

      SPORTING SHAKESPEARE

      By José Luis Bartolomé, EOI Figueres 
	This study was intended to be released in 1992 as a literary contribution to the Olympic Games in Barcelona. For a number of reasons it has remained unpublished since then. The author feels it is now the most convenient time for the article to be brought out as the London’s 2012 Olympic Games are just around the corner. It can also serve now the purpose of celebrating the early writing (1610-1611) of Shakespeare’s last play: The Tempest. The further reading of two remarkable books has added a few features to the original draft:

• R. E. Pritchard, Shakespeare’s England. Life in Elizabethan & Jacobean Times.    

   Sutton  Publishing, 1999

• David Crystal & Ben Crystal, Shakespeare’s Words. A Glossary & Language 

   Companion. Penguin Books, 2002.



The works of the “Swan of Avon” have been scanned in so many ways that it should not seem frivolous or futile to attempt a new approach: the study of the elements of sport and play.

The celebration of the Olympic Games evokes the ancient days in Greece when literature and gymnastics, recreation and schooling all went together. In parallel with the modern revival of the games, the literary interest in sport did not grow again until the 19th century. England inherited that classical legacy (Thomas Arnold at Rugby School 
, Lord Byron with his life-style and writings) long before Pierre de Coubertin’s “Ode to Sport”. The historical gap was enormous: neither the gloomy culture of the Middle Ages nor the bright ideas of the Renaissance were strong enough to bridge it.

In the light of these considerations, one may wonder what can Shakespeare offer the sports historian or the plain reader with a taste for ludic excitement. Nothing much, or really something. The Golden Age of Elizabeth I was a most glamorous period in English history. Thanks to printing, an interest in art and literature spread far beyond the court. There was also a wonderful harvest of music and popular recreation, as it was a period of worship of Man rather than of God, in which the keenness on building theatres (play) replaced that on building Gothic cathedrals (pray).
Shakespeare did not stand alone in depicting the social upheaval of his time. The stock of sports items in particular which are on show in his works might be just as wealthy as that of other contemporary playwrights (Ben Johnson, Marlowe, Tourneur, Webster, Middleton). Yet, his literary production has been more widely tracked, and so an informal account of the elements of sport and play is more easily achievable. After long hours devoted to gathering critical and lexical notes as well as to swiftly revisiting his plays and poems 
, I have found four main grounds to support the feasibility of this study:
1. Shakespeare’s works supply documentary records of the sports and games practiced in England before and during the Elizabethan Age.

2. A sports historian might find in his works links between the medieval and the modern display of some particular games.

3. A philologist might also gain a matter of research. The privilege of first introducing the word “sport” into the literary language of English dates back to Chaucer’s Parlament of Birds (“And in prive corner in desport / fond i Venus, and hire porter Richesse”, lines 260-1). Nevertheless, it is in Shakespeare’s pen where “sport” and other words akin become semantically fruitful. And it is also Shakespeare the first modern writer to employ prolifically terms at sports as a metaphor.

4. Shakespeare’s own life and literary career can be portrayed in terms of sports performances.
Passing and detailed references to a large number of sports are scattered all about his plays and poems. Aulic sports as well as popular recreation, the leisure of the land gentry together with the professional training of soldiers are depicted.
ANGLING is quoted in many a play

Give me mine angle; we’ll to the river: there-

My music playing far off –I will betray

Tawny-finn’d fishes; my bended hook shall

Pierce

Their slimy jaws; and, as I draw them up,

I’ll think them every one of Antony,

And say ‘Ah, ha!’ you’re caught                            
 (Cleopatra, Antony and Cleopatra, II, v, 10)

Twas merry when

You wager’d on your angling; when your diver

Did hang a salt-fish on his hook, which he

With fervency drew up.                                                
  (Charmian, ibid., II, v, 16)

The pleasant’st angling is to see the fish

Cut with her golden oars the silver scream,

And greedily devour the treacherous bait.                    
  (Ursula, Much Ado About Nothing, III, 1, 26)

(Third Fisherman) Master. I marvel how the fishes live in the sea

(First Fisherman)    Why, as men do a-land; the great ones eat up the little ones

  (Pericles, Prince of Tyre, II,i, 29)

(Aside) How from the finny subject of the sea

These fishers tell the infirmities of men;

And from their watery empire recollect

All that may men approve or men detect!

