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Born into a biblical culture
William Shakespeare, who died 400 years ago this year, was born when 
Elizabeth I had been queen for less than six years and lived through the next 
39 years of her long reign. The ‘Elizabethan era’ became a defining period of 
English history and society. Of all the influences on the new and distinctive 
nature of this period, nothing was more important than the Bible; and no 
Bible was more significant than the Geneva Bible.

William Tyndale’s New Testament of 1526, the first printed Scriptures 
in the English language, had been produced in Germany but banned, con-
fiscated and burned in England.1 Tyndale himself was burned in 1536, but 
only two years later King Henry VIII required all clergy to set up in churches 
‘one book of the whole Bible of the largest volume in English’.2 This ‘Great 
Bible’, itself based very largely on Tyndale’s work, was read in churches. For 
the first time, people eagerly listened to the Bible in their own language. Its 
use was again suppressed under Catholic Queen Mary’s brutal but short 
reign (1553–58). When Elizabeth I ascended the throne, the prohibition of 
the English Bible ended forever. The Great Bible was read again in churches 
but Matthew Parker, Archbishop of Canterbury, organised his bishops to 
produce a new Bible. From 1568 this ‘Bishops’ Bible’ became the official 
version, the familiar church Bible for Shakespeare’s generation until the 
Authorized Version (also known as the King James Version) was published 
in 1611.

In the meantime, Protestant scholars in Geneva, exiled under Queen 
Mary, had been working on a new translation which they had first published 
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there in 1560. While not actually banned in England, it never became the 
approved Bible of the church. Some of its copious marginal notes were, as 
Bishop Westcott put it, ‘tinged with Calvinism’, 3 and some were considered 
too political. Its printing was finally permitted in England in 1576 and it 
became a huge publishing success. Mass-produced in a handy and inex-
pensive quarto format, the Geneva Bible rapidly became the popular choice 
for personal and home use. It was the people’s Bible of the Elizabethan era, 
the Bible that Shakespeare owned and read avidly during the whole of his 
life as a playwright.

Shakespeare was born into a biblical culture. Bible stories and images 
permeated life. The Bible was constantly heard in church but its narratives 
had moved far beyond the building. Biblical imagery was encountered daily 
in decorative carving, wall paintings, cloth hangings and printed artwork. Its 
words were heard in songs, psalms, ballads, and plays. Supremely, however, 
‘The Book’ itself was visibly present as the printed Bible, not only in the church 
but as an integral part of home and personal life. Shakespeare’s generation 
of English men and women (those born in the 1560s) was the first to be 
able to take it for granted that a person could freely own and read a Bible. 
At all levels of society, people eagerly exercised that freedom to read for 
themselves a book which had until recently been interpreted to them only 
by the church. Their joy in this, their enthusiasm for absorbing Scripture for 
themselves without an intermediary, and their consequent deep knowledge 
of the biblical text, were at a level that is almost unbelievable today. This fact 
is crucial for a deep understanding of Shakespeare’s plays. Any imagination 
formed in Elizabethan England would have been saturated with the Bible, 
the most powerful cultural influence of the time.4

The Bible as a source of literary allusions
The Bible was Shakespeare’s richest source of allusions. Allusions work 
through hidden meanings in the text which only a person familiar with 
the source can immediately understand, ‘a coded communication between 
author and reader’.5 While Shakespeare alluded to varied sources, includ-
ing classical authors, the most important pact between Shakespeare and 
his audiences was that he expected them to understand his references to 
the Bible. Literary allusions in the mouth of a stage actor are significantly 
diminished if they do not impact the audience. Shakespeare was a gifted 
and imaginative writer, but he was also a businessman. He wanted his 
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plays to succeed and he knew that part of this success was dependent on 
producing performances which drew audiences into the narrative. He was 
not merely showcasing his erudition. He wanted his audience to recognise 
his allusions and thus to engage more deeply with his plots and characters. 
Biblical imagery and biblical words permeated his plays and poetry. At least 
1,200 specific references to the Bible have been identified in the plays.6 In 
countless other places, biblical stories or concepts underlie the text even 
though the specific words of Scripture may not be used.

Virtually all major characters in Shakespeare’s plays allude to Scripture 
or employ its imagery (even characters in plays set long before the time of 
Christ). King Richard II perceived in the passion of Christ an allegory of 
what was happening to him. Betrayed by once-loyal people who had deserted 
him to support his rival, Bolingbroke, King Richard likened their treason 
to Judas’s betrayal of Christ:7

Yet well I remember the favors of these men:
Were they not mine? Did they not cry, ‘all hail!’ to me?
So Judas did to Christ, but He, in twelve,
Found truth in all but one;
I, in twelve thousand, none.

