
Was Shakespeare a lobbyist? Was Falstaff the Elizabethan equivalent of Jack Abramoff? Who 

were the Jacobean equivalents of the Tea Party or Occupy movement? These were just a few of 

the provocative and time-travelling questions posed at “If Money Go Before: Shakespeare 

Lobbying and Elizabethan England,” the third, largest and most ambitious installment yet of the 

annual Shakespeare and the Law discussions presented by the Shakespeare Theatre Company’s 

Bard Association and sponsored by Chadbourne & Parke LLP. The Bard Association, a 

membership group of lawyers and other members of the legal community that supports the 

Shakespeare Theatre Company, is designed to foster strong connections between the legal 

community and STC, and the panel discussion, held on March 22, did not disappoint.  

 

As always, the event was moderated by Abbe D. Lowell, of Chadbourne & Parke. He was joined 

by a panel including Nick Allard, of Patton Boggs; Melanie Sloan, the executive director of 

Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics (CREW); the Honorable Stephanie Herseth Sandlin, 

principal at Olsson Frank Weeda Terman Matz and the four-term representative of South 

Dakota’s at-large district; and Michael Isikoff, the National Investigative Correspondent for 

NBC News. The lively talk balanced the policy wonk’s love of legal detail with a passionate love 

of Shakespeare’s plays and an enthusiasm for eliciting parallels between Shakespeare’s (legal) 

times and ours. 

 - Drew Lichtenberg, Literary Associate 

 

Lobbying Then and Now 

Abbe Lowell: The first question we asked ourselves was whether lobbying was even a concept 

in Shakespeare’s time. We had to define lobbying as it worked back then. And in his plays we 

found a number of examples of people interceding to the government on behalf of either a 

private entity, a public entity, or on behalf of a cause.  

 

Nick Allard: When you compare Shakespeare and modern-day America, you’re talking about 

two completely different systems: Ours is a pluralistic democracy, where the framers limited 

power and provided for democratic rights and privileges, including freedom of the press, 

freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and the right to petition. The right to petition involves 

lobbying. The court has never said that there’s a right to lobby, but courts have said that the right 

to petition includes the right to do it well, including hiring somebody to help you. So that’s our 

system. The system in Elizabethan England was one of hereditary monarchy with a growing, but 

not completely powerful and established parliament.  

 

Abbe Lowell: There’s a quote from Parliament which I love: 

“Before a man mean to move a matter in the House [of Lords] ’tis a good course to 

acquaint some of his friends therewithall, and to desire them to second him, especially 

such men that are gracious with the House.” 

Doesn’t the idea of finding an intermediary to go butter up the higher-ups sound better when it’s 

spoken in Elizabethan English?  

 

Melanie Sloan: There’s a reference to lobbyists in the Queen Mab speech from Romeo and 

Juliet: “Sometimes she gallops o’er a courtier’s nose, and then dreams he of smelling out a suit.” 

“Smelling out a suit” comes from people who would make requests or “suits” at court, courtiers 

who would then get a small fee in return. That’s the modern definition of a lobbyist.  



 

Was Shakespeare a Lobbyist? 

Nick Allard: One overarching concept that we all had, is that Shakespeare and Shakespeare’s 

plays themselves were a form of lobbying. It was a very effective and new type of commentary 

that held up for the public, not just for those in power, a view of the government. 

 

Michael Isikoff: There was no such thing as journalism in Shakespeare’s time. No newspapers, 

no magazines until the late 1600s or 1700s. I am not a scholar of the era, but I think the plays in a 

sense were the media of the time. Julius Caesar or Henry V was MSNBC. That was the way to 

communicate.  

 

Abbe Lowell: On the smallest stage, Shakespeare was seeking the support for the arts. On the 

largest stage, he was actually articulating broader principles. When he writes a play about the 

way a king or a queen acts, or somebody in that nature of power, we all know that the kings and 

queens and the people that were governing England at the time were devoted to watching and 

listening, and he was certainly lobbying them.  

 

Falstaff: Shakespeare’s Jack Abramoff 

Michael Isikoff: If we want to look at the plays, look at Falstaff –for the purposes of this 

discussion, let’s call him Falstaff the lobbyist/bundler/SuperPAC donor. There’s that scene at the 

end of Henry IV, part 2 where he learns that Prince Hal, his old buddy who he’s close to, has 

now become king. He thinks it’s going to be his gravy time, now that our guy is in power. And, 

of course, the king rejects him. But the great thing about Shakespeare is when you read it again 

you find new wrinkles. After that scene, Falstaff says,   

“Do not grieve at this, I shall be sent for in private to him. Look you, he must seem this to 

the world. I will be the man yet that shall make you great.”  

I love that line, “I shall be sent for in private to him,” – that’s the lobbyist in Falstaff. Publicly, 

King Henry must keep his distance from Falstaff, but absent the news media, he will be sent for 

in private by him. It still happens today. That dynamic is so constant. 

