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“The Teeth of All Rhyme and Reason”: 
Shakespeare's Dental Fixation1

Jarrod DePrado
University of Connecticut

For there was never yet philosopher
That could endure the toothache patiently
Much Ado About Nothing (4.2.35-6)

M
	 uch has been written about the breadth of knowledge 
	 that William Shakespeare displays in his work, allowing 
	 scholars to combine historical and biographical details 

to speculate on his impressive range of intellect. While numerous 
articles discuss the relationship between the Bard and the medical 
field,2 comparatively less attention has been paid to his discussion 
of dentistry. This article aims to provide a holistic look at the various 
components of dental care that were on the audience’s mind at the 
time: the numerous factors that negatively impacted the quality of 
one’s teeth, leading to toothaches; attempts to clean teeth to stave 
off their removal; the persistence of halitosis; and the supernatural 
relevance ascribed to toothaches, natal teeth, and other dental 
abnormalities, such as harelips. Comparatively few scholars have 
discussed the expansive role and influence of dentistry in the early 
modern period in depth, and this article looks to compile the 
disparate research into a concise view of the problems plaguing 
Shakespeare’s audience. Additionally, without speculating on how 
much personal experience Shakespeare had with the unsettling 
dentistry practices of the time, this article discusses how he reflects 
his audience’s understanding of these issues throughout his canon. 
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Nearly every play3 mentions teeth in a variety of applications, and 
he ultimately draws a correlation between one’s dental condition 
and social status: from the toothpicks used by the upper class, to the 
low opinion held of tooth-pullers, to the maliciousness ascribed to 
Richard III because of his natal teeth. Shakespeare’s works reveal a 
communal dental experience that united audience members from 
the Queen to the peasants, yet still reaffirmed cultural differences 
in how they did—or did not—address their dental problems.

Since the Elizabethan era was rife with dental issues—tooth 
decay affected most early modern adults4—Shakespeare was 
acutely aware of the physical symptoms of the sufferers. Examining 
the overlap between the historical, dental realities of the time and 
how they are represented in Shakespeare’s plays reveals a correlation 
between class, dental condition, and the tools available for 
rectifying dental issues. Many of Shakespeare’s characters directly 
address dental problems as an indicator of class; the lower classes 
have limited access to dental tools, such as toothpicks, and are 
often equated with having poor dental hygiene. While higher-class 
members of the audience also struggled with dental concerns, their 
on-stage counterparts are often spared from similar pains. Even 
Richard III’s natal teeth become a mythologized representation 
of his destined malevolence, one of many examples of teeth as 
a symbol for strength, whether literal or metaphorical. Tapping 
into existing superstitions and social stigmas concerning teeth, 
Shakespeare demonstrates an understanding of the spectrum of 
dental problems (and their equally dangerous solutions) to reflect a 
nuanced look at the performative overlap between class and dental 
hygiene.5

Toothaches

Much like his understanding of the human body and medicine, 
Shakespeare demonstrates a deft awareness of an array of dental 
issues, as dentistry was not yet a reliable stand-alone trade. Nicholas 
Culpeper’s (1616-1654) posthumously published writings, 
particularly the section on treating ailments for the mouth, teeth, 
and gums, outline contemporary medical practices.6 Though he 
was born and practiced after Shakespeare’s death, his compiled 
remedies reveal the extent to which doctors were diagnosing and 
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treating dental issues into the seventeenth century. In Elizabethan 
England, there were very few remedies for dental infections, which 
were both painful and dangerous. From 1583-1599, nearly two 
percent of the deaths reported by St. Botolph’s parish—located near 
Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre in London—were dental-related and 
these problems were the second largest cause of death in children 
under the age of one.7 In Shakespeare’s works, toothaches are not 
fatal but are a source of physical discomfort with limited remedies. 
They were such a visible part of society that a change in tomb design 
in the early seventeenth century, from an “image of the deceased 
[...] lying on its back praying up to heaven” to one in which they 
“lie on [their] side gazing at onlookers and supporting the head 
on one hand” became known as the “toothache position.”8 When 
Iago tells Othello, “being troubled with a raging tooth, / I could 
not sleep,” it is a believable premise for overhearing the alleged 
sleep-talking Cassio (3.3.417-8).9 This correlation between dental 
discomfort and insomnia is also in Cymbeline. When Posthumus 
faces execution, the jailer philosophically acknowledges, “he that 
sleeps feels not the toothache” (5.5.142-3). In Much Ado About 
Nothing, Benedick explains away his moodiness with the excuse, “I 
have the toothache” (3.2.20). While he is not believed and instead 
taunted for being in love, the short conversation reveals much about 
the commonality and discomfort of toothaches at this time, as well 
as the suspected causes. When Don Pedro asks Benedick, “What? 
Sigh for a toothache?” Leonato adds, “Where is but a humor or a 
worm” (3.2.24-5). Shakespeare refers to the Elizabethans’ belief 
that the primary cause of toothaches and decay was either an excess 
of phlegm—one of the four humors—or worms inside the teeth.10