(King Richard II, 4.1.167–172)

Shakespeare naturally expected his biblically-aware audiences to have a 
ready understanding of Jesus’ betrayal—not just about Judas, but an under-
standing of the details of the story and the knowledge that Judas had been 
one of the twelve disciples. This was ‘coded communication’. Without this 
shared knowledge between playwright and audience, such allusions simply 
do not work. Later in the same scene, as King Richard was being removed 
from the throne, his disloyal opponents attempted to shirk responsibility 
for their part in deposing him. King Richard compared their deceit to Pilate 
endeavouring to avoid his own responsibility for the execution of Jesus.8

Though some of you, with Pilate, wash your hands,
Showing an outward pity, yet you Pilates,
Have here deliver’d to me my sour cross,
And water cannot wash away your sin.

(King Richard II, 4. 1. 239–242)
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Shakespeare knew that his audience would be familiar with the narrative 
of Jesus’ trial and Pilate’s attempt to absolve himself by publically washing 
his hands. He would therefore have expected them instantly to grasp the 
meaning of the dramatic biblical imagery he was employing, thus appreciat-
ing the irony of King Richard’s situation.

Shakespeare regularly exploited his audiences’ recognition of familiar 
passages of Scripture and the stories of well-known people such as Judas, 
Pilate, Adam, Eve, Cain, Noah and Solomon. He also alluded to people 
and events that today would be judged far more obscure. He expected his 
audience to know that Nebuchednezzar ate grass during his long period 
of insanity,9 that Jephthah’s rash promise doomed his daughter to death,10 
that Hagar’s son was banished by Abraham,11 and that Goliath’s spear was 
as thick as a weaver’s beam.12

Shakespeare’s total familiarity with Scripture and his mastery of the 
text is particularly evident when he draws simultaneously from more than 
one part of the Bible. In King Henry VIII, the spurned Queen Catherine 
bewailed her hopeless future: ‘Like the lily that once was mistress of the field, 
and flourished, I’ll hang my head and perish’ (3.1.151–153). Shakespeare here 
combines imagery from two widely separated parts of the Bible:

Learne howe the lilies of the field do growe: they labour 
not neither spinne: Yet I say unto you that not even King 
Solomon in all his glory was araied like one of these.

(Matthew 6:28–29, Geneva Bible, hereinafter GB)

The dayes of man are as grasse: as a flowre of the field, so 
flourisheth he. For the wind goeth over it, and it is gone.

(Psalm 103:15–16, GB)

The imaginative combination of these two passages, one from a Gospel 
and one from a Psalm, cleverly created a striking allusion which Shakespeare’s 
church-going audience would have recognised and understood. Queen 
Catherine likened herself to the wild lily, once the flourishing mistress of the 
field, clothed in royal splendour like King Solomon. But now her fate was to 
perish, as the wildflowers do in the hot wind. People who had absorbed the 
words of the Bible did not need these allusions explained. They immediately 
heard the Bible in a phrase like ‘lily of the field’. The words were already in 
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their hearts and minds, and so they could instantly empathise with Queen 
Catherine’s despair.

Reading the Geneva Bible text and margins
While not all Shakespeare’s biblical allusions can be traced to a specific 
version of the Bible, many can be shown to have been taken from the Geneva 
Bible. In King Richard II, the king, asserting that aggression can be defeated, 
declared that ‘lions make leopards tame’, to which Mowbray replied, ‘Yea 
but not change his spots’. This exchange was an allusion to the Geneva 
Bible version of Jeremiah 13:23: ‘Can the black More change his skin? Or 
the leopard his spots? All other Bible versions of the time had ‘catte of the 
mountains’ rather than ‘leopard’.

In Twelfth Night, the cunning Sir Toby Belch, jokingly feigning defeat, 
asked, Wilt thou set thy foot o’ my neck?’ (2.5.204). This was a clear use of 
the Geneva Bible wording of Joshua 10:24: ‘Set your feet upon the neckes 
of these Kings’. All other Bibles had ‘put’ or ‘tread’ rather than ‘set’.

In As You Like It, Orlando was angry with his elder brother, Oliver, for 
mistreating him and keeping him in poverty.

Shall I keep your hogs and eat husks with them?
What prodigal portion have I spent,
that I should come to such penury?

(As You Like It, 1.1.37–49)

Keeping pigs and eating husks were the last resort of the penniless 
prodigal son of Luke 15:15–16. And just in case his audience missed the 
allusion, Shakespeare put the word ‘prodigal’ in Orlando’s mouth. He did 
not intend the audience to draw a precise parallel between Orlando and the 
biblical prodigal son. Jesus’ parable is not the source of the actual story line. 
Rather, the parable provides a literary allusion which Shakespeare expected 
his audience to recognise. Unlike the profligate prodigal son, who demanded 
his inheritance and squandered it in a far country, Orlando is in fact a victim 
here, ill-treated by his brother. Shakespeare, knew, however, that in recalling 
the prodigal son story, people would immediately understand that Orlando 
was in abject poverty.