(Aloud) Peace at your labour, honest fisherman.              
  (ibid.,II,i, 53)

(Second fisherman) Canst thou catch any fishes then?
(Pericles) I never practiced it.

(Second Fisherman) Nay then thou wilt starve, sure;

for there’s nothing to be got now-a-days unless

thou canst fish for ‘t.                                                        
 (ibid.,II,i, 126)

The practical uses of Elizabethan sports were teaching and practicing skills that could be used for battle. Games of war included equestrian activities (tournament jousts and tilts) and ARCHERY. The former were forbidden to common folk (like hunting, tournaments afforded the rich the opportunity to show off their armour, clothes and animals), but on Sundays the working class often practiced archery as the commoners would be the most numerous in a battle. Archers have always held a leading role in military life. In Shakespeare’s The Life of King Henry V there is a memorable account of the Battle of Agincourt (25 October 1415) where 6,000 English archers and footmen defeated a French army of 85,000.

Warfare drilling on ARCHERY is also aimed at in Shakespeare’s plays
A well-experienc’d archer hits the mark

His eye doth level at                               
 (Antiochus, Pericles, Prince of Tyre, I, i, 164)

Draw, archers, draw your arrows to the head!

  (King Richard, The Tragedy of King Richard the Third, V,iii, 340)

BEARBAITING and BULLBAITING, staged at theatre-like arenas, were two of the favourite blood  spectacles for hundred of years in England and Europe. This sport of setting dogs on a chained bear or bull at a stake inspired metaphors of torment and hopelessness in these lines

Have you conspir’d, have you with these contriv’d

To bait me with this foul derision?
 (Hermia, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, III,ii, 196)

Let us do so: for we are at stake,

And bay’d about with many enemies;

And some that smile have in their hearts; I fear,

Millions of mischiefs.




(Octavius, Julius Caesar, IV, ii, 48)

Very often sports and games practiced in Shakespeare’s days are transferred to a Greek or Roman environment. This is the case of BILLIARDS

Let it alone, let’s to billiards  

 (Cleopatra, Ant., I, iv, 3)

or BOWLS, which is also depicted in medieval times

Was there ever man had such luck! When I kissed the jack, upon an up-cast to be hit away! I had a hundred pound on’t.

 (Cloten., Cymbeline, II, i, 1)

What I have lost to-day at bowls I’ll win to-night of him.   
 (Cloten, ibid., II, i, 55)

(Queen)         What sport shall we devise here in this garden

                      To drive away the heavy thought of care?

(First Lady)   Madam, we’ll play at bowls

 (The Tragedy of King Richard the Second, III, iv. 1)          

The gladiatorial art of BOXING was revived in England, where it would be patronized by aristocrats in the 18th century. The start of fist fighting in England coincided with the arrival of the Romans, although with the rise of Christianity pugilism as entertainment would eventually fade away. Shakespeare rather employs rhetorical blows

Give him a box o’ the ear, and that will make ‘em red again
  (Cade, The Second Part of King Henry the Sixth, IV, vii, 91)

The glove which I have given him for a favour,

May haply purchase him a box o’ the ear.

(King Henry, The Life of King Henry the Fifth, IV, vii, 181)

To read “glove” in partnership with “boxing” may be here either fortuitous or proleptic: mufflers, ancestors of modern gloves, were not devised until the mid 18th century. Even though both the Greek and the Roman fighters wore hand covering (thongs called cestus), the traditional fighting style for ages was by bareknuckling.
FENCING is depicted metaphorically

…Sword against sword, ourselves alone            
 (Antony, Ant. , III, xi, 27)

…He will fence with his own shadow               
 (Portia, The Merchant of Venice, I, ii, 65)

Alas, Sir! I cannot fence


    
 (Rugby, The Merry Wives of Windsor, II, iii, 15)

In Hamlet it is hinted the naughtiness of fencers in those days. A young man who haunted fencing schools was likely to be quarrelsome and one of the sporting set: these were his companions of youth and liberty

(Reynaldo)  As gaming my Lord?

