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The title of this paper would have offended Cicero, who in De oratore,
III.xli.l64 scolds, "Iwould not have it said that the republic was 'castrated' by
the death of Africanus; I would not have Glaucia called 'the excrement of
the senate;' for though there may be a resemblance, yet it is a depraved
imagination in both cases that gives rise to such a comparison."1 Thus, from
the outset, I stand convicted of depravity.

"Myfather is deceast, come, Gaveston,1And share the kingdom with thy
deerestfriend" (I.i.1-2).2 These first lines of Edward II echo and respond to
an array of interconnected social and political practices current in late
sixteenth-century England. They allude to the question of succession, a
dangerous topic in the 80s and 90s, but one the dramatists nevertheless
broach.3 The lines also refer to a father-son conflict over the inheritance
and dispersal of property, that is, the kingdom. According to Lawrence
Stone, during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries "it was
exceptionally easy and exceptionally tempting to sell property or grant it
away from the heir male."4 This was also a period when large estates were
squandered by sons alienating their patrimonies to pay outstanding debts
and to consume conspicuously as courtiers, or to settle property on their
own daughters and younger sons; thus heirs general and widows
"dismembered" the estates of existing peers.s These first lines also refer to
Edward's conflict with his noble families and remind the audience that the
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries were also the time when "'The
crucial victories of the Crown over the nobility were won. . .. It was then
that the great territorial empires were at last broken up."6 The conflict with
the peers goes hand in hand with Edward's system of preferment: at their
expense, he will raise his "minion" Gaveston to positions of power; thus also
preferment at Elizabeth's court depended on the successful "seduction" of
the Queen, not necessarily on one's dukedoms or one's physical force.
According to Leonard Tennenhouse, "'The English political situation
uniquely required strategies for wooing an unavailable woman as the means
to government posts, titles, honors, and all sorts of patronage
opportunities."7 Such wooing was perceived, I shall argue, as an issue larger
than simply the language one used to empower oneself.s
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