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Evidence of ‘Shakespeare’, or Wishful Thinking?
By Eddi Jolly

Abstract

In August 2024 King’s Lynn in Norfolk hit the headlines with a news story in The
Guardian about its ancient Guildhall-cum-theatre and a possible connection with
Shakespeare. The archaeology and background research offer us a fleeting glimpse
of the travelling players in Elizabethan times. The argument, which tries very hard
to link the Guildhall theatre with Shakespeare (the now conventional spelling for
the actor from Stratford is used for consistency with the news story), is supported
by Dr Woodcock of the University of East Anglia and is enthusiastically embraced
by Guildhall staff. If newspaper readers or indeed any readers are convinced by
this news flash, then what we may have here in King’s Lynn is a sighting of
Shakespeare. However, if so, it seems to be of Shakespeare the actor. And despite
the use of archival materials to seek to boost the argument, Oxfordians will note

that the playwright remains elusive.

Archaeologists uncover ‘Shakespeare’ doorway in Norfolk Theatre’
The Guardian, 20.8.20241
‘A Source for William Shakespeare’
The Manchester Guardian 14.4.19502
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Guildhall in September 2024. And it would be fantastic to make such a link
between a theatre and Shakespeare with absolute certainty.

The Guardian’s headline about a ‘Shakespeare’ doorway alludes to recent
archaeological investigations at St George’s Guildhall, King’s Lynn, which have,
among other activities, removed some rendering to walls and a layer of bricks, and
revealed remnants of old archways. The atticle in The Guardian quotes the creative
director at the Guildhall, Tim FitzHigham, as saying ‘that the archway “has got to

23>

be pre-1405 as the hall’s medieval roof is held up above it’””. FitzHigham also says,
“We’ve got a door that would definitely have been here in the years we think
Shakespeare played here and, in all likelihood, was the door to a room where the

players changed and stored props.””

There is no doubt the Guildhall is an old building, dating from the fifteenth
century. The leaflet about the Guildhall, available in King’s Lynn, refers to tree
ring analysis of the beams in the Guildhall which ‘dates them to 1406 proving that
the Guildhall was completed by that date’. There’s a little discrepancy in these
dates, further complicated by how the timber is likely to have been used,* but the
building is eatly fifteenth century.

The Guildhall is quite substantial. Figure 2 shows the glorious, east-facing
front window (restored). Figure 3 shows the closeness of the roof rafters, the
weight of which may have nudged the south wall to lean outwards towards the
top. Figure 4 shows the buttresses placed outside the south wall to prevent it
leaning further. Figure 5 shows the archway which has caused a stir (it is the inner
one that has recently been revealed; the outer one — eighteenth century — was
already visible under the paint, as are others further along the corridor). This newly
uncovered archway is the one which may or may not have been used by
Shakespeare, and which is the subject of The Guardian’s article in 2024. The
corridor has thick planks overhead, the ‘boards’ Shakespeare might or might not
have trodden and appear original to the building. Upstairs, in the theatre, there is
a new floor laid over these planks, although trapdoors have been left in the new
floor so the old planks can be seen from above as well. Those old planks are the
‘boards’ that Shakespeare is alleged to have trodden.
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Figure 2. The east-facing front Figure 3. The rafters at St George’s
window of the Guildhall Guildhall, King’s Lynn, with the
theatre seats and stage; first floor

The Guildhall leaflet states that the ‘earliest record of a theatrical production
is in January 1445. It was a nativity play before a Guild feast.” The leaflet continues
by commenting on the Queen’s Players being there ‘seven times between 1585 and
1595. The company included leading comic actor and Elizabeth I’s favourite
Richard Tartlon (sic).” This seems reasonable confirmation that the Guildhall was
used as a theatre.

The links between Shakespeare and King’s Lynn seem to be reinforced by a
number of details. Firstly, on the building to the north and right of St George’s
Guildhall, there is a small, green plaque. The building on which it is located has a
fifteenth century core. Records indicate it was The Sun public house by 1736 and
The Shakespeare Head by 1777 (Figure 6.) In the nineteenth century it ‘was the
Shakspeare (sic) Inn. The Victorians preferred to spell Shakespeare as
Shakspeare’.5 This at least suggests that Shakespeare’s possible connection with
King’s Lynn is long-standing.
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Figure 4. South-facing side of the
Guildhall, showing three buttresses added
to prevent the wall bulging outwards.
Note the angle between the leaning
leaded window and the buttresses

Figure 5. The archway: behind this
archway is a second archway, just
about-visible, revealed during
archaeological investigations in 2024

29 King Street

SHAKESPEARE

This is a late CI5 ‘hall house’ of timber B
and brick with an 1810 front wall, and
added rooms cl780 beside the Guildhall
Formerly the Shakespeare public house,
this name referred to the Guildhall’s
use as a theatre in 1766-1814.

