in
going to their distant missions* This characteristic,
too, was noted by Shakespeare for outside the oell of
Friar Laurence, Friar John joyfully exclaims:

Holy Franciscan friar, brother, hoi26 27 28
And Friar Laurence joyfully welcomes him:

This same should be the voice of Friar John.
Welcome from Mantua. . . .29

In the passage which follows Shakespeare has stressed

26V, ii, 34-40.
27'Thomas of Ecclestoa, Chronicle. p. 33.

6o

28Homeo and Juliet. V, ii, 1*
29V, ii, 2-3*



this desire of the Friars to be in the company of their 
brethren?

John. Going to find a barefoot brother out,
One of our order, to associate me
Her© in this city visiting the sick,-*0

Moreover, Shakespeare has paid tribute to the
ready and simple obedience of the friars to each other
as well as to their superiors. Friar Laurence bids
Friar John to bring to his cell certain instruments and
Friar John promptly executes the order,

Laur. • . . Friar John, go hence,
Get me an iron crow and bring it straight 
Unto my cell.

John. Brother, 1*11 go and bring it thee.*^
Furthermore, as a member of the Franciscan Or- 

der, Shakespeare's friar is a character of great dignity. 
This is shown in the esteem in which the other characters 
hold the friar. In Romeo arid Juliet the Nurse addresses 
him:

6 1

0 holy friar, 0, tell me 
Where Is my lady's lord,

In the same play both Romeo and Juliet use greeting that 
at once connote the spiritual relationship and the child
like trustfulness and esteem that exists between the * ii,

holy friar, 0 
where's Borneo?^

3CV, ii, 5-7.
ii, 20-22. 

32iII, iii, 81-82.
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friar and the people of his parish:

Rom. Good morrow, father.33
Rom# I bear no hatred, blessed man, for, lo,

My intercession likewise steads my foe*'^
Jul. Are you at leisure, holy father, now,

Or shall I come to you at evening Mass?-3**
Capulet speaks of him as a "reverend holy friar.”36 
the tomb of Romeo and Juliet after the Prince hears the 
explanation about the deaths of Romeo and Juliet from 
the friar, who wishes to accept any punishment that may 
be his due for any fault of his in the mishap, the

. ? | V
Prince exolaims:

We still have known thee for a holy man.37
Throughout the play Measure for Measure great 

respect is shown by all the characters except occasion
ally by Lucio, a fantastio, for the friars themselves 
and also for their opinions. This may be concluded from 
the following passages'and incidents: When the Duke dis
guised as a friar greets the Provost at the prison door,

3 3 n ( Hi, 31

34II, ill, 53-54«
35I7, i, 37-38.
36iv, ii, 31.
37y, iii, 270.
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the Provost replies:
I am the provost. What * s your will, good friar?3® 

Isabella addresses the disguised Duke as "good father"39 
and is willingly advised as to what she should do to 
save her brother Glaudio from being hanged# Elbow 
greets him as;

Bless you, good father friar#40
Even Luoio, the fantastic, when departing from 

the disguised Duke bids him farewell in the words:

good friar; I prithe, pray for me. . .
However, when the Duke questions Isabella about Friar 

s Lodowiok, who had known about her coming to him to plead 
for justice, Lucio, the fantastic, does not seem to find 
v/ords mean and bitter enough to describe the friar#

Lucio* My lord, I know him. ’Tis a meddling friar.
I do not like the man. Had he been lay, 

my lord,
For certain‘words he spake against your Grace 
In your retirement, I had swing1d him soundly

Duke. Words against mel This* a good friar, beliket 
And to set this wretched woman here 
Against our substitutei Let this friar be 

found.