In Orlando’s words we detect Shakespeare’s Bible-reading habits. 
Shakespeare would have heard the Gospels read from the church Bible, the 
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Bishops’ Bible. This, and any other Bibles Shakespeare might have heard at 
the time, say that the pigs were fed ‘cods’. The first Bible to have ‘husks’ was 
the Geneva Bible. ‘And he would faine have filled his belly with the huskes, 
that the swine ate’ (Luke 15:15, GB).13 Shakespeare did not hear the word 
‘husks’ in school as a child, nor in church. He read it in the Geneva Bible, 
the highly popular personal Bible of his era and the Bible which he himself 
undoubtedly owned.14

In King Henry IV part 2, Prince Hal alludes to Noah’s son, Japheth, 
in order to put down Falstaff’s spurious claim to being his blood relative. 
Prince Hal points out that any possible relationship was so ridiculously 
distant he would have to ‘fetch it from Japheth’ (2.2.117–118). In the list of 
Noah’s descendants in Genesis 10, it says of Japheth’s sons that, ‘Of these 
were the Isles of the Gentiles divided in their lands, every man after his 
tongue, and after their families in their nations’ (Genesis 10:5, GB). While 
the meaning of this may seem obscure to us today, marginal note ‘c’ in the 
Geneva Bible explained to the reader of Shakespeare’s time that the ‘Isles 
of the Gentiles’ were lands across the sea from Israel such as Greece and 
Italy, namely European nations. Shakespeare had given to Prince Hal the 
knowledge that Europeans were descended from Japheth, a claim asserted 
in a Geneva Bible marginal note.

This kind of allusion demonstrates Shakespeare’s detailed knowledge 
of the Geneva Bible, not only its text but also its interpretation of Scripture. 
He frequently used its words but he also read and absorbed the whole book 
thoroughly: its headings, its marginal notes, its tabulated data, and its 
Preface. The Geneva Bible was in fact the first ‘study Bible’ and its influence 
on the English mind must not be underestimated. The intended pedagogical 
purpose of its notes and interpretive material was extolled in its full title.

THE BIBLE: THAT IS, THE HOLY SCRIPTVRES CONTEINED 
IN THE OLDE AND NEW TESTAMENT: TRANSLATED 
ACCORDING to the Ebrew and Greeke, and conferred 
with the best translations in diuers languages. With most 
profitable ANNOTATIONS vpon all the hard places, and 
other things of great importance.15

People wanted to understand the Bible. They were inevitably drawn 
to the Geneva Bible’s marginal notes, readily accessible in a book always to 
hand in their own homes. In their lifetime the Bible had been locked away 
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from them in Latin, fed to them only in the approved selections interpreted 
to them by the church. When the Bible finally became available to them 
in English, it led to an unprecedented leap in familiarity with the text. At 
first, however, very few people had the opportunity to own their own Bible 
and so those who wished to read it had to go to church. And this they did. 
So many people excitedly availed themselves of this opportunity that the 
crowds of eager readers had to be controlled. Bibles had to be chained to 
the lectern to prevent their removal from the church.

Despite this new familiarity, the interpretation of Scripture was still 
controlled from the pulpit. Then, suddenly, there was the Geneva Bible 
and the freedom to own and read it. The Geneva Bible came with its own 
inbuilt exegesis in the copious marginalia which filled over a third of the 
book, spilling over where necessary from the side panels to the bottom of the 
page (see fig. 1). The marginal notes literally enclosed the Bible text within 
a visible interpretive (and therefore theological) barrier.

The church hierarchy were uncomfortable with this interpretive screen 
through which the Geneva Bible was read. For a start, the theological tenor 
of the notes was in places distinctly Calvinistic and became more so over 
time as changes were made to the notes over the eighty years of its life.16 
It was, however, probably more to the point that some interpretations, 
those which Matthew Parker called ‘bitter notes’, could certainly be read as 
critical of church and monarchy.17 Among the most notorious was the note 
to Revelation 9:3 concerning the plague of locusts:

Locusts are false teachers, heretikes, and worldly subtile 
Prelates, with Monks, Friars, Cardinals, Patriarkes, Archbishops, 
Bishops, Doctors, Bachelors and Masters which forsake 
Christ to maintain false doctrine.

(Revelation 9:3, note ‘c’, GB)

The consternation of some bishops and the issuing of published critiques 
of these politically-biased notes did nothing to stem their public popularity. 
The fact that we can still read the some of these criticisms today should not, 
however, mislead us into thinking there was widespread rejection of the 
Geneva Bible. The truth is that the vast majority of the notes were intended 
to be helpful clarification of difficult passages, as the Geneva Bible’s own 
Preface clearly pointed out.
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Figure 1. The visible interpretive barrier of the Geneva Bible margins
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And considering how hard a thing it is to vnderstand the 
holy Scriptures … we have also endeavoured to gather briefe 
annotations on all the hard places, aswel for the understand-
ing of such words as are obscure … as may moste appertain 
to Gods glory & the edification of his church.