1905 _ 2005

Figure 6. Plaque found on a building just to the
right of the east frontage of St. George’s Guildhall
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Secondly, King’s Road, in which the
Guildhall is situated, is another green plaque.
It’s at 78, High Street, and shows the location V i
of Robert Armin’s place of birth (Figure 7). (1565-1615)
Armin is listed among the first folio’s ‘Names
of the Principall Actors’, immediately under
Samuel Gilburne and above William Ostler.
Although there is no direct evidence, Armin
has been associated with various comic acting

roles (e. g. Feste in Twelfth Night, Autolycus in T — 3
The Winter’s Tale, Fool in Iear, Dogberry in e
Much Ados the Porter in Macbheth, and the
Gravedigger in Hamlet”) Armin was also a
playwright, author for instance of The Two
Maids of Moreclake, 1609.

A third point supporting that oral tradition is associated with Hamlet. As The

Figure 7. Plaque explaining
the property behind was where
Robert Armin was born

Manchester Guardian pointed out on 14.4.1950, an event once occurred in King’s
Lynn that may be echoed in Hamlet, when Hamlet seeks to use the play within a
play to ‘catch the conscience of the king’. Harold Jenkins comments on this event
in a ‘long’ note in his Arden edition of Hamlet? referencing Geoffrey Bullough’s
printing of A Warning for Faire Women, 1599 (by Thomas Heywood):

M. JAMES: A woman that had made away her husband,
And sitting to behold a tragedy

At Linne a towne in Notffolke,

Acted by Players travelling that way,

Wherein a woman that had murtherd hers

Was ever haunted by her husbands ghost ...

She was so mooved with the sight thereof,

As she cryed out, the Play was made by her,

And openly confessed her husbands murder.?

Jenkins writes that the same instance is written about in Amsterdam, when some
English players performed The Four Sons of Aymon.'0 1t’s an intriguing possible link,
especially as a re-enactment of a crime is used to jog people’s memories today. But
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there’s no need for Shakespeare to have visited King’s Lynn to hear that story.

Most recently, Dr Matthew Woodcock of the University of East Anglia has
researched the potential links between Shakespeare and King’s Lynn, and argues
for Shakespeare’s possible presence in King’s Lynn, in 1592-3.11

We really don’t know for certain where Shakespeare was in the late 1592 to
1593 period or indeed in any other year. The Stratford records mention the
baptism of his twins, Hamnet and Judith, in 1585; the next mention in Stratford is
of Hamnet’s burial, in 1596. We might assume that Shakespeare was in Stratford
for both events, but we do not know. In the official London records, Shakespeare
is mentioned in 1588-9,'2 and in 1595 ‘Will Shakespeare’ is paid alongside Kempe
and Burbage as members of the Lord Chamberlain’s men. In 1593 ‘in manuscripts’
‘H. B.” mentions Shakespeare in Willobie his Avisa; sources are then silent until
1598-1603 and the Northumberland manuscript, with Shakespeare’s name written
out several times. In literary references, Robert Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit in 1592
is assumed by many to allude to Shakespeare both in the phrase ‘Shake-scene’ and
‘upstart crow’, and in 1595 Thomas Covell refers to ‘sweet Shakespeare’ in
Polimenteia”!3 In other words, pinning Shakespeare down to a specific location in
1592-3 on documentary evidence cannot be done.

The historical context is interesting. 1592-3 saw the last major plague
outbreak in London in the sixteenth century. It was first noticed in August 1592.
The theatres in London were already temporarily closed following riots in June,
and this closure was extended to the end of December; the plague continued into
January 1593. Bullough reports a suggestion that this closure led to Shakespeate
writing Venus and Adonis,'* which was entered in the Stationers” Register on 18th
April 1593. F. T. Prince, editing The Poems, writes:

If Venus, and Laucrece a year later, are taken to be a result of the
enforced idleness of the London players in 1592-3, their motives
being to compensate in part for the disastrous financial losses of
that time, we have an explanation ... of why the young dramatist
turned to ‘narrative’ verse ...15