3®II, ill, 2.
39III, i, 246#
**°III, ii, 12*
41III, ii, 194
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Lucio. But yesternight, jay lord, she and that friar,
I saw them at the prison— a sauoy friar,
A very scurvy fellow.42

In the very same speech in which Lucio uses such bitter
words against the friar he, nevertheless, shows great
respect for him because of the religious garb which he
wears# Since he is not "lay" he dare not lay his wished
hands upon him* Later in the same scene Lucio further
abuses the friar in the words:

Honest in nothing, but in his clothes, and one 
that hath spoke most villanous speeches of the 
Duke#43

Shakespeare most probably used this repartee against 
Luoio himself to give his audience a touch of humor for 
the audience knew precisely the opposite to be true about
the disguised Duke and could see what a fool Luoio was# 
From Luoio the audience would expect any vulgarity in 
words against a person who might resist him or whenever 
Lucio might sense that‘such language might be welcome by 
the one to whom he was speaking. It was he himself who 
had used his slanderous tongue against the Duke to the 
disguised Duke:

Luoio. A very superficial, ignorant, unweighing 
fellow*44

42V, i, 127-36.
43y, i, 264-65#
44III, U, 147.
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On the other hand, against these slanderous
words of Lucio about Friar Lodowiok, Shakespeare sets
Friar Peter as his defendant.

I know him for a man divine and holy;
Not sourvy, nor a temporary meddler,
As he's reported by this gentleman;
And, on my trust, a man that never yet 
Did, as he vouches, misreport your Grace. * *

Briefly, we may state that Shakespeare has 
represented the Franciscan Friar as possessing some 
characteristics that are truly Franciscan. He depicts 
him as a man of meditation with a great love for God's 
beautiful outdoors; a man with a love for poverty, 
humility, simplicity and penance; a man with a love for 
the companionship of his brethren and of obedience; and 
finally as a man whom others hold in high esteeisu

45V, i, 144-48.

/



CHAPTER VI

SHAKESPEARE'S PORTRAYAL OF THE FRANCISCAN FRIAR 
AS A SOCIAL WORKER

Although St* Francis instituted his Order pri
marily for the salvation of the souls of its members 
and of the souls of those with whom they would come in 
contact, both he and his followers gave repeated and 
often heroic manifestations of the human and fraternal 
charity with which their hearts were inflamed for the 
social needs of humanity.

It is generally conceded by those who have
given attention to the history of the friars that the
influence of the Francisoans upon the world at large
was a humanizing influence. They intervened and were
frequently sought as peacemakers between contending»
factions; they were the friends of the poor and the ad- 
vooates of the oppressed; they performed acts of mercy 
and charity toward the sick; and oared for the imprisoned 
and sought their delivery. They were men of wide human 
interests, and, says Father Cuthbert, "one of the-most 
remarkable features in their history is their ubiquity."^

^Father Cuthbert, The Romanticism of St. Francis 
(New York: Longmans, Green &, Co., 19151» p» 173.



67
They were wherever a need arose whether among the
wealthy or poor, the learned or unlearned, the wise or
simple, the high or low. They enjoyed the confident}®
of the icing and the masses all ice.

Their life and activity were intimately bound up 
with the affairs of the high circles and with the 
needs and aspiration of the lower classes. The 
former sought their favour and support, while the 
latter looked to them for guidance and consolation.2

Their activities were manifold. Kenaard very pictur
esquely describes them as saying to the masses, to the 
poor in spirit and the poor in purse, to the beggar and 
to the downtrodden: "We too are poor, very beggars, and 
we have come among you to live with you, and share your 
life, and wash your sores."3 instances are recorded of 
their intervention with the King and others on behalf of 
private persons; and it is noteworthy that it is not 
merely the rich and tho people of some standing in the 
community who thus secured the services of the Friars.

Little wonder then that Shakespeare, the human
ist concerned with "the world as a stage," observed the 
wide human sympathies and interests of these men and 
that he portrayed them as'a part of the social fabric

2Steck, "Forward," Franciscans and the Protes
tant Revolution, p. 10.