(‘To the Christian Reader’, GB)

This was exactly what the ordinary Bible readers of England wanted. 
They neither read nor cared about the scholarly critiques. They simply 
read their own Geneva Bibles with enthusiasm and delight. Most clergy 
themselves owned Geneva Bibles and if they did not actually read from 
them in church, many unashamedly consulted the notes for their sermons. 
Bible Society Australia, for example, holds 30 copies of the Geneva Bible 
in its Historic Library and fourteen of those are ‘priests’ books’ that have 
the Book of Common Prayer and the Psalter bound together with the Bible.

The Geneva Bible ran into over 150 separate editions between 1560 
and 1644. The Authorized or King James Version was published in 1611, but 
another generation had to pass before it could be said that it had replaced 
the Geneva Bible in the affections of the ordinary English reader. King James 
had expressly instructed the translators that there be no theological notes 
in the margins, but, as one contemporary church historian noted, this was 
exactly what the readers most missed!

Yea, some complained that they could not see into the 
sense of Scripture for lack of the spectacles of the Geneva 
annotations. 

(Thomas Fuller, 1655)18

Shakespeare’s clear familiarity with the Geneva Bible marginalia 
and his imaginative use of them is well evident in his plays 19 and also his 
sonnets.20 In Cymbeline, for example, Pisanio says there is no need to draw 
his sword because

the paper hath cut her throat already. No, ‘tis slander, whose 
sting is sharper than the sword, whose tongue out-venoms 
all the wormes of Nyle (3.4.33–4).

Since at least 1905, scholars of Shakespeare’s use of the Bible have 
shown this to be an allusion to biblical metaphors of tongues and weapons 
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in such passages as Psalm 57:4, ‘Whose teeth are speares and arrowes, and 
their tongue a sharpe sword’, and Job 5:15, ‘But he saveth the poor from the 
sword from their mouth’.21

The tongue or mouth is a common biblical metaphor for improper 
language such as cursing, boasting or lying. In Cymbeline, however, 
Shakespeare uses the sharp tongue as a metaphor for slander. The Bible text 
nowhere mentions slander, but the Geneva Bible margin does. At Job 5:15, 
note ‘q’ reads, ‘He compareth the slander of the wicked to sharpe swords’. 
Shakespeare acquired the notion of slander from reading the marginal note.22

An example of an allusion to a marginal note in a sonnet is found in 
Sonnet 61:

It is my love that keeps mine eye awake;
Mine own true love that doth my rest defeat,
To play the watchman ever for thy sake.

(Sonnet 61.10–12)

The phrase ‘keeps mine eye awake’ is very close to the Geneva Bible 
text of Psalm 77:3, ‘Thou keepest mine eyes awake’. (Bishops’ Bible, ‘Thou 
dydst kepe the watche of mine eyes’; Coverdale (Prayer Book), ‘Thou holdest 
mine eyes waking’; Psalter, ‘thou holdst mine eies alwaies from rest’.) While 
it could be countered that the idea of wakefulness is simple enough not to 
need such a biblical referrent, the unusual phrase ‘to play the watchman’ 
specifically links the allusion to the Geneva Bible where marginal note ‘c’ 
reads, ‘Meaning, that his sorowes were as watchmen that kept his eyes from 
sleeping’.

Beyond the actual content of marginal references, Shakespeare con-
ceived the notion of the Geneva Bible margin itself as a metaphoric place 
of meaning. A margin—or margent as Shakespeare spelled it—was an edge 
or boundary. Shakespeare used the word margent in this literal sense as in 
the ‘margent of the sea’ (Midsummer Night’s Dream, 2.1.85) or the ‘weeping 
margent’ of a river (A Lover’s Complaint, 39). Another literal use was the 
blank border of a page, as in ‘a sheet of paper, Writ o’ both sides the leaf, 
margent and all.’ (Love’s Labours Lost, 5. 2. 6–7)

In Hamlet, however, the stated purpose of the Geneva Bible margins 
became an analogy for the need for detailed clarification. Prior to the duel 
between Hamlet and Laertes, Osric, organising the contest, provides lengthy 
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technical details. Hamlet asks for an explanation of ‘carriages’, one of Osric’s 
technical terms.

Osric: … six French rapiers and poniards, with their assigns, as girdle, 
hangers and so: three of the carriage … most delicate carriages, and 
of very liberal conceit.

Hamlet: What call you the carriages?

Horatio: I knew you must be edified by the margent ere you had done. 

(Hamlet, 5. 2 152)

Despite the grave situation, Horatio’s aside to Hamlet is facetious, 
intended to raise a smile among a knowledgable audience. Hamlet seeks 
clarification. Teasing him, Horatio says he is seeking the edification of the 
metaphorical marginal notes. The allusion, however, was not to marginal 
notes in general, but to a particular kind of marginal note. Marginalia were 
not uncommon in Elizabethan books, functioning as an archaic form of 
footnote, referencing other authorities or paraphrasing the text. Clarificatory 
marginal references—that is, explanations which were intended to edify—were 
restricted to biblical marginalia. In Shakespeare’s time that was indisputably 
the Geneva Bible marginalia. Other Bibles of the day, notably the Bishops’ 
Bible, the Bible which Shakespeare’s audience would have heard in church, 
had few explanatory notes and were far less accessible anyway.