Treatments for a toothache caused by an upset to the humors 
often included bloodletting11 (or bleeding) of the gums and other 
body parts.12 Depending on their suspected cause, toothaches 
were also treated with various mouth rinses, including vinegar. 
Although vinegar had been recognized as an acidic danger to teeth 
long before the Elizabethan era, killing a potential infection was 
worth the risk.13 Shakespeare uses this consumption of vinegar, also 
referred to as “eisell,” as an analogy in Sonnet 111, writing, “like 
a willing patient I will drink / Potions of eisell ’gainst my strong 
infection” (9-10). The common treatment for “toothworms” was 
burning henbane, a narcotic in the nightshade family, to smoke 
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out the worms, which no doubt alleviated pain “and the soporific 
effect probably helped blur the fact that seedbuds of henbane, 
when burned, leave an ash resembling worms,” seemingly 
confirming the toothworm theory.14 Though many had discounted 
this theory by the seventeenth century, other superstitious beliefs 
became associated with the cause. Benedick’s toothache, for 
example, is fitting since those in love were often thought to be 
afflicted with toothaches.15 However, this also carries negative 
implications, as toothaches were associated with cuckoldry, when 
“the metaphorical appearance of a cuckold’s horns on his head is 
compared to the process of an infant cutting their teeth.”16 The 
diagnosed causes were many, both physical and emotional, while 
accuracy and effective treatment were only sporadic. Regardless of 
the cause, many Elizabethans considered the manageable agony of 
toothaches preferable (and hopefully temporary) compared to the 
equally painful and dangerous tooth removal.

For most social classes, invasive dentistry was generally 
handled by either barbers or surgeons.17 One common remedy, 
which remained under the jurisdiction of barbers until the 
twentieth century, was pulling or “drawing” teeth. When Benedick 
mentions his toothache, Don Pedro’s immediate response is “Draw 
it” (3.1.21). After Benedick responds with “Hang it!,” Claudio 
jokes, “You must hang it first and draw it afterward” (3.1.22-3), 
a reference to the teeth that were removed and hung in windows 
to advertise dental services.18 However, the dental field was full 
of practitioners of various skill, ranging from those trying their 
best but limited by the technology of their time, to those who 
were “incompetent,” to quacks and charlatans preying on the 
vulnerable.19 Shakespeare’s sole overt reference to a “tooth-drawer” 
is an insult in Love’s Labour’s Lost. Holofernes’s face is, they mock, 
one that resembles St. George’s imprinted on a lead brooch “worn 
in the cap of a tooth-drawer” (5.2.688). This is a clear reference to 
the dress of the “tooth-drawers” of the time—the more affordable 
option for those who could not go to the barber-surgeon—who 
often wore such a hat, as well as a belt ornamented with teeth 
they had pulled.20 Blacksmiths also pulled teeth for sufferers on a 
budget, though they did not dress the part. Shakespeare reinforces 
existing stereotypes that tooth-drawers were foppish, lower-
ranking members of society who often relied on drawing attention 



95“The Teeth of All Rhyme and Reason”

to themselves with their outlandish clothes.21 Antithetical to the 
typical aristocratic brooch-wearers, those who pulled teeth were 
hardly respected, not least because there was a booming market 
for snake oil salesmen to pitch dental remedies. In addition to the 
risk of damage to healthy teeth, gums, and jaw bones, having teeth 
pulled was incredibly painful, as referenced in Sir Thomas More.22 
When Jack Falconer vows to avenge himself on his barber, he 
promises it will “be worse [...] than ten tooth-drawings” (9.258-9).

Blackened Teeth

Even Queen Elizabeth I was not immune from dental 
problems, who was described in contemporary accounts as having 
yellow and missing teeth.23 Other accounts confirm that she 
suffered from pyorrhea, or periodontitis, causing the blackening 
of her teeth, which lead to the loss of her front teeth, and her 
reliance on cloth to fill out her cheeks.24 However, Elizabeth, the 
highest-ranked person in England, also set social trends, including 
her trademark pale complexion and red cheeks. Makeup used by 
women, including the Queen and actors playing women,25 was 
made up of “Mercury, lead and arsenic-based compounds.”26 
While the white lead and mercury gave the applicant the desired 
physical appearance, there was a dangerous list of side effects, 
including receding gums and loose teeth that acquired a grey 
film.27 As Morris Tilley reports from contemporary accounts of 
the time, there was equal difficulty in working to obtain white 
teeth and white skin.28 In a time of limited dental remedies, the 
sufferers were often dependent on masking the problems instead of 
addressing them; hence, instead of treating them, blackened teeth 
eventually became fashionable,29 reflecting one’s financial access 
to items like “sugarplum, coffee, and tobacco” that stained the 
teeth.30 As such, Elizabethans would either intentionally let their 
teeth rot or blacken them with soot to mimic the aristocratic look. 
While tooth cleaning was available from barber-surgeons, their 
tools were limited to toothpicks, cloth, and a whitening solution 
made from citric acid; unsurprisingly, this ate away at the enamel 
and led to further tooth decay.31 Additionally, between the side 
effects of scurvy32 and the accessibility of refined sugars (for those 
who could afford to indulge), the rate of decaying teeth increased 



96 Jarrod DePrado

exponentially in the 1600s.33 Fortunately, after Elizabeth died 
in 1603, the blackened-teeth fad faded. In Henry VIII (c.1613), 
Chamberlain says of the Cardinal that there is “No doubt he’s 
noble– / He had a black mouth that said other of him” (1.3.57-8). 
While the meaning of “black mouth” here seems to imply one who 
lies, it could also be a coy remark to the strange fashion statement 
that determined nobility only twenty years earlier. It would have 
been those with a “black mouth” who ultimately determined who 
was or was not “noble.”

