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CHAPTER I

THE PROBLEM OF AUTHENTICITY

"Is there a Shakespeare problem?" So questioned 
Sir Granville George Greenwood in 1916. It would appear 
to be a purely rhetorical question on his part, for he had 
some eight years earlier written a lengthy volume in which 
he "restated" the Shakespeare problem. A perusal of this 
earlier work makes it clear that the author is in no doubt 
as to the existence of a problem. In the later volume, 
after almost three hundred pages in which he treads lightly 
but firmly on the toes and sensibilities of those who up
hold Shakespeare as the author of the plays, he says:

It may, no doubt, be easier to believe what one wishes 
to believe; but there are some things which, with all 
the good will in the world, I have found it impossible 
to believe, and one of those things is the assertion 
that the Stratford player was the author of the works 
of Shakespeare. . . .  It is this fact which constitutes 
the real "Shakespeare Problem."!

E. K. Chambers has also outlined the problem of 
authenticity briefly and clearly. Did Shakespeare really 
write the plays which have been known as his for more than 
three centuries? If so, is he the sole author, or must he 
share with another, or others, the honor accorded to the 
creator of such masterpieces? These questions Chambers

•^Granville G. Greenwood, Is There a Shakespeare 
Problem? (New York: John Lane Company, 1916), p. 202.
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asks, and answers them emphatically, if conservatively, 
as is his wont. 1

Others, lesser scholars than Chambers, see no need 
to consider the problem at all. In the words of their own 
man, "the play's the thing," and all the controversy con
cerning the identity of the author seems to them ridicu
lous. What matters it who wrote the plays? Whether it 
was the actor from Stratford or a nobleman of Elizabeth's 
court, the works themselves lose nothing of their great
ness. This point of view, however, seems shortsighted.
It is not only the Shakespeare problem which is involved, 
but all questions of history of any kind whatsoever. For 
three centuries the majority of Shakespeare scholars have 
accepted the actor as the playwright also, on the basis 
of the research of literary historians, the study of 
folios, quartos, and title pages. If now we are to jetti
son all the findings of these scholars and historians, 
what is there to prevent our doing the same with the work 
of other qualified historians? If we renounce our belief 
in accepted Shakespeare data, why not refuse also to be
lieve such well-known historical facts as Hastings, 1066, 
and the Battle of Agincourt? We repeat, there is much more 
at stake than the solution to one literary problem. A vast

!e . K. Chambers, William Shakespeare; A Study of 
Facts and Problems (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930), I, 94.
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accumulation of knowledge may stand or fall with the 
Shakespeare problem. It is important to know the truth, 
the truth which will make us free of those who would take 
from us the things which we believe in the world of litera
ture.

It has been maintained that the problem of authen
ticity dates as far back as the latter part of the sixteenth 
century. This asssertion is simply an attempt on the part of 
the non-orthodox to dignify their claims by an antiquity 
which they do not possess. There is no evidence, direct 
or indirect, that Shakespeare *s authorship of the plays 
published in his name was questioned by his contemporaries 
or those who immediately followed him. Even Robert Greene's 
well-known reference to the "upstart crow" speaks of Shake
speare as a poor player and a borrower of lines, but it 
carries no implication of his being merely a facade for 
some stage-minded nobleman. It is rather an unwilling 
tribute to the success and ability of Shakespeare. The 
contemporary allusions which the enemies of Shakespeare 
choose to say apply to him make no mention of the actor as 
a fraud. There is, therefore, no reason to believe that 
the Elizabethans doubted Shakespeare's right to have his 
name on the title pages of the plays.

It was not until late in the seventeenth century 
that doubt began to torment the Shakespeare scholar. The
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seed of doubt grew and spread, so that less than a century- 
later the bard seemed to be teetering on his throne. These 
seventy or eighty years saw a succession of waves of thought 
concerning Shakespeare which reached their peak in the Ba
conian movement. Let us briefly consider some of the 
"firsts” in these steps toward open anti-Stratfordianism.

In 1687 Edward Ravenscroft, a minor playwright, 
made an adaptation of Titus Andronicus. Speaking of the 
play, he says that although it was known as Shakespeare's, 
it was not the work of Shakespeare. The poor quality of 
most of the play seemed sufficient grounds for Ravens
croft to accept what he had been told about Titus Androni
cus— that Shakespeare had only added a few "Master-touches 
to one or two of the Principal Parts or Characters. 
Ravenscroft seems in this way to qualify as the first Dis
integrator, the first to reject those parts of the Shake
speare canon which appear to be unworthy of the master of 
the drama. The next century produced a number of this 
school, who simply excluded from the list of Shakespeare's 
work whatever they thought was not good enough to have come 
from his pen. No allowance seems to be made for growth or 
development in his art, if we are to judge by the methods

1-E. K. Chambers, Short Life of Shakespeare, with 
the Sources. Abridged by Charles Williams from Sir Edmund 
Chambers' William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Prob
lems (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1950), p. 232.
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of these pickers-and-choosers. All must be of the highest 
perfection. Alexander Pope, with his edition of Shake
speare in which he carefully relegates to the limbo of the 
footnotes any passages which do not measure up to his stand
ards of Shakespearean performance, is among the better-known 
of the eighteenth-century disintegrationist editors.

Another oblique expression of doubt appeared in 
1728 in a work of disputed authorship entitled An Essay 
Against Too Much Reading. This essay attempts to prove the 
rather strange thesis that a superfluity of reading leads 
to failure in writing. Shakespeare is cited as an example 
of a great writer who read little, and whose success is in 
large part due to his failure to read much. Reading, for 
him, would have been a sheer waste of time. The unknown 
author argues that too great familiarity with the works of 
other writers would interfere with the expression of the 
great thoughts of the bard. According to him, Shakespeare 
kept '’one of those chuckle-pated Historians,”-*- to whom he 
was indebted for his characters and for putting his great 
thoughts "into grammar.” Thus, in taking from Shakespeare 
credit for some of the work of the plays, the writer of An 
Essay Against Too Much Reading also falls into the ranks

■*-Frank W. Wadsworth, The Poacher from Stratford 
(Berkley, California: University of California Press, 1958), 
p. 10.
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of the Disintegrationists.
Until this time, the strongest expression of dis

agreement with the orthodox position in regard to Shake
speare had been simply a suggestion that Shakespeare was 
not responsible for all that had been attributed to him.
In 1759 James Townley produced a farce entitled High Life 
Below Stairs, in which a servant putting on airs makes an 
excuse for being late for her duties by saying she was ab
sorbed in her reading of "Shikspur." Another servant re
joins, "Shikspur? Shikspur? Who wrote it?" A difference 
of opinion exists concerning this question, some authori
ties expressing the view that it is inserted in the farce 
merely for the sake of repartee, others contending that it 
marks the beginning of the effort to divorce Shakespeare 
from the plays. In any case, Townley enjoys the dubious 
honor of being the first to ask who wrote Shakespeare. 1 He 
made no attempt to answer his literary-world-shaking ques
tion, a fact which seems to throw the weight of opinion on 
the side of those who regard the "Shikspur" question as 
simply a good joke.

The same year in which Townley published his farce, 
Dr. Herbert Lawrence added insult to doubt in a book bearing 
the grandiloquent title The Life and Adventures of Common

•j-Ibid., p. 11.
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Sense: An Historical Allegory. Under this pompous title, 
Lawrence established the claim to another "first"— the 
first to bolster up doubts concerning Shakespeare's author
ship by impugning the man's character. Common Sense, in 
this allegory, has a trio of friends and relatives who are 
shamefully cheated by a low actor. He relieves Wit of his 
commonplace book, which is full of wonderful ideas for plays 
and such; from Genius he takes his magical glass, which gave 
him a marvelous knowledge of the human heart; and from Humour 
he takes the mask which made everything uttered by the wearer 
a pleasure to listen to.-'- When Lawrence informs us that the 
despicable thief is Shakespeare, he seems to strike a tell
ing blow for the anti-Stratfordians. However, a reading of 
the entire book destroys the force of the incident related 
above, which has been taken out of context; for in the end 
Wit, Genius, and Humour turn out to be the villains of the 
piece. This might be taken as an indication that Lawrence 
is simply being humorous and not seriously maligning Shake
speare, but this the actor’s enemies refuse to admit. Her
bert stands as the first to impugn Shakespeare personally.

A second work of the same nature as the Common Sense 
story was The Story of the Learned Pig. By an Officer of the 
Royal Navy, published in 1786. In this account of the

l-Ibid,, p. 13
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transmigratory adventures of a soul, now inhabiting a pig, 
Shakespeare is painted as a vulgar, lewd character, whose 
services at the doors of the theater included more than the 
care of the gentlemen's horses mentioned in the tradition.
As if this is not calumny enough, the Learned Pig claims 
the plays as his own work, done while his soul inspired a 
human body. Again we have a combination of doubt and per
sonal animosity.

It was some twenty years later, early in the nine
teenth century, before the doubters abandoned the protec
tion of allegory and farce and explicitly rejected the 
Stratfordian belief. For the first time, too, they pro
posed a candidate for the true Shakespeare. In 1805, in 
an address delivered before the Ipswich Philosophic Society, 
James Corton Cowell announced that the darkness of the 
Shakespeare theory had -at last been dispelled and the world 
could now know the truth concerning the plays. But the 
world was not to know the truth just yet. Cowell's address 
was the result of the research of the Reverend James Wilmot, 
D.D., whose work as a Shakespeare scholar ended in his de
fection to the enemy camp. Being unable to find in all the 
environs of Stratford even one book which had belonged to 
Shakespeare, or in the plays any mention of the vivid and 
numerous legends which abounded in the locality in which he 
had lived, Wilmot arrived at the conclusion that Shakespeare
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could not have written the plays. Unlike his predecessors 
in the way of doubt, he was not satisfied with dethroning 
Shakespeare. He went on to name his candidate and become 
the first Baconian, the first to support Bacon on somewhat 
reasonable grounds. Certain scientific details in Coriola- 
nus, and the fact that the names of the courtiers in Love1s 
Labour's Lost are those of French courtiers of Navarre at 
the time when Bacon's brother was there--these seemed 
strong enough evidence that Bacon was the author. All of 
this Wilmot had Cowell declare in 1805, keeping his own iden
tity secret. Their disclosures, however, raised such a storm 
in the Society that after two months Cowell made known the 
true author of his views, after having bound the hearers to 
secrecy. The views set forth by Wilmot and Cowell appear 
to have been considered extremely dangerous, for the secret 
was well kept. It was not until 1932 that a curious Shake
speare scholar discovered Cowell's two manuscripts. Long 
before that Delia Bacon and William Henry Smith had con
tended for the honor of having been the first to name Bacon 
as the real Shakespeare.

The claims of Wilmot and Cowell had been declared 
openly, but had not appeared in print. After Cowell's sec
ond address, the secrecy to which he bound the members of 
the Ipswich Philosophic Society prevented public knowledge 
of their work. The first to state publicly in print what



10

Cowell and Wilmot had proposed was Joseph C. Hart. In a 
book published in 1848, entitled The Romance of Yachting, 
he states flatly that the story of Shakespeare authorship 
is an imposture. Shakespeare, he says, was simply a "facto
tum" whose work it was "to revise, to strike out, to refit, 
revamp, interpolate, disfigure, to do anything to please 
the vulgar and vicious taste of the multitude." Any of 
this he was well fitted for, since his mind was full to over
flowing with smut and obscenity. After the closing of the 
theaters, the plays remained unknown and unclaimed for a 
hundred years. Then, in the words of Hart, "comes the resur
rection. "

Betterton the player, and Rowe the writer, make a se
lection from a promiscuous heap of plays found in a 
garret, nameless as to authorship. "I want a herol" 
said Byron, when he commenced a certain poem. "I want 
an author for this selection of plays!" said Rowe. "I 
have it!" said Betterton; "call them Shakespeare*si"
And Rowe, the "commentator," commenced to puff them as 
the bard’s, and to write a history of his hero in which 
there was scarcely a word that had the foundation of 
truth to rest upon. 1

Hart makes much of Shakespeare's vulgarity and ob
scenity, making them the earmarks of his work. The parts he 
wrote, according to Hart, can always be easily discovered by 
their filth, and of all the plays the only one bad enough to 
qualify as Shakespeare's is The Merry Wives of Windsor. Hart

^-Joseph C. Hart, The Romance of Yachting: Voyage the 
First (New York; Harper & Brothers, Publishers,1848), p. 211.



11

is the forerunner of a whole mob of snobbish sceptics who 
refuse to accept an unlettered man, one who is not a uni
versity man nor a member of the aristocracy, as the author 
of the plays. It is strange that on the one hand we find 
those critics who accuse Shakespeare of making the plays to 
suit the low tastes of the common people, and on the other 
hand those who find the plays so aristocratic that a common 
actor could not possibly have written them. The Shakespeare 
problem is full of such paradoxes. We find the disintegra- 
tionists refusing to accept some of the plays because they 
are too poorly written to be Shakespeare's, while anti- 
Stratfordians use those same plays to bolster the claims 
of their candidates. If it is true that Hart favored Ben 
Jonson as the real Shakespeare, as appears to be the case 
in The Romance of Yachting, we have another paradox— the 
sceptic who began the search for an Oxford or a Cambridge man 
as the author championing the claim of a non-university writer, 
albeit a very learned one. However, this last is uncertain. 
Perhaps Hart only seems to favor Jonson.

We see, then, that nineteenth century scholars did 
away with doubts and expressed their open denial of Shake
speare's authorship. In the latter half of the century, 
they also began militantly to proclaim their candidates for 
his place. The first of these candidates, in point of time 
as of importance, was Francis Bacon. We have seen that
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James Wilmot, through Cowell, proposed to the Ipswich Philo
sophic Society in 1805 that Bacon had written the plays.
These views, however, remained unknown until 1932. It was 
an American, Delia Bacon, and an Englishman, William Henry 
Smith, who published the Baconian position publicly, and al
most simultaneously, in 1857« It would seem fair to admit 
priority to Smith, for he had published his theory in a let
ter to the Shakespearean Society a year earlier than the 
publication of his book, Bacon and Shakespeare.