It is significant that Shakespeare had Horatio use the precise term edified, 
a term drawn specifically from the Geneva Bible preface, where the word 
edify is employed several times to explain the intent of the marginal notes.

… we have also endeavoured … to gather briefe annotations 
on all the hard places … as for the application of the same, 
as may most appertain to God’s glory, & the edification of 
his Church.

(‘To the Christian Reader’, GB)

The ‘profitable annotations’ were intended to edify, ensuring that the 
meaning of the text was correctly understood by the readers and then 
properly applied to their own edification, that is, to their own moral and 
spiritual growth. Edify was a particularly religious word, important in the 
Geneva Bible: ‘Let us then follow those things which concern peace, and 
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wherewith one may edify another.’ (Romans 14:19). Indeed, the Geneva Bible 
was all about the reader, never the Bible of public reading in Church, but 
always the Bible of private devotion. It opened with this prayer.

O Gracious God and most mercifull father, which hast 
vouchsafed us the rich and precious jewell of thy holy 
Word, assist vs with thy Spirit, that it may be written in our 
hearts to our everlasting comfort, to reform vs, to renew vs 
according to thine own image, to build us up, and edify vs …

Clearly familiar with the Geneva Bible preface, Shakespeare could 
turn to it figuratively. Explanatory notes would not have been encountered 
by the average reader in anything other than a Bible and the most obvious 
example was the extensive margins of the Geneva Bible.23 No other margins in 
Shakespeare’s day could have suggested to him the metaphor of true meaning 
except the Geneva Bible margins. Shakespeare employed the metaphorical 
margin on several occasions. In Romeo and Juliet, Lady Capulet asks Juliet to

… read o’er the volume of young Paris’s face,
And find delight writ there with beauty’s pen …
And what obscured in this fair volume lies,
Find written in the margent of his eyes,
This precious book of love, this unbound lover … (1.3.82–7)

Delight may be read in the ‘fair volume’ of Paris’s face, but the deepest 
meaning of love was ‘written in the margent of his eyes’. Paris’s eyes were to 
his face what the Geneva Bible explanatory margins were to the Bible text, 
the place where true meaning was read. The same metaphor is used tragi-
cally in The Rape of Lucrece:

But she, that never cop’d with stranger eyes,
Could pick no meaning from their parling looks,
nor read the subtle-shining secrecies
Writ in the glassy margents of such books. (99–103)

Lucrece could not read the parling (language) of Tarquin’s face, let alone 
the subtle marginal meanings in his eyes, not only because of his unfamiliar 
foreignness, but because the margins, his eyes, were glassy—that is, trans-
lucent. Glass in Shakespeare’s time was not transparent. Shakespeare did 
not need the Bible to know that glass transmitted an indistinct image, but 
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he would have been familiar with St Paul’s metaphor in 1 Corinthians 13:12 
of the imperfectly known God, ‘whom now wee see through a glass darkly’. 
1 Corinthians was a book of the Bible so familiar to him that he alludes to 
it over eighty times.

Tarquin’s sinister intent was a closed book to Lucrece, only imperfectly 
readable in the ‘glassy margent’ of his eyes where his true intent should 
have been visible. For Shakespeare and for his audience, the only margins 
where true meaning could be read were the margins of the Geneva Bible.24

Using the Geneva Bible’s study aids
The Geneva Bible contained many innovations intended to aid the reader. 
Some features which we now take for granted were at the time exciting new 
advances, cutting edge ‘information technology’.25 For a start, the Geneva Bible 
was the first English Bible to have verse numbers, which made it so much 
easier for readers to locate their place. In due course the font was changed 
from the traditional Black Letter to the more readable Roman Type. There 
were cross-references, commonplace today, but an innovative encouragement 
to the Elizabethan reader to compare different parts of Scripture. Together 
with the copious marginal notes, all of these immediately accessible features 
combined to produce the new and distinctive Geneva Bible page.

In addition to the helps on the page itself, at the back of the Bible were 
two ‘most profitable Tables’, or ‘Alphabets’. The first of these we would today 
call a Dictionary of Proper Names and the second a Concordance. The first 
enabled the reader to find the meaning and context of every personal and 
place name in the Bible, while the second enabled the reader to pursue any 
biblical words or subjects that interested them. Looking up the word ‘faith’ 
and its cognates, for example, yielded over 100 references.