(Polonius)   Ay, or drinking, fencing, swearing, quarrelling, drabbing     (II, i, 24)

Sports pictures are not always anachronisms in Shakespeare’s word-stocks. We know from social history books about the excitements of Tudor Stratford. Among others were a gross and bloody sort of football, hunting by the gentry and poaching. In those days FOOTBALL was a low game, played by the idle boys to the scandal of sensible folks
(Oswald)          I’ll not be struck, my Lord

(Earl of Kent)  Nor tripped neither, you base football player
 (King Lear, I, iv, 95)

The roots of bloody football in Britain go back to the early Middle Ages. Legendary tales report that the head of a Viking warrior used to be kicked, hurled or handed around by the English soldiers. That might have also been the fate of Macbeth’s head, which presumably was hanging on a pole

(Macduff)     Hail, King! For so thou art. Behold where stands 

                      The usurper’s cursèd head.                                   
  (Macbeth, V, vi, 93)
That gory practice would be continued until 1314. Edward II, speaking in French, banned “ces raigeries de grosses pelotes”. Like hurling, football was much rougher in the Tudor times than it is today. There were no limits to the number of players and no lines. It was called a “friendly game of fight” (Philip Stubbes, The Anatomy of Abuses, 1583) where all sorts of injuries ranging from minor to fatal were taken for granted. Hurling was almost as dangerous as football. It was also a ball game played in two different versions, forerunners of modern rugby (when played with a box ball by fifteen to thirty players per team, the object of the game being to pick up the ball and run it through the goal and passing it to mates if tackled) and modern-day hockey (when played with wooden sticks and ball, which was hit through the air into a goal). There are no tracks of hurling as a sport in Shakespeare’s works. Lines like the following should not to be taken out of their literal context (hurl: throw)
(Maria) I can hardly forbear hurling things at him. I know my lady will strike him: if she do, he’ll smile   

             and take’t for a great favour.  (Twelfth Night, III, iii, 89-92)
HUNTING did not usually mean fox-hunting. Gentlemen hunted the deer, and everyone, on foot and horseback, hunted the hare. The poaching of deer was a great feature of life, it was not “foul play” as we would regard it nowadays. A melodramatic reason for his self-exile is that Shakespeare poached for deer in the grounds of Charlecote Park owned by Sir Thomas Lucy. As to fowling, through the hawk, the bow, and the crossbow were still the most usual methods. The birding piece was something employed

(Mrs Page)    
Alas! Three of Master Ford’s brothers watch the door with pistols, that 

                      
none shall issue out […]

(Falstaff)       
What shall I do? I’ll creep up into the chimney

(Mrs Ford)
There they always use to discharge their birding-pieces

 (Wiv., IV, ii, 53)
Snaring, liming and trapping of all sorts of birds and beasts were still conducted not only for use but for sport.

In the 16th century, the English were already notorious in Europe for their devotion to horses and dogs, both for hunting and racing. It was still the age of the tournament, ridden before the eyes of sympathetic ladies and critical populace. References to GREYHOUND RACING in particular are in plenty

I see you stand like greyhounds in the slips

                (King Henry, H5, III, i, 31)


(Slender)     How does your fallow greyhound, sir? I heard say

                                  he was outrun on Cotsall […] 
              (Shallow)    ‘Tis a good dog

(Page)
        A cur, sir.


(Shallow)    Sir he’s a good dog, and a fair dog; can there be more said?