Additionally, Elizabethans suffered from a large outbreak of 
syphilis (or “pox,” a favorite topic of Shakespeare’s),34 accounting 
for nearly half of all hospitalizations, with side effects that included 
the loss of cartilage from the nose and palate.35 While some could 
afford to wear a false copper nose to address the former, artificial 
palates could assist but also exacerbated the loss of the roof 
of one’s mouth, and there was little cure for those who lost the 
ability to speak altogether.36 The treatment for syphilis was also 
mercury: applied to the skin, taken orally, or used as a “fumigant” 
in “mercury vapor treatment,” where the patient would inhale the 
fumes from heated mercury,37 not dissimilar from the fumigation 
process for driving out supposed toothworms. As many have noted, 
this led to the popular saying at the time, “A night with Venus, a 
lifetime with Mercury.”38 Not surprisingly, the side effects of the 
mercury treatment also exacerbated problems with the mouth, 
including “sore mouth and throat, sometimes involving ulceration, 
[and] copious salivation.”39 This is why Elizabethans would often 
“[equate…] loose teeth with loose morals.”40 Also, various emetics 
were a common treatment for most medical maladies, which 
led to the “acidic erosion of the enamel.”41 Despite the ability to 
look the other way at the Queen’s bad teeth, Elizabethan society 
still recognized dental hygiene as an attractive physical attribute, 
as seen in Love’s Labor’s Lost when Boyet is described as having 
“teeth as white as whale’s bone” (5.2.331). Even in The Winter’s 
Tale, when Florizel describes Perdita’s hand as being “white as [... 
an] Ethiopian’s tooth” (4.4.366-7), Shakespeare uses black skin to 
establish a contrast to appealing white teeth.42 While historically 
dental issues were a social equalizer suffered by the rich and 
poor alike, there is a clearer social divide in Shakespeare’s plays. 
Characters like Coriolanus place a greater social emphasis on 
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hygiene, demanding that the citizens “wash their faces / And keep 
their teeth clean” (2.3.60-1) before they approach him to ask for 
his assistance. However, there were limited options for doing that.

Dental Hygiene

Since using a napkin or one’s fingers to clean one’s teeth was 
considered poor manners, the enduring dental hygiene aid at this 
time was the toothpick.43 While rudimentary toothpicks have 
been used since the evolution of modern humans, by Shakespeare’s 
time they had become a luxury item of the upper class; made of 
fine metals or encrusted with jewels, they could be dowry items 
or worn around the neck on a chain.44 Shakespeare refers to this 
in All’s Well That Ends Well, in Parolles’s comical aside on virginity, 
calling it “out of fashion, richly suited, but unsuitable, just like 
the brooch and the toothpick, which wear not now” (1.1.155-
8). While scholars have used this line to point out that wearing a 
toothpick was perhaps already an outdated practice by the end of 
the sixteenth century, 45 it is difficult to discern because, later in 
the same play, Lavatch (or the Fool) has observed Bertram “pick 
his teeth” (3.2.7-8).46 Similarly, in The Winter’s Tale, the Clown 
recognizes that Autolycus “seems to be the more noble in being 
fantastical: a great man, I’ll warrant; I know by the picking on’s 
teeth” (4.4.753-5). In these two plays, lower-class characters 
see higher-ranked characters using toothpicks and associate 
toothpicking with the upper classes. While the aristocracy had 
more access to dental resources, those of the working class often 
suffered from the materials related to their occupations. Potters 
suffered from lead poisoning and painters worked with “noxious 
substances” that affected their complexion and teeth.

Additionally, several plays also label toothpicks a foreign 
novelty, as in King John, when Philip (the Bastard) imagines a 
fictional conversation with a “traveller,” specifically noting “his 
toothpick” (1.1.189-90). In Much Ado About Nothing, Benedick 
demonstrates his loyalty to Don Pedro by performing ambitious 
tasks, including an offer to “fetch you a toothpicker now from 
the furthest inch of Asia” (2.1.251-2). Shakespeare’s plays contain 
potentially contradictory references to toothpicks: somehow both 
rare, foreign treasures and outdated trinkets of the upper class. But 
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Robert Collmer argues that the pervasive references to toothpicks 
in other contemporary writings, not least of all Ben Jonson, 
reinforce the belief that those of high quality remained tools of the 
aristocracy, a symbol of one’s foreign travel or nationalistic identity, 
and a keepsake for those who had an “aspiration for gentility.”47 
Just as the handkerchief was a “love-token” that also conveyed 
“social dignity and bodily hygiene,” the same argument could be 
made for the standing of the toothpick in society.48 Lacking access 
to higher-quality toothpicks, social aspirants relied on those of 
inferior quality, which Shakespeare’s contemporaries recognized 
led to irritation and infection in the gums, having an inverse 
effect on one’s health and hygiene.49 Yet, as their usage became 
more widespread, they lost their “prestige” by the mid-seventeenth 
century and eventually became associated with criminality by the 
twentieth century.50 