Shakespeare gets short shrift indeed from Mr. Smith. 
According to him, the only thing we know about Shakespeare 
is the time of his death. None of the documents and allu
sions which have helped scholars to form some idea of the 
events of Shakespeare's life are considered by Smith. One 
wonders if he would accept even the findings of such recent 
scholars as C. W. Wallace and Leslie Hotson. Be that as it 
may— having demonstrated that we know nothing of Shakespeare, 
Smith goes on to show that we do know much about Bacon, and 
he makes it fit into what is known about the plays.

In Smith's work we find, for the first time, the 
practice of using parallelisms to prove a candidate's claim. 
Instances of similarities in thought and expression in the 
works of Bacon and Shakespeare are used as arguments that 
Bacon really wrote the plays. If this argument is used by 
the Baconians, why could it not just as well be employed by
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the Stratfordians? Since ideas in the works of the two 
writers are so similar, why not say that Shakespeare really 
wrote the works attributed to Bacon? If the author of the 
Essays, who advises those who love to "make it keep quar
ter,"! coui<3 also be the creator of Romeo and Juliet, in 
which love knows no quarter, why cannot the author of the 
plays claim the essays? But perhaps we are being too whim
sical.

The lady who accused Smith of plagiarism when his 
book appeared seems to have had small ground for her accusa
tion. Delia Bacon, strictly speaking, was not a Baconian, 
but a groupist. It was her theory that a group of Eliza
bethans, of whom Francis Bacon was the leading mind, evolved 
a new system of philosophy which was given to posterity under 
cover of the plays. Why anything so valuable as a system of 
philosophy should have been buried in the framework of plays 
is difficult to understand. The explanation given by Miss 
Bacon is scarcely less difficult to comprehend. The follow
ing lines are an example of her none too lucid style.

It is a practical metaphysics, and the first word of 
its speech is to forbid abstractions--your abstractions. 
It sets out from that which is "constant, eternal, and 
universal"; but from that which is "constant, eternal, 
and universal in nature." It sets out from that which 
is fixed; but it is from the fixed and constant causes:

•^Francis Bacon, Essays and New Atlantis (New York: 
Walter J. Black, 1942), p. 41.
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"forms«" not "ideas." The simplicity which it seeks 
is the simplicity into which the historical phenomena 
are resolvable5 the terms which it seeks are the terms 
which do not come within the range of the unscientific 
experience; they are the unknown terms of the unlearned; 
they are the causes "which, like the alphabet, are not 
many"; they are the terms which the understanding knows, 
which the reason grasps, and comprehends in its unity; 
but they are the convertible terms of all the multipli
city and variety of the senses, they are the convertible 
terms— the practically convertible terms of the known—  
practically— that is the difference.

It is safe to say that very few have read The Philoso
phy of the Plays of Shakespere Unfolded in its entirety. But 
the wholehearted zeal with which Delia Bacon pursued her work 
attracted the attention of the literary world. She received 
great publicity through her journey to England and the agony 
of doubt she experienced at the tomb of Shakespeare, when she 
feared that she might have been mistaken, that all her work 
might be lost. The insanity which resulted from the nervous 
strain of her struggle with Smith and with those who ridi
culed her efforts won her still more notoriety. As a result, 
though her work was not widely read, she is better known than 
most of the other early dissenters, and is often taken to be 
the first Baconian.

Others followed the lead of Delia Bacon and Smith, and 
for the remainder of the century we find the search for the 
"real" Shakespeare being carried on relentlessly. Bacon held

-J-Delia Bacon, The Philosophy of the Plays of Shake
spere Unfolded (London: Groombridge and Sons, 18^7), p. 4<o2.
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the field during all this time, with now and then a new 
contender springing up but unable to gain a following. The 
nineteenth century had brought the sceptics into the open, 
and mere doubters had become active Disintegrationists or 
Anti-Stratfordians.



CHAPTER II

HOW AUTHENTICITY IS ESTABLISHED

With Greenwood, we are satisfied that there is a 
Shakespeare problem, and he and E. K. Chambers have made 
clear the nature of the problem. It is the work of the 
literary sleuths to determine whether Shakespeare actu
ally wrote Shakespeare. Just how is this to be done? Is 
there a method by which our Shakespearean Sherlock Holmes 
can track down the genuine in the plays? Efforts to do so 
had produced by 1949 some four thousand books and articles 
in six languages, proposing seventeen alternate authors as 
the real Shakespeare. 1 By the end of 1957 the number of 
pretenders had swelled to about seventy. 2 Such a multi
plicity of solutions leads one to think that there is some
thing amiss in the methods used by these seekers after the 
truth. Either they follow the wrong ways, or, as Chambers 
and some other critics contend, they follow no real method 
at all. What methods should they be following? Let us 
for the present consider the norms for authenticity as set

Bergen Evans, "Good Frend for Jesus Sake Forbeare; 
Was Shakespeare Really Shakespeare?" Saturday Review of 
Literature. XXXII (May 7, 1949), 7-8.

^Gordon Gould, Review of The Shakespearean Ciphers 
Examined. By William F. and Elizabeth S. Friedman, Chicago 
Sunday Tribune, December 29, 1957.

16
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down by Chambers. He divides studies of the plays with a 
view to establishing authorship into those based on four 
standards: (1) external evidence, (2) internal evidence,
(3) critical bibliography, and (4) palaeography.

The claim of Shakespeare to authorship of the plays 
was long based on external evidence. Exhibit Number One, 
of course, was the First Folio of 1623. Here we find 
thirty-six plays, of which twenty had previously been pub
lished bearing the name of William Shakespeare. The plays 
are introduced by a number of commendatory poems by con
temporaries of Shakespeare, among them Ben Jonson. The 
editors, John Heminge and Henry Condell, bear witness to 
the fact that the plays are from Shakespeare's pen. They 
say in the dedication of the Folio to the Earls of Pem
broke and Montgomery that their sole purpose in collecting 
the plays is "to keep the memory of so worthy a Friend and 
Fellow alive, as was our Shakespeare, by humble offer of 
his plays to your most noble patronage." No attempt is 
made to publish a critical edition, the editors offering 
only to give their readers true texts of the plays "abso
lute in their numbers, as he conceived them." Surely, if 
anyone were in a position to know the facts concerning 
Shakespeare, it would be the men who had been members of 
his acting company for many years. It is in keeping with 
the customs of dramatic companies of the time, too, that
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they would be the ones who would have access to his manu
scripts. For many years the evidence of the Folio was un
challenged. The first, and really the only bit of exter
nal evidence against the authorship of the Folio is Ravens- 
croft’s statement, in 1687, that he had been told that 
Shakespeare had not really written Titus Andronicus. but 
only touched up the play in spots. 1 Such a bit of second
hand evidence is certainly very slight basis for denying 
Shakespeare the entire Folio. Granted that Heminge and 
Condell were not perfect in their work, and may have in
cluded in the Folio some plays in which Shakespeare’s was 
not the sole hand, one chance reference is insufficient 
grounds for destroying the authority of the plays in their 
entirety. Those who deny this authority cannot logically 
do so on external evidence; they must of necessity resort 
to internal evidence, and many do.

In addition to the 1623 Folio we have quarto edi
tions of fifteen plays which bear Shakespeare’s name.
Title pages are also undoubtedly the basis for the name 
of Shakespeare in the entries of the Stationer's Register 
for 2 Henry IV and King Lear.

External evidence includes also contemporary allu
sions, which are more numerous than one would think.

1Above, p. 4.
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Inglesby collected Shakespeare allusions in two volumes 
for the New Shakespeare Society in 18?4. The first vol
ume lists references to Shakespeare between 1592 and 1598, 
and contains quotations from seventeen writers who either 
name Shakespeare or refer to him quite clearly.1 Among 
these are the well-known allusions from Greene's Groats- 
worth of Wit. 1592, and Merest Palladis Tamia, 1598. Meres 
lists twelve plays of Shakespeare, six comedies and six 
tragedies. John Weaver in 1619 speaks of Romeo and Juliet 
and a second play, which might be Richard II or Richard 
III. as the work of Shakespeare. In the same year or a 
little later, Ben Jonson makes reference to Julius Caesar 
and The Winter's Tale and names Shakespeare as the author. 
Measure for Measure. The Comedy of Errors, and The Merchant 
of Venice are noted in the Revels Accounts of 1604-1605 and 
ascribed to Shakespeare. All of these specific references 
combine to form a body of evidence such as we find for none 
of the contemporaries of Shakespeare. Even Marlowe's author
ship of Tamburlaine cannot be based on any direct contempo
rary record, and only a casual reference by Nashe to A Span
ish Tragedy forms the basis of Kyd's claim to that play.

The external evidence used by most scholars to

^C. Mansfield Inglesby, Shakspere Allusion-Books. 
Part I (London: N. Tribner & Co.7 1874)7"’
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establish Shakespeare's claim is used also by the anti- 
Stratfordians as evidence for their claimants, but in a 
quite different way. A. J. Evans-*- gives an entire chapter 
to "Allusions to Shakespeare," while Sir Edward Durning- 
Lawrence* 2 devotes two chapters to the same use. These and 
others of the anti-Stratfordians make the allusions serve 
the purpose of discrediting Shakespeare. They look only 
for allusions like that to Shakespeare's coat of arms, 
which they presume to find in Ben Jonson's Every Man Out of 
His Humor. The clown in Jonson’s play is an "essential 
clown," that is, an uneducated rustic; and he has just 
been granted a coat of arms which bears the sign of a 
boar's head and the inscription "Not without mustard."
This last is supposed to refer to Shakespeare's "non sanz 
droit," since he was an "essential clown" and had recently 
(1596) been granted a coat of arms. Every Man Out of His 
Humor appeared three years after Shakespeare won the right 
to term himself a gentleman, or rather won the right for 
his father; so it is not too easy to see the connection 
between the "not without mustard" of Sardoglio and the 
Shakespeares' "non sanz droit." But such is the method

^̂-Shakespeare's Magic Circle (Westport, Connecticut: 
Associated Booksellers, 1956).

2Bacon Is Shakespeare (New York: John McBride Co.,
1910).
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the denigrators of Shakespeare follow in making use of ex
ternal evidence. As for the evidence of the First Folio, 
they simply write it off as uncreditable because Heminge 
and Condell were really not the editors. The Dedication 
of the Folio is too learned to have been written by two 
tradesmen, and so we must conclude that the whole piece is 
a "tissue of lies. " 1

The use of internal evidence as a norm for estab
lishing claim to authorship is based primarily on ability 
to recognize similarity and disparity in style. This per- 
cipience of style must take into account several things 
for which the disintegrationists and the anti-Stratfordi- 
ans make no allowance, A seeming difference in style may 
be the result of many things other than the presence of a 
different hand. It may simply be the result of an influ
ence. Even the best of writers show the influence of 
others, and one of Shakespeare's highly receptive nature 
would probably be more open to influence than the less re
ceptive, less creative writer. We know that the influence 
of Marlowe is clearly visible in some of the early plays, 
Richard II, for instance. Again, a disparity in style may 
be an experiment, or the evolution of a style. No writer's 
style is static; it grows and develops. W, H. Clemen makes

^-Calvin Hoffman, The Murder of the Man Who Was 
Shakespeare (New York: Julian Messner, Inc., 19^5)» p. 187.
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this clear about Shakespeare in The Development of Shake
speare^ Imagery, as does Edward Dowden in Shakespeare.
His. Mind and Art. Change of mood, interest, or feeling 
may cause a difference in style. However, if the author
ship remains constant through these seemingly dissimilar 
styles of expression, there will be a personality mani
fested which also remains constant. It is this continu
ous personality which the search for the author must de
tect, and which escapes men like J. M. Robertson. Finding 
disparate styles in the Shakespeare plays, Robertson goes 
looking for clues to other dramatists. To help him in his 
search, he draws up canons of other writers which confirm 
his conviction of alien styles. Using this method with 
monotonous regularity, this dean of disintegrationists 
finds that play after play is not Shakespeare’s own, and 
in the end leaves him just one, Midsummer Night's Dream, 
which is entirely of his own drafting. 1 He finds himself 
in the vicious circle of which Chambers speaks. Pro
fessing to employ his sense of style, which is dependent 
on external evidence, he denies the authorship of the works 
which must be the basis of getting at the style, then uses 
his sense of style to discredit the canon.^ Looking merely

1J. M. Robertson, The Genuine in Shakespeare (Lon
don: George Routledge & Sons, Ltd., 1930),' p. 12.

^Chambers, Facts and Problems. I, 220.
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for the concrete features of style, he fails to discern 
the personality which binds all these features into the 
work of one man. Caroline Spurgeon has caught this ele
ment in the plays in her masterly study of their imagery. 
Speaking of a particular group of images— dog, candy, 
melting, licking— which recur frequently, she saysj

This curious group of images illustrates better, I 
think, than any other, Shakespeare *s strong and in
dividual tendency to return under similar emotional 
stimulus to a similar picture or group of associated 
ideas, and it is obvious at once that it forms an 
extraordinarily reliable test of authorship.1

It would seem that this test of authorship is not quite 
so obvious at once to some writers as it is to Miss Spur
geon.

In the search for internal evidence, we encounter 
the problems of revision and collaboration. There is no 
way of avoiding them, as even Chambers admits. In dis
cussing this second norm of authenticity, he has this to 
say:

It is at present held by many students, and with vary
ing degrees of stress on the different issues, that 
the Folio and Quarto texts have often been altered or 
abridged by other hands than Shakespeare's, that he 
revised his plays; with the result that variant texts, 
and even a single text, may contain fragments of dif
ferent recensions; that he also revised the work both 
of predecessors and contemporaries, whose writing

^Caroline F. E. Spurgeon, Shakespeare's Imagery 
and What It Tells Us (New York: Macmillan Company, 1935)» 
p. 199.
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became entangled with his in the text. There are 
certain practices of Elizabethan dramaturgy which 
have helped to create a prepossession in favour of 
such theories. Collaboration and revision are both "verae causae.'*1

We know that collaboration was a common practice. 
The fact that new plays appeared in the theater almost 
every day made it almost impossible for playwrights to 
meet the demands singly. There is conclusive external 
evidence, also, for the use of collaboration. Many of the 
entries in Henslowe's diaries, for example, cite payments 
made for plays by two or more writers. Title pages of 
Elizabethan plays frequently bear the names of two authors. 
Internal evidence also bears witness to collaboration. 
Mannerisms of expression, catch-phrases, vocabulary, 
rhythm, imagery, allusions, humor or lack of it— all these 
features are clues to differences of style which may indi
cate collaboration. These differences also suggest the 
manner of collaboration, if it be division by acts, by 
characters, by plots and sub-plots, or however it may 
have been done.

