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The Reception of William Shakespeare during the Restoration Period

—A Study of William Davenant’s Adaptations—

SASAKI, Kazuki

abstract
It is generally accepted that the "Bardolatry" (the apotheosis of Shakespeare) began, and with it the so-called
"Shakespeare Industry" flourished in the 18th century. Indeed, it was around this time that a series of complete

works were published, beginning with Nicholas Rowe's edition(1709). The success of the famous actor David

Garrick (1717-1779) also contributed to the increase in the number of performances of his works and established

Shakespeare's status as "The English National Poet". However, this transformation into a national cultural hero was

not achieved overnight, of course.

This paper therefore focuses on the reception of Shakespeare during the Restoration period, which has seen a

revitalization of research in recent years. In particular, I will focus on the work of Sir William Davenant (1606-

1668), who gained popularity for his adaptations of Shakespeare's works in the 1660s. I will analyze what made

Davenant's adaptations so appealing to the contemporary audience. This would also serve as an attempt to explore

the prehistory of Shakespeare cult in the 18th century.
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I saw Hamlet Pr: of Denmark played: but now the old

playe began to disgust this refined age; since his
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Majestie being so long abroad. (III : 304)
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Made a Representation by the Art of Prospective in

Scenes, And the Story sung in Recitative Musick.
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Whereas St William Davenant, Knight hath humbly
presented to us a proposition of reformeinge some of
the most ancient Playes that were playd at Blackfriers
and of makeinge them, fitt, for the Company of Actors
appointed vnder his direction and Comand, Vis: the
playes called The Tempest, Measures, for Measures,
Much adoe about nothinge, Rome and Juliet, Twelfe
night, the Life of Kinge Henry the Eyght, the Sophy,
King Lear, the Tragedy of Mackbeth, the Tragedy of
Hamlet prince of Denmark, and the Duchesse of
Malfy, Therefore wee haue granted vnto the sayd Sr
William Davenant, liberty to represent the playes
aboue named:--. (L.C. 5/137, 343) (qtd. in Nicoll 314-
5)
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I--- saw “The Law against Lovers,” a good play and
well performed, especially the little girl’s (whom I
never saw act before) dancing and singing; and were it
not for her, the loss of Roxalana would spoil the
house. (III : 32)
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Benedick. Those Castanietos sound

Like a Consort of Squirrels cracking of Nuts.
Enter Viola dancing a Saraband awhile
with Castanietos. (11: 304)
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Wake all the dead! what hoa! what hoa!
How soundly they sleep whose Pillows lye low?
They mind not poor Lovers who walk above
On the Decks of the World in storms of love.
No whisper now nor glance can pass
Through Wickets or through Panes of Glass;
For our Windows and Doors are shut and barr'd.
Lye close in the Church, and in the Church-yard.
In ev'ry Grave make room, make room!
The Worlds at an end, and we come, we come.
(I1: 294)
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Now Sir William would sometimes-*say, that it
seemed to him that he writt with the very spirit that
did Shakespeare, and seemed contented enough to be
thought his Son. (85)
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I saw acted the Law against Lovers; coram rege. (111 :
347)
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The Tragedy of Macbeth, alter’d by Sir William
Davenant; Being drest in all it’s Finery, as new
Cloath’s, new Scenes, Machines, as flying for the
Witches; with all the Singing and Dancing in it: - it
being all Excellently perform’d, being in the nature of
an Opera, it Recompenc’d double the Expence; it
proves still a lasting play. (71-2)
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1 Witch. Now let’s dance
2 Witch. Agreed.
3 Witch. Agreed.
4 Witch. Agreed. (ILv. 41-4)
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[Witches]:*+ do all thinges contrary to the custome of
Men, dauncing, back to back, hip to hip, their handes
joyn’d, and making their circles backward, to the left
hand, with strange phantastique motions of their
heads, and bodyes. (11.329-32)
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[Musick and Song.
Heccate, Heccate, Heccate! O come away:
Hecat. Hark, I am call'd, my little Spirit see,
Sits in a foggy Cloud, and stays for me.
Sing within.
[Machine descends.
Come away Heccate, Heccate! Oh come away:
Hecat. I come, I come, with all the speed I may,
With all the speed I may. (I1L.viii.19-24)
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From hence to the Duke’s house, and there saw
Mackbeth most excellently acted, and a most excellent
play for variety (VII:423)
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---to the Duke’s house, and saw “Macbeth,” which,
though I saw it lately, yet appears a most excellent
play in all respects, but especially in divertisement,
though it be a deep tragedy; which is a strange
perfection in a tragedy, it being most proper here, and
suitable. (VIII: 7)
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Here[the Duke’s house] we saw " Macbeth." which,
though I have seen it often, yet is it one of the best
plays for a stage, and variety of dancing and musique,
that ever I saw. (VIII:171)
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This Play, by Order of Sir William Davenant, was
all new Cloath’d in proper Habits: ---it being all new
Cloath’ d and new Scenes; it continu’d Acting 15

Days together with general Applause. (55-6)
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