                                  He is good and fair


(Wiv., I, i, 92) 



Edward and Richard, like a brace of greyhounds

              Having the fearful flying hare in sight

               (Queen Margaret, Third Part of King Henry the Sixth, II, v, 129)
Shakespeare’s own fondness for roan horses is remarkable 
. He also employs a metaphor from horsemanship in Julius Caesar (“bear…hand”), meaning to treat distantly, to keep at arm’s length

You bear too stubborn and too strange a hand

              Over your friend that loves you


(Casius, I,ii, 35)

TENNIS, developed from the French ‘paume’ game which was brought into England by the Norman conquerors, was not in Shakespeare’s days a natural form of exercise as it was for Laertes in Paris, where children and women also managed the rackets


There was a’gaming; there o’ertook in in’s  rouse;


There falling out at tennis;


(Polonius, Hamlet, II, i, 58)

In England tennis (lawn tennis!) was a courtier’s game, a game of standing


The faith they have in tennis and tall stockings

(Sir Thomas Lovell, The Famous History of the Life of King Henry VIII, I, iii, 30)

In Henry V, tennis is employed as rhetorical challenge: the Dauphin mocks Henry’s claim to French territory with a gift of tennis balls, prompting the young king’s vow “to play a set shall strike his father’s crown into the hazard”. The scene is memorable

(King Henry)
What treasure, uncle?

(Exeter)
              Tennis-balls, my liege

(King Henry?
We are glad the Dauphin is so pleasant with us: 
                            His present and your pains we thank you for: 
                            When we have match’d our rackets to these balls,
                            We will in France, by God’s grace, play a set


Shall strike his father’s crown into the hazard

.

Tell him he hath made a match with such a wrangler


That all the courts of France will be disturb’d



With chaces



(Act I, scene ii, lines 258-266)

This dialogue is worth recording for a sports historian: did rackets already exist in the days of Henry V, who ruled from 1413 until 1422?
SWIMMING and YACHTING are very often devised as metaphors


As two spent swimmers, that do cling together

                and choke their part


(a sergeant, Mac., I, ii, 8)


If he fall in, good night! Or sink or swim.


(Hotspur, The First Part of King Henry the Fourth, I, iii, 194)

Like an unpractis’d swimmer plunging still,


With too much labour drowns for want of skill


(The Rape of Lucrece, lines 1098-9)


But whips are but boards, sailors but men


(Shylock, MV, I, iii, 22)

In The Tempest Trinculo’s swimming skills are the element of a most hilarious joke

(Stephano)
Here: swear then, how thou escapedst.

(Trinculo)
Swam ashore, man, like a duck: I can swim like a 

                            duck, I’ll be sworn

(Stephano)
Here, kiss the book



Though thou canst  swim like a duck,



Thou art made like a goose

(Act II, scene ii, 136)

WRESTLING completes the first collection of sporting quotes in Shakespeare’s works. We know that this fighting style was in fashion in Tudor London. Henry VIII –a keen sportsman himself- included wrestling within his playful dietary, together with hunting and hawking in the royal forests shooting, watching cock-fights or bear-baiting, chess, dice, cards 
, archery and tennis. We also know from one of Ben Johnson’s comedies that a wrestling contest in front of the tent of the Lord Mayor, Aldermen, and sheriffs was one of the events of St Bartholomew’s Day. Wrestling is, however, just a matter of literary hyperbole for Shakespeare


And I have seen thee pause and take thy breath,


When that a ring of Greeks have hemm’d thee in,


Like an Olympian wrestling: this I have seen;



(Nestor, Troilus and Cressida, IV, v. 191)

For a sports archaeologist there is plenty to dig up in Shakespeare’s fields. It was mentioned before the puzzling reference to boxing gloves and tennis rackets. The English children’s games of ‘rounders’, baseball’s most likely precursor, was born when the rule was added that a base runner could be put out by being struck with a thrown ball and posts came to be driven into the ground. The game was called “goal ball” or “base ball” as early as 1700. But perhaps we might find an earlier source of the practice of this sport in the following lines from Cymberline, in which “base”, a rustic game, is alluded to