Revision is also an accepted fact in Shakespearean 
or Elizabethan studies. The work of proving revision in a 
play, again, can be done by use of external and internal 
evidence. Bibliographical studies yield external proof

^-Chambers, Facts and Problems. I, 208.
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that a work has been revised; a study of style furnishes 
internal evidence.

References in some Elizabethan writers make it 
plain that the work of revision was not very highly re
garded. Ben Jonson, for example, speaks in a very slight
ing manner of "a dresser of plaies about the towne, here."l 
It is clear, too, that the practice was not so widespread 
as is sometimes thought. Although there were frequent re
vivals, sometimes accompanied by revision, and though old 
and forgotten plays were sometimes presented as new, the 
proportion of revision was smaller than would be expected. 
The Office Book of Henry Herbert for 1622-1642 shows no
tices for about 120 plays. Of these, only fifteen were 
old plays, and seven were revised. In a period of six 
years the Admiral's Men staged only twenty-three revivals, 
of which four were revised, two so slightly altered that 
they could scarcely be called revisions, and three were 
produced with new prologues and epilogues. In view of 
these records it would hardly be profitable for a company 
to employ a writer for the sole purpose of revising plays, 
as is said by Hart to be Shakespeare's case.

He was the mere "factotum" of the theater— a copyist
for the prompter— an arranger of the parts with the

■̂Ben Jonson, ed. C. H. Herford and Percy Simpson 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932), IV, 255*
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cues copied out for the actors5 a very responsible 
and laborious station, certainly— but it does not 
make an author, nor give him any title to the au
thorship of the pieces he sets upon the staged

In treating the problem of revision, the critic 
must take into account the fact that the published text 
was made usually from the foul papers, and the conditions 
consequent upon this fact. The papers may have borne 
traces of the markings of the censor. Some of the fea
tures which the revisionists use as proofs of revision 
may just as well be the stage directions of the book
keeper or the errors of the printer. It must be remem
bered, too, that the plays were probably at times written 
in great haste, and what may have been clear to the book
keeper and to the scribe who copied the parts, with the 
playwright at hand to solve such problems as short lines 
and mislineations, would not be so clear to the printer. 
Variations of names in the plays and characters who are 
named and never appear or who appear and never speak may 
be the result of the author's trying to meet a deadline. 
Or they could conceivably be the effect of a surge of 
strong emotion which carried the writer along without 
too much thought of the details of what he wrote.

The method of bibliographical criticism is of 
fairly recent origin, and is clearly and simply described

xHart, p. 241.
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by J. Dover Wilson in an essay for the Shakespeare Sur
vey. 1 Wilson himself is an arch-revisionist, but he dis
cusses the work of such leaders of the bibliographical 
school as A. W. Pollard and W. W. Greg. In 1921 Pollard 
advanced the thesis that the original quartos are closer 
to the manuscripts than has been generally assumed. This 
belief was supported by subsequent findings in the field 
of critical bibliography. Greg discovered that Massinger's 
Believe As You List was printed from the prompt-book in the 
author's handwriting; he discovered, too, the hand of Ed
ward Knight, the scribe who was actually the King's Men's 
book-holder. Knight had also, Greg found, transcribed 
Fletcher's Bonduca from the "fowle papers. " * 2 F. P. Wilson 
studied the work of another scribe, Ralph Crane, sometimes 
copyist for the King's Men, and became convinced that Crane 
was in some way connected with the 1623 Folio. McKerrow's 
researches showed that there must have been something pe
culiar about the dramatic works sent to the Elizabethan 
printers, since these men made fairly accurate copies of 
other works. He concluded that printed copies of plays 
must have been made from the foul papers.

l"The New Way with Shakespeare's Texts: An Intro
duction for Lay Readers," Shakespeare Survey 11, ed. Allar- 
dyce Nicoll (Cambridge: University Press, 195$), pp. 78-88.

2Wilson tells us that this is the first known use 
of the term.
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All of these discoveries lend strength to a sec

ond tenet of the bibliographical school— that acting com
panies kept the number of copies to a minimum. Other fac
tors, such as the danger of piracy— witness the pirated 
Shakespeare Quartos-*-— and the necessity of paying a 
scrivener to make extra copies, point to the reasonable
ness of this thesis of continuous copy. It is admitted, 
though not openly supported, by Chambers. He names it, 
with the assumption that Shakespeare was a "play-patcher," 
as one of the two "prepossessions of the theorists. "2 
Their methods involve judgment of style, a study of ir
regularities in the text, and a search for the reasons 
for the conditions in the copy which cause the textual 
irregularities. Chambers finds the critical bibliogra
phers characterized by a frequent use of the hypothesis 
of self-revision in Shakespeare.

The methods of palaeography are closely allied to 
critical bibliography. In 1871 Richard Simpson, in Notes 
and Queries, asked if there were any extant manuscript in 
Shakespeare1s handwriting. He cited revisions in Sir * 2

-̂ -Shakespeare was not alone in being the prey of 
pirates. Leo Kirschbaum, in "A Census of Bad Quartos," 
Review of English Studies. XIV (1938), 20-44, lists 
twenty-one bad quartos, at least ten of which are not Shakespeare *s.

2Chambers, Facts and Problems. I, 227.
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Thomas More which he thought to have been made by Shake
speare and quoted passages with a Shakespearean ring. A 
good number of years later, Sir Edward Maunde Thompson 
published Shakespeare's Handwriting, concerning his dis
covery of the kind of hand Shakespeare wrote in The Books 
of Sir Thomas More. In 1923 Pollard edited Shakespeare * s 
Hand in Sir Thomas More. Much has been said and written 
concerning the signatures of Shakespeare and their rela
tion to the D hand in the manuscript of Sir Thomas More. 
but nothing new has been added in the field of palaeogra
phy since Thompson's discovery.

The Friedmans, speaking of the studies in authen
ticity made by the anti-Stratfordians, say that "in gen
eral it can be said that the anti-Stratfordian position 
is supported by three kinds of argument: historical, 
stylistic, and cryptographic. " 1

The historical argument is used to build a case 
on the known— and surmised— events in the life of the can
didate in question. There is very little known about 
Shakespeare, the anti-Stratfordians say, but much is 
known about Oxford, or Derby, or Rutland, or Bacon, as 
the case may be. To make the known facts about the

■^William F. and Elizabeth S. Friedman, The Shake
spearean Ciphers Examined (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1957;, p. 9.
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would-be Shakespeare fit the case is a relatively simple 
matter for his disciples. It seems so simple, in fact, 
that the same procedure can be made to yield whatever re
sults may be desired. If Bacon is to be Shakespeare, the 
plays show a professional knowledge of law and philosophy; 
and Bacon was a lawyer and a philosopher. Shakespeare as
suredly was not. Oxford is Shakespeare? Then it is evi
dent from the plays that the author was a nobleman with 
intimate knowledge of the court and its doings; but Shake
speare was an ignorant rustic. Marlowe is easily proved to 
be Shakespeare, for the author of the plays must have been 
a university man. An illiterate peasant like Shakespeare 
could never have produced such works of genius. Derby must 
be the writer of the plays, for he knew France and other 
places mentioned in them. And so on--the same evidence be
ing made to give many different answers.

A peculiarity of the historical argument is that it 
can never arrive at certainty. There can never be an argu
ment which will not be met with a counter-argument from the 
opposite camp, never evidence conclusive enough to silence 
the dissenters, never complete freedom from recourse to co
incidence and probabilities. The final word must always be 
"it must be that" or "in all probability" or something of 
that nature. Arguments of one group are often only in
versions of the arguments of the opposing school.
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The stylistic evidence spoken of by Friedman is 
of the same nature as the internal evidence of Chambers. 
That has been discussed, and will be studied again in Chap
ter III.

The cryptological argument seems to Friedman to 
be the one which can be studied objectively and on a sci
entific basis. Speaking as a professional cryptologist, 
he turns from the historical argument "with relief . . . 
to the more certain ground of cryptology"-1- where he feels 
at home. Here he makes a detailed study of various claims 
to Shakespearean authorship based upon ciphers, anagrams, 
acrostics, and numbers. In this work he is guided by two 
basic rules.

. . . there are ways of knowing whether one has 
found the solution. The experienced cryptologist 
looks for two things, and they are equally important. 
First, the plain-text solution must make sense, in 
whatever language it is supposed to have been writ
ten; it must be grammatical . . . and it must mean 
something.This is perhaps obvious; the second demand the 
cryptologist makes is less so. Not only does the 
answer have to obey the rules of grammar and the 
laws of logic. The cipher system and the specific 
key also have to obey certain rules. 2

In one case after another, the Friedmans break 
down the claims of the cipher-hunters. Inexorably,

•̂ Ibid., p . 14. 
2Ibid., p. 20.
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scientifically, again and again they prove that not one 
of the claims based upon cryptology meets the demands of 
these two basic rules. The second especially is disre
garded. According to the "certain rules" governing the 
cipher system and the key, the same basic material must 
yield the same answer to different decipherers. Its two 
answers are inconsistent, the system can be used in al
most any way and can even be used to show its own in
validity. The Friedmans have shown that the systems 
they studied are self-refuting by using them to produce 
quite contradictory, sometimes highly entertaining an
swers. For example, using the very flexible code of 
Dr. Cunningham, an economist who wrote about Bacon and 
Freemasonry, they derived this message:

Dear Reader: Theodore Roosevelt is the true author 
of this play but I, Bacon, stole it from him and have 
the credit. Friedman can prove that this is so by 
this cock-eyed cipher invented by Dr. C . 1

Or, through W. C. Aremsberg's acrostic, they arrived at
this startling message:

Gertrude Stein writ this great work of literature—
Bob Riplie. 1 2

which gives a greater shock than this, derived by the use 
of the same acrostic:

1Ibid., p. I63.
2Ibid.. p. 145.
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I and onlie I, Will Shakespeare, was the author of these old plaies. 1
Because the Bacon-for-Shakespeare campaign has al

ways attracted more followers than those of other candi
dates, nearly all of the ciphers examined by the Fried
mans seek to prove that Bacon wrote the plays. Undoubt
edly the knowledge that Bacon did invent a bilateral ci
pher is also largely responsible for the many efforts in 
his behalf. Mrs. Elizabeth Wells Gallup used Bacon's own 
cipher to ferret out a detailed confession from the hand 
of Bacon himself which would have rivaled anything in our 
confessions out of Hollywood. However, by the Friedmans' 
rules of thumb her decipherment has been proved invalid. 
Others have employed systems ranging from the very simple 
to the very complicated, all with the same result. They 
find what they set out to find by their ciphers, but the 
Friedmans discount them all. Bacon is not established as 
Shakespeare by a cipher.

Bacon, however, is not the only between-the-lines 
Shakespeare. According to George Frisbee, Edward de Vere, 
seventeenth Earl of Oxford, left his name in Shakespeare's 
sonnets and in sundry other literary pieces of his day, 
using a string cipher. By expanding the use of his cipher, 
he proved also that Oxford was really Spenser, for the

1Ibid., p. 144.
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de Vere signature is to be found in the Amoretti and 
Epithalamion. Given sufficient time and liberty to make 
his cipher as flexible as he wished, Frisbee might have 
discovered that Oxford was Marlowe and Sidney, Jonson, 
and Bacon, and any number of other Elizabethan writers.

From this chapter it is clear that there are defi
nite norms for authenticity, established by reputable 
Shakespeare scholars. By use of these norms it is pos
sible to arrive at a reasonable degree of conviction con
cerning authorship. But, as the devil can quote Scripture 
to his own purpose, so too the unmaskers of Shakespeare 
can make use of the standard norms for authenticity to 
draw the most unorthodox conclusions. They also have 
methods of their own, which are again perversions of the 
accepted Stratfordian means of proof in many cases. By 
many different paths they arrive at their common goal, 
the dethronement of the Stratford player. Let us now 
take a more careful look at these methods of the icono
clasts, to see what differences and likenesses are to be
found in them



CHAPTER III

FORMULAS FOR DISINTEGRATION

It may be said that there are degrees of villainy 
in the matter of unmasking Shakespeare. The lowest degree 
we assign to the revisionist, who settles every crux and 
problem in the Shakespeare text by attributing it to re
vision, by the master himself or by another hand. The 
next grade of villain is the disintegrationist, who robs 
the Shakespeare Canon of certain plays or parts of plays 
because they are unworthy of the genius of the Bard. In 
the highest rank of villain we place the anti-Stratfordian, 
who boldly strips Shakespeare of the entire Canon, saying 
that a country bumpkin such as Y/ill Shakespeare could not 
possibly have written any of it.

Perhaps the more thoughtful reader would have us 
assign the villain roles in reverse order. The one who 
blandly denies the accepted authorship of all the Canon 
may seem less dangerous than those who deny only parts 
of it, for he will be less readily believed. In any case, 
it is clear that there are these three distinct types of 
dissectors of the plays. It is the purpose of the present 
chapter to observe more closely the methods of the revi
sionists and the disintegrationists and to discuss the 
method assigned to the anti-Stratfordians by Alfred Harbage

35
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and E. K. Chambers.
As an example of the work of the revisionists, we 

shall consider that archrevisionist, J. Dover Wilson, in 
his study of the text of Hamlet. He observes irregulari
ties in the text which are not explained by printing-house 
operations, and it is our aim to learn how he explains 
these irregularities.