Halitosis

Perhaps the most potent symptom of poor dental hygiene, 
after the discoloration and loss of teeth, was halitosis.52 It is worth 
noting that another side effect of mercury poisoning (whose 
rampant usage is discussed above) is bad breath; the same is true 
for syphilis.53 Whatever the cause, Shakespeare’s characters often 
associate the quality of one’s breath with class. Coriolanus makes 
bad breath a running characteristic of the common people who 
have, per Brutus, “stinking breaths” (2.1.233); per Coriolanus, 
“breath I hate / As reek o’th’ rotten fens” (3.3.119-20); and, per 
Menenius, “The breath of garlic-eaters” (4.6.99). Throughout the 
play, Coriolanus cannot disassociate discussing the tributes—“The 
tongues o’th’ common mouth”—or the common people in dental 
terms, demanding to know from those in power, “You being their 
mouths, why rule you not their teeth?” (3.1.37). His dismissive 
attitude toward the people reduces them to being unhygienic and 
easily manipulated, unlike “the will of the nobility” (3.1.40).54 
Shakespeare also intrinsically links bad breath and the impoverished, 
not simply because of their hygiene but also their eating habits. For 
example, in Measure for Measure, Lucio says that Claudio “would 
mouth with a beggar, though she smelt brown bread and garlic” 
(3.1.446-7), signaling that it is not just potent foods but the low 
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quality of the bread which “rapidly turned musty and affected the 
breath.”55 Also, it was common for bread to be weighed down with 
stones to make loaves appear heavier, which damaged teeth when 
bitten into.56 Once again, the references Shakespeare makes must 
be well-known enough to land with an audience that spanned the 
full socioeconomic strata. As Danielle Nagler recounts, smells in 
general “mirrored [one’s] inner essence” and directly correlated 
with a perception of one’s lifestyle.57

Shakespeare specifies other foods that cause the offensive odor, 
as in Bottom’s advice to the actors in A Midsummer Night’s Dream to 
“eat no onions nor garlic, for we are to utter sweet breath” (4.2.38-
9), or an aside in 2 Henry VI that Jack Cade will speak “stinking 
law, for his breath stinks with eating toasted cheese” (4.7.9-10). 
This exchange continues, using a play on dental words. When Cade 
swears that his “mouth shall be the parliament of England,” Nick 
quietly replies, “Then we are like to have biting statutes, unless his 
teeth be pulled out” (4.7.12-5). In both cases, Shakespeare mixes 
their metaphorical breath (language) of performers, or those who 
speak in public, with their bodily breath, implying that the latter 
can pollute the former. Compare this to Casca’s recounting of the 
aftermath of Julius Caesar turning down the crown, where the 
plebians “uttered such a deal of stinking breath because Caesar 
refused the crown that it had almost choked Caesar” (1.2.246-
8). Like Coriolanus, Casca associates bad breath, even if only 
metaphorically foul, with the common folk owing primarily to 
their encouragement of Caesar’s crowning. This is taken a step 
further in The Tempest, when Prospero tells Sebastian that “to 
call [him] brother / Would even infect my mouth” (5.1.130-1). 
Here exchanging pleasantries with certain classes or individuals 
is so distasteful that it can bring about a metaphorical infection. 
Shakespeare’s references to the corruption of words or audiences 
through the quality of the air is a humorous analogy that relies on 
an audience’s awareness of pervasive bad breath, though he uses it 
primarily to describe contempt for lower-class characters.

While halitosis remains a derogatory association with the lower 
classes in Shakespeare, bad breath is also a source of power. Amy 
Kenny recounts that, in Julius Caesar, the stinking breath of the 
plebeians is a powerful force that enacts change; if bad smells were 
associated with disease,58 their chants infect the body politic and 
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upend the social order.59 Elizabethans were leery of bad smells in 
general, which they believed could infect them in close-knit public 
spaces (like the theatre), where they would be more susceptible to 
diseases, especially the plague.60 However, as much as breath often 
signified rank, smells that permeated one’s clothing (such as at a 
theatrical performance) “erase[d] class distinction; all playgoers 
emerge contaminated by the stench” of the on-stage blood and 
pyrotechnics.61 Specifically, as Bottom’s advice above shows, actors 
were a class often associated with bad smells.62 While the scent 
of the theatre-going experience was a social equalizer, bad breath 
either signified disease or a lack of basic hygiene. Contemporary 
accounts specify the difference between bad breath caused by food 
stuck in one’s teeth and a larger problem with humors settling in 
the mouth, stomach, or lungs.63 Elizabethans utilized various types 
of “mouth-water,” an early version of mouthwash, to address bad 
breath;64 often made from a base of honey or white wine, they 
were boiled with items as varied as alum, rosemary leaves, flowers, 
cinnamon, and cumin seeds, depending on the diagnosed cause.65 
Yet, because of the sugar indulged in by the aristocracy (including 
in the polish applied to teeth, a useless precursor to toothpaste) 
and the dental procedures that exacerbated complications or 
resulted in the loss of teeth, dental issues remained a problem that 
everyone grappled with—the difference lay in the access to tools 
and irritants that fell along social lines.