…; athwart the lane,


He with two striplings, --lads more like run


The country base than to commit such slaughter.     (V, iii, 18-20)
Some other traditional rustic games, which have not developed into popular sports today, are recorded in Shakespeare’s works: ALL HID, the game oh hide and seek (LLL, V, iii, 78), CHERRY-PIT, a children’s game consisting of throwing cherrystones into a small hole in the ground (TN, III, iv, 131), DUN, a game played with a log of wood (Rom., I,iv, 41). FAST AND LOOSE, a cheating game passed from one to another (Lr., IV, vi, 158), HIDE FOX, AND ALL AFTER, a variation of the game of hide and seek (Ham., IV, ii, 32), LOGGATS, something like bowls (Ham., V, I, 99), NINE MEN’S MORRIS, a sort of game played with stones on figures cut in the green turf, with nine pegs (MND, I, ii, 98), NOVUM, a game of dice (LLL, V, ii, 545), 
TRAY-TRIP, a game of dice in which success depended on throwing a ‘trois’ (TN, II, v, 209); SPAN-COUNTER, a boyish game (2H6, IV, ii, 170).
All those sports and rural games of the Elizabethan period could be somehow re-enacted and played today, partly borrowing the original sports terminology which also lies in Shakespeare’s plays and poems: CHACE (TGV, I, ii, 94) and WRANGLER (H5, quoted above) are terms at tennis, and so is BANDY, the striking of the ball, which is one of the most recurring metaphors


Do you bandy looks with me, you rascal?


   (Lear, KL, I, iv, 92)


I will bandy with thee in faction


    (Touchstone, As You Like It, V, i, 62)



She’d be as swift in motion as a ball;


My words would bandy her to my sweet love,


And his to me


     (Juliet, Rom., II, v, 13)

TO CATCH ON HIP (to have in one’s power, MV, I, iii, 47) is a wrestling or hunting phrase, JACK (Cym., II, I, 2) and MISTRESS (Tro., III, ii, 50) are the small ball aimed at in the game of bowls, and UP-CAST is a throw at this game. PASSADO (Rom., II, iv, 27), PUNTO (a stroke, Wiv., II, iii, 26) and WARD (a guard, Tmp., I, ii, 468) are terms in fencing.

The colour and the drive that sporting metaphors and sports words convey make Shakespeare’s works very attractive to modern readers. However, modern readers should be warned that words like “play”, “game” or “sport” can be very often misleading or much exposed to polysemy in Shakespeare’s productive language


They call drinking deep “dyeing scarlet”, and when


you breathe in your watering they cry “Hem!” and 


bid you “Play it off!”


(Prince, King Henry the Fourth I, II, iv, 15-17) 

It can be a little bit challenging to highlight Shakespeare’s literary goals in terms of sporting achievement, but it is a subject that becomes irresistible to deal with after having played outdoors such a long match against his poetry. Anthony Burgess regards as the essential of this poet that of “a country boy determined to beat the polished metropolitans at their game” 
. His professional success might be interpreted as the victory of his proverbial, parsonical speech over the subtle, polished learning of the high-brow atmosphere in London’s Parnassus.
Even though Shakespeare seems to have been much more concerned about comfort than fame, about his becoming a gentleman rather than an artist, there is plenty of the ideology of sportsmanship in his late life and his works, which somehow anticipates the ethics of fair play that was dominant in England in the late Victorian and Edwardian periods. The fire of the Globe Theatre in 1613 was like a cathartic punishment to his personal hybris. Shakespeare -like a classical hero-  realized that he had gone too far, he had played and competed too high up. His return to Stratford appears to be the screenplay of the homecoming of the heavy-weight champion who has been knocked out for the first time after long excelling on the ring. A wise retirement is more glorious than a disgraceful fall.

The spirit of honest winning and losing was not entirely shadowed by the cunning of Machiavellian writings in Renaissance England. Elizabethan authors knew the ancient culture of sporting meritocracy in Greece

And, if we thrive, promise them such rewards


As victors wear at the Olympian games
              (George, The Third Part of King Henry the Sixth, II, iii, 52)

The acknowledgement of your opponent’s skills is a golden rule with the unwritten code of sportsmanship. Even a villain like Brutus plays the game

I am not gamesome: I do not lack some part


Of that quick spirit that is in Antony

(Julius Caesar, I, ii, 28-9)

