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EING JOHN, ¥

INTRODUCTION,

L

Saagrsreant used as the basis of his King Jukn an old
play on the same subject published in 1501.! This play
is quite artless and spiritless, but contains the whole
action, ouilines all the characters, and suggests almost
all the principal seenes. The poet did not require to
trouble himself with the invention of external traita
He could concentrate his whele effort upon vitalising,
spiritualising, and deepening everything. Thus it
bappens that this play, though never ooe of his most
popular (it seems to have been but seldom performed
during his lifetime, and remained in manuseript until
the appearance of the First Folie), neverthelees contains
gome of his finest character-studies snd & multitude of
preguant, Imaginative, and exquisitely worded speeches,

The old play was a mere Protestant tendency-drama
directed against Catholic aggression, and full of the
ernde hatred and eoarse ridicule of monks and nuns
characteristic of the Reformation period. Shakespeare,
with hiz usual tact, has suppressed the religions element,
and retained only the national apd political attack upon
Roman Catholicism, so that the play bad no slight
actuality for- the Elizabethan public. But he has also
digplaced the centre of gravity of the old play. Ewvery-
thing in Shakespeare torns upon John's defective right

1 The foll ttle ranathns 1 ° The Troublesome Baigne of foks, King of
Engpland, with the discouerie of King Richard Cordelizos Base soane
{rmlgurty named The Bastard Fawconbridge): alio the death of King

John ot Swinstead Abbey. As it was(sunéry times) poblikely scted by
the Qassnes Malsoibis Players, in the hosorable Citfe of Lomdon.”



i KING JOHN,

to the throne : therein lies the motive for the atrocity
be plans, which leads (although it is not carried out as
he intended) to the barons” desertion of his cause.

Despite its great dramatic advantages over Rickard IT,,
the play suffers from the same radical weskness, and in
sno even greater degree : the figure of the King is too
unsympathetic to serve as the centre-point of a drama.
Hie despieablo infirmity of purpose, which makes him
koeel to receive his erown at the hands of the same
Fapal legate whom be has shortly before defied in
blusterous terms; his infamous scheme to assassinate
an innpcent child, snd his repentance when he gees
that its supposed execution has alienated the chief
pupporters of his throme—all this hideous bmsensss,
unredeemed by any higher charaeteristics, leads the

rather to attach his interest o the subordinate
characters, and thus the action is frittered away before
his eyes. Tt lacks unijty, because the King Is powerless
to hold it together.

He himgelf i depicted for all time in the masterly
scene {ili. 3) where he seeks, without puHling his
thought into plain words, to make Hubert upderstand
that he would fain have Arthur mordered :—

' Dy If that thow eouldst wee me without eyes,
Hear me withont thine sara, and make reply
Without & tongue, meing conceit alona,

Without eves, ears and harmfal eound of words
Then, in despite of brooded watchful day,

I would into thy bosom pour my thoughts @

But, ah, I will not ! yet I love thea wall'

Hubert protests his fidelity and devotion. Even if
he were to die for the deed, he would execute it for the
King's sake. Then John's manner becomes hearty,
almost affectionate. “Good Hubert, Hubert " he says
earessingly. He points to Arthur, bidding Hubert