Were narrative poems enough to keep Shakespeare busy?
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Dr Woodcock’s essay approaches Shakespeare’s whereabouts in a circuitous
way. He notes the records of players visiting King’s Lynn:

x|

Players Dates

Queen’s Men 1586, 1587, 158-9, 1595, 1596
Lord Chamberlain’s Men 1586

Earl of Essex’s Men 1591

Earl of Derby’s Men 1591

Earl of Pembroke’s Men 1592-3

Earl of Derby’s Men 1594

Earl of Worcester’s Men 1598-9

This makes clear King’s Lynn was regularly visited by actors. Elsewhere we can
see the Guildhall did host players, among other functions: ‘In 1588 it was a court,
French school and theatre in the same year’.1® But it is the Eatl of Pembroke’s
Men who are of most interest, since they are linked with three early plays. The
octavo text of 3 Henry 17T has on its title page ‘as it was sundtie times acted by the
Right Honourable the Earle of Pembrooke his seruants ... 1595’. A similar
phrasing is used on Q2 in 1600.17 It is this play which has the line ‘a tiger’s heart
wrapped in a woman’s hide’ (1.4.137), the line Greene plays upon to describe the
‘upstart crow’, in 1592. The Taming of a Shrew,'® 1594, has again reference to its
acting by Pembroke’s Men,! and the title page of Titus Andronicus, 1594, claims it
was played by not just Pembroke’s Men but also Derby’s and Sussex’s.20 Records
also show that Pembroke’s Men were paid twenty shillings for playing at King’s
Lynn.2! So Pembroke’s Men can be located at King’s Lynn, though with no
indication of precisely when or what they played. Shakespeare’s exact links with
Pembroke’s Men are unclear, despite the plays’ title pages. Chambers explains:

The origin of Pembroke’s Men is to be explained by the special
conditions of the plague-years 1592-3, and was due to a division
for travelling purposes of the large London company formed by
the amalgamation of Strange’s and the Lord Admiral’s ...
speculation ... It is usual to assume one of the members of
Strange’s from 1592 or earlier until its reconstitution as the
Chamberlain’s in 1594 was William Shakespeare .. .22
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This would bring Shakespeare closer still to Pembroke’s Men and their reported
tour including King’s Lynn in 1592-3. Less specifically, The Manchester Guardian
paper of 14.4.1950 comments that the ‘Lord Admiral’s Men with whom
[Shakespeare] may have been associated before he joined the Lord Chamberlain’s
Men in 1594, are known to have been as near as Norwich in 1593’. Norwich is
some fifty miles away.

Dr Woodcock suggests that it was very likely that Shakespeare, as ‘a
company man’ and one of its ‘principal playwrights’, would have travelled with
Pembroke’s Men, and that:

Details of staging reflected in the stage directions found in the
eatly quarto and octavo versions of 2 and 3 Henry 171 suggest the
presence of the author when they were first staged. Replications
of visual details evoked in these stage directions betrays the hand
of a writer who was familiar with the descriptive minutiae of the
plays’ key source, Holinshed’s Chronicles.

Travelling in the provinces would also have meant Shakespeare avoided London
while the plague raged.

Yet there are obvious counterarguments. Since there is no doubt that the
playwright used Holinshed’s Chronicles it isn’t surprising that details even in the
stage directions reflect this source. Furthermore, there isn’t any record that this
specific play or any other named play was performed in King’s Lynn, although, as
we have seen, the title page does confirm the play was performed sundry times by
Pembroke’s Men. And, unfortunately, we don’t know whether Shakespeare did
travel with this company, or indeed with any other.

Of course, most suggestions about where Shakespeare was and what he did
when have to be qualified by cautious modal verbs and adverbs — the ‘might have
beens’ and ‘maybes’” which Dr Woodcock and most other writers on Shakespeare
use, recognizing the need for care. For the desire to know’ Shakespeare is such
that tempting speculations can be endlessly repeated and risk become part of the
‘fictional lives of Shakespeare’, despite the lack of hard evidence.

However, local leaflets dramatizing their town and its assets don’t have such
academic limitations or rigour. King’s Lynn has a magnificent Guildhall of the
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right date, with archaeological evidence of a different layout from today, one which
might date to Jacobethan times; it was used by players in the sixteenth century; the
town has records of acting companies being paid, including Pembroke’s Men, who
did have some Shakespeare plays in their repertoire; there was a public house called
The Shakespeare Head in the eighteenth century, and there’s an ‘oral tradition” of
Shakespeare having visited the town, and even, according to the National Trust,
of having ‘performed’ at the Guildhall. The story makes a useful article for

newspapers in the summer, even if The Guardian writers aren’t fully persuaded.

Romanticists may pounce on this blend of records and speculation and accept
Shakespeare’s presence in King’s Lynn wholesale. Historians and those who look
for actual evidence can hardly be convinced.
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