Shakespeare & Co
by Ken Whyld

Black: “Sits the wind in that corner?”
White: “Alas, the castles I have, are built with air, thou know’st”

hese words were spoken
by the two men portrayed
here, but not on the occa-
sion of this game. The first
quotation is in Much Ado
About Nothing (1600) and
the second from Eastward
Hoe (1605), the two men being Sha-
kespeare (1564-1616) and Ben Jonson
(1572-1637). The painting, 77x95
cm., is by the Flemish portrait master
Karel van Mander (1548-1606) and
dates from 1603. In 1915 coloured
prints, 28x36 cm., were offered for
sale in New York at $3.00 each. The
quotations were selected for this ar-
ticle, but the rest of the above are the
stated facts about the painting.
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The position is not too clear, but
could be like this:

Black has a knight in his hand and is
playing ... ©a4 mate. All very satis-
factory. But ...

The painting was sold by a dealer in
1878 to an American, Ezra Miller,
who died in 1885 leaving it to his
daughter. The authenticating docu-
ments were destroyed by fire in 1890.
Its history for 275 years is therefore
unknown. In 1903 the painting was
purchased by Frank de Heyman of
New York, when J.Pierpoint Morgan
offered a million dollars if it could be
authenticated. Two American experts
declared it to be a life portrait of
Shakespeare, and in 1914 a German
scholar confirmed that it was painted
from life by Karel van Mander,
around 1603,

It is easy to believe what we would
like to be true, but I have some



reservations. If you say ‘O thou of
little faith’ I might reply that, just as in
the case of the man whose words have
just been quoted, nobody knows the
appearance of Shakespeare. We all
have ideas, for both of them, and both
vaguely alike. If no certain likeness
exists how can a portrait be authenti-
cated? And for my money the man on
the right does not look a quarter as old
again as his opponent. Morgan kept
his million dollars.

To add another grumpy note, the
position in the diagram is illegal.
White has made more pawn captures
than are possible. This is of course a
quibble. When the painting was first
presented to the chess world, in Our
Folder, the magazine of the Good
Companions Chess Club, October
1915, they proposed a slightly differ-
ent, but still illegal position. For
example, the man on h6 is shown as a
pawn, and it certainly looks like one,
but the painting has been restored so
many times, to the extent of almost
totally obliterating the signature, and
the chess men touched up, that we
cannot be dogmatic about the painter’s
intended position. In any case, it is a
work of art, not a chess document.

Ben Johnson was imprisoned when
FEastward Hoe, mentioned above, was
deemed offensive to the Scots. A con-
temporary playwright suffered a simi-
lar fate for insulting the Spaniards.
Thomas Middleton (1580-1627) wrote
A Game at Chess in 1624, and it
turned out to be the most successful
Jacobean drama. It was the first play
in England to have a ‘run’, i.e. to be
performed on successive nights, and
had nine consecutive performances
(Sundays excluded of course). Its
lowest attendance at the Globe Theatre
was more than 3,000, and it has never
been seen since.

The plot links Charles, Prince of
Wales, Euro-scepticism, and conflict
between Protestants and Roman Cath-
olics. A few months prior to the play
Prince Charles accompanied by the
Duke of Buckingham went to Spain
with a view to arranging a marriage to
Princess Maria. The move was un-
popular throughout England, coming
only 35 years after the defeat of the
Spanish Armada, because it was seen
as an attempt by the loser to achieve
mastery by political and religious
means (Charles would be required to
convert to Catholicism). Many
pamphlets decried the move, and
when the Prince of Wales (to become
King Charles in 1625) returned with-
out a bride the country was ecstatic.
Bells were rung, cannons fired, and
wealthy citizens gave street banquets,
open to anyone. Benefactors paid the
debts of those imprisoned on- that
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“Thomas Middleton (1580-1627) wrote A Game at Chess in
1624, and it turned out to be the most successful Jacobean
drama. It was the first play in England to have a ‘run’,
i.e. to be performed on successive nights, and had nine
consecutive performances (Sundays excluded of course).
Its lowest attendance at the Globe Theatre was more than
3,000, and it has never been seen since”

score, lighted candles were placed in
windows, and the sky of London was
red with bonfires.