^Joseph Spencer Kennard, The Friars In Fiction 
(New York: Brentano*s, 1923), p* 5.



of the nation. Sehlegel considers it deserving of re
mark that Shakespeare, amidst the rancour of religious 
parties, takes delight in painting the condition of a 
friar, and always representing his influence as benefi
cial. He states:

We find in him none of the black and knavish monks, 
which an enthusiasm for Protestantism, rather than 
poetic Inspiration, has suggested to some of our 
modern poets. Shakespeare merely gives his monks 
an inclination to busy themselves In the affairs 
of others, after renouncing the world for them
selves.4-

In presenting the friars with an inclination to 
busy themselves in the affairs of others, Shakespeare 
has, in the first place, placed them in the truly Fran
ciscan role of peacemakers,^ Into this role he has 
placed Friar Laurence in Romeo and Juliet. Friar 
Laurence, as we have already noted, reoognizes the win
some grace that lies in herbs, plants, and stones. He 
studies and loves these, but his mind and heart are not
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^August Wilhelm Schlegel, Lectures on Dramatic 
Art and Literature, trans. John Black (London: George 
Bell arid Gons, 1909), p. 388.

»/Saint/ Francis, the herald of the great 
King,* * and of the »Prince of Peace,» not only taught 
his brethren to love Peace but also to promote it,among 
others. • . . »Peace be to this house* was the message 
which he placed on the lips of his brethren as they 
wandered from place to place. (Chapter 3 of the Rule)
* . • »Pax et Bonum* was to become the motto of his 
Order,” Huber, Documented History of the Franciscan 
Order, p. 923*
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indifferent to the wants and the frailties of his fellow 
men. He knows that a young man’s love lies not in his 
heart but in his eyes. He perceives the inconstancy of 
Romeo’s change of sweethearts in a single night# Still 
he does not despair of human nature. He chides Romeo 
for his inconstancy and is very reluctant to aid Romeo 
in his new love affair. Tet he perceives in the possi
ble marriage between Romeo and Juliet an opportunity to 
bring about peace between the two contending households 
--the Capulets and the Montagues— and therefore considers 
this marriage the luckiest of accidents:

. . .  oome go with me.
In one respect I’ll they assistant be;
For this alliance may so happy prove
To turn your households’ rancour to pure love.®

With the thought of peace uppermost In his mind
he does not stop to reflect when called upon by these
two lovers to marry them. He rushes onward and assists*
them to forward the object of their desire. He wastes 
no precious moments in vain words although he knows 
that "violent delights have violent ends.” When his 
first plan fails and Romeo is'banished, he begs Romeo 
to stay in Mantua

. . . .  till we can find a time

6n, iii, 89 -92
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To blaze vour marriage, reconcile your friends,
Beg pardon of the Prince, and call thee back''

In the meantime when Juliet is being forced to marry 
Paris and he has recourse to the sleeping potion, he 
still hopes that by this means he oan save Juliet for 
Romeo and thus bring about peace between the two con
tending households.

Besides placing Friar Laurence Into the role of 
peacemaker, Shakespeare has represented him in general 
as one to whom Romeo and Juliet would naturally turn 
for advice in their difficulty. Bis pleasant jesting 
with Romeo about his oaprlolousness is a charming human 
element and yet typical of the men of his kind. He 
oan jest and yet be severe when circumstances demand* 
Throughout the play he Is closer to the lovers in sym
pathy than any other person in the play. When Romeo is
raving in despair about his banishment, who could soothe»
him with gentle words, with human sympathy? Who but 
the friar? Kennard remarks: "How clearly he points to 
the ’dear Mercy’ which the unlucky youth cannot as yet 
see?"®

When Romeo threatens to kill himself, he is 
restored to his senses only "by the Friar’s bitterest 

7 m ,  iii, 150-52.
®Kennard, The Friars in ffiotion. p. 102.



as well as his most powerful adjurations."^ The Friar 
condemns with holy indignation his thought of suicide 
as brutish, cowardly, effeminate, and unnatural. He 
reminds him that Tybalt, who would have killed him, is 
disposed of; that his sentence of death has been changed 
to that of banishment, and that this will soon be an
nulled; that meanwhile his Juliet lives; that he should 
count all these as blessings instead of pouting and 
acting like a "sullen wench." Out of his compassion
ate heart he then bids Romeo to hasten to his expectant 
bride;