Shakespeare recognizes that bad breath is particularly off-
putting from a romantic standpoint, reflected in Sonnet 130: “in 
some perfumes is there more delight / Than in the breath that from 
my mistress reeks” (7-8). While “reek” may lack our contemporary 
meaning, it reinforces an existing comparison between good- and 
bad-smelling breath. Once again, in Much Ado About Nothing, the 
dental-versed Benedick observes that “if [Beatrice’s] breath were 
as terrible as her terminations, / there were no living near her” 
(2.1.234-6). Characters (and, by extension, Elizabethans) were 
aware of the isolating effect of offending breath since Benedick 
recognizes that even “the North Pole” would not be far enough 
away from it (2.1.236).66 As seen above, Shakespeare names garlic 
as a specific odorous offender, and it is used again to comical 
effect in The Winter’s Tale, where Dorcas asks for “garlic to mend 
[Mopsa’s] kissing with” (4.4.163-4), indicating that her breath 
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can only be improved by the smell.67 Just as Shakespeare lists 
foods to avoid to preserve one’s breath, he also reveals a remedy: 
“sweetmeats,” or candy, which could be used as breath mints. In 
Romeo and Juliet, Mercutio’s Queen Mab speech says that ladies 
whose “breath with sweetmeats tainted are” are “plague[d]” 
with “blisters” as punishment (1.4.75-6), since attempts to hide 
offensive breath were often associated with venereal disease.68 
Similarly, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Egeus lists “sweetmeats” 
among other elements of “cunning” that Lysander has used to 
“[filch his] daughter’s heart” (1.1.34-6). There is no escaping the 
pervasive references to bad breath, even poetically, as in As You Like 
It, when Amiens uses the dental analogy to describe the invisible 
yet powerful wind: “Thy tooth is not so keen, / Because thou art 
not seen, / Although thy breath be rude” (2.7.178-80).

In The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Speed and Lance (as two 
clowns) assess the virtues and vices of women. When the former 
offers, “she has a sweet mouth,” the latter replies, “That makes 
amends for her sour breath” (3.1.319-20). This play on words is 
comical but revealing. “Sweet mouth” can be seen as a synonym 
for “sweet tooth,” with a connection to the discussion of sugar 
above, but also as a reference to the sweetmeats that were used to 
compensate for bad breath.69 Shakespeare makes several references 
to “sugared” words,70 but in The Merchant of Venice, when Bassanio 
looks upon Portia’s portrait, he recognizes her “severed lips / 
Parted with sugar breath” (3.2.118-9). Whether he is referring 
to Portia literally or not is unclear, but Shakespeare depicts sweet 
breath as captivating just as foul breath is unappealing. Just as 
bad breath (literal or figurative) can contaminate, he uses the 
opposite motif several times. In Hamlet, Ophelia returns the 
prince’s “remembrances,” recognizing that they were with “words 
of so sweet breath composed / As made the things more rich” (Q2 
3.1.97-8). Here, she refers to the figurative breath, but there is a 
correlation between the idea of good/bad breath and the reception 
of the message. Since the “perfume [is] lost,” she requests that 
Hamlet “Take [them back] again” (Q2 3.1.98-9). Similarly, in 
Venus and Adonis, Shakespeare writes, “For from the stillitory of 
thy face excelling / Comes breath perfumed that breedeth love 
by smelling” (443-4). Far from the negative examples above, here 
one’s breath is the appeal that draws Venus in. Similarly, Adonis’s 
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“speech,” comes from a “honey passage” (452) and in Cymbeline, 
Iachimo remarks of the sleeping Imogen, “Tis her breathing that / 
Perfumes the chamber” (2.2.18-9).71 Here, rather than needing 
an external perfume to mask it, her breath is so entrancing that 
it positively affects the physical space. Notably, these mortal 
characters with sweet breath are all aristocratic women, retaining 
the social divide that lower classes are associated with foul smells 
and higher classes with sweet smells.72

Age and the Loss of Teeth

Shakespeare also speaks to an existing spectrum of romantic 
attractiveness that establishes a correlation between age, 
marriageability, and the number of teeth one has, which winds 
through the plays. Several characters use their limited teeth to self-
identify as aged. The Nurse in Romeo and Juliet admits that she 
has “but four” (1.2.14) when expressing her disbelief that Juliet 
is already fourteen. Similarly, in As You Like It, Adam declares, 
“I have lost my teeth in your service” after being referred to as 
an “old dog” (1.1.78-9, 77). Whether other characters reference 
their age or not, these two lower-class servants associate age with 
dental status and see both as factors to be lamented as a point of 
sensitivity when speaking to their social superiors.73 Shakespeare 
returns to the experience of equating aging with dental problems 
in a further analogy in Much Ado About Nothing. Benedick, while 
contemplating changing his mind on marriage, reflects, “A man 
loves the meat in his youth that he cannot endure in his age” 
(2.3.230-2), a reference to the dullness (or lack) of teeth as time 
progresses.74 Shakespeare also uses toothlessness to mean lacking 
potency or threat,75 and recognizes that it denotes a loss of personal 
respect.