Wilson states the central principle of his work in
its opening chapter. Quoting W. W. Greg, he says that "no
emendation may be considered in vacuo," and that "criticism
must always proceed in relation to what we know, or what we
surmise" of the history of the text. He goes on to say:

If under the term "emendation" be included alteration 
of any kind, not merely in words, but also in punctu
ation, stage-directions and line-division, and not 
merely alteration of reading but choice between alter
native readings present in the original texts; if in 
short we substitute "editorial decision" for "emenda
tion," as I believe Dr. Greg would allow us to do, 
then I may claim his "central point" as my own cen
tral principle, of which the book that follows is an 
illustration. 1

The original texts with which the critical bibli
ographer of Hamlet must reckon are six. The earliest ap
pearance of the play in print was the of 1603» known as 
the bad quarto. In 1605 the good Q2 appeared, and two re
prints of this, one undated and one bearing the date 1611,

lj, Dover Wilson, The Manuscript of Shakespeare's 
Hamlet and the Problems of Its TransmissionTCambridge: 
University Press, 193^7? l5-l57
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were published by John Smethwick. A German Hamlet of un
certain date, the earliest form of which is a manuscript 
dating from 1710, is said by Chambers to be probably de
rived from an English Hamlet played in Germany in the 
early seventeenth century. There is finally the 1623 
text of the First Folio.

The Smethwick quartos, since they are merely re
prints of the 1605 quarto and add nothing to what we know 
about the text, are set aside, as well as the German text. 
Wilson does not neglect them simply because he finds them 
unimportant, but because he believes that "a bibliographi
cal enquiry into the character of the good texts must pre
cede any final enquiry into the history of the Hamlet 
texts as a whole.Accordingly, he begins his investi
gation by an examination of the F1 Hamlet, assuming with 
Pollard that Q2 was printed direct from Shakespeare's manu
script and with Aldis Wright that the copy for the 1623 
Folio was "an independent manuscript," probably a Globe 
prompt-book. The Q2 text is studied alongside that of 
the Folio, and the bad quarto is used as a control in 
dealing with the two better texts. Although Q]_ is gen
erally recognized as one of these "stolne and surrepti
tious" copies mentioned by Heming and Condell in the

1Ibid., p. 19.
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Dedication, the presence in it of readings which substan
tially agree with the readings of Q2 and Qi makes it also 
almost certain that such readings were actually used in 
Globe performances. The following is an example of how 
the bad quarto acts as a control on the good texts. At 
I, ii, 57-61, the Folio has:

King. Haue you your Fathers leaue? What sayes 
Pollonius?

Pol. He hath my Lord:I do beseech you give him leaue to go.
The Q2 reading shows that the Folio has omitted two and a
half lines.

King. Haue you your fathers leaue, what saies 
Pollonius?

Polo. Hath my Lord wroung from me my slowe leaue 
By laboursome petition, and at last 
Vpon his will I seald my hard consent,
I doe beseech you giue him leaue to go.

The 1603 version reads:
King. Haue you your fathers leaue, Laertes?
Cor. He hath, my lord, wrung from me a forced graunt, 

And I beseech you grant your Highnesse leaue,
This last is evidently a memorized report of the Q2 text,
and proves that the omission in the 1623 version must have
stood in the Globe prompt-book and been spoken on the stage.
The reporter could not have known it otherwise. From this
example and others like it, Wilson says it is clear that
the bulk of the omissions in the Folio are accidental.
Nevertheless, there are others which seem to have been made
with a definite purpose--to shorten or lighten the play, to



remove apparent digressions, to eliminate cruxes, or to 
relieve the actor who played the very heavy part of Ham
let.

In the last two acts Wilson finds cuts which seem 
obviously made for theatrical purposes. The first is the 
omission of the fourth soliloquy and the dialogue preced
ing it, in IV, iv, 9-66. Here the play is shortened by 
fifty-eight lines. Later in this act, twenty-six lines 
are cut in the scene in which Claudius and Laertes plot 
the fencing-match. In the last scene of the play the 
abridger has cast out forty lines in one place, fifteen in 
another. In any of these abridgements, nothing of great 
worth is lost, and in some cases, especially in the Clau- 
dius-Laertes scene, they represent a definite improvement. 
Wilson sees this as an indication of the hand of a reviser 
who knew stage business and the work of the theater.

A good example of a cut made to remove what seems 
to be a digression is that in the first scene (I, i, 108-25) 
in which Horatio's eighteen lines describing portents in 
Home and Denmark are deleted. These lines apparently add 
nothing to the action, and a stage-manager might well have 
seen fit to omit them. Later in the same act (I, iv, 17-28) 
another passage has been omitted, lines in which Hamlet dis
courses on drunkenness in Denmark and which conclude with 
the "dram of eale" crux. In both these instances of

39



40

abridgement, Wilson appears to be in sympathy with the 
omission. The passages in question do nothing for the 
action and seem useless in an already overlong play. At 
the same time, he makes the point that the lines which are 
cut were written quite deliberately by Shakespeare to lull 
his audience before the appearance of the ghost at the end 
of each of the passages Wilson cites. From this the crit
ical bibliographer draws a distinction between the texts.

Behind stands a man of the theatre with notions of 
stage-craft that are conventional, downright, a little 
crude; behind Q2 a man, no less of the theatre, cap
able of a stage-craft so delicate and subtle that his 
colleague of the Fx text often misses his points alto
gether, though had he tried them out on the boards 
they would indubitably have been highly effective.1

This distinction bears out the assumption that Q2 , with 
its delicate and subtle stage-craft, is closer to Shake
speare's manuscript than the First Folio.

Sometimes Wilson finds the reviser doing a little
pruning to rid the play of a crux or tangle. The scene
in which Hamlet decries the drinking habits of the Danes
might be one instance, with its "dram of eale" crux.
Again at III, iv, 161-70, the revisionist sees a cut made
for this purpose. In Q2 we read:

Assume a vertue if you haue it not, 160
That monster custome, who all sence doth eate 
Of habits deulll, is angell yet in this

^Ibid., p. 26.
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That to the use of actions faire and good,
He likewise giues a frock or Liuery,
That aptly is put on~refraine to night, 165
And that shall lend a kind of easines 
To the next abstinence, the next more easie:
For use almost can change the stamp of nature.
And either the deuill, or throwe him out
With wonderous potency: once more good night, 170
And when you are desirous to be blest,

The lines omitted in the Folio text have been underlined 
in the quotation, and it is evident that they contain two 
bad cruxes. It is understandable that editors will follow 
the Folio rather than supply the missing word in line 169. 
The cuts in the Folio text, Wilson again points out, have 
been made by a careful, skillful hand. True, in this pas
sage the meter suffers somewhat— the last part of line 165 
is left dangling— but this is not generally the case in the 
work of the F]_ reviser. He displays a strong feeling for 
meaning and meter. Where he abridges, he improves or at 
least he does no hurt ‘to the text.

The longest omission of all in the Folio text is 
that of the fourth soliloquy, in IV, iv, 9-66. In this 
Wilson sees an obvious cut made for theatrical purposes 
and to relieve the part of Hamlet, which is exceptionally 
heavy. For the abridgement of a passage in the scene in 
Gertrude's room, also, Wilson sees no reason other than 
an effort to save Hamlet some lines.

Thus in one way or another Wilson lays all the 
omissions in the 1623 text at the door of a reviser, whom
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he characterizes as follows:
While the subtler intentions of Shakespeare escape 
him, there is nothing slap-dash or slovenly about 
him. We have seen how careful he is to save a line 
here or a line there which he thinks effective, and 
how neatly he can mend a rent in the text when need 
be. Further, his choice of material to be sacri
ficed is on the whole judicious. If 229 lines had to 
be cut out of Hamlet, in order to bring the play 
within manageable lengths for performance, it would 
not be easy to suggest another 229 as suitable as 
those he suggested for rejection. In short, (if he 
was not Shakespeare himself) he must have been a very 
competent person, not perhaps according to modern 
standards respectful enough to a Shakespearian text, 
though many modern managers show less respect, but 
certainly an experienced stage-hand qualified to pre
pare any ordinary play-book for performance. It is 
natural to suppose— more especially as the copy for 
F]_ came from the Globe playhouse— that this business
like fellow was none other than the prompter at that 
theater, or rather the prompter who presided over the 
Globe round about 1601 when the original prompt-copy 
must have been made out.-*-

Turning from the cuts in the Folio text to the 
stage-directions, Wilson finds the latter even stronger evi
dence that the copy was made by a playhouse scribe preparing 
the text for performance. Some of the stage-directions 
could not possibly be Shakespeare's. Those at the opening 
of the second scene of the play are cited by Wilson to sup
port his theory. In Q2 we read:

Florish. Enter Claudius, King of Denraarke, Gertrud the 
Queene, Counsailors, Polonius, and his Sonne 
Laertes, Hamlet, Cum Alijs.

F]_ reads thus: 1

1Ibid.. pp. 32-33.
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Enter Claudius King of Denraarke, Gertrude the Queene, 
Hamlet, Polonius, Laertes, and his Sister Ophelia,
Lords Attendant.

Here Fi ignores two effects which are made in Q2» In the 
first place, putting Hamlet in the proper order of preced
ence spoils the color-scheme of Q2» There he follows last 
in the procession, his black garments in sharp contrast to 
the colorful costumes of the others on the stage. Secondly, 
removing the "Counsailors" from the group deprives the 
scene of its political significance. The presence of the 
Council signifies that a meeting to transact business of 
state is taking place, a significance which is lost by their 
omission. Fortinbras' request for permission for a right- 
of-way through the country, and the fact that state busi
ness has been suspended for the funeral and wedding solem
nities make the Council meeting seem probable.

Again at IV, iii, Claudius opens with a speech dis
cussing how to deal with Hamlet. This speech was clearly 
meant to be spoken to the group of King’s advisors, but Fi 
makes it a soliloquy, missing the point entirely. In other 
places, Wilson finds the Folio arranger not only missing 
the point, but altering the text itself if he feels he can 
clarify the stage-directions by doing so. Sometimes he 
does this without harm to the text; at other times, no
tably when he appears to be trying to economize players, 
he produces an unhappy redistribution of lines. In IV, v,
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for example, he cuts out the Gentleman of the Q2 direc
tions and gives his lines, in which Hamlet's honor is 
brought into question, to Hamlet's friend Horatio. This 
is entirely out of keeping with the character and conduct 
of Horatio throughout the play.

From his examination of the cuts and stage-direc
tions in the Folio text, Wilson concludes that Aldis 
Wright declared truly that the text was made from "an in
dependent manuscript."

It is, of course, natural to suppose that this manu
script was nothing but the prompt-book itself; and I 
myself believed it to be so for some considerable 
time. Further investigation, however, renders this 
theory untenable. The copy for the Ft text was 
neither a quarto nor a prompt-book; it was a tertium 
quid, the nature of which will be explored in the 
next section.1

The nature of this tertium quid is arrived at by 
a comparison of textual abnormalities in two plays from 
Aldis Wright's The Cambridge Shakespeare. Hamlet and 
Antony and Cleopatra. In the former play, Wilson finds 
that Wright's text departs from the Folio Hamlet in about 
730 readings, while his Antony and Cleopatra has about 330 
departures. Such a great difference in the number of tex
tual errors which Wright's departures seek to correct in 
these two plays can only be attributed to a fundamental 
difference in the copies from which the texts were made.

1Ibid., p. 41.
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Since there is no second original text for Antony and Cle
opatra the errors in it may be explained as misprinted and 
misreadings of a compositor who worked from Shakespeare’s 
manuscript. Wilson concludes, then, that the much greater 
number of errors in the Folio Hamlet must be due to a 
transcriber between Shakespeare’s manuscript and the 1623 
printers. This transcriber could not possibly be the man 
responsible for the prompt-book, for Wilson has shown this 
latter to be a careful, competent worker, and he proves 
now that the 1623 transcriber is not that kind of man with 
a text.

For all, or almost all, the gross imperfections of 
that text, . . . the mistakes in the use of the verb, 
the confusion between plural and singular in the noun, 
the careless omission of words and phrases, the mis
apprehension of Shakespeare’s language, the debase
ment of his diction and his metre, as well as the 
slovenly verbal repetitions and anticipations which 
in the end revealed his existence to us . . . must 
be set down to his account. And all may be explained 
by the irresponsible self-confidence with which he 
set about his task.1

The self-confidence which Wilson attacks in the F^ 
scribe arises from the fact that he is very familiar with 
the play and refers too infrequently to the text from which 
he copies. The numerous errors which can be set down as 
the result of tricks of memory support this theory. Now 
our master revisionist has two copyists between Shakespeare

3-1 b i d . « p. 64.
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and Fj_. The original Globe prompt-book was a copy of the 
manuscript, and the Folio text was a copy of that copy.
For the sake of convenience, the writer of the prompt-book 
is called Scribe P and the F]_ transcriber Scribe C. The 
final step in the examination of the Folio text is the 
ascription to these two scribes of the errors in the 1623 
Hamlet. Wilson feels that a clear-cut distinction is im
possible, but he does attempt a classification under four 
headings. "Emendations and errors attributable to Scribe 
P" comprise the bulk of the stage-directions, speech as
signments, and cuts in which Fj_ differs from the quarto. 
"Burbadge's additions to his part" are mainly ejaculatory 
words and phrases which the player added to his lines in 
the excitement of performance. Under the third heading, 
"Profanity in the Folio text," Wilson shows that the Globe 
prompt-book was revised, somewhat haphazardly, in accord
ance with the Act to Restrain Abuses of Players of 1606. 
Finally, in "Scribe's C's hand in the stage-directions and 
act-divisions of the Folio," we find Scribe C responsible 
for the sketchy act- and scene-divisions, although Wilson 
admits that these divisions were probably not made in the 
manuscript, and they are definitely absent in Q2.

In this investigation of the problems of the 1623 
Hamlet, we find V/ilson following the method described by 
Chambers. Observing irregularities in the text, he
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ascribes them to the condition of the copy.-*- In his 
search for the causes of this condition, he discovers not 
one, but two transcribers who can be blamed for the many 
revisions. This seems immeasurably better than simply 
saying the text cannot be Shakespeare *s because it con
tains so many irregularities. However, the purpose of the 
present work is not to pass on the merits or demerits of 
methods, and we shall not attempt to do so.

Going on to a consideration of the Q2 text, Wilson 

follows much the same procedure and arrives at the conclu

sion that both internal and external evidence point to the 

use of Shakespearean manuscript in the preparation of the 

1605 text. He detects also the interference of the press- 

corrector in a list of “Misprints not yet accounted for." 

