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ABSTRACT

This essay examines the representation of Ireland and Celtic
culture within the British Isles in Shakespeare’s works. It argues
that Shakespeare was interested in ideas of colonisation and
savagery and based his perceptions on contemporary events, the
history of the British Isles and important literary works such as
William Baldwin'’s prose fiction, Beware the Cat. His plays, notably
The Comedy of Errors and Macbeth, represent Protestant England as
an isolated culture surrounded by hostile Celtic forces which
form a threatening shadowy state. The second part of the essay
explores Shakespeare’s influence on Irish culture after his death,
arguing that he was absorbed into Anglo-Irish culture and played
a major role in establishing Ireland’s Anglophone literary
identity. Shakespeare imported the culture of the British Isles into
his works — and then, as his fame spread, his plays exported what
he had understood back again, an important feature of Anglo-
Irish literary identity, as many subsequent writers have
understood.
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" This essay was first given as the Shakespeare birthday lecture at the Folger
Shakespeare Library, Washington DC in 2013. I am extremely grateful for the
invitation and for the feedback I received on that occasion.
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I

Who was Grimalkin? The OED cites the opening of Macbeth as the
origin of the name of this supernatural creature:

FIRST WITCH When shall we three meet again?
In thunder, lightning, or in rain?

SECOND WITCH When the hurly-burly’s done,
When the battle’s lost, and won.

THIRD WITCH That will be ere the set of sun.
FIRST WITCH Where the place?

SECOND WITCH Upon the heath.

THIRD WITCH There to meet with Macbeth.
FIRST WITCH I come, Graymalkin!

SECOND WITCH Paddock calls.

THIRD WITCH Anon.

ALL Fair is foul, and foul is fair,
Hover through the fog and filthy air. (Shakespeare 1990:1.i.1-
12).

Notes on the play will tell you that Grimalkin was a cat, a witch’s
familiar, the name Malkin being a diminutive of Mary so that the
witches appeal to their familiars, a cat and a toad (Paddock).
Paddock is a common English term for a toad or a frog, dating far
back into Middle English and even appearing in the Wycliff Bible, as
the OED again informs us. But the OED is wrong about Grimalkin in
ways that are all too recognisable. Shakespeare — or Middleton who
may have written these witch scenes, drafted in by the Kings” Men as
the most prestigious writer of witch scenes (Middleton 2007:1165-69)
— took the name from one of the most important and underrated
works of sixteenth-century English literature, William Baldwin’s
Beware the Cat, a work which has a strong claim to be the first novel
in English (Ringler 1978-1979; Herron 2013:77 n.55). Baldwin’s prose
fiction, which had a profound influence on the course of English
literature, was written in the 1550s but not published until 1570.

Shakespeare was likely to have known the work. Baldwin was
the literary superstar of the mid-Tudor period and was also
responsible for A Mirror for Magistrates, a major literary text that
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played a key role in making Shakespeare into Shakespeare (Bullough
1962:111, 229-33, passim; Tillyard 1969:77-96). Beware the Cat is a work
of profound paranoia, written at the height of religious change and
confusion in the aftermath of the Reformation. Baldwin had become
a major literary force at the court of Edward VI, a fiercely Protestant
monarch, but after his death aged 16 in 1553, his committed Catholic
sister, Mary, became queen, changed things around, and Baldwin’s
star seems to have faded dramatically (Gresham 1981). Baldwin’s
prose fiction represents a shadow state whereby the human world is
parodied, fed upon, imitated and closely watched by the cats who
are like us but not quite, just as they are Catholics and like us but not
quite, as many of us are Catholics too (Maslen 1997:75-82). Baldwin
describes a religious and political situation in which no one was
comfortable and no one knew where to turn. Not only did people
not know if their neighbours were Catholics or heretics, or whether
Catholics and heretics were actually right really, they did not know
if they were actually heretics or even really Catholics.

Baldwin’s narrator, Master Streamer, represents the story of the
death of Grimalkin, which takes place after a cattle raid, an ancient
Irish tradition that fascinated English observers. A kern (an Irish
soldier) and his boy stop to eat a stolen sheep, their spoil for the day,
along with a cow:

And while this kern was in the church he thought it best to dine, for
he had eaten little that day. Wherefore he made his boy go gather
sticks, and strake fire with his feres, and made a fire in the church,
and killed the sheep and after the Irish fashion laid it thereupon
and roasted it. But when it was ready, and that he thought to eat it,
there came in a cat and set her by him, and said in Irish, “Shane
foel,” which is, “give me some meat.” He, amazed at this, gave her
the quarter that was in his hand, which immediately she did eat up,
and asked more till she had consumed all the sheep; and, like a
cormorant not satisfied therewith, asked still for more. Wherefore
they supposed it was the Devil, and therefore thinking it wisdom to
please him, killed the cow which they had stolen, and when they
had flayed it gave the cat a quarter, which she immediately
devoured. Then they gave her two other quarters. (Baldwin
1988:13).

The story is unsettling. Is Baldwin laughing at the superstitious Irish,
or are they uncomfortably close to home? What would others have
done when confronted by such an insanely greedy talking cat?
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(Animals talking in literature are often very dubious, like the talking
black dog, a manifestation of the devil, in The Witch of Edmonton;
Rowley, Dekker and Ford 1997). And, is this description an
acknowledgement that the Irish, even if they did treat a sacred place
like a kitchen, faced similar problems to their confused English
counterparts and were not radically different people?