Go, get thee to thy love, as was decreed,
Asoend her chamber, hence and comfort her 
But look thou stay not till the watch be set,
For then thou canst not pass to Mantua,1°

The nurse upon hearing the wise counsel which
Friar Laurenoe gives to Romeo, exclaims:

0 Lord, I could have stay’d here all the night 
To hear good oounse‘1. 0, what learning istH

Later in the same play both Paris and Juliet 
turn to the friar for advice beoause they know how well 
he is able to help and protect. Under the pretense of

9Donald A. Stauffer, Shakespeare’s World of 
Images (New York; W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1949),
p TTTT
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10III, iii, 146-49*
U III, iii, 159-60.



72
going to confession Juliet seeks the advice of Friar
Laurence because she realized that this would gain for
her the perfect privacy she desired and a counsellor in
whom alone she could place an implicit trust, a sympathy
and advice she sorely needed. Henry asserts that Juliet

has learned to thoroughly distrust even her old and 
once faithful nurse, who alast began to assume an 
ambiguous character in the easy glibness with whioh 
she could praise and dispraise, according as she 
thought to catch the proper cue, either of Juliet’s 
suitors. • • • ¿On the other hand7 she has learned 
to trust wholly the character of “her confessor, to 
rely wholly on his wisdom, his silence and his sym
pathy in the most delicate affairs of life. To her 
confessor, then, she flees . . .  for she has some
how learned to trust this sanctuary of silence*12 13

Friar Laurenoe’s sympathy for Juliet prompts him to
give a desperate counsel which none but a woman in
despair would accept:

Hold, daughter. I do spy a kind of hope,
Whioh craves as desperate an execution 
As that is desperate which we would prevent.
If, rather than to marry County Paris,
Thou hast the strength of will to slay thyself,
Then is it likely thou wilt undertake 
A thing like death to ohlde away this shame,
That cop’st with death himself to scape from it*,
And, if thou dar’st, I’ll give thee remedy.JO

Thereupon he gives her the sleeping potion with exact
instructions of how to use it that no harm may result/
from Its use.

12«jhe Absence of Religion in Shakespeare,” 363«
13IV, i, 68-76.



The friar supposed that by virtue of his pru
dence, his moderation, his sage counsels, he could guide 
these two young, passionate lives, and do away with the 
Old tradition of animity between the houses. However, 
his plans fall. He is like a man fighting with all his 
might against cruel misfortune. Draper believes that 
the counsel of Friar Laurence is valid enough but that 
the theme of the play is rather the "death-mark*d love" 
of "star-cross’d lovers."

By chance, the Friar’s letter to Romeo miscarries} 
by chance, Romeo meets and kills Paris at the tomb; 
by chance, the Friar is too late to intercept Romeo; 
and, by chance, Juliet awakens just too late to save 
her lover’s life and just too soon for her father to 
save her from suicide.H

True, the play ends with a softened note in the restora
tion of peace between the Capulets and Montagues but 
only at the expense of the tragic death of the two young 
lovers, and the story permits Friar Laurence to go in 
peace and the Prince is justified in saying:

We still have known thee for a holy man.* 15
In Much Ado About Nothing we have another friar 

of Shakespeare doing good to the world and interfering 
in worldly affairs to relieve the harshness of unjust 
ciroumstanoes. When slander interrupts the wedding
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^"Shakespeare’s ’Star-cross’d Lovers’," 32.
15Romeo and Juliet, V, lii, 270.
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ceremony of Claudio and Lady Hero with a fabricated 
"tale of guilt," Friar Francis remains silent. Accord
ing to Colby, Friar Francis

is at the ceremony, as he is at the double marriage 
performed at the olose of the play, in an official 
and not in a personal capacity, to represent the 
Church and the Church only, not himself— in this 
respect he does not differ from other clerical 
characters in these plays. They perform the offices 
of the Church at the grave or at the marring altar; 
they do their duty as it is clearly defined for them, 
fulfilling the dramatic need which brought the cloth 
upon the stage.1®