Finally, he states that it is quite conceivable that Shake

speare himself abridged the prompt-book before Hamlet was 

produced. His evidence for this he finds in just one pas

sage, III, iv, 48-51, which in F]_ reads:
Heauens face doth glow,

Yea this solidity and compound masse,
Y/ith tristfull visage as against the doome,
Is thought-sick at the act,

and in Q 2

heauens face dooes glowe 
Ore this solidity and compound masse 
With heated visage, as against the doome 
Is thought sick at the act.

-*-Ghambers, Facts and Problems, I, 225.
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The gloss on "Ore" and the change from "heated" to the 
more poetic "tristfull" are such changes as might well 
have come from the pen of Shakespeare himself. The fact 
that they appear in the Folio text rather than in Q2 , 
which was made from the original manuscript, is thus ex
plained by Wilson:

If we suppose, to begin with, that the first stage 
in the making of the prompt-book of 1601 was the 
transcription of the whole text, apart from the 
stage-directions, by some copyist at the Globe in 
preparation for action by the prompter, the copy
ist would inevitably have drawn attention to the 
inordinate length of the play, and the prompter 
might well have laid the completed manuscript be
fore Shakespeare with an intimation that it must 
be cut down at least 200 lines, especially in Bur- 
badge's part, if anything further was to be done 
with it. On this theory, surely not at all an in
credible one, Shakespeare would have been a reluc
tant agent for most of the abridgement in the 
text, and would himself have been immediately, 
though not of course morally, responsible for the 
blunting of his finer dramatic points which the 
cuts in Act I, for example, effected. 1

Wilson approaches the problem of revision from the 
bibliographical angle, Robertson from the angle of style. 
In his work on The Shakespeare Canon he proceeds on the 
conviction "not only that Shakespeare did not do certain 
work, but that certain other dramatists probably did it."* 2

In The Shakespeare Canon Henry V, Julius Caesar.

-̂Wilson, pp. 167-68.
2J. M. Robertson, The Shakespeare Canon (London: 

George Routledge & Sons, Ltd., 19227, I, xvi.
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Richard III. Two Gentlemen of Verona. Richard II, The 
Comedy of Errors, and Measure for Measure are in turn dis
sected and assigned to various dramatists other than Shake
speare. His treatment of Julius Caesar will be taken as 
an example of Robertson's usual procedure.

Beginning with a consideration of Fleay's hypothe
sis concerning Julius Caesar. Robertson finds it a strong 
argument for his own conviction of non-Shakespearean au
thorship. Fleay in his Shakespeare Manual maintains that 
Julius Caesar is an abridgement of Shakespeare's play by 
Jonson. He gives definite reasons for his hypothesis, 
among the most important being: the number of short lines 
in the play; a notable parallel to a passage in Cynthia's 
Revels; the absence from the play of some "absurdities" 
which Jonson ridicules in his Discoveries; the spelling of 
the name Antony and the' recurrence of the phrase "bear me 
hard"; and "a strange feeling about the general style of 
this play, which is not the style of Jonson. but just what 
one would fancy Shakespeare would become with an infusion 
of Jonson."1 With this strange feeling Robertson is in 
full accord, and he dismisses in a highhanded manner those 
who do not agree. Indeed, one has to make one’s way through 
a great deal of this highhandedness in dealing with those

1Ibid., p. 73-
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who differ in opinion before one can get to the core of 
Robertson's own opinion.

From Fleay's hypothesis Robertson goes on to the 
"matter" of Julius Caesar, where he pronounces it an es
sentially unsatisfactory play. This he does on the score 
that the title character appears so briefly and the action 
is impossibly compressed, both of which suggest a conden
sation of an earlier play. The character of Caesar is pre
sented as a man quite different from Plutarch's Caesar, as 
a man vain and vacillating, boastful and superstitious.
It seems improbable that such a master of character por
trayal as Shakespeare could fail so completely in his cre
ation of a personage so well-known as Caesar. Portia, too, 
is poorly handled, so that Wilson suspects she was delib
erately represented as a woman politician, and as such was 
created by Jonson. We find such women in Yolpone, Sejanus. 
and Catiline. but there are none in Shakespeare besides 
the Portia of Julius Caesar.

Connection, causation, truncation, expansion, eli
sion— presence or absence of these argues the existence of 
two plays which have been condensed into one, says Robert
son. Scenes like the dispute between Antony and Octavius 
in V, i, 16-20, and the triumvirate's drawing up their list 
of those proscribed at the beginning of Act IV present de
velopments too suddenly to be taken in by the ordinary
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audience. On the other hand, the dialogue has been at times 
so obviously expanded that it can only be the result of re
casting a primary play. “Extensive excision has evidently 
been wrought upon what was once a much fuller action.

Having satisfied the reader that there is a primary 
play of Julius Caesar. Robertson proceeds to prove that it 
is Marlowe’s. At the outset of this proof, he makes a 
statement which is typical of those of his school. “That 
we have no record of such a play by him is no bar to the 
hypothesis,“ he writes. He then goes on to cite parallels 
in thought and idiom between Julius Caesar and the Marlowe 
plays, concluding with this striking example of arguing in 
a circle:

Perhaps the weightiest of all the clues is that fur
nished by Antony’s address to the corpse of Caesar, be
fore the arrival of Octavius’ servant, at the end of 
III, i. That is definitely in the style of the ha
rangue of Henry V' threatening the sack of Harfleur; 
and anyone who has admitted the probability of Mar
lowe’s authorship of the latter will admit that he 
could have written this.2

Upon this bit of reasoning follows a discussion of the verse 
quality, paying special heed to the end-stopped lines and 
double endings, and the diction of the oration. By a cir
cuitous path of probabilities, Robertson comes to the con
clusion that Marlowe’s authorship of Antony’s speech is an 1

1Ibid.. p. 103.
2Ibid., p. 118
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acceptable hypothesis, even though the speech has no paral
lel in vocabulary nor in phrase in any of Marlowe's known 
works.

We next learn that there is also a case for Dray
ton as author of the Antony oration, a case so strong that 
only grounded proof of other authorship can set it aside.
The strength of the case, however, seems questionable, for 
it rests on a few words, used in his signed works and in 
Julius Caesar, and on parallels of ideas in the Caesar 
and in Drayton plays. None of this is very conclusive or 
convincing.

Jonson, Marlowe, and Drayton— but that is not all. 
Chapman has also had a hand in our play. The vocabulary of 
Julius Caesar, the treatment of the character of Caesar, the 
presentment of Portia proclaiming an ideal role which she 
cannot sustain, and— shades of all the grammarians!— the use 
of the split Infinitive all point to Chapman's work.

A few years prior to Robertson's Shakespeare Canon. 
Greenwood had written: "Reasoning in a circle is a fasci
nating process, but it is not supposed to be very fertile 
of substantial results."1 Greenwood's words were aimed 
at the Stratfordians, but they here apply to the disinte- 
grationist Robertson. Again and again we find him assign
ing something from the Canon to one or other of the

Greenwood, p. 183.
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Elizabethans and then using it as a touchstone by which 
to rob Shakespeare of still other plays. Declaiming 
strongly about the style test, he leaves the reader in 
agreement with Chambers, who does not think that '»we have 
adequate criteria for distinguishing with any assurance 
from the style of his contemporaries that of a young 
writer still under their influence.“1 This, of course, 
has reference to some of the earlier plays of Shakespeare 
which have been under fire by the various enemies of or
thodoxy; but it seems a much safer path to follow than 
the unbounded assurance of those who can establish cri
teria as they see need for them.

In regard to the most deadly enemies of Shake
speare, the anti-Stratfordians, we find an apparent dif
ference of opinion as to their method. Two such eminent 
Shakespeare scholars as E. K. Chambers and Alfred Harbage 
seem to hold definite views on the matter. In reference 
to the controversy over the authorship of Titus Androni- 
cus, Chambers says:

Quite recently it has flared forth again with the re
newed vigor of a phoenix, and in a way that impresses 
one, not so much with the failure of each disputant 
in turn to convince, since that might only mean that 
sufficient material for the solution of their common 
problem is lacking, as with the abstinence of them 
all alike from any attempt to think out and apply a

Chambers, Facts and Problems. I, 287.
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logical method of investigation.^
It is probably safe to assume that Chambers would have no 
objection to our extending this observation to the entire 
field of anti-Stratfordian efforts to disprove Shakespeare’s 
claim to authorship. He does not actually accuse them of 
following no method, but rather of following no logical 
path to their conclusions. Rather than take the accepted 
way of inductive investigation, in which the hypothesis 
would follow upon a presentation of the facts, these anti- 
Shakespeareans frame their hypothesis first and then mar
shal the facts to bear it out. Sentiment, which has no 
part in true inductive reasoning, is the starting-point 
of their procedure; their hypothesis is an expression of 
this sentiment; and by a combination of rhetoric and ma
nipulation of the facts, consciously or not, they attempt 
to convince us of the truth of their position.

Harbage agrees with Chambers in the opinion that 
the anti-Stratfordians employ no logic in their work.
While the British scholar speaks of "sentiment," Harbage 
says: "To understand the implications of the authorship
controversy one must first dismiss the notion that it has 
a rational basis."* 2 Without a rational basis it is

■̂ E. K. Chambers, Shakespeare; A Survey (London: 
Sidgwick & Jackson, Ltd., 19257» p• 32.

2Alfred Harbage, "Sweet Will and Gentle Marlowe," 
New York Times Book Review, June 12, 1955» pp. 1, 10-11.
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impossible to arrive at any logical conclusions. Start
ing from a sentiment can only lead to perversions of rea
sonable analysis. This is just what we find the anti- 
Stratfordians doing, and this, according to Harbage, is 
how they do it:

After denigrating Shakespeare, his relatives, his 
town and all its ways, it applies the Conan Doyle 
technique of inverted deduction, although without 
Doyle's charming awareness of charlatanry.1

Before these two steps, the denigration of Shakespeare and
the producing of a substitute, there is a first one which
Harbage implies but does not clearly state. This is the
glorification of the plays. Without it there is little
purpose in arguing their authorship.

The process of denigration is based on one or both 
of two false assumptions. The first is that nobility of 
work in literature presupposes nobility of birth. The 
other is that characteristic called by some literary sin
cerity, which means simply that only those things which 
come within a writer’s experience can be matter for his 
work. A cursory glance into the history of art and lit
erature is sufficient to expose the fallacy of the no
bility myth. Chaucer was the son of a merchant, Johnson 
son of a bookseller, Marlowe son of a shoemaker, Spenser 
son of a draper; the story of the great writers of the 1

1Ibid.
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Continent is the same. Who has ever challenged Moliere's 
authorship of his plays because he was not of noble birth? 
As to the second premise of the anti-Stratfordians, again a 
quick survey of literature disproves it. Who would venture 
to say, for example, that Dante’s Divine Comedy must have 
been written by an angel from heaven, a soul in purgatory, 
and a denizen of hell, since those three regions were pat
ently not within the experience of the poet?

In substance, the descriptions of Chambers and Har- 
bage of the anti-Stratfordian formula are found to be the 
same. The sentiment spoken of by Chambers is the denigra
tion of Harbage. The debunker moved by sentiment to form 
his own hypothesis is doing just what Harbage*s culprit 
does when he produces hi.s candidate. Finally, they make 
their facts march like toy soldiers straight— or more of
ten by a tortuous path— to the conclusion at which they 
wish to arrive.

Are Chambers and Harbage right in their delineation 
of the ways of the anti-Stratfordian? Will closer study of 
some of the works of the despoilers of Shakespeare's Canon 
prove that the two eminent Stratfordians are not mistaken? 
That we shall learn in the succeeding chapter.



CHAPTER IV

THE FORMULA IN ACTION

Of -the great number of books which uphold the 
claims of one or other of the "true" Shakespeares, four 
have been selected for study.1 They seem to exemplify 
the angles of approach of the anti-Stratfordians, and we 
believe they are typical of the work of that school. Of 
the Baconians, we shall examine Ignatius Donnelly’s work 
on the cryptogram in the plays of Shakespeare. Oxford 
has probably more adherents than any other claimant, and 
we shall see how J. Thomas Looney proves him to be Shake
speare. For a recent treatment of an old theory, Calvin 
Hoffman’s brash attempt to make Shakespeare out of Mar
lowe will receive attention. Our last study is one of 
the most recent efforts to supplant the Stratford actor, 
George Elliot Sweet’s work on the great deception prac
ticed by Queen Elizabeth I.

Ignatius Donnelly made quite a colorful little

^These four books also cover the time span of the 
greatest activity in the anti-Shakespeare movement. Don
nelly's appeared in 1888, Looney’s in 1920, Hoffman's in 
1955» and Sweet's in 1958. Research in other fields over 
a period of time leads usually to clarification and uni
fication of ideas. Not so in the work of the anti-Strat- 
fordiansl The passage of time merely brings greater di
vergence of opinions.

57
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niche for himself in Minnesota history. Never satisfied 
with the status quo, he abandoned the practice of law to 
establish a Utopian community in that state. After the 
failure of this project and some time spent in politics—  
he served as lieutenant governor and as congressman for 
Minnesota— he retired to take up a full-time literary ca
reer. His first works were fantastic pseudo-scientific 
books, bearing the intriguing titles Atlantis: the Ante
diluvian World and Ragnarok: The Age of Fire and Gravel.
In 1888 he published The Great Cryptogram, the work in 
which we are interested.

A glance at the table of contents of this huge 
volume, just a couple of pages short of a thousand, makes 
one think Harbage must have had this work in mind when he 
outlined the anti-Stratfordian steps. The volume is divided 
into Book I— The Argument, Book II— The Demonstration, and 
Book III— Conclusions. Each book is in turn divided into 
Parts I, II, and III. In the first part of Book I we find 
the opening chapter titled "The Learning of the Plays,'1 the 
next two chapters dealing with Shakespeare's education and 
real character, and chapters four and five setting forth 
Bacon as a candidate. Does it not look very much like the 
1-2-3 method— glorify the plays, denigrate Shakespeare, 
produce a substitute?