The play itself is a biting satire, con-
veying to its contemporaries someth-
ing of the tone that Spitting Image has
to our own age. The Black men are
Spaniards and thus all wicked, while
the White are English, and therefore
gaod (except for a treacherous pawn
which turns out to be Black, in dis-
guise). Middleton calls rooks dukes, a
name sometimes found at that period,
making personification easier. Several
chess-men  were  thinly-disguised
representations of real persons. To this
day scholars debate the identity of

some of the minor characters, but the
man most obviously and unkindly pa-
rodied was Gondomar, Spanish Am-
bassador. The drama created a major
diplomatic incident between two
countries on the verge of war, and the
theatre was closed by the Privy
Council.

That the censor licensed such ex-
plosive material has been seen as evi-
dence of tacit support from high
places. The play was put on just as
King James was leaving London, per-
haps ensuring that there would be no
speedy intervention. Quite apart from
its political purpose the drama is skil-
fully written. T.S.Eliot (Selected
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Essays) called it “a perfect piece of
literary political art”. It also displays
knowledge of chess. For example, the
play cleverly opens with a Queen’s
Gambit Declined, and the climax is
check-mate by discovery, “the noblest
mate of all”. Clearly Middleton had
read Saul’s Famous Game of Chesse-
Play, published in 1614, and may well
have met Greco, who was in London
1622-1624. We can suppose that he
was a competent player.

Not much is known about
chess-playing in England during the
1600s, but according to Lady Antonia
Fraser (The Weaker Vessel), the best

William died in 1684 Henry inherited
the title, which became extinct on his
own death in 1688.

Let us pick up the Shakespeare
thread again. In his play, King John,
Act II scene 1, Queen Elinor says
“Out, insolent! thy bastard shall be
king, That thou mayest be a queen,
and check the world!” A leading
Shakespearian scholar of the last cen-
tury notes: “It has been doubted
whether Shakespeare, who appears to
have had cognisance of nearly every
sport and pastime of his age, was ac-
quainted with the ancient game of
chess; we believe the present passage

“By the late 1850s Staunton’s interest in the Elizabethan
theatre was greater than his enthusiasm for chess”

British chess-players in the middle of
the century was Henry Brounckner.
His brother, William, Viscount of
Castle-Lyons in Ireland, was the first
president of the Royal Society. Henry
also moved in distinguished circles.
The diarist John Evelyn, a contempor-
ary, said Henry was “a hard, covetous,
vicious man; but for his worldly craft
and skill in gaming few exceeded
him.” This skill in gaming generally
was supplemented by ‘the game’, for
he owned a high-class brothel. When
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may be taken to settle the question
decisively.” That scholar was ‘our’
Staunton, the greatest English chess-
player of the 19th century.

Some chess writers have implied
that Staunton was only pretending an
interest in Shakespeare in order to
avoid playing Morphy. That he was
not burning with desire to play the
young American is evident (but it
should be remembered that it was
Morphy who withdrew from the Bir-
mingham tournament). Staunton was

engaged in preparing a new edition of
the complete works of Shakespeare,
for publication in serial parts by Rout-
ledge over the years 1857-1860. For
this he was paid the highest sum ever
received, up to that time, by a Shakes-
pearean scholar. Today that work is
still respected, and the complete edi-
tion was reprinted as recently as 1979.
The Cambridge History of English Lit-
erature says of Staunton’s work as
editor (Vol.V, p.279) “He showed
sound judgement on textual questions,
and considerable resource in emenda-
tion, His notes contain a fairly full tex-
tual apparatus in very brief compass.”