Since Shakespeare’s audience is all too familiar with the 
frustrations of missing or dull teeth, it is not a leap for them to 
understand the analogies Shakespeare makes using teeth as the 
central focus, such as in Pericles when Cleon says, “So sharp are 
hunger’s teeth that man and wife / Draw lots who first shall die 
to lengthen life” (1.4.45). Additionally, the aged Lear laments 
“How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is / To have a thankless 
child” (1.4.281-2), using the analogy “Sharp-toothed unkindness” 
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(2.2.330) to show how pained he is by his children’s treatment of 
him. A similar sentiment occurs in All’s Well That Ends Well when 
Lafeu offers the assessment, “I’ll like a maid the better whilst I have 
a tooth in my head” (2.3.41-2). While Suzanne Gossett and Helen 
Wilcox argue he means a “sweet tooth [or] a taste for pleasure,”76 
it also can be read as another commentary on the limitations of 
age. As in Benedick’s example, the “hunger” for a maiden may 
still be there, but the physical ability to enjoy her may have faded. 
In that case, being toothless is not merely about being weak or 
unthreatening, but impotent as well: all threats to Elizabethan 
masculinity and the quality of attractiveness.

As for marriageability in The Taming of the Shrew, Grumio 
displays the negative side of toothlessness when suggesting that 
Petruchio could be married off to “a puppet or an aglet-baby, or an 
old trot with ne’er a tooth in her head” (1.2.78-9). Yet, returning 
to the above conversation between Speed and Lance, their list of 
vices also includes a humorous reflection on the potential benefits 
of toothlessness:

Speed: Item: She hath no teeth.
Lance: I care not for that neither, because I love crusts.
Speed: Item: She is curst.
Lance: Well, the best is, she hath no teeth to bite. (3.1.331-4)

As with the quality of one’s breath, the condition and quantity of 
one’s teeth were noticeable traits that correlated with attractiveness 
as much as they were indicative of age. This is also seen later in As 
You Like It, in the closing line of Jacques’s “All the world’s a stage” 
speech; presenting yet another spectrum of the stages of life, the 
reflection on the “last scene” ends with one “sans teeth” among 
other afflictions (2.7.164, 167). Again, many of Shakespeare’s 
references correlate dental condition with social standing: bad 
breath or missing teeth are ascribed to the impoverished, aged, or 
unattractive characters, not the young, virile aristocrats. However, 
while teeth can be an impetus to one’s romantic relationship, this 
connection is complicated in The Two Noble Kinsmen. When the 
Daughter recites, “Friend, you must eat no white bread; if you do / 
Your teeth will bleed extremely” (3.5.81-2), it is a warning to not 
beget an illegitimate child (“white bread”) due to the ongoing 
superstitious belief that a man’s teeth ache when he gets a woman 
pregnant.77 Shakespeare and his audience recognized an existing 
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mythos concerning teeth that extends beyond personal hygiene 
and connects to a larger superstition.

Superstitious Beliefs

Many of the dental issues discussed are theoretically things 
that the individual can control: their level of personal hygiene, 
what they eat, and what they put in and on their body. However, 
the same beliefs about causation are applied to birth defects, 
specifically those born with a cleft lip, also referred to as a 
“harelip.” As Kennedy recounts, it was a common belief that “if 
a pregnant woman were to see, be startled by or long for the taste 
of a hare, the child would surely be born with the mark of the 
hare, the cleft lip.”78 While Shakespeare references “harelips,” 
he labels their cause as supernatural. Edgar in King Lear, when 
demonizing Gloucester’s appearance, labels him: “the foul fiend 
Flibbertigibbet,” who, in addition to “giv[ing] the web and the 
pin, squinies the eye,”79 “makes the harelip” (3.4.114-7). Similarly, 
Oberon in A Midsummer Night’s Dream sings an ode to newlyweds, 
with a hope that “the blots of nature’s hand” do not affect them:

Never mole, hare-lip, nor scar
Nor mark prodigious, such as are
Despised in nativity,
Shall upon their children be 
	 (5.1.405, 7-10)