However, this does not satisfy Friar Franois. After 
the shameful disruption upon which the plot hinges and 
by whioh the needed suspense is gained, Friar Franois* 
first thought is to console the lady:

Have comfort, lady.1?
His next thought is to dispose and order things aright. 
He detects the "strange misprision in the two princes"
whereby the Lady Hero is slanderously wronged. He sug-*
gests the solution of the trouble and expresses a firm 
belief in Hero’s innooenoe. He seems to have no real 
facts on which to base his opinion, yet Friar Franois 
is right. He begs Leonato not to be so rash in his 
judgments and condemnations of his daughter Hero fyut to

^"Clerloal Characters in Shakespeare," 141» 
-^Muoh Ado About Nothing, IV, i, 119.
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listen to his advice. He explains what the cause of 
these slanders might be and that there must be some mis
understanding and wrong reports to Claudio that could 
have induoed Claudio to speak as he did. He defends 
the innocenoe of Hero and is ready to have all trust in 
him hereafter be put aside if he be not right in his 
judgment of the girl.

Hear me a little;
For I have only been silent so long,
And given way unto this course of fortune,
By noting of the lady. I have mark’d 
A thousand blushing apparitions
To start into her face, a thousand innocent shames 
In angel whiteness beat away those blushes,
And in her eye there hath appear’d a fire 
To burn the errors that these princes hold 
Against her maiden truth. Call me a fool;
Trust not my reading nor my observation,
Which with experimental seal doth warrant 
The tenour of my book; trust not my age,
My reverence, calling, nor divinity,
If this sweet lady lie not guiltless here 
Under some biting error.

When Leonato suspects the innocence of his 
daughter and is ready to lay violent hands upon her 
acousers, Friar Franols prudently advises him to act 
slowly and deliberately and to bring the slanderers to 
remorse through the loss of Hero whom they might have 
possessed if they had not been so rash:

. • • Pause awhile
And let my counsel sway you in this case.

18IV, 1, 156-71.
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Your daughter here the princes left for dead, 
Let her awhile be secretly kept in,
And publish it that she is dead indeed;
Marry, this well carried shall on her behalf *
Change slander to remorse. That is some good. 9

It is his prudent advice whioh, followed implicitly by
the lady and her friends, rights that wrong in the end.

In Measure for Measure we have still another
friar in the role of counsellor or advocate. This time
in Duke Vincentio disguised as a Friar and in Friar
Thomas* Duke Vincentio, who wishes to test the sincerity
of Lord Angelo*s strictness whom he has authorized to
administer justice during his absence, pleads with Friar

. Thomas to advise him and instruct him in the manner of
a true friar;

. . .  Therefore, indeed, my father,
I have on Angelo impos*d the office.
Who may in th* ambush of my name strike home,
And yet my nature never in the fight 
To do it slander. And to behold his sway,
I will, as *twere a brother of your order,
Visit both prince and people. Therefore, I prithee 
Supply me with the habit, and instruct me 
How I may formally in person bear 
Like a true friar.9 20

Here we must credit Friar Thomas with a splendid 
and sensible criticism which he addresses to Duke Vinoen-

1
tio against the sudden and unjust rigor in enforcing an

l9IV, i, 201-5, 211-12.
20I, iii, 39-48.
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old law which might be said to have lapsed with the 
passing of timet

It rested in your Grace
To unloose this tied-up justice when you pleas’d;
And it in you more dreadful would have seem’d 
Than in Lord Angelo.21

Shakespeare’s Intentions in having the Duke 
disguised as a friar have been variously Interpreted.
In the first place, disguise was the commonest of 
Elizabethan stage devices, and we must allow to Shake
speare the wit for using it and for making a few simple 
combinations for himself. According to R. W. Chambers, 
"Disguise and impersonation and misunderstanding are 
the very life of romantic comedy."22 The disguised 
monarch, who can learn the private affairs of his hum
blest subjects, "becomes a sort of earthly Providence, 
combining omniscience and omnipotence."23 Parrott,
too, believes that the Duke, in his disguise as a friar,»
"plays the part of an overruling Providence, dispels 
Claudio’s fear of death, voluntarily takes charge of 
Isabella’s case, and provides just the substitute"2^