Geneva Bible owners were expected to be serious and committed 
readers. A chart at the front of the Bible set out a complete system of Bible 
study: How to take profit by reading of the holy Scriptures (see fig. 2). Readers 
were enjoined to pray earnestly for enlightenment, to pray and read the 
Scriptures at least twice daily, to bring to this reading an understanding of 
the purpose of different parts of Scripture, to be ready to use Scripture to 
refute false teaching, to clarify difficult passages of Scripture by consulting 
other parts of Scripture, and to expand their understanding of the Bible 
text and study aids by reading commentaries on Scripture and listening to 
sound biblical preaching (see fig. 2).
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Figure 2: How to study the Bible
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Did Shakespeare read his Geneva Bible in this serious and systematic 
fashion? While this cannot be proven, what can be shown is that his use 
of Scripture was neither trivial nor arbitrary. There is ample evidence that 
he had a comprehensive understanding of the Bible and that his allusions 
frequently evidenced an informed grasp of the wider significance of a given 
narrative and its place in the whole of scriptural revelation. It is hard to 
imagine that a person with such a love of word and story, and with such 
interest in the Bible, would have ignored the new information technology 
and not bothered to take advantage of the innovative aids to deeper under-
standing so readily available to him.

A passage to which Shakespeare was frequently drawn was the story of 
Cain and Abel in Genesis 4.26 There are themes here that Shakespeare loved 
to exploit: family tension, brotherly rivalry, murder, exile and punishment. 
The ultra-cautious Naseeb Shaheen lists 26 clear references to chapter 4 in 
fourteen of the plays. An allusion to Scripture does not have to be an exact 
quotation. A phrase such as the ‘primal eldest curse’ (Hamlet, 3.3.37), for 
example, is not found in the Bible itself but is obviously intended to evoke 
the biblical story of Cain and Abel in the minds of the audience .

At times, Shakespeare used the obvious themes of the Cain and Abel 
story as the Bible has it, as when Northumberland calls down anarchy on the 
earth: ‘let one spirit of the firstborn Cain / Reign in all bosoms’. (King Henry 
IV, part 2, 1.1.157). At other times, however, Shakespeare’s allusions were 
more nuanced when he moved beyond the simple text to adopt the deeper 
and more complex interpretations offered in the margin or the tables.27

The Geneva Bible study aids offered two further insights into the wider 
significance of the Cain and Abel story. The first interpretive advice was 
given through cross references. At ‘Cain’ in the first table, the reader was 
referred to Hebrews 11:4, ‘By faith Abel offerred unto God a greater sacrifice 
than Cain’. There is also an entry under the alternate spelling, ‘Kain’. Here the 
Genesis information is cross-referenced to 1 John 3:12. This reference is also 
provided in the margin of Genesis 4. ‘Cain … slew his brother: and wherefore 
slew he him? because his owne works were evill, and his brothers good’.

This was exactly the kind of emotional interplay which Shakespeare 
loved to exploit, creating murderous characters whose malevolence was 
directed at someone whose good qualities made them feel inferior. In As 
You Like It, Oliver, planning Orlando’s murder, admitted to his hatred of 
a rival brother so much more virtuous than himself, who made him seem 
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‘altogether misprised’ (1.1.177). In Othello, Iago acknowledged his motive in 
justifying the death of Cassio who ‘hath a daily beauty in his life that makes 
me ugly’. (5.1.19) Although not verbalised, this same motive almost certainly 
lay behind the spite of some of Shakespeare’s other malevolent brothers.

The Geneva Bible offered another intriguing insight. In verse 7, God 
urged Cain to ‘do well’ so that Abel would be ‘subject to him’ and ‘rule over 
him’. The marginal note ‘g’ explained that ‘the dignity of the first borne is 
given to Kain over Habel’. This placed the Cain and Abel story in the context 
of rival brothers which runs through Genesis from Ishmael and Isaac, Esau 
and Jacob, through to Joseph crossing his arms when blessing Manasseh 
and Ephraim, reversing the ‘the iron law of primogeniture’.28 It was also a 
burning issue in Shakespeare’s own time.

Not only is it interesting that the Geneva commentators introduced 
the issue of the first born so early, but also that Genesis was Shakespeare’s 
favourite book of the Bible and that fraternal rivalry, including younger 
brothers taking the rights of elder brothers, was one of his most constant 
themes. In King Lear, Edmund usurps the older rightful heir, Edgar. In 
Richard III, Richard kills his elder brother Clarence in order to gain the 
crown. In As You Like It, Frederick removes his elder brother, Duke Senior, 
so as to rule the dukedom.

The last word has not yet been written about Shakespeare and the 
Bible. Important in-depth studies are beginning to emerge on Shakespeare’s 
indebtedness to the Bible and his complex and imaginative use of its themes. 
Recent examples include works on The Tempest as creation and apocalypse,29 
on the relationship between King Lear and Job,30 and on Paulina as a feminist 
antithesis of a misogynistic Paul in The Winter’s Tale.31 Much research, 
however, still remains to be done on the paratextual material, namely the 
extent to which Shakespeare used the marginal notes and study aids of the 
Geneva Bible to inform his use of the Bible.