Eventually the cat eats the whole cow and the men flee fearing
that they are next on the menu, which turns out to be true. The cat
chases the kern but he kills her with his dart. However,
“immediately afterwards there came to her [i.e., the dead Grimalkin]
such a sight of cats that, after long fight with them, his boy was
killed and eaten up” (Baldwin 1988:14). The kern escapes and tells
his wife what has happened, at which point his wife’s cat, silent until
now, exclaims “Hast thou killed Grimalkin,” and “therewith she
plunged in his face, and with her teeth took him by the throat, and
ere that she could be plucked away, she had strangled him”
(Baldwin 1988:14). Most significantly, perhaps, the news
subsequently reaches England and a Staffordshire native, riding
through Kankwood, has his own experience of the effective news
network operated by the cats:

a cat, as he thought, leaped out of a bush before him and called him
twice or thrice by his name. But because he made none answer nor
spake (for he was so afraid that he could not), she spake to him
plainly twice or thrice these words following: “Commend me unto
Titton Tatton and to Puss thy Catton, and tell her that Grimalkin is
dead.” This done she went her way, and the man went forward
about his business. And after that he was returned home, in an
evening sitting by the fire with his wife and his household, he told
of his adventure in the wood. And when he had told them all the
cat’s message, his cat, which had harkened unto the tale, looked
upon him sadly, and at the last said, “And is Grimalkin dead? Then
farewell dame,” and therewith went her way and was never seen
after. (Baldwin 1988:11)

The spread of news was a new, exciting and anxiety-inducing
phenomenon in this period. News could be circulated in broadsheet
form but it was invariably a slow process in this early period of the
printing press and the start of unified transport systems, which were
still fairly primitive in this period and the awful state of roads made
it easier to travel by water (Pettegree 2014: chs. 1-3). Nevertheless,
the cats still manage to get their message spread around by different
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means and make use of human intermediaries to do this so that
news of Grimalkin’s death gets from south-west Ireland to central
England (Cannock Wood). Baldwin shows the shadow state working
with great success. What this alternative kingdom of the cats actually
is — sometimes it looks like the human world, at others has quite a
different character — is another matter.

II

I think that it is likely that the link made between Ireland and
England in Beware the Cat had a significant impact on Macbeth. The
names of the witches’ familiars “paddock” and “Grimalkin” were
probably not chosen at random. “Paddock” is an old English word;
“Grimalkin” one explicitly associated with Ireland, and the witches
are uttering their chants in Scotland. What an audience would hear -
assuming that they associated Grimalkin with Ireland - is that a
shadow state of witches surrounds, encircles and undermines the
actions of the human world, a message entirely in keeping with the
ancient supernatural and morally disturbing elements in the play.
Macbeth represents the early medieval British Isles under the sway of
spirits like Grimalkin, long before his/her death. Witches are
associated here with a Celtic twilight world that is unseen until one
strays into it, as the Macbeths unfortunately do. What we witness in
Scotland is part of a rarely seen spirit world that threatens to engulf
the visible and familiar nature of everyday life.

And, indeed, in this period there was a topical point to be made.
Macbeth is a British play, along with King Lear and Cymbeline, works
that represented the ancient past but which were informed in
complex ways by the prospect of a union of the British Isles under a
Scottish king (Mottram 2013; Power 2013). Shakespeare did not write
such plays in the 1590s in the first half of his career under Elizabeth:
he wrote English history plays looking back to the Wars of the Roses
and the impact of the deposition of a king, Richard II, works that
clearly spoke to the anxiety surrounding the succession crisis
(Hadfield 2004). We have no reason to think that Shakespeare ever
went to Ireland - although attempts have been made to make this
case (Plunket Barton 1919). What his drama reveals, however, is that
writers who had no obvious connection with Ireland or Scotland had
to think about the relationship between those nations and England
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before and after the partial union of 1603 (Levack 1987). In the 1590s
the fear in England was that a Catholic pincer movement might link
resistance to English rule in Ireland - the rebellion of Hugh O’Neill
which developed into the Nine Years War — with the Scottish Stuart
claim to the English throne, the legacy of Mary Queen of Scots
through her son, James VI (Connolly 2007: ch. 6). After James had
become king of the three kingdoms — Wales had been forcibly united
with England between 1535 and 1543 — rather different questions
surfaced (Ivic 2013). It is at least arguable that The Tempest, which
makes no reference to Ireland, actually has recent events in Ireland
in mind at key moments, as the following exchange would indicate
(Hamilton 1990; Baker 1997):

GONzALO Had I plantation of this isle, my lord,—
ANTONIO He’d sow’t with nettle-seed.

SEBASTIAN Or docks, or mallows.

GONZALO And were the king on’t, what would I do?
SEBASTIAN ‘Scape being drunk for want of wine.

GONZzALO I’ the commonwealth I would by contraries
Execute all things; for no kind of traffic
Would I admit; no name of magistrate;
Letters should not be known; riches, poverty,
And use of service, none; contract, succession,
Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none;
No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil;
No occupation; all men idle, all;
And women too, but innocent and pure;
No sovereignty; —

SEBASTIAN Yet he would be king on’t.

ANTONIO The latter end of his commonwealth forgets the
beginning.

GONzALO All things in common Nature should produce
Without sweat or endeavour: treason, felony,
Sword, pike, knife, gun, or need of any engine,
Would I not have; but nature should bring forth,

Of its own kind, all foison, all abundance,
To feed my innocent people.

SEBASTIAN No marrying ‘mong his subjects?

ANTONIO None, man; all idle: whores and knaves.
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GONZzALO I would with such perfection govern, sir,
T’excel the Golden Age. (Shakespeare 1980:ILi. 138-53)

As is well-known, the words of Gonzalo draw on Montaigne’s essay
“Of the cannibals,” John Florio’s translation of Montaigne’s Essays

beinﬁ one of the books that Shakespeare surely owned and used
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