 

Abbe Lowell: I like to think of Falstaff as a reminder of where the king came from. We see this 

all the time in politics now, people who were friends way back in the old country days, like the 

Billy Carter to Jimmy Carter, the Web Hubble to President Clinton, even the Jeremiah Wright to 

Barrack Obama. 

 

Nick Allard: Jack Abramoff to the Bush White House? [laughter] 

 

Access Lobbying 

Melanie Sloan: Much of the lobbying in Shakespeare was what we today call access lobbying. 

Gifts are used in the play to purchase favors, especially women used as gifts, or the promise of 

sex as a gift. You see this best in Measure for Measure, where Isabella is eager to save her 

brother, and the only way she’s going to be able to do that is through sleeping with Antonio. It’s 

really a bribe. She’s not going to go through with it in the end, but that’s certainly one of the 

things she was asked to offer. And with Falstaff, think of booze and good company as a kind of 

political gift to Prince Hal to win his favor. 

 



Abbe Lowell: The more we talk, the more I think Falstaff really is the equivalent of Jack, I’m 

starting to figure that out.  

 

The Tea Party 

Abbe Lowell: Who would have been the Tea Partiers or Occupiers in Shakespeare’s plays. 

Where does grassroots lobbying appear in the plays? 

 

Nick Allard: Shakespeare was very suspicious of democratic, populist approaches to 

government. In the plays where he has a democratic takeover of the government, usually it’s 

presented as a mob taking over. He was highly suspicious of it.  

 

Michael Isikoff: It’s a constant through Shakespeare’s plays, this suspicion of the mob. In Henry 

VI, part 2, look at Cade’s rebellion. Cade is really a bit like Ron Paul. He wants to do away with 

all the laws, do away with all restrictions, de-regulate society. He even talks about returning to a 

gold standard or something even more libertarian. “There shall be no money, all shall eat and 

drink on my score,” says Cade, and of course the next line is the famous one, “The first thing we 

do, let’s kill all the lawyers.” In other words, when we get power it’s going to be our world and 

the lawyers are those who enforce the laws through the civil system of the day.  

 

Nick Allard: That’s the most misunderstood, misquoted passage in all of Shakespeare. They 

clearly don’t like the fact that lawyers stand for upholding the law and protecting legitimate 

government and people. That’s what that passage is getting at, the concept that lawyers uphold 

laws and protect people, but that’s not what the popular understanding is. But Stephanie had to 

deal recently with the Tea Party and rabble-rousers, if you want to talk about thrown grenades. 

 

Stephanie Herseth-Sandlin: Over the last decade, protest has changed dramatically, with 

websites and online fundraising and online petitions. Often there are very well-organized and 

well-resourced special interest groups that can find your constituents, rile them up on an issue, 

and then patch them through to your office on an 800 line. It comes at you pretty quickly in one’s 

congressional office. I’m not in any way comparing the characters of Coriolanus to President 

Obama, but the way the Roman tribunes de-legitimized Coriolanus reminded me vividly of what 

I experienced in August of 2009 at a number of public events when members of the Tea Party 

sought to de-legitimize President Obama.  

When Brutus, the Roman Tribune in Coriolanus, says to the citizens, “Did you perceive 

he did solicit you in free contempt when he did need your loves, and do you think that his 

contempt shall not be bruising to you when he hath power to crush?” Think of those fear tactics, 

with people saying, “When he has the power to socialize medicine?” The third citizen says, 

“He’s not confirmed, we may deny him yet.” You know, “He’s not a citizen, his birth certificate 

isn’t real.” Brutus comes back,  

“Get you hence instantly and tell those friends that they have chose a consul that will take 

from them their liberties, make them of no more voice than dogs that are as often beat for 

barking as therefore kept to do so.”  

This riling up of the people to delegitimize a politician, planting seeds of doubt as to whether or 

not this individual has the right to the power he currently has. This is a significant 

correspondence, I think, between Shakespeare and in the modern day. Now we have SuperPACs 



keeping folks in the Republican presidential primary, trying to exert political party purity. It 

happens on both sides. 

 

Shakespeare & Birtherism 

Mike Isikoff: Speaking of birth certificates, I want to throw one stink bomb out here in 

conclusion, which is the whole discussion of whether Shakespeare actually wrote his own plays, 

this entire discussion that was given further credence by a not well-attended Hollywood movie 

earlier this year. It’s the equivalent of the Birther Movement in contemporary politics. We have 

more evidence about Shakespeare’s actual biographical life than any other playwright from his 

era, sort of in the way that we have more evidence about President Obama’s birth certificate – 

it’s because of the fascination people have had for hundreds of years with finding an alternative, 

that we have so much proof that Shakespeare wrote these plays. Those birth announcements in 

the Hawaiian newspapers are really just the equivalent of the folios, aren’t they? 

 

 