It could be a symbolical coincidence that The Tempest, Shakespeare’s last work, is a play of reconciliation, in which wrongdoers are forgiven. Prospero (Shakespeare) humbly concedes that “his charms are all o’erthrown”. His epilogue is a song to the spirit of sportsmanship, self-criticism and cooperative work. Prospero acts nobly (“plays the man”) by releasing Ariel, his “tricky [sportive] spirit” (V, i, 226). Life is like a game people play: it can be hard and tiring, but rewarding if one looks at its brighter side. It is true that there is no gain without pain, but it is more health-giving to believe that there is no pain without gain. Ferdinand’s words
 sound like a modern commercial jingle encouraging people to keep fit


There be some sports are painful, and their labour


Delight in them sets off.         (III, i, 1-2)

Perhaps the most representative example of the feeling of lack of competitiveness and generosity in The Tempest is an ambiguous scene (ambiguity is a major feature of his art), in which Shakespeare brings Miranda and Ferdinand together. Here Prospero has discovered them playing at chess. Apparently she is reproaching him for his cheating at the game (actually she may be stopping his petting fingers):

Sweet Lord, you play me false

Ferdinand denies it with a hyperbolic assertion


No my dearest love, / I would not for the world
Miranda deflates him with the remark that he would do so for a material gain, but she, in her love for him, would ignore his selfishness


Yes, for a score of kingdoms you should wrangle,


And I would call it fair play.   (V, i, 172-5)

This moral of being good and letting the others be clever, of loving and forgiving rather than retaliating is deeply rooted both in the Christian teachings and the philosophy of the sporting spirit. It may not be very appealing to Shakespeare’s audiences now or then, but after all –so recites Prospero in the afterword- his plays were intended “to please” 
. Play and please are unmistakably two concepts of a kind.
�  The playful atmosphere of that public school is depicted in a classic for boys, Tom Brown’s 


  Schooldays  (1857) by Thomas Hugues.





�  The myriad of quotations throughout this study have been borrowed from The Works of Shapespeare, 


   edited by W.J. Craig (Oxford University Press, 1905, reprint 1971)





�  See, for instance, this dialogue between a servant and Hotspur in King Henry the Fourth. Part I (II, iii, 


    72-6)


                  Hot.  Hat Butler brought those horses from the sheriff?


	    Ser.   One horse, my Lord, he brought even now


	    Hot.  What horse? A roan, a crop-ear, is it not?


	    Ser.  It is, my Lord	


	    Hot.  That roan shall be my throne


      


�  It is also memorable King Henry’s boastful remark after playing “primero” (a Spanish card game) with 


   the Duke of Suffolk





	King Henry.  Charles, I will play no more tonight.


		        My mind’s not on’t; you are too hard for me.


	Suffolk.         Sir, I did never win of you before


	King Henry.  But little, Charles;


		        Nor shall not when my fancy’s on my play      (H8, V, i, 56-60)





�  Even scholars are likely to be baffled by the opaqueness of Shakesperian verse. Eric Patridge (The 


    Penguin Dictionary of Historical Slang, 1937, reprint 1980, p. 703) quotes this very excerpt to enter 


    “to make an end” as a synonym of “play off”, whereas A.R. Humphreys in the Arden Shakespeare 


    edition (London: Methuen & Co Ltd,, reprint 1975, p. 57) footnotes “get on with”.





�  In Shakespeare (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1970), p. 44.





�  They recall Horace’s dictum “Molliter austerum studio fallente laborem” (The interest in the pursuit 


    gently beguiling the severity of the toil).





�  These words are obviously intended as a captatio benevolentiae. Shakespeare thought much of drama, 


   as shown in Hamlet’s speech to the players (Ham., III, iii). In this scene “the purpose of playing” is that


   stated in the Poetics by Aristotle: the imitation of the action of life (mimesis)








	[...] suit the action to the word, the word to the action; with the special observance, that


               you o’erstep not the modesty of nature; for anything so overdone is from the purpose of playing, 


              whose end, both at the first and now, was and is, to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to nature; to 


              show virtue her own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and body of the time his 


               form and pressure. (lines 20-28)
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