21I, lii, 31-34.
22 '"Jacobean Shakespeare and Measure for Measure."

p. 34.
23Ibid.. p. 35.
24shakespearean Comedy, p. 361.
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that would satisfy the Elizabethan minds. Lawrence 
maintains that the Duke is the dramatists right-hand 
man and that his disguise serves to give point and 
reason for his sudden withdrawal from power; and that 
it is natural that as a Friar he should visit those 
people who are in prison and that he should minister 
to the afflloted.2^

Disguised as a Friar, the Duke naturally visits
the prisoners aooordlng to the honourable purposes to
which the Friars ordinarily applied themselves:

Bound by my charity and my blest order,
I oome to visit the afflicted spirits 
Here in the prison.26

In this manner he obtains from Claudio and his visitors 
the information about Angelo’s undue strictness and 
dishonourable demands to Isabella. He further exhibits 
the charitable characteristics of the friars as he 
moves about among his people. In advising Isabella to 
substitute Mariana, the lawful wife of Angelo according 
to a pre-contract, he protects her from the dishonour
able and lustful demands of Angelo.

2%llliam Witherle Lawrence, Shakespeare Problem 
Comedies (Hew York: The Macmillan Company, 1931}, P. 92.

^ Measure for Measure, II, ill, 3-5•
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.......................and here, by ,
this, is your brother saved, your honour un
tainted, the poor Mariana advantaged, and the 
corrupt deputy soaled** 27

And yet does he in no way harm Mariana for according 
to McGinn "The substitution of Mariana, Angelo’s be
trothed, was not at all offensive in a day when the 
betrothal ceremony was held to be as binding as 
marriage*"2®

According to Mariana’s own words the friar 
has often by his good advice comforted her poor heart 
for as the friar approaches she exclaims to the sing

ing boys
Break off thy song, and haste thee quick away.
Here oomes a man of comfort, whose advice 
Hath often still’d my brawling discontent,^“

In conclusion we may state that investigation
has revealed that in England the Franciscan Friars were
looked upon particularly as peacemakers and counsellors»
in their social work; that Shakespeare has placed Friar 
Laurence in the role of peacemaker in Romeo and Juliet; 
and that in the three plays Romeo and Juliet. Much Ado

27III, i, 262-65*
2®Donald J. McGinn, "The Precise Angelo," Adams 

Memorial Studies, ed. James G. MoManaway (Washington: 
The Folger Shakespeare Library, 1948), p. 139*

29iv, i, 7-9.
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About Nothing, and. Measure for Measure Shakespeare has 
brought a Friar upon the stage to relieve a grievous 
state of affairs by his wise counsel. In Measure for 
Measure the Duke, disguised as a friar, aids the gentle 
Isabella*, In Romeo and Juliet Friar Laurence exhorts 
and consoles the two passionate "star-crossed" lovers 
Romeo and Juliet; and in Much Ado About nothing Friar 
Francis by his ready counsel rights the wrong inflicted 
upon Lady Hero.

To those who accuse Shakespeare of using the
friar "to further a ruse, ease an awkward moment, or
serve as a minor convenience"^0 we may say in defense
of Shakespeare almost everything according to Herbage:

We should notice, first of all, that his soldierly, 
scholarly, honest man, while completely acceptable 
in hie milieu, is not completely acceptable to him
self. He is not smug, self-righteous, convinced of 
hl3 own perfection. There hovers about him a con
sciousness of his own Inadequacy, a latent sense of 
guilt.31

Herbage maintains that one thing that sends us back to 
Shakespeare for strength and refreshment is that "his 
good people are incorrupt. They do not luxuriate in
impulses of goodness, but act upon them within their * 3

/_______^

3°Alfred Herbage, "Shakespeare*s Ideal Man," 
Adams Memorial Studies, ed. James G. MoManaway (Wash
ington: The Folger Shakespeare Library, 1948), p. 74*

31Ibid., p. 76.
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limited sphere. . . . We have the impression that as 
the knowledge of Shakespeare * s characters grows, their 
courage and honesty will keep paoe."^2 Thus we feel 
about Shakespeare’s friars* They do their utmost to 
assist humanity in its plight*

32Ibid., p. 79*

1



CONCLUSION

Surveying in its entirety, the investigation 
presented, in this study has aimed to vivify old im
pressions by rearranging them in a different light.

