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Gorboduc (1561)

Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville are two extremely interesting men who
wrote an extremely important play, Gorboduc. The play was the first regular English
tragedy, the first English drama of any type to be written in blank verse, and one of
the first English history plays. It was written in collaboration by two young, wealthy,
well-educated men, trained in law, who had already served as members of
Parliament. The authors performed their play before Queen Elizabeth in the troubled
early years of her reign. They had no original intention of publishing their play but
were forced to do so after a pirated first edition appeared with various corrupt

readings. All of these factors lead to highly interesting points of analysis.

Norton and Sackville wrote Gorboduc with one definite purpose in mind: to
offer political advice to Queen Elizabeth I, the young relative of Sackville who then
sat on the throne of a country sharply divided by political and religious differences.
The whole play is an urgent plea for Elizabeth to do everything in her power to keep

the nation united.

To dramatize their political statements, the two playwrights made significant
changes in the story told by Geoffrey of Monmouth of an ancient British king. In
Geoffrey’s account, when King Gorboduc grows old, his two sons, Ferrex and
Porrex, both desire the Crown. Porrex kills his brother but then is slain by his own
mother, Widen, in revenge for Ferrex. Civil war breaks out, and the country is torn
apart, eventually being divided into five different kingdoms before it is reunited
under one strong leader. The horrors of a divided kingdom and of civil war were

already evident in the story, but Norton and Sackville carefully altered other details



to make their political arguments clearer and more emphatic, to make their play, in
effect, a mirror for one magistrate. The play stresses the necessity of a ruler’s
heeding wise counsel, distinguishing between flatterers and good advisers, keeping
control over the unruly commons, settling all questions of succession to the throne,
summoning Parliament at the proper time, and ensuring that the realm will not fall

to a foreign ruler.

The political messages begin in the play as early as possible, in the well-
known dumb show that precedes act 1. To the music of violins, a group of savages
enters with a bundle of sticks, which they try, first individually and then with their
combined strength, to break. They fail—until they begin to pull the sticks out one at
a time, and then they can snap them easily. The interpretation is clear: Unity is
strength; division is weakness. The act that follows contains two scenes. In the first,
Queen Viden (Geoffrey’s Widen) sorrowfully informs her elder and favorite son that
his father plans to divide Ferrex’s inheritance and give half of the realm to Porrex.
The second scene shows her statement to be true. King Gorboduc, whose mind is
already decided on the question, nevertheless asks three of his counselors for their
opinions of his plan. The first two, Arostus and Philander, agree to the division of
the country, though Philander argues that it should not happen while the king is still
living. Only Eubulus, whose name means “good counselor,” argues against the
dangerous plan, but he is ignored by Gorboduc. After the act has ended, a chorus of
four ancient sages of Britain enters to voice their condemnation of the foolish

decision of the king.

The tight organizational scheme of the authors is apparent: They begin with a
dumb show that clearly relates to the events in the act that follows; then, the chorus

comments on the action preceding it and connects that action thematically with the



dumb show. The pattern will continue for all five acts, with the exception that there

1s no chorus after the fifth act.

Gorboduc is a chain of slaughter and revenge written in direct imitation of Seneca.

The primary messages of Gorboduc shed light on the catastrophic dangers of divided

authority and the critical need for a clear, stable succession.

1-The Danger of Dividing Power: The central plot follows King Gorboduc's
decision to divide his kingdom between his two sons, Ferrex and Porrex, rather than
following primogeniture (inheritance by the eldest). This act is portrayed as a
fundamental violation of the "natural order," leading directly to civil war and the

total collapse of the royal family.

2-The Necessity of Clear Succession: The play warns that a "guideless realm"
without a certain heir becomes "an open prey" to internal strife and foreign invasion.
This was a pointed message urging Queen Elizabeth 1 to marry and produce a

legitimate heir to ensure national stability.

3-The Destructive Nature of Revenge: The narrative showcases a "chain of
vengeance" where Queen Videna kills her younger son (Porrex) to avenge her older
son (Ferrex), only for the commoners to kill both the King and Queen in response.
This illustrates how personal passions and private whims can destroy a state when

they interfere with political duty.

4-The Importance of Wise Counsel: A recurring theme is the failure of the King
to heed his advisors (such as Eubulus), who foresee the disaster of division. The play
suggests that political stability requires open dialogue and agreement between the

monarch, the council, and Parliament.



5-The Fragility of Political Structures: When the royal lineage is extinguished, a
power vacuum is created that nearly causes the kingdom to collapse. The play
concludes by emphasizing that only the restoration of the "lawful heir" or

parliamentary intervention can end the "endless storms" of civil conflict.

Note:

While Gorboduc and King Lear share a foundational plot—the disastrous
division of a kingdom by an aging monarch—their core messages differ in tone and
purpose. Gorboduc is a didactic political warning that uses a Senecan structure to
strictly condemn civil discord and advocate for stable succession. In contrast, King
Lear is a reflective character study that moves beyond political "lessons" to explore
the tragic depths of human nature, madness, and existential suffering. While
Gorboduc uses its blank verse to instruct the state, Shakespeare uses the same themes

to question the very essence of human identity and authority.
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