In his discussion of the learning of the plays,



Donnelly gives page upon page of examples of parallels 
drawn from the Shakespeare plays and the Latin and Greek 
classics. Many of these appear convincing until, upon 
closer study, they are seen to be ideas which would have 
been part of the thinking of any great writer of any time. 
Why, for example, should Shakespeare need to draw on Plato 
for his great Mto be or not to be” soliloquy?

Another consideration which Donnelly loses sight 
of is that the norm for being considered learned in Eliza
bethan times was not the same as it is today. Because 
Shakespeare has dotted his plays with quotations from and 
allusions to classical authors, the nineteenth century 
critic decides he must have had a university education. 
Such an argument might be valid with regard to a writer 
of our day; but it loses its force when applied to an 
Elizabethan. In the sixteenth-century grammar school, 
Latin was the only study, and the aim and function of 
elementary education were to teach boys to know Latin 
and Greek so that they might read the classics. The 
Stratford grammar school was no exception to this gen
erally accepted norm, nor is there any reason to think 
that William Shakespeare did not take advantage of what 
it had to offer. His parents were respected citizens of 
the town, and it is likely that they would give their 
children the best education available according to their
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means. Studies of the curricula of the sixteenth-century 
grammar school make it clear that the student who had re
ceived his education in such a school had the necessary 
background for understanding Shakespeare’s allusions.1 
Even the very superficial scholar might understand the 
classical references in the plays, if the following ob
servation be true:

It is interesting that most of Shakespeare’s quota
tions from the classics are from the beginnings of 
the works he quotes. It is more interesting that 
they are for the most part to be found in plays of 
the beginning of his career. They are all readily 
explainable as originating in the grammar school.^

In view of the evidence discovered by Brown in 
his research into the Elizabethan educational system and 
what effect it had on Shakespeare, it is safe to accept 
the statement of Harbage that Shakespeare’s plays only 
look learned. The classical allusions are imposing to 
those without a Latin grammar-school education, but they 
must have been within the scope of the Elizabethan play
goer. After all, Shakespeare wrote for the popular stage; 
why should he clutter his plays with lines his audience 
would not understand?

From parallels to the classics, Donnelly passes

•̂ David Brown, What Shakespeare Learned at School 
(’’Bucknell University Studies”; Lewisburg, Pennsylvania: 
Bucknell University Press, 1941), p. 13.

2Ibid.
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to parallels to Bacon, and here again we have a clear 
demonstration that such similarities prove nothing. The 
idea that death is a dissolution, as expressed in Antony 
and Cleopatra, is certainly not such as Shakespeare would 
have to borrow from Bacon, nor would it be the peculiar 
property of that philosopher. Neither is the maxim,
"Know thyself," found in both Bacon and Shakespeare, of 
such a nature as to be the idea of a sole writer. It has 
been the advice given by great teachers since the begin
ning of time. It was the prayer of St. Augustine in the 
fifth century.

A knowledge of modern languages is claimed by Don
nelly for the writer of the plays. Whole pages of them are 
said to be written in French. This is, of course, a refer
ence to Henry V with its well-known interchanges of French 
and English between Katherine and Henry. We would hazard 
a guess that Donnelly was not a student of French. The 
most rudimentary knowledge of the language would make one 
capable of writing the scenes to which Donnelly alludes. 
Shakespeare could easily have acquired this knowledge 
from one of the learn-French-fast handbooks popular in 
his time.

The writer of the plays knew Italian also, as is 
clearly proved by such works as Othello. Twelfth Night.
Two Gentlemen of Verona, and The Merchant of Venice. For
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each of these Shakespeare is said to have drawn his plot 
from an Italian original of which there was not a transla
tion in his time.

It is surprising to find Donnelly declaring that 
Shakespeare had to know Danish to have written Hamlet, but 
this furnishes a good example of the pitfalls awaiting the 
denigrators of Shakespeare who are not really Shakespeare 
scholars. It is generally accepted by authorities that 
Shakespeare's Hamlet is a redaction of an older play, now 
lost, usually attributed to Kyd, which was in turn based 
on Belieforest's story derived from Saxo-Grammaticus.
There are, then, at least two known sources between the 
Danish Hamlet and the Shakespearean.

Summing up his findings concerning the learning
of the plays, Donnelly says:

The author of the' plays, whoever he may have been, was 
unquestionably a profound scholar and most laborious 
student. He had read in their own tongues all the 
great, and some of the obscure writers of antiquity; 
he was familiar with the languages of the principal 
nations of Europe; his mind had compassed all the 
learning of his time and of preceding ages; he had 
pored over the pages of French and Italian novelists; 
he had read the philosophical utterances of the great 
thinkers of Greece and Rome; and he had closely con
sidered the narrations of the explorers who were just 
laying bare the secrets of new islands and continents.!

From such heights of exaltation of the plays,

llgnatius Donnelly, The Great Cryptogram: Francis 
Bacon's Cipher in the So-Called Shakespeare Plays (Chicago: 
R. S. Peale & Company, 1888), p. 2 6 .
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Donnelly descends to the depths of denigration of the au
thor, and we find Shakespeare in a sorry case indeed. He 
lived in an England whose smaller townspeople were "steeped 
to the lips in ignorance, rude and barbarous in their man
ners . " 1 Their lives were coarse, filthy, and barren. 
Shakespeare's own family were illiterate. In the whole of 
Stratford there were not more than two or three dozen books. 
The grammar school would give him only a little Latin, less 
Greek, and almost no English. In such vulgar surroundings 
Shakespeare could scarcely have acquired the knowledge 
shown in the plays. Even in more auspicious environment 
he probably would not have become learned, for his was not 
a studious nature, but rather given to such pastimes as 
drinking contests and deer-stealing. Forced into a mar
riage with a woman eight years his senior, after three 
years he went off to London.

We can readily conceive his condition. His father was 
bankrupt; his own family rapidly increasing— his wife 
had just been delivered of twins; his home was dirty, 
bookless, and miserable; his companions degraded; his 
pursuits low; he had been whipped and imprisoned, and 
he fled, probably penniless, to the great city . 2

Not only was Shakespeare rude and unlettered, but 
also possessed of gross faults of character. He was a 
usurer, as Donnelly shows by evidence of several suits

1I M d . , p. 28.
2Ibid., p. 40.



brought by Shakespeare against those who owed him money.
This charge brings to mind what Marchete Chute says con
cerning the prevalence of lawsuits in Shakespeare's time.

If an Elizabethan did not face the point of a dagger 
every few years he could confidently expect to face 
litigation, and a nervous, exacting trade like the 
theater spawned a multitude of lawsuits. Burbage 
and Heninges and Shakespeare had their normal share 
of litigation. 1

Perhaps Shakespeare's lawsuits were not such usurous demon
strations, after all!

Shakespeare carried on brewing in New Place, since 
he is known to have purchased malt at various times. He 
was entirely lacking in hospitality. He obtained his rank 
as gentleman by false representations. His name, Shake
speare, was considered vulgar in his day. With others he 
conspired to impoverish the people of Stratford. He did 
nothing to honor his father's memory, nothing to educate 
his daughter Judith. His signatures show that he could 
scarcely write. Finally, he ended his days in a fever 
contracted in a drunken revelry. Such, according to Don
nelly, is a picture of the "real character of Shakespeare." 
If it is a true picture, we are forced to conclude that the 
"myriad-minded" genius who used him as a front showed very 
poor judgment.

Cárchete Chute, "Shakespeare Kept the Right Com
pany," Saturday Review of Literature. XXXII (July 23, 194-9)? 
9-11.
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The work of denigrating the butcher boy is very 
thoroughly done; but there is more. In a chapter on "The 
Lost Library and Manuscripts" we are asked to believe that 
because Shakespeare left no books among his possessions 
nor manuscripts of the plays, these latter could not be 
his. Surely a man so avaricious as Shakespeare of Strat
ford would not let such profitable assets as the plays 
slip out of his possession! The answer to that would seem 
to lie in the practices surrounding plays and their sale 
and production in Shakespeare’s time, but Donnelly does 
not discuss these customs. He does, however, discuss at 
length the 1623 Folio, making it clear that Shakespeare 
could never have had a claim to the plays in it. There 
is misreading and misquoting in this discussion of the 
Folio, as, for example, Donnelly’s statement that Heminge 
and Condell claimed that the quarto editions were all 
"stolne and surreptitious" copies. A more careful read
ing of the lines referred to shows that the editors merely 
claimed that "even those stolne and surreptitious copies 
are now offered to your view cur’d and perfect of their 
limbs, and all the rest, absolute in their numbers, as he 
conceived them." There is no suggestion that all the 
quartos were pirated copies. Donnelly uses examples from 
Hamlet to show variations in the Folio and quarto texts
which discredit the editor's claim to have used the
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original copies; but he makes no reference to the fact 
that Hamlet was published in two quartos before 1623. 
»False in one thing, false in all,» Donnelly concludes, 
and so the authenticity of the entire Folio is swept 
aside.

If the evidence so far produced is not sufficient 
to convince the reader that Shakespeare could not have 
written the plays, Donnelly feels sure that his final 
chapter in Part I will decide the matter. Here we learn 
that the writer of the dramas was a lawyer. From the 
Comedy of Errors. As You Like It. King Lear. Hamlet. 
Antony and Cleopatra. Midsummer Nights Dream. Love1 s 
Labour's Lost. The Merchant of Venice, and the sonnets 
are drawn numerous instances of the author's familiarity 
with the intricacies of law and law courts. Donnelly 
sums up the case in a syllogism:

1. The man who wrote the Plays was a lawyer.
2. William Shakespeare was not a lawyer.
3. Therefore, William Shakespeare did not write the 

Flays. 1
This appears to be a logical syllogism— once the major 
premise is established.

Steps One and Two accomplished, Donnelly goes on 
to Step Three— he produces his candidate. Francis Bacon 
of St. Albans, son of Queen Elizabeth's Lord Keeper,

■^Donnelly, p. 120.
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Nicholas Bacon, was the real author of the plays. To be 
the playwright, he had to be a poet, and that Donnelly 
says he was, quoting poems which are known or supposed 
to have been written by Bacon. He was also a philosopher, 
which gives him a claim to Shakespeare's place. The ge
ography of the historical plays, which laud Kent, St. Al
bans, and other places with which Bacon was connected, 
points to him as their author. He had been in Scotland, 
France, and Italy, too, so that he was able to write 
Macbeth and the Italian plays as well as Love's Labour's 
Lost. In the politics of the plays Donnelly sees Bacon's 
hand. The contempt of the laboring classes expressed by 
Shakespeare mark him as an aristocrat. A Protestant he 
must have been, as is clearly seen in the attitudes re
vealed in King John and Henry VIII.

Part III of Book I consists of two hundred pages 
of parallelisms. Donnelly mentions numberless instances 
in which Bacon and the author of the plays use identical 
expressions, metaphors, opinions, quotations, studies, 
words, style, and even errors. If a multiplicity of 
parallels can convince, Donnelly must win many followers. 
Such expressions as "the mind's eye" and "all sorts of 
people," favorite words, like "harping," used by both 
Bacon and Shakespeare; metaphors using bodily ills as 
their basis; opinions like that in which fortune is
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thought to give freely at the same time as she holds back; 
these are but a few of the great number of parallels Don
nelly musters up. These, he says, must certainly "bring 
the brain of the poet under the hat of the philosopher.

We come now to Book II, "The Demonstration," which 
is really the heart of Donnelly's work. Here he sets out 
to initiate us into the secret of the cipher in the plays; 
but his demonstration leaves the reader somewhat confused, 
wishing that Donnelly could give him a more satisfactory 
key to the cipher. Being certain that Bacon wrote the 
plays, and having quite accidentally discovered that Bacon 
had written about a biliteral cipher, Donnelly sets out to 
find the cipher in the plays. His assumption that the ci
pher was there and that certain specific words would come 
out in the message is legitimate, says Friedman . 2 However, 
Donnelly shows a lack- of comprehension of Bacon's biliteral 
cipher. Looking for it in the common editions yielded noth
ing, for Donnelly was working on the supposition that the 
cipher was connected with pagination and the numbering of 
words on the page. He turned then to a facsimile of the 
First Folio, and after many years of following his one 
clue, that the cipher words were to some extent multiples 1

1Ibid.. p. 293.
Friedman, p. 3 7.
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of the pages on which they occur, he worked out an elabo
rate system of decipherment. The system was complicated 
as the work progressed by the frequent introduction of new 
elements. Bracketed words were found to be significant, 
as were hyphenated words. The confusion of multipliers, 
root numbers, modifying numbers, and subordinate root 
numbers which make up the tools used to indicate a certain 
word in the text is a total loss to the reader who knows 
nothing of ciphers or is not inclined to working with num
bers. Let us take just one example of this complication.

Now if we count from the top of the column to the end 
of the 1st subdivision, we have 27 words; but if we 
count to and include the 1st word of the next sub
division, there are 28 words. If we count from the 
top of the column to the bottom we have 169 words, 
but if we count from the top of the 2nd subdivision 
to the bottom of the column, we have, exclusive of 
the 1st word, 141 words; and from the end of the 1st 
subdivision, and including the 1st word of the 2nd 
subdivision, we have 142 words.

Again: if we eount from the top of the column to 
the break caused by the words "Scoena Quarta,” we 
have 90 words; and to the top of the 2nd subdivision, 
and including the first word of the same, we have 91 
words. And if we count from the end of the 1st sub
division to the words "Scoena Quarta," we have 63 
words; or from the top of the 2nd subdivision, ex
cluding the 1st word, we have, to the end of the 
scene, 62 words.

Again: if we count from the end of the 2nd sub
division, the 90th word, to the bottom of the column, 
we have 79 words; but from the 91st word down we have 
79 words: But there is a hyphenated word in that sub
division, to-wit, the word ill-spirited, the 97th word 
in the column, and if this is counted in, that is, if 
it is counted as 2 words instead of 1 , then the 79 
words become 80 words, and the 78 words become 79 
words.

I would here explain that in the cipher the words
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spoken by the characters are alone counted: the 
’’stage directions,” and the names of the characters 
speaking, are excluded from the count; so also are 
the numbers of the acts and scenes.