By the late 1850s Staunton’s interest
in the Elizabethan theatre was greater
than his enthusiasm for chess, and
during the ‘Morphy years’ he was en-
gaged in a conflict which he probably
regarded as more important than his
chess work, and which has never been
recorded in chess circles. It began in
1853 when he contested the ideas of
John Payne Collier, who had pub-
lished a large number of emendations
to the Bard’s texts based on the ‘Per-
kin’s folio’, a manuscript in his posse-
sion. Needless to say, Staunton’s
confrontational style left no room for
appeasement, and the scholastic world
became polarised on the issues.
Collier gave the manuscript to the
Duke of Devonshire, after whose
death it was deposited in the British
Museum in 1859. The emendations to
the folio were then proved to be mod-
ern forgeries, and Staunton was
vindicated.

The study of Shakespeare was not a
late-flowering interest in Staunton’s
life. On the contrary, it was his first
and last love. Reliable witnesses attest
that he often claimed to have once
acted Lorenzo to Edmund Kean’s
Shylock in “The Merchant of Venice™.
This is almost certainly true, but at
that time he had a different name and
no cast list has been found bearing the
name Staunton, or any likely alterna-
tive, to verify the claim. Staunton
could have been a stand-in, or, al-
though I think this unlikely, it might
even have been a rehearsal only.
There is no doubt that Staunton
adored Kean, the greatest and most
charismatic Shakespearean actor of
that age.

Despite this well-known link, the
chess world has ignored its signifi-
cance. Kean claimed to have been the
illegitimate son of the Duke of Nor-
folk, and christened his first son, born
1809, with the name Howard, the fam-
ily name of the Duke. Kean dearly
loved the boy, who died aged 4, hav-
ing already appeared on the stage with
his father. Staunton was reputed to be
the illegitimate son of the 5th Earl of



“The study of Shakespeare was not a
late-flowering interest in Staunton’s life.
On the contrary, it was his first and last
love. Reliable witnesses attest that he
often claimed to have once acted Lorenzo
to Edmund Kean’s Shylock in
The Merchant of Venice”

Carlisle, who also belonged to the Howard family. Kean
had a lavish life-style until one scandal too many forced
him from the London stage in 1825. Staunton was said to
have inherited a large sum of money from his father when
he came of age, lived extravagantly (married an actress in
one version), and spent the lot.

It seems clear that Staunton’s early ‘biography’ is too
close for coincidence to that of Kean. Examination of the
archives pertaining to the Earl of Carlisle, an elderly
member of the Privy Council when Staunton was born in
1810, make clear that there it has no factual basis. We can
be sure that Howard is an assumed name, and not used dur-
ing Staunton’s acting days. What about his surname? Here
we can only guess. It was not his stage name, but that
might not have been original either. There are variations
such as Stanton, Stainton, Stenton, for all of which tenuous
links can be traced to our great chess-player, but perhaps
Staunton sounds the most imposing version, and we know
that he loved “armorial bearings and sealing wax, which
might appear ridiculous to a sober man”, as Professor Tom-
linson put it.

“There is no doubt that Staunton adored
Kean, the greatest and most charismatic
Shakespearean actor of that age”

“It seems clear that Staunton’s early
‘biography’ is too close for coincidence to
that of Kean ... who claimed to have been

the illegitimate son of the Duke of Norfolk,
and christened his first son, born 1809,
with the name Howard, the family name
of the Duke”

Verifying Staunton’s origin is difficult. Birth registration
was not a legal requirement until 1837. From the age given
on census returns, the marriage certificate of 1849, and a
reply to a reader of the Illustrated London News, it seems
that Staunton was born in 1810, probably between April and
September. He gave his place of birth as Westmoreland, and
said that his father was William, ‘gentleman’. Nobody
matching that description was baptised in Westmoreland in
1810. My own belief is that he belonged to a theatrical fam-
ily, perhaps itinerant. If he were baptised at all it could have
been in another part of the country.

The first known facts about Staunton link him to Shakes-
peare, and so do the last. He died on 22 June 1874 whilst in
the act of writing on this subject to The Athenaeum.
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