Research has shown that although external evi
dence points to the fact that Shakespeare was a Pro
testant, open conformity to the Protestant Church 
during the Elizabethan age gave little evidence of the 
true state of a person’s mind regarding religion and 
that, therefore, Shakespeare’s open conformity to 
Protestantism proves nothing absolute regarding his 
attitude toward organized religion*

Further research showed that it is peculiarly 
significant that Shakespeare in his works gives posi
tive indications of his* esteem for the Catholic faith, 
the Catholic clergy, and things Catholic in an age when 
they were ridiculed and abused; in fact, he went so far 
as to treat the Catholic clergy with more reverence 
than the Protestant clergy.

t
Moreover, Shakespeare has counteracted the anti-

Catholio propaganda contained in the source of his plays
- * /

Romeo and Juliet and King John. A comparison of Romeo



and Juliet with its original source revealed that Shake
33

speare has omitted entirely the derogatory remarks 
against the friars and the use of auricular confession 
contained in the preface of the source and that within 
the play Itself he merely uses the term ’’confession” 
as an excuse for Juliet to obtain permission to leave 
the house. In King John Shakespeare has omitted the 
rude and unseemly scenes about the monks and nuns and 
the fieroe anti-papal note of the source play.

In a study of Shakespeare’s attitude toward 
religious life It was discovered that in Measure for 
Measure and in As You Like It Shakespeare has changed 
the source in order to bring a religious character upon 
the stage, that he has in several Instances paid tribute 
to all those who have vowed to live a life of hardship 
and restraint in the religious life, that he has referred 
to the efficacy of the prayers offered by nuns, that he 
has sympatized with the banished monks and nuns, and 
that he has shown his general esteem for the religious 
life by phrases which now and then escape his pen.

A study on the high lights of the coming of the/
Franciscan Friars to England revealed that they arrived 
in England at an age when a spirit of worldliness pre
vailed, that they were welcomed by the people in general,
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and that for three hundred years they were the chief 
directors of the national mind*

The study further showed that Shakespeare must 
have observed some of the main ideals of the Francleoan 
Friars for in four of his plays he has presented them 
as members of the order who were great admirers of na
ture, meditative, observers of poverty, humble and 
simple, penitential, filled with brotherly love, obe
dient, and men held in high esteem.

The study of Shakespeare's treatment of the 
Friar as a social worker disclosed that Shakespeare 
has placed the Franciscan Friar particularly into the 
role of peacemaker and counselor, roles which they 
played in the social fabric of Ingland from the time 
of their coming to England to the time of the destruc
tion of the monasteries begun under Henry VIII. Into 
the role of peacemaker and that of a good counselor he 
has placed Friar Laurence in Romeo and Juliet. Into 
the role of a good counselor he has placed Friar Francis 
in Much Ado About Nothing and Friar Thomas and the Friar- 
Duke in Measure for Measure.

1
On a whole the study has revealed that .Shake

speare was uncommonly fair in his treatment of the 
Franciscan Friars* He wrote in an age when the Fran
ciscans had lost favor with the Crown and with the



people in general because of changes brought about by
85

England * s break with Rome and because of some abuses 
which had crept into the order. Any disparaging treat
ment of the Friar on Shakespeare’s part might have 
gained for him the approval of many in his audience. 
Yet, in the four plays studied in which Shakespeare has 
brought a friar upon the stage, he has portrayed him as 
performing his duties and at the same time as a kindly 
man, disposed to promote the prosperity and happiness 
of others.
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