Here, then, we have in the 1st column of p. 73 
these numbers:
Words in first subdivision..................   27
Words in second subdivision..........................63
Words in third subdivision......................   79
Words in the column.... ............................ 169
Words from 27th word to the bottom of the column..142
Words from 27th word to the end of 2nd subdivision 63
Words from 28th word to the end of the column 141
Words from 28th word to the end of 2nd subdivision 62
Words from the top of column to the end of 2nd

subdivision...... ................................  90
Words from the top of column to the beginning of

3rd subdivision......................   90
Words from the beginning of 3rd subdivision to

end of column....................................  79
Words from the beginning of 3rd subdivision,

plus 1 hyphenated................................  80
Now all these numbers in their due and regular or

der, become modifiers of the root-numbers whereby the 
cipher story is worked out.l

Elsewhere, Donnelly advises the reader, if he doubts 
the author's accuracy, to count up the column for himself.
It is not the accuracy of the counting that is called in 
question, but the accuracy of the whole system that can 
very well be doubted. The truth is: there is no system. 
Donnelly states no rule by which he decides root numbers, 
modifiers, multipliers and all the rest of his parapher
nalia of decipherment. He may arrive at a word in the ci
pher by two computations or by ten, as he sees fit. In 
some cases hyphenated words count as two words, In other

^Donnelly, pp. 580-81.
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cases as one. Bracketed words are at times counted, at 
other times not. By this unsystematic system, Donnelly 
produces such stories as these: Cecil Tells the Story of 
Marlowe; The Queen Beats Hayward; Cecil Says Shakespeare 
Did Not Write the Plays; Shakespere Carried to Prison; 
Sweet Ann Hathaway; The Queen's Orders to Find Shakespere. 
Here is a typical message from Henry IV:

Cecil expressed to the Bishop his opinion that 
Shakespeare did not write the Plays. He said: I ven
tured to tell him my suspicion that Mast Shak'st spur 
is not himself capable enough, and hath not knowledge 
enough, to have writ the much admired plays that we 
all rate so high, and which are supposed to be his; 
and which ever since the death of More low have been 
put forth in his name. And that it is rumoured that 
every one of them was prepared under his name by some 
gentleman. His Lordship advised that the best thing 
we could do is to make him a prisoner, and, as soon 
as he is apprehended, bind him with iron and bring him 
before the Council; and it is more than likely the 
knave would speak the truth, and tell who writ it.
But in the event that he lied about the matter your 
Grace should have his limbs put to the question and 
force him to confess the truth. 1

Donnelly states plainly that he withholds the rules 
to the cipher, expressing the fear that another may make 
further and perhaps fuller discoveries in other plays (he 
studies only Henry IV) before he can finish the task. It 
would have been better if he had disclosed his rules, for 
with nothing to govern the selection of root numbers and 
computations using them, other people could evolve

•^Ibid., pp. 765-69.



72

completely different messages from his own numbers. And
other people did. The Rev. Dr. Nicholson of Leamington,
England, applied Donnelly's cipher to draw this message
from the same play as that with which Donnelly worked:

Bishop King doth peril the loss of his see. They 
stick not to send back the cause by writ to the 
Archbishop. The judgment of his Grace is not cer
tain. i

This statement referred to a recent case which had actu
ally been brought before the Archbishop of Canterbury.

Again using Donnelly's root numbers, Dr. Nichol
son obtained this message from page seventy-five of the 
Folio:

William Shakespeare, gentleman, son of John, gave 
a tragic volume to his stage, which hath won praise 
from greatest noble and dullest peasant, rendering 
him remembered in all time.2

The work of Ignatius Donnelly started an epidemic 
of discoveries of ciphers, codes, anagrams and secret mes
sages in the plays. These have been dealt with scientifi
cally and convincingly by the Friedmans. All of them, in
cluding Donnelly's, have been shown by these professional

•̂•Philadelphia P r e s s _____ 17, 1891. This account
of Dr. Nicholson's work was found in a clipping from the 
Philadelphia Press on which the date was not discernible. 
The title also was obliterated. All that remained was 
what looked, under close scrutiny, like the abbreviation 
of the name of the paper and the year 1891; but the story 
was too interesting to let pass.

2Ibid.
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code-breakers to be invalid.
A second landmark in the history of the Shake

spearean controversy is Thomas J. Looney’s »’Shakespeare11 
Identified in Edward de Vere Seventeenth Earl of Oxford, 
published in 1920. This work is marked by the same con
viction of truth and confidence in stating the evidence 
that we find in Donnelly. Looney states at the beginning 
of his book that it is now difficult to find anyone in the 
enjoyment of a full and assured faith in the authorship of 
Shakespeare. In view of this growing scepticism, he had 
at first planned to make no formal exposition of the Strat- 
fordian theory. However, following the advice of friends, 
he devotes his first chapter to '»The Stratfordian View.”
It is familiar ground to the reader of the anti-Strat- 
fordians. The plays are lauded as the ’’fountain head of 
cultured English, fixing and moulding the language more 
than any other single force,” as ’’dramas . . . evincing a 
wide and prolonged experience of life . ” 1 In contrast to 
these great works is presented the picture of the boorish 
Stratford butcher. It is somewhat surprising to be told 
forcefully, as if it were an entirely new idea, that the 
life of William Shakespeare divided naturally into three *

^Thomas J. Looney, ’’Shakespeare” Identified in 
Edward de Vere the Seventeenth Earl of Oxford '(New York: 
Duell, Sloan, and Pearce, 1920), p. 20.
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periods, not two. These periods are, of course, Stratford, 
London, and again Stratford. It is the striking contrast 
between the closing period in Stratford and the middle 
period in London which, in Looney’s mind, deals the death 
blow to the Stratfordian view. That a man could arrive in 
London in his early twenties, become the foremost play
wright of the time, amass a fortune, and at the peak of 
his power return to the unwholesome intellectual atmos
phere of the dirty little town of Stratford and there live 
out his years so obscure and unknown that no record was
left behind him and no recognition given him at his death_
this is so inconceivable as to give the lie to the story of 
William Shakespeare’s authorship. The evidence against him 
is summarized in seventeen items at the end of the chapter, 
nearly all of which are negative in nature. Looney, more 
accommodating than Donnelly, outlines his method of enquiry 
before he goes on to the work of producing his candidate.

1. As a first step it would be necessary to examine 
the works of Shakespeare, almost as though they had 
appeared for the first time, unassociated with the 
name or personality of any writer; and from such an 
examination draw what inferences we could as to his 
character and circumstances. The various features of 
these would have to be duly tabulated, the statement 
so arrived at forming the groundwork of our subse
quent investigation.
2. The second step would be to select from amongst 
the various characteristics some one outstanding 
feature which might serve best as a guide in proceed
ing to search for the author, by furnishing some para
mount criterion, and at the same time indicating in 
some measure where the author was to be looked for.



75

3. With this instrument in our hands, the third step 
would be to proceed to the great task of searching for 
the man.
4. In the event of discovering any man who should ade
quately fulfill the prime condition, the fourth step 
would be to test the selection by reference to the vari
ous features in the original characterization; and, in 
the event of his failing in a marked degree to meet the 
essential conditions, it would be necessary to reject 
this first selection and resume the search.
5. Supposing the discovery of some man who should in 
a general way have passed through this crucial test, 
the next step would be to reverse the whole process. 
Having worked from Shakespeare's writings to the man, 
we should then begin with the man; taking new and out
standing facts about his performances and personality, 
we should then have to enquire to ?/hat extent these 
were reflected in Shakespeare's works.
6 . Then, in the event of the enquiry yielding satis
factory results up to this point, we should next have 
to accumulate corroborative evidence and apply tests 
arising out of the course of the investigation.
7. The final step would be to develop as far as pos
sible any traces of a personal connection between the 
newly accredited and the formerly reputed authors of 
the works . 1

The examination of the works of Shakespeare yielded a 
list of nine general characteristics of the author.

1. A mature man of recognized genius.
2. Apparently eccentric and mysterious.
3. Of intense sensibility— a man apart.
4. Unconventional.
5. Not adequately appreciated.
6 . Of pronounced and known literary tastes.
7. An enthusiast in the world of drama.
8 . A lyric poet of recognized talent.
9. Of superior education— classical— the habitual as

sociate of educated people . 2
A closer study of the writings of Shakespeare

■̂ Ibid., pp. 81-82. 
2Ibid.. p. 92.
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reveals another group, again of nine, special character
istics.

1 * A fflan with feudal connections.
2. A member of the higher aristocracy.
3. Connected with Lancastrian supporters.
4. An enthusiast for Italy.
5. A follower of sport (including falconry).
o. A lover of music.
7. Loose and improvident in money matters.
o. Doubtful and somewhat conflicting in his attitude to woman.
9. Of probable Catholic leanings, but touched with scepticism.l

In the discussion of these eighteen characteristics, 
it seems significant that the only plays cited are Richard 
ii? Similard— iii.5 Hamlet, The Merchant of Venice. and Henry 
IV. We depend, then, on five plays for the evidence to 
support Looney's imposing list of characteristics to which 
the author of the Canon must be fitted.

The second step of Looney's method, narrowing the 
study to that one of the list of characteristics which 
would be most fruitfully pursued, brings him to the con
sideration of the lyric poetry of Shakespeare. Having de
termined the stanza form of Venus and Adonis and Lucrece. 
he discovers a poem by Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford, 
which satisfies him as being like the Shakespeare poems 
in form and style. This leads him to an investigation of 
Oxford as a lyric poet, which yields surprising results.

^Ibid.. p. 103.
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From a very small number of poems by Oxford, a whole set 
of coincidences emerges to make his circumstances fit ex
actly the pattern of the eighteen characteristics. Then 
by comparison with Shakespeare’s early plays, Looney ar
rives at the firm conviction that Oxford is the real au
thor. Oxford’s output of lyric poetry seems meager, but 
Looney swells the volume by assigning to him the lyrics of 
Lyly, who had absolutely no capacity for lyric poetry, ac
cording to Looney. A year after his Shakespeare Identi- 

he published a volume of Edward de Vere’s poems, in 
which he included some of the poems of Lyly, as well as 
others generally attributed to Raleigh, Fulke Greville, 
and Richard Barnfield.l

Satisfied that he has found his man, Looney now 
goes on to his fourth step, to test his selection by ref
erence to his eighteen notes. With surprising ease he 
finds that the known events of Oxford’s life fall into 
place exactly to fit his pattern. Records show Oxford to 
have been the object of much gossip, even slander, because 
of his unconventional, eccentric ways. The bad reputation 
he acquired is reflected in the sonnets. His aristocracy 
and pride of birth are evident throughout the plays. He 
had definite dramatic connections, in which Looney finds

•^Wadsworth, pp. 113-14.
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"an extraordinary set of coincidences." Anthony Munday 
and John Lyly were his active associates in his dramatic 
enterprises. Both these men have been credited with work 
which is not theirs, work which links them on to Shake
speare’s work, forming a direct bridge between Oxford's 
lost works and Shakespeare's plays. The conclusion is 
evident. Oxford must be Shakespeare.

The manner in which the difficulty of Oxford's un
timely death— untimely for the Oxfordian thesis— is set
tled by Looney is startling in its simplicity. The truth 
of the matter is that the chronology of Dowden is not to be 
accepted. In the years between 1598, when the first play 
was published under Shakespeare's name, and 1604, when Ox
ford died, Shakespeare wrote twelve new plays. This is an 
enormous output, especially when it

is supposed to have been produced pari passu with an 
extraordinary amount of other literary labour in the 
issue of new editions of former plays, much adminis
trative work connected with the direction of the com
pany, the more material occupations of land and prop- 
erty speculations and litigation, entailing much men
tal distraction and the consumption of time and en
ergy in journeys between London and Stratford. This, 
we make bold to claim, constitutes a complete reductio 
ad absurdum of the Stratfordian theory of authorship.*

The Oxfordian theory, which follows immediately, is, of
course, more logical.

It is much more reasonable, then, to suppose that what 1

1Ibid., p. 3 2 0.



79

was actually happening in these six years, was the 
speeding up of the finishing-off process, as though 
the writer were either acting under a premonition 
that his end was approaching, or the time had now 
arrived for giving to the world a literature at 
which he had been working during the whole of his 
previous life. Everything suggests the rushing out 
of supplies from a large accumulated stock; and, 
therefore, instead of seeing any difficulty in the 
appearing of other Shakespearean plays after the 
death of de Vere, it is a matter of surprise that, 
according to the dates that have been assigned to 
the plays by the best authorities, so small a pro
portion of the purely Shakespearean work remained 
to be presented. 1

The difficulty of The Tempest, which is generally 
thought to have been written after 1610, Looney dispatches 
in an Appendix to his work. After toying with the possi
bilities of various suggested earlier dates, he abandons 
them all and proceeds to show that the play is not Shake
speare’s at all. The blank verse is mere prose; the phi
losophy is alien to that of any of the other plays, the 
stage directions, the coarse fun, the vocabulary, the 
meter are un-Shakespearean; the ideas concerning feudalism, 
woman, Catholicism are not those that have been found to 
be characteristic of Shakespeare. The Tempest is second- 
rate work, unworthy of the greatest poet of all time.
Thus peremptorily the last obstacle is overcome, and now 
Oxford, not Bacon, is Shakespeare.

The year 1955 saw the publication of The Murder of 1

1Ibid.
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the Man Who Was Shakespeare, an astonishing piece of work 
by Calvin Hoffman, writer and drama critic. In this book, 
the author presents his theory of Marlowe's authorship as 
something almost original, attempting by this footnote to 
put it in a class different from previous similar attempts.

It was not until at least 12 years had elapsed in 
my research that I learned of the following:

A) In 1895, W. G. Zeigler, in a cinematic "thrill
er," fictionalized the tale of Marlowe's murder by 
reversing. of all things, the documented facts. In
stead of Francis Frazer (Ingram Frizer) slaying Mar
lowe, Frazer, in turn, is stabbed to death by Christo
pher Marlowe, after he, Frazer, discovers Marlowe 
trysting with his faithless wife in the bedroom of his home.