Shakespeare and theology
An enduring question concerns Shakespeare’s own theology. What did 
Shakespeare himself believe? This is perhaps the deepest question we can ask 
of Shakespeare because it is the vexed and ultimately unanswerable question 
of the extent to which the characters he created reflected his own views. 
We will never know exactly what Shakepeare himself believed. His business, 
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after all, was not to deliver sermons but to create interesting, complex and 
believable characters—to portray life with all its drama on a stage.

If, however, we cannot know what Shakespeare believed, we can cer-
tainly know what he understood because we can know what his characters 
believed. They frequently reflected the theological turmoil of the sixteenth 
century and they equally frequently showed themselves to be remarkably 
erudite and well-informed.

Shakespeare’s characters knew that there were competing theologies. 
Unlike Western society today, the question of correct doctrine was the stuff 
of everyday conversation in Elizabethan England. The torture and execu-
tion of people for heresy was still vivid in the community’s mind, although 
heresy alone was insufficient grounds for the death penalty in England after 
the passing of Elizabeth’s Act of Supremacy in 1559.32 Aways looking for the 
dramatic, Shakespeare used the notion of heresy both literally and figuratively.

In the Catholic–Protestant court of King Henry VIII, Cardinal Wolsey 
could label Thomas Cranmer a heretic (3.2.102), but by the end of the play 
Wolsey was gone and Cranmer was Archbishop of Canterbury!33 Shakespeare 
knew full well that heresy was often defined to suit the powerful and that the 
accuser was just as likely to be a heretic as the accused, a point he cleverly 
used in The Winter’s Tale in Paulina’s stinging reply to King Leontas: ‘It is 
an heretic that makes the fire, Not she which burns in’t’. (3.2.116–19).

Shakespeare and therefore his characters also knew that there were dif-
ferent Bible translations, a reality which the Geneva Bible acknowledged in 
its Preface: ‘some translations reade after some sort, and some after another’. 
Shakespeare came to realise that the Bishops’ Bible which he regularly heard, 
and the Geneva Bible which he regularly read, did not always say the same 
thing, and he liked to play on this theological paradox.

In Love’s Labour’s Lost, when Longaville says ‘Thy love is far from charity’ 
(4.3.125), Shakespeare is displaying his awareness of the tension between 
the words ‘charity’ and ‘love’ in differing wording of Romans 13:10 in the 
Bishops’ and Geneva Bibles. When Biron later decares that ‘Charity itself 
fulfils the law’ (4.3.361–62), the words of Scripture are in his mouth, the text 
of Romans 13:10 in the form used in the Bishops’ Bible. ‘Charitie woorketh 
no ill to his neyghbour, therefore the fulfilling of the lawe is charitie’. The 
Geneva Bible used the word love rather than the word charity—‘therefore 
is love the fulfilling of the law’.
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The theology expressed by Shakespeare’s characters was an essential 
component of the plays because Shakespeare’s great themes were the great 
themes of the Bible: sin, hell, damnation, repentance, forgiveness and, most 
pervasive of all, fall and redemption.

In King Richard II, the Queen, walking in the garden, discovered that 
even the gardener believed King Richard to be doomed. Shakespeare often 
depicted people in gardens and connected that with Garden of Eden imagery. 
Sad and angry, the Queen asked ‘What Eve, what serpent, hath suggested 
thee, to make a second fall of cursed man?’ Not only did Shakepeare here, 
through the Queen, display his easy familiarity with the narrative of Adam 
and Eve in Genesis 3, but he also showed his understanding of the theology of 
the ‘fall of man’. His characters often spoke of ‘damnation’ as a consequence 
of evil deeds, which Christians of Shakespeare’s time understood as being 
eternally doomed to Hell.

Shakespeare, however, also clearly understood the Reformed biblical 
concept that salvation was not attained by human merit nor even lost by 
evil deeds, but given by the free grace of God made possible through the 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God’s Son.

Therefore by the workes of the Law shall no flesh be justi-
fied … for all have sinned and are deprived of the glorie 
of God. And are justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus.

(Romans 3:20–24, GB)

This principle was one of the essential catalysts for the Protestant 
Reformation. Martin Luther’s main critique of the Roman Catholic Church 
was not just that the Church taught that people achieved salvation by their 
own merit, but that such merit could be purchased. This was widely exploited 
by the Church in the commercialisation of ‘indulgences’ by which people 
paid for the remission of time in purgatory. The Catholic Church itself cur-
tailed the abuse of such indulgences in the Counter-Reformation, but the 
abuse was rife in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Shakespeare clearly 
understood this abuse of indulgences by the Church. In one of Shakespeare’s 
most politically-charged speeches, he has King John defy the Pope, the 
‘Italian priest’, whom he will not permit to extort profits from his dominion, 
prefiguring the ire of Martin Luther by three centuries.
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Though you and all the kings of Christendom
Are led so grossly by this meddling priest
Dreading the curse that money may buy out;
And by the merit of vile gold, dross, dust,
Purchase corrupted pardon of a man,
Who in that sale sells pardon from himself;
Though you and all the rest so grossly led
This juggling witchcraft with revenue cherish,
Yet I alone, alone do me oppose,
Against the pope and count his friends my foes.

