A ‘Trivial Pursuits’ Shakespeare question.  How many parts did Shakespeare write for boys?  
I’m not thinking about his Juliets or Rosalinds, his cross-dressed roles for his company’s young men, the eighteen to twenty-four-year-olds who’d be well on their way to finishing their apprenticeships and ready for major acting responsibilities .  Nor his Nurses or greying Cleopatras, parts for adults, parts for grown men.  I’m thinking about boys: children from seven years up.  So take a guess.  Ten? Twenty? Thirty?
I’ve counted fifty-five.  And I’m sure I haven’t got them all.  Partly because I don’t know exactly where to find them – or what ‘counts’.  I’m trained as a spectator (and a reader) by today’s theatre practices where Shakespeare’s parts for boys frequently go missing.  They get cut (like Clarence’s children in Richard III) or assigned to ‘juv’-looking adult actors (the Boy in Henry V, Francis in 1Henry IV, Mote in Love’s Labour’s Lost, even Mamillius in The Winter’s Tale).  But partly, too, it’s Shakespeare’s fault. He’s textually remiss with his children, vague in stage directions, casual in acting assignments.  He fails to enumerate precisely how many ‘children, disguised as before’ are to be mustered by Parson Evans to impersonate his fairy ‘oofs’ at Herne’s Oak in The Merry Wives of Windsor. Or how many diminutive extras might serve Titania in her fairy band. (Are Mustardseed and Cobweb children?). Or how many lads might suddenly spring up in the Forest of Arden alongside the two choristers of ‘It was a lover and his lass’ to turn Hymen’s marriage hymn into Elizabethan Andrew Lloyd Webber.  Perhaps he wanted ‘as many as can be’ – as the stage direction in Titus Andronicus puts it.
In terms of early modern playhouse practice it makes complete sense that Shakespeare would write ‘as many’ parts ‘as can be’ for the little boys of the Chamberlain’s Men.  The youngest members of the playing company and the company’s human investment in the future, the boys would have needed stage time in front of spectators, beginning as mutes and pages before graduating from speaking servants, messengers and cross-dressed maids to named ‘bit’ parts, then (if they made the grade, like Nathan Field, for one) leading women and principal men. When the Globe opened in 1599, the Chamberlain’s Men named six sharers. All of these sharers, and no doubt some of the hired men too, were responsible, mimicking the practices of the livery companies’ guild structures, for serving as masters to one or two boy apprentices.  (Over at the Rose, Thomas Downton of the Admiral’s Men supervised both a ‘little’ and a ‘bigger boy’.)  And all of these boys had to be kept busy.  (Edward Alleyn’s ‘boy’, one ‘Pig’, played parts, by turns, in skirts and in doublet and hose.)  We know from surviving stage plots – alas, none from a Shakespeare play – that ten boy players were called for in Frederick and Basilea, eight in The Battle of Alcazar, nine in 1 Tamar Cam.
Putting together evidence like this and coupling it to likelihood, we can begin to see an Elizabethan stage bustling with boys, where, as in Elizabethan culture generally, there were a lot of children under foot. Demographers calculate that by the end of the seventeenth century, the under-fifteens in England constituted more than 30 per cent of the population.   By my reckoning, they made the same showing on Shakespeare’s stage.  

Of course, much more interesting than sheer numbers is the work Shakespeare devised for boys to do in performance.  From the beginning of his career, children occupied a central space in his writerly imagination. Those parts, as the director Terry Hands has observed, are the ones that distil his thoughts, both domestic and political, and ‘guide us into the heart of Shakespeare’s mystery’.  
Children, in Shakespeare, are constitutive of adult projects.  They are simultaneously the embodiment of a future that the adult plans but knows he will not live to see and the nostalgic recollection of an innocent past that the adult can never recover – except through the child as proxy.  The children he writes are stubbornly material: they have smutched noses, mammock butterflies, dawdle on the way to school, float on bladders, neglect their homework, kill flies for sport. They get in adults’ way, disappoint their ambitions, happily wreck their projects.  But children, too, constitute a field of elusive meanings: they’re ghosts; hauntings; uncanny returns that figure loss even as they sometimes repair it.  
Where does the playwright’s preoccupation with children come from? Perhaps experience. We remember that before he left Stratford for London and the playhouse, he lived a life crowded with children. He’d fathered three babies by the time he was twenty, himself, that is, still a minor, in the house on Henley Street that he shared with his parents and more of Queen Elizabeth’s ‘minor subjects’ – his little sister Joan, sixteen, his brothers Richard, twelve, and Edmund, five.  We remember, too, that, later on, he was a father who experienced the death of his child, his only boy, Hamnet, aged 11.
Shakespeare maps out where he’s going with his parts for boys in his earliest writing, the three Henry VI plays, a trilogy that begins with a baby (Henry, who inherits from his warrior father aged nine months) and ends with baby (Edward, York’s heir, brought on to mark the end of civil war and the start of England’s future, framed by domestic harmony – a moment undone when the proud dad asks his brother, twisted Uncle Dickie, to give the kid a kiss).  In Henry VI  Shakespeare offers first drafts of roles he will re-write for the rest of his career, an anthology of parts that think through what he would later call ‘childness’ – and through the body of the child. 
There’s the child warrior, young John Talbot, the ‘maiden youth’ and ‘Icarus’ of 1 Henry VI, who, summoned into France to be ‘tutor[ed]’ by his father ‘in stratagems of war’, arrives at the front just in time to achieve manhood – and to die in his father’s arms. Talbot’s boy John is prototype for King Henry’s boy Edward, the audacious eight-year-old prince of 3 Henry VI who intends to ‘return with victory from the field’ – but is taken captive and murdered. And both of them are models for the boy soldiers in later plays who so ambiguously play out their culture’s fascination with violence: Banquo’s Fleance, Old Siward’s son, Brutus’s squire, Coriolanus’s Martius (who’ll ‘run away’ until he’s ‘bigger, but then [he’ll] fight’), and Falstaff’s ‘giant’ page, a gift from Prince Hal in 2 Henry IV  who traipses behind the gross fat knight from London to Gloucestershire to the wars and back again – onstage in almost every Falstaff scene but mostly mute, a sight gag or visual joke.  In Henry V it’s this Boy who turns up as sidekick to (dead) Falstaff’s post mortem hangers-on. It’s the Boy who sees through them as ‘white-livered’, ‘red-faced’ ‘swashers’, their French ‘campaign’ mere mindless pilfering. And, twice the man of any of them, it’s the Boy who winds up dead among the rest of the luggage ‘lackeys’, ambushed by the French. 
Between young John Talbot and Falstaff’s nameless Boy, Shakespeare negotiates the claims of (redundant?) chivalry, honour, duty, idealism, the claims of ‘manliness’ that cost boys their lives.