However, unlike the stigma attached to those born with natal teeth 
(discussed below), none were attached to those born with cleft lips 
or their parents.80 In a time when Elizabethans were leery of the 
dangers and limited success of surgery, the procedure for correcting 
cleft lips was considered easy, performed by both barber-surgeons 
and mountebanks; repairing cleft palates was a very different 
story.81 In discussing both examples, Kennedy points out that 
“Shakespeare is exceedingly unusual in that he is the only early-
modern playwright to make reference to the cleft lip in a literary 
setting, and he does it twice.”82 While steering clear of labeling 
interactions with a “hare” as the cause, Shakespeare does engage 
with the idea that demonic or magical creatures have the ability 
to affect one’s dental condition, connecting them to superstitious 
beliefs held by his Elizabethan audience.83
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The most enduring example of the overlap between teeth and 
superstition is Richard III being “born with teeth” (3H6 5.6.75): 
the presence of teeth, rather than the loss, becomes the source 
of problems. Babies born with natal teeth,84 about one in every 
3,000 births, historically have been seen as demonic and were 
sometimes even killed for this irregularity.85 As Kanner recounts, 
most civilizations viewed natal teeth similarly to other bodily 
abnormalities: an omen of the “inevitable fate” of “a disastrous life” 
and treated with “distrust and ill-treatment,”86 even into the mid-
twentieth century.87 Richard III is no exception to this belief, as 
can be seen when the titular king at the end of 3 Henry VI accuses 
the murderous Richard: “Teeth hadst thou in thy head when thou 
wast born / To signify thou cam’st to bite the world” (5.6.53-
54). Much like in the opening of Richard III, Richard accepts 
his supposed preordained fate and leans into playing the villain, 
proudly espousing his belief in the superstition after murdering 
the King:

The midwife wondered and the women cried,
“O, Jesus bless us, he is born with teeth!”
And so I was, which plainly signified
That I should snarl, and bite and play the dog. (5.6.74-7)

Richard “appropriates” the “hearsay” concerning the circumstances 
of his birth, which he uses to craft a narrative to both “strengthen 
his political position” and “authorize his transgression of moral, 
familial, and generational bounds.”88 Much like the other physical 
characteristics that Shakespeare endows Richard with, his teeth 
quickly become a defining feature. Even within an upper-class 
family, Richard’s teeth ostracize him and threaten to undercut 
his social standing. In Richard III, Queen Margaret also refers to 
him as a “hell-hound [...] that had his teeth before his eyes, / To 
worry lambs and lap their gentle blood” (4.4.48-50). Leo Kanner 
connects this imagery to biting and blood drinking, which evokes 
demonic and vampiric behavior.89 Richard’s teeth make him not 
simply villainous but monstrous, giving his actions and influence 
over others a superstitious undercurrent.

Additionally, while Richard grapples with the arguably self-
fulfilling prophecy of his destined villainy, his dental story (and its 
supposed ramification) has already passed into legend. The young 
Duke of York recounts, “they say my uncle grew so fast / That he 



106 Jarrod DePrado

could gnaw a crust at two hours old” (2.4.27-8).90 Shakespeare’s 
characterization also helped solidify Richard’s perception and 
legacy outside of the play, however historically inaccurate it was. 
Emily Huber concisely traces the origin of the story of Richard’s 
natal teeth, which can ultimately be read as slanderous and 
revisionist, to an opportunistic biographer practicing “bumbling 
unreliability, mean-spiritedness, or ambitious cronyism” to curry 
favor with the Tudors.91 Shakespeare, through the Duchess of York, 
does acknowledge that all the details of Richard’s birth are merely 
hearsay: when pressed, the Duke says that “Grandam, [Richard’s] 
nurse,” told him the story, to which the Duchess reminds him that 
“she was dead ere thou wast born” (2.4.29-34).92 Even diegetically, 
the story of Richard’s ominous natal teeth is in question. Yet that 
does not stop characters from finding it prescient and accepting it as 
fact, including Richard himself. Queen Margaret, a perpetrator of 
the myth, even speaks of Richard in dental terminology. She warns 
Buckingham, “Look when [Richard] fawns, he bites; and when he 
bites, / His venom tooth will rankle to the death” (1.3.289-90). 
Later, she refers to the political turmoil going on in the country 
as “prosperity begin[ning] to mellow / And drop into the rotten 
mouth of death” (4.4.1-2). As much as Shakespeare relies on 
available dental references to connect to his audience across the 
socioeconomic strata, Richard III is an example of Shakespeare 
contributing his own enduring entry into existing dental folklore. 
Despite the skepticism of Shakespeare’s characters and the 
questionable nature of the source, Richard III’s natal teeth have 
become his most noted characteristic after his (also exaggerated) 
hunchback even though they are as historically inaccurate as 
Richard’s sterility in the play.93 Unlike lower-class characters whose 
identification with their dental conditions hampers them, the 
imagined dental peculiarities of Richard move him beyond mortal 
limitations.