(King John, 3.1.163–72)

Rejecting this same abuse, the Geneva Bible, as a Reformation Bible, 
stressed therefore that salvation was by God’s grace alone. Although the 
theology of grace is discernible in the whole of Scripture, it is most clearly 
stated and argued in St Paul’s epistles. Here, for example, is Titus 3:5 and 
its associated note:

Not by the works of righteousnesse which we had done but 
according to his mercy he saved us. (Titus 3:5, GB). Note c: 
God doth not justifie us for respect of anything which he 
seeth in us, but doth prevent us (‘go ahead of us’) with his 
grace and freely accepteth us.

This crucial aspect of reformation theology was regularly reinforced 
in the Geneva Bible’s introductions (‘Arguments’) to Paul’s epistles as well 
as in its concise chapter summaries, material which was constantly at hand 
for Shakespeare to study:

The great mercie of God is declared towards man in Christ 
Iesus, whose righteousnesse is made ours through faith. 
For when man by reason of his owne corruption could not 
fulfill the law … the infinite bountie of God … ordained that 
man’s saluation should onely stand in the perfit obedience 
of his Sonne Iesus Christ.

(Introduction to Romans, GB)
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… and to be iustified by grace through faith, and not by works.

(Chapter Summary, Romans 3, GB)

… wee are freely iustified before God without any workes 
or ceremonies.

(Introduction to Galatians, GB)

Shakespeare’s characters showed a keen awareness of this theological 
tension between merit and grace. In The Merchant of Venice, Portia argues 
that the Jewish merchant, Shylock, should show mercy to Antonio, forgiving 
him the pound of flesh he owes. Carefully distinguishing justice and mercy, 
she declares: ‘Therefore Jew, though justice be your plea, consider this, that 
in the course of justice, none of us should see salvation’. Behind Portia’s words 
lies Shakespeare’s clear grasp of Reformation theology.

Shakespeare was no theologian, but he was adept at using the disputed 
theologies of his era in dramatic ways. Although, as in the case of Portia, he 
might employ the theological tension between merit and grace in a serious 
way, he was just as likely to use the concept playfully, ironically or sarcasti-
cally. In Love’s Labours Lost, as we have seen, the Princess uses this theology 
light-heartedly: ‘See, see, my beauty will be saved by merit! O heresy in fair, 
fit for these days’(4.1.21–23). To claim that any merit in her beauty could 
‘save’ her, was certainly a ‘heresy’ at a time when the thrust of theology was 
that salvation was by grace alone! Even a character like Falstaff can assert a 
theology of grace in King Henry IV part 1, when he says of Bardolph that, ‘if 
men were to be sav’d by merit, what hole in hell were hot enough for him?’ 
(1.2.108–108). These theological allusions could only be understood by an 
audience to whom the disputed theologies were well known.

Shakespeare well understood the competing theologies of his era. His 
competent grasp of Reformation theology was undergirded by the theologi-
cal explanatory notes in the Geneva Bible. That he read and understood 
its decidedly Calvinistic theology, however, did not make Shakespeare a 
Puritan. Indeed some of his more unpleasant characters such as Malvolio 
(Twelfth Night) were stated to be Puritans. Much has been written on whether 
Shakespeare was Catholic or Puritan, although to this author the simplest 
and most defensible conclusion is that he belonged to neither extreme, but 
was merely what he appeared to be, an interested and contributing member 
of his local (‘Anglican’) church.
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It is, in any case, impossible to demonstrate that Shakespeare’s personal 
theology had a distinct leaning one way or the other. Shakespeare was far 
more interested in exploiting the dramatic tensions between these compet-
ing theologies than in promoting one or the other. The extreme Calvinistic 
view of predestination was a fruitful field for such high drama. Both Hamlet 
and Richard III, for example, struggled with fate, with whether they were 
locked into a predetermined destiny or whether they had the free will to 
influence their own future.

Conclusions
Shakespeare owned and read his own Bible, and it is abundantly clear that 
he owned a Geneva Bible. As an avid reader with his own library, he may 
have owned other versions of the Bible, although this is not highly likely 
because other Bibles were not widely available.34 It is certain that Shakespeare 
was familiar with what he heard—the Bishops’ Bible and the 1559 Book of 
Common Prayer to which he regularly alluded—but for his most serious 
personal study he used his own Geneva Bible.

It is also apparent that he was familiar with the use of the ‘information 
technology’ of the Geneva Bible: its marginal notes, its cross references, its 
book and chapter summaries, and its tabulated data. Shakespeare was a 
perceptive reader and there is little doubt that his Geneva Bible was central 
to his deep and insightful biblical knowledge, and his imaginative application 
of it in his writing. The degree to which he was influenced by its theology will 
be debated forever, as will the question of what his characters reveal about 
their author. The characters in his plays may not be surrogate Shakespeares, 
but they were certainly remarkably well informed about the Geneva Bible.
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