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Almost all of Shakespeare's literarv work is astonishingly closely
linked with specific events, problems, or developments of the
age. In many of rhe plays, the change in religion imposed by
the government is an important, although generally well-
couched, subject. This is already apparent in the playwrighr's
early history King lohn, in which there are clear references to
Elizabeth I and her religious policy. The early thirteenth-
century English king does not recognize the supremacy of the
pope and is excommunicated. His subjects are released from
their loyalty to him, as he is now a heretic. Anyone who kills
the excornmunicatecl monarch is to be honored like a saint.
The papal bull excommunicating the English queen in 1570
was similarly worded. At the end of King lohn, however, the
king is reconciled with Rorne and so receives back the crown
frorn the hands of the papal legate. If this was meant to be an
example, Elizabeth I did not follow it.

Together with Hamlet, Othello, and King Lear, Macbeth belongs
to the four great tragedies Shakespeare creared in the first decade
of the seventeenth century. Several indications in this tragedy
lead schol ars to conclude that it must have been written after
the Gunpowder Plot (November 5, 1605) and the trial of the
superior of the English [esuirs Henry Gamet (March 28, 1606).
Shakespeare, immediately after rhe execution of his polideal
hero, the pro-Catholic Earl of Essex, on February 25, 1601,
stopped writing comedies, producing only tragedies and prob-
lern plavs.! Near the end of his brilliant literary career in

1 See part 4 of my book The Ufe and Ti17les ofWilliam Shakespeare, 1564-1616
(London: Chaucer, 2007), pp. 195ff.
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Shakespeare learned about these extraordinary and strange
things in Holinshed's Chronicles. He employs thern to high-
light his hero-villain's outrageous regicide, which offends
Heaven and causes apocalypse on earth,

When Macduff enters, the old man recedes into the back-
ground. Only at the very end of the scene does the old man
speak again, giving "God's benison" (40)49 to Macduff, Ross,
and all "those/That would make good of bad, and friends of
foes" (40-41).

Who is this most mysterious old man?
Ross obviously knows the stranger but does not give us his

name. However, he addresses him with the words: "Ah, good
father" (2.4.4). "Father" is the ritle of a Catholic priest. lt now
becomes clear why the old man has no name and whv Shake-
speare does not call him "priest" in his list of dramatis perso-
nae, as, for instance, in Twelfth Night (c. 1600).

When Macbeth was written in 1605-1606, i.e., after the Gun-
powder Plot, the times (again) were extremely dangerous for
the adherents of the old faith. The plotters-as has been rnen-

. tioned above-had been brutally put to death. Not onlv from
a Catholic point of view, the scenario after the executions must
have appeared as a most "bloodv stage" (2.4.6).

By introducing a Catholic priest, who condemns the out-
rageous and "unnatural" events of his time, Shakespeere was
taking great risks. For the "benediction scene" in Macbeth can
be regarded as internal evidence for Shakespeare's secret
Catholicism. Ir is therefore not astonishing that Macbeth was
not published during Shakespeare's lifetime. Together with
roughly half of the dramatist's other works, this plav did not
appear in print until seven years after his death, i.e., in 1623.50

Ir even seems that Shakespeare had made secret provisions

49 "Benison" is an archaic form of "benediction". Ir is now poetic. But even
in rhe early seventeenrh cenrurv it was probably no longer widely understood.
Shakespeere uses the terrn in King Lear: "The bounty and the benison of heaven"
(King Lear, ed. [oseph Pearce [San Francisco: Ignarius Press, 2008], 4.6.228).

50These plays are marked with an asterisk in Hamrnerschmidt-Hummel, Ufe
and Times, p. 371.