Then there’s the schoolboy, Rutland, York’s youngest son, his only defence his books when furious Clifford, baying for blood to revenge his father, stumbles upon him.  So much for learning. The boy’s tutor looks on helplessly as Clifford first taunts the child then stabs him. This Rutland predicts a line of schoolboys on Shakespeare’s stage, children who both embody and parody Tudor confidence in education, the humanist belief, as one apologist put it, that the ‘study of bonae literae’ was ‘the means to engender wisdom and virtue and to eradicate greed and indolence…injustice and social disorder’.  Behind Rutland come Titus Andronicus’s grandson, the schoolboy Lucius, carrying his Ovid; Mistress Page’s William declining Latin pronouns in The Merry Wives of Windsor; Mote, the ‘well-educated infant’ in Love’s Labour’s Lost who – adults: take notice – plays Hercules in Holofernes’s pageant.  And there are the  once-child pupils whom Prospero tutored into language and self-meaning, Miranda and Caliban. (Which one do we think is the pedagogic failure, which one the success?).  All of these school children demonstrate the complicated power dynamic between teacher and scholar, adult and child, and they show that what constitutes ‘the manner of well lyuing’ – what Erasmus considered the end of education – is disputed territory.  

Rutland, too, is the original murdered boy in Shakespeare, a boy upon whom he continues to meditate.  For this playwright, the death of the child is the irreparable sorrow, and child-killing the unforgivable crime.

Finally, then, there’s the ‘redemptive’ child, the child of destiny, the hopeful babe: Richmond in 3 Henry VI. ‘This pretty lad,’ says the exhausted King Henry in prophetic mode, ‘will prove our country’s bliss’.  For adults in Shakespeare, children are restorative, medicinal.  Mamillius in The Winter’s Tale ‘physics the subject, makes old hearts fresh’; his distant ‘brother’, Polixenes’s boy, ‘cures’ in the father ‘Thoughts that would thick [his] blood’. But this adult dependency is a killer. And the myth of the ‘boy eternal’ proves a bitter oxymoron: Mamillius dies.  It’s his baby sister who, surviving against the odds, redeems time.  
Of course, Shakespeare’s most extraordinary achievement in Henry VI is to locate child-consciousness at the very centre of the trilogy in the role of the child-king, a baby at the beginning, a hollow, raddled human husk at the end. Compressing fifty years into fifteen acts, these plays show spectators a boy growing up yet refusing to become adult – where ‘adult’ means acting like Winchester or York, nakedly self-interested, scrambling for power in the bear pit the Plantagenets have made of politics. Throughout, Henry’s breathtaking (to some, infuriating) oddity is to retain the guileless simplicity of a child, to be ‘silly’, ‘bookish’.  Is it fanciful to suppose that these were aspects of ‘childness’ that the playwright retained in adulthood, that in his imagination ‘childness’ was constitutive of ‘play’?
What happens to these boys in performance? On the Victorian stage, they were played by girls, most notably, Ellen Terry.  On today’s stage, their career is more various.  A recent production of Macbeth invented a prologue that staged a Herod-inspired slaughter of the innocents, with the witches stepping forward as the revenging mothers of the lost babes.  Another recent production, of The Winter’s Tale, framed the story as a child’s darkling dream, Mamillus’s ‘tale’.  The 1948 Scofield Hamlet ended with a nameless boy alone on stage, a court page, sobbing. In film, directors have been even bolder.  They have ‘looked like a child’, shooting their stories through the eyes of the child: Julie Taymor in Titus, Penny Woolcock in Macbeth on the Estate, where the witches – are children. 

Such contemporary re-performances of Shakespeare’s ‘original’ boys ‘guide us’ again and again ‘into the heart of Shakespeare’s mystery’. But these parts, too, stage our own engagements with childhood, helping us to play out scenarios that deal with our culture’s conflicted attitudes to the child.  On today’s stage, Shakespeare’s boys show us what we’re making of the child – and what the child is making of us.
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