Metaphorical Dentistry

Shakespeare’s discussion of teeth extends beyond physical 
attributes and superstitions; teeth are often a stand-in for 
something intrinsic, such as personal character traits embodied 
by dental features. Teeth are such a precious commodity that 
characters use their willingness to sacrifice them to demonstrate 
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their commitment. For example, in 1 Henry VI, Charles swears 
that the townsfolk would “rather with their teeth / The walls they’ll 
tear down than forsake the siege” (1.2.39-40). This is reflected later 
in the play when a Servingman says, “if we be forbidden stones, 
we’ll fall to it with our teeth” (3.1.89-90). While hyperbolic, the 
idea of potentially sacrificing one’s teeth for the greater good has 
real stakes in a time of limited options for tooth replacement. For 
those characters looking to keep their teeth intact, Shakespeare 
often relies on the phrase “set one’s teeth” as another way to 
express determination. Presumably, it means to grit one’s teeth 
in a show of resolve or bare one’s teeth in a show of strength. 
Certainly, that is how several characters use that phrase. Marc 
Antony tells Cleopatra, “I’ll set my teeth / And send to darkness 
all that stop me” (3.13.186-7); and an inspirational speech from 
Henry V calls on the men to “set the teeth and stretch the nostril 
wide, / Hold hard the breath and bend up every spirit / To his full 
height” (3.2.15-7).94 Shakespeare shows that functional teeth can 
symbolize strength as much as missing or dull teeth can symbolize 
weakness. As often as he creates instances where characters reclaim 
dominance of a tenuous dental situation, there are examples where 
the teeth are in control over the character.

As previously mentioned, the still-used phrase “sweet tooth” 
indicates that one has an inherent taste or desire for sugar, driven 
by the tooth’s implied control over the rest of the body. A similar 
analogy is present in The Winter’s Tale when Autolycus sings:

The white sheet bleaching on the hedge,
With heigh, the sweet birds, O how they sing!
Doth set my pugging tooth an edge,
For a quart of ale is a dish for a king. 
	 (4.3.5-8)

As John Pitcher argues, a “pugging” or thieving tooth is similar 
to a “sweet tooth”: an inherent desire to steal, allegedly driven by 
the tooth. In context, he argues that the sight of the unguarded 
sheet drying drives his desire to steal it by “setting his tooth on 
edge.”95 However, Pitcher also argues that the moment could be 
read sexually. Since both “hedge” and “pug” referred to prostitutes, 
this could mean that the sight of the bedsheet drives his physical 
desire.96 This would be another instance of using a dental analogy 
as a stand-in for physical arousal, as with Lafue’s remark in All’s Well 
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That Ends Well discussed previously. In either case, the use of yet 
another phrase still spoken today reflects the idea that one’s mental 
(or physical) status is reflected in the position of one’s teeth—
either set in determination or set on edge in disturbance—making 
the teeth a window into one’s confidence and comfort. Losing 
one’s teeth is a sign of weakness but willingly sacrificing them for 
a greater cause is a sign of strength that elevates a character above 
his or her station.

With an eye toward external factors, Shakespeare also 
endows actions and emotions with teeth to personify them to 
make connections for the audience. For example, in Richard 
II, Bolingbroke says, “Fell Sorrow’s tooth doth never rankle 
more / Than when he bites but lanceth not the sore” (1.3.302-
3). Shakespeare leans into medical terminology to work through 
the analogy of being unable to release and move past pain. This 
extended metaphor fleshes out some of Shakespeare’s most potent 
imagery in a way that resonates with an audience sensitive to dental 
struggles. The same is true of Edgar in King Lear, who admits, “I 
know my name is lost, / By treason’s tooth bare-gnawn and canker-
bit” (5.3.119-20). Shakespeare draws up two distinct dental 
images to consider: a name, like a mouth, that has been chewed 
and destroyed by sharp teeth. Shakespeare references “cankers” (a 
dental term still in use for mouth sores today) frequently, though 
with meanings that often refer to botanical pests—both weeds and 
caterpillars.97 While it could connect to the toothworms discussed 
above, Shakespeare also uses this specific infection to discuss 
societal ills metaphorically.98 In these cases, Shakespeare harkens 
back to an important issue for the Elizabethans: how to deal with 
dental issues that seem out of their control.

Just as Richard III uses the mythos of his teeth to redefine 
his destiny, many of Shakespeare’s characters attempt to exercise 
control over a precarious facet of their lives—the strength and 
sharpness, quality, and quantity of their teeth. As much as upper-
class characters look to categorize poor hygiene and breath as 
symptomatic of lower-class characters and lifestyles, many of 
the lower-class try to break away from those stigmas, but with 
limited resources to address both issues. While using dentistry as 
a shared experience to connect to audience members across the 
socioeconomic spectrum, Shakespeare reveals much about the 
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ingrained classicism of teeth; from the preordained malevolence of 
King Richard III, to Coriolanus’s fixation on lower-class hygiene, 
to Benedick’s toothache, dental language pervades the plays as 
characters fixate on teeth in various ways. The greatest irony is that 
often the ways that Elizabethans looked to address their multitude 
of dental issues simply made them worse. While Shakespeare 
pokes fun at the array of dental issues that one could run across 
in Elizabethan England, he also uses those problems as a frame 
of reference to better understand issues of class and character. 
Shakespeare combines the poor Elizabethan dental problems 
with the biting perceptions of character studies to create works 
that speak to a continuing human tendency to see class differences 
through dentistry.
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