Genealogy in the Age of Shakespeare
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Many of Shakespeare’s plays depend upon references to
genealogy for their plot motivation or their thematic
development.! The history plays, such as Henry V, provide
examples. The “show of kings” in the fourth act of Macbeth
is another. Modern directors, however, often assume that
genealogical material is dull and undramatic, and sometimes
give the actors business that diverts attention from the
language. In the Olivier Henry V, for instance, the actors who
play the clerics of Act I, scene ii, have not even bothered to
learn their lines and are at a loss when their notes end up
strewn all over the stage. But where modern audiences
might be led to see it as tedious background, genealogy
figured as tremendously important in Shakespeare’s culture.
Indeed, Shakespeare’s contemporaries saw in genealogy a
most useful tool for establishing the meaning of history,
whether national or personal.? In classical mythology, in
Bible stories, and in politics, lineage defined not only physical
origins, but also character and spirit. Thus, a more complete
understanding of its contemporary significance can add to
our appreciation of the genealogical interest of the plays,
particularly of Henry V and Macbeth. But before we consider
these two plays, perhaps it would be well to establish some of
the methods and meaning associated with tracing a family
tree in Renaissance England.

No family in England was more conscious of its heritage
and history than its rulers. This was especially early in the
Tudor period, when a respectable family tree, the “Tudor
myth” that the family had Arthurian roots, helped validate
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a claim to the throne. Even in Elizabeth’s and later in
James’s reign, those who would flatter the monarch made a
point of invoking the memory of royal predecessors. But the
fascination the English felt for genealogy, though no doubt
related to the royalty’s and nobility’s preoccupation with
lineage and title, was more than a political concern. In
remembering their ancestors, England’s royal family was
continuing the practice of Biblical heroes and patriarchs.
After all, many chapters of the Bible are given over to
genealogies of the Old Testament worthies and of Christ.
Thus, two useful sources for understanding the genealogical
material in Shakespeare’s plays are Biblical genealogies and
contemporary commentaries and sermons.’

Biblical chapters of “begats” were especially dear to Hugh
Broughton and his fellow Hebrew scholars, who considered
these genealogies an important key to the meaning of
Scripture. Roger Cotton, a draper and an admirer of
Broughton, explains their importance in his Direction to the
waters of lyfe under the heading “The Genealogies are the
ground of Storie”:

And I pray you, what part of the Bible is there, that doth
not thereof consist? be not men the grounde and cause
of all the matter there? And how can we knowe the
matter as we ought, vnlesse we know the men of whom
the matter speaketh? . . . Yes in deede must you, .
because without the knowledge of these thinges, you are
neyther able to heare or reade the worde of God with
vnderstanding. Therefore in the name of God take
heede, that you be not so perswaded by them, to beleeue
that the Genealogies in the holy Scriptures be endles, or
vnprofitable, or superfluous: for if you so thinke, then
do you nothing els, but take away from the Scripture,
and so the curse of God wyll come vpon you, euen to
your vtter damnation. (C1-1%)

The most notable examples of important and useful genealogies
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Table 1
From Marthew's From Luke's
Genealogy Genealogy
David David
Solomon Nathan
Mattatha
Rehoboam Menna
Abijah Melea
Asa Eliakim
Jonam
Jehoshaphat Joseph
Joram Judas
Symeon
Leavi
Matthat
Uzziah Jorim
Jotham Eliezer
Ahaz Jesus
Hezekiah Er
Manasseh Elmadam
Amon Cosam
Josiah Addi
Jechoniah Melchi
Meri
Shealtiel ( Salathiel) Shealtiel ( Salathiel)
Zerubbabel Zerubbabel
Rhesa
Joanan
Abiud Joda
Josech
Semein
Eliakim Mattathias
Maath
Azor MNaggai
Esli
Sadoc(Zadok) MNahum
Amos
Achim Mattathias
Joseph
Eliud Jannai
Melchi
Eleazar Levi
Matthan Matthat
Jacob Heli
Joseph, the husband Joseph, the husband
of Mary of Mary

Reprinted from The New Westminster Dictionary of the Bible. Ed.

Henry Snyder Gehman. Copyright MCMLXX The Westminster
Press. Used by permission of Westminster/John Knox Press.













