Zeigler's scenario-novel then imagines Marlowe 
having been slain, in 1598. by the dramatist Ben Jonsoni

The whole tale is compounded of the purest fiction and fantasy.
B) In 1923, one Archie Webster, in a terse six- 

page magazine piece, believed that Marlowe had written the Sonnets.l
Having seen this note, the reader is scarcely pre

pared for the tale of fiction and fantasy which Hoffman 
himself relates. Neither does he care to give whole
hearted credence to the author's findings when it is ap
parent that the second part of the note is an incomplete 
acknowledgment. Webster claimed Marlovian authorship for 
the plays and the sonnets. 2 1 2

1Calvin Hoffman, The Murder of the Man Who Was 
Shakespeare (New York: Julian Messner, Inc., 19??), p. xiii.

2Wadsworth, p. 155«
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By a reversal similar to Zeigler's, and by keep
ing Marlowe alive long enough to write The Tempest,. Hoff
man supports the same thesis as Zeigler and Webster. Such 
a task requires a vivid imagination, for according to all 
known records, Marlowe was killed in a tavern brawl on 
May 30, 1593, four months before the name of Shakespeare 
first appeared on a printed work. Calvin Hoffman, however, 
is a man of imagination, courage, and perseverance. Once 
convinced that Marlowe was Shakespeare, he spent nineteen 
years in the task of finding the proof, undaunted by seem
ingly unsurmountable obstacles. The story of the diffi
culties he encountered in his search would move the heart 
of the most hardened Stratfordian.

For almost two d ecades I pursued a literary will-
0 -the-wisp that gave me no rest. My investigations 
took me to England, France, Denmark, and Germany. I 
roamed through graveyards, I crawled into dusty tombs,
1 shivered in the dampness of veritable archives, and 
in the musty atmosphere of libraries whose book-lined 
shelves had remained undisturbed for centuries.
Across my mind's eye there still unreels the endless 
procession of ancient houses, decaying churches, and 
old universities which I patiently investigated as
an unofficial detective in a murder mystery that ri
vals any Sir Arthur Conan Doyle ever wrote. . . .

As the clues came thick and fast, I found the 
load of my inquiry often too heavy to bear. I ear
nestly prayed that sufficient reason might be found 
to abandon my search, since it gradually consumed 
most of my thinking hours, to the sacrifice of more worldly rewards.*

Through Hoffman's book runs a familiar pattern.

^Hoffman, p. vii.
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Before he has written twenty lines, he is paying tribute 
to the magnificence of the dramatic works of William Shake
speare, There follows the story of how his discovery of an 
enormous number of parallelisms in the works of Marlowe and 
Shakespeare led him to the conviction that Marlowe must 
have been the writer of all of them. The first chapter is 
a statement of the well-known argument concerning Shake
speare’s education. We have no record of any formal edu
cation he ever received, and the circumstances of his life 
argue against the possibility of self-education on his part. 
It follows, then, that he could not have possessed the 
learning necessary for the writing of the plays.

Hoffman discards unreservedly the external testi
mony of the First Folio. The allusions in Greene’s Groats- 
worth of Wit and Chettle's Kind Heart’s Dream also receive 
short shrift, while the last will and testament of Shake
speare is pronounced to be a negation of his existence as 
a playwright, for the familiar reason that it mentions no 
books or manuscripts.

Shakespeare thus summarily disposed of, Hoffman un
folds the "marvelous and tragic life" of Christopher Mar
lowe. It is indeed marvelous. We learn that Marlowe was 
not killed on that May day of 1593* Here is what really 
took place.

On May 18, or 19, 1593» Marlowe was taken into
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custody on charges of atheism. He was released on bail 
and retired to Chislehurst, the home of Sir Thomas Walsing- 
ham, who was reported to be Marlowe’s lover. There the 
two planned the fake death of Marlowe. Nicholas Skeres 
and Ingram Frizer, two unsavory characters in Walsingham's 
employ, were engaged to do the deed. They made their way 
to Deptford and found a likely victim in a sailor just off 
ship and more than ready for wining and wenching. At the 
house of Eleanor Bull, the three men were joined by Robert 
Poley, a third employee of Walsingham. The villains re
duced the sailor to a drunken stupor and then fell upon 
him with daggers. "Marlowe" was dead. Two days later the 
body was interred in an unmarked grave, the vicar of the 
church at Deptford recording the death of "Christopher 
Marlowe, slain by Francis Archer." Ingram Frizer (the 
Francis Archer of the record) was taken into custody but 
freed two weeks later upon the coroner's evidence of "mur
der in self-defence." On June 28 he was released and re
turned immediately to the employ of Walsingham.

Meanwhile Marlowe had crossed the Channel to safety 
in France, later Italy. There he continued writing, send
ing his manuscripts by courier to Walsingham, who had them 
copied by a scrivener and then distributed to the London 
theaters by the actor William Shakespeare. After a time 
Marlowe returned to England and spent the remainder of his



84

days in hiding on Walsingham's estate. The sonnets are 
the story of the anguish of soul he endured under this en
forced hiddenness. In some of the plays, too, particularly 
As,You Like It, Marlowe makes reference to his authorship 
and the hoax he was perpetrating on the world.

It is a fantastic tale, indeed, but one which Hoff
man relates with great conviction. His chief support is a 
great number of parallelisms, of which we give a few exam
ples:

Doctor Faustus: (V i, 107)
Was this the fa6e that launched a thousand ships? Troilus and Cressidat (n, ii, 81-82) P
She is a pearl, whose price hath launched above 

a tnousand ships.
Edward II:

How now! Why droops the Earl? (I. ii. Q) 
Hgnry_VI, Part II: (I, ii, l) ’

Why droops my lord, like over-ripen'd corn?
The Jew of Maltat .

And every moon made some or other mad. Othello: (v, ii, 109-11)
It is the very error of the moon?
She comes more nearer than she was wont 
And makes men mad.

(II, iii, 196)

The Jew of Malta:
Infinite riches in a little room. AsJfou Like It: (III m  15)
A great reckoning in a little room.

(I, i, 37)

Hero and Leander: (Sest. I, 1 . 7 4)
. . .  leapt into the water for a kiss 
Of his own shadow.

Venus and Adonis: (1 . 162)
Died to kiss his shadow in the brook.

Tamburlaine: (II, i, 4 8 7)
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Nature doth strive with Fortune and his stars 
To make him famous.

King John: (III, i, 52)
Nature and Fortune joined to make thee great*
Some of the parallels cited by Hoffman seem labored

and inept. Further, even the force of his most apt ones is
lessened by other shortcomings of his work. In many places
he shows a lack of historical perspective, as when he says:

.. A .favoPlte rendezvous of British Catholics was the Cathedral City of Rheims, where, as English Jesuits, 
they assembled at the seminary to instruct Roman Catho
lic pupils in the art of English revolution. Marlowe 
must have known of these events.. He speaks of them in 
his play, The Massacre of Paris . 1

It is an inaccuracy, too, to say as Hoffman does that books 
and free access to them were an impossibility for the aver
age Elizabethan. R, C. Churchill proves the contrary by 
listing an impressive number of books of all kinds which 
Shakespeare could have borrowed from his friend and pub- 
lisher Field. If the books were published, they must have 
been accessible to others besides Shakespeare. The book 
contains numerous inaccuracies and inconsistencies of this 
nature, which make it a far less convincing piece of work 
than Hoffman felt he was producing. It does little for the 
cause of Christopher Marlowe as William Shakespeare.

George Elliot Sweet applies what he terms a

•̂Ibid.. p. 42.
2R. C. Churchill, Shakespeare and His Betters 

(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University'Press, 195$), 
p. 176-78. ’
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scientific approach.*' in his attempt to prove Elizabeth I 
was Shakespeare. The first step in this scientific ap
proach is the establishment of the fact that Shakespeare 
imitated the University Wits— Lyly, Kyd, Peele, Marlowe, 
Greene— but surpassed them all in the techniques he bor
rowed from them. Herein lies his genius, and the secret 
of it is in the possession of Negative Capability, a term 
Sweet borrows from John Keats. Negative Capability is 
"when [sic]a man is capable of being in uncertainties, 
mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after 
fact and r e a s o n . I t  has many facets. Improving, experi
menting, recasting, rewriting, striving always to perfect 
the Imperfect are all indications of Negative Capability.
It remains only to find the Elizabethan with the greatest 
Negative Capability, and we have found Shakespeare. Hav
ing made this statement, Sweet evidently decides the solu
tion of the problem cannot be so simple as that. He de
fers the search for the champion in the race for Negative 
Capability while he tackles a few other questions. There 
is the matter of dates. It is of great moment to deter
mine just when the sonnets and the plays were written. 
Fortunately, Shakespeare left unmistakable clues in his

•^George Elliot Sweet, Shake-Speare the Mystery 
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 19^6), 
p. 11.
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work. The »time sonnets” give conclusive evidence that the 
main body of the sonnets was completed in 1589. Sonnet I 
may have been written in April, 1586, or April, 1587, de
pending upon the season of the year when Sonnet 104 was 
written. Sweet favors the 1587 date, for it has historical 
significance— that is the year when Elizabeth fell in love 
with Essex.

In dealing with the dates of the plays, we find 
Sweet rejecting the chronological order of Chambers, the 
"1930 Guess,” and arranging a new »1955 Guess.” He bases 
his chronology on critical estimates of Shakespeare*s plays 
and ends by almost completely reversing the accepted order 
of composition. The differences between the ”1930 Guess” 
and the ”1955 Guess” range from three years to twenty- 
seven. Sweet relies to some extent on Edward H. Sugden's 
Topographical Dictionary to the Works of Shakespeare and 
His Fellow Dramatists, on the assumption that ”a dictionary 
treatise should be more factual and more scientific than 
the tracts of biographical writers on Shakespeare, who are 
by necessity expounding and upholding some theory or 
other.”1 Most conveniently, by this scientific approach 
to the problem of time, our author finds that his ”1955 
Guess” fits perfectly the events of the life of Elizabeth.

1Ibld.. pp. 23-24.
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He is not baffled by her death in 16Q3, any more than 
Hoffman or Looney are baffled by the premature deaths 
of their candidates. He simply arranges to have all 
the plays finished by 1603 and left with the Countess 
of Pembroke with detailed instructions as to dates of 
publication.

Chronologically, Elizabeth qualifies as Shake
speare. What of Negative Capability? Here she far ex
ceeds any other claimant to Shakespeare's place. Who 
else could display such ability to hold issues in sus
pension as she, especially in the matters of her mar- 
riage, of Mary, Queen of Scots, and of the succession? 
Indeed, she proved herself the "Doctor of the Philoso
phy of Negative Capability."

Coleridge spoke of Shakespeare as a "myriad- 
Minded" genius. Does the epithet apply to Elizabeth? 
Yes, much more than to any of the other candidates, ac
cording to Sweet. In all fields, she was superior to 
her rivals. She was a linguist, far exceeding the capa
bilities even of Bacon. As a ruler, she formulated her 
own policy and dealt directly with foreign ambassadors, 
in their own tongue. This contact with representatives 
of other countries, as well as with her own ambassadors 
and English students in continental universities, gave 
her a wide knowledge of other countries. From her sea
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pirates, such as Drake, she acquired firsthand knowledge 
of the sea.

Elizabeth's position gave her the opportunity to 
know thousands of people intimately, says Sweet, and gain 
the deep insight into human nature which the plays express. 
One wonders if the "thousands of people" include such as 
Mistress Quickly and Doll Tearsheet, Pistol and Nym.

The problems of Shakespeare's knowledge of law and 
of military tactics are quickly solved if Elizabeth is the 
writer of the plays. From her councilors, her magistrates, 
and her generals, she learned enough to become an authority 
on these matters. Hunting, hawking, gardening, and the many 
other fields from which Shakespeare drew his images were, we 
presume, also most remarkably within the province of the 
Queen of England.

Thus, chronologically, by time-scale parallels, as 
the exponent par excellence of Negative Capability, and as 
a myriad-minded genius, whose position deepened and matured 
her capacity, Elizabeth is without a doubt the most logical 
contender for the place of Shakespeare. In the way by 
which Sweet comes to his interesting conclusions, we note 
a singular divergence from the scientific approach. The 
reader is more than once reminded that the time scale must 
be worked out with the Pythagorian hypothesis that Number 
rules the universe in mind. The number three, the perfect
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number; nine, the mystical number; and ten, the holy num
ber, are evident in all the works of Shakespeare and in 
the events of the life of Elizabeth.

Elizabeth Tudor's Life Cycle Number was ten. Her 
birth date was September 7 , 1533.

September ........................  9
D a t e .............................. 7

Y e a r .................................................................1533
T o t a l .................... 1549

1 plus 5 plus 4 plus 9 equals 19 
1 plus 9 equals 10

This computation had to be made from the Julian calen
dar, or the old English calendar, or the Gregorian 
calendar of 1582 since in the sixteenth century, the 
English New Year started on March 25. We moderns 
might ignore such a thing as a Life Cycle Number as 
superstition; not so the Elizabethans. Queen Eliza
beth had seen the number ten turn up in her life too 
often not to be aware of the power of the "Never- 
tiring holy ten" of Pythagoras. 1

The key to the entire mystery lies in the epilogue
to King Henry VIII. See how Sweet solves this riddle.

'TIS TEN TO ONE
There are ten kings in Europe, I am the one queen. 

THIS PLAY CAN NEVER PLEASE
ALL THAT ARE HERE:

When I am disclosed to be Shake-speare, the announce
ment will displease many people

SOME COME TO TAKE THEIR EASE,
AND SLEEP AN ACT OR TWO;

It may be one or two centuries before the riddle 
is solved.

BUT THOSE, WE FEAR,
WE HAVE FRIGHTED WITH OUR TRUMPETS:

The disclosure will come as a shock to many people.
SO 'TIS CLEAR

THEY'LL SAY 'TIS NAUGHT:
Many will say there is nothing in the theory,

OTHERS TO HEAR THE CITY 
ABUSED EXTREMELY, AND TO CRY "THAT'S WITTYi"

1Ibid.. p. 110.
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If the riddle is not solved for many years, this 
will be a great joke on the literary men of Lon
don, especially if a foreigner resolves the riddle. 

WHICH WE HAVE NOT DONE NEITHER:
I have not planned this as a joke on London. I 
had good reasons for using the pseudonym Shake
speare. It should be realized that the English 
people are too close to the English forest to 
spot the significance of a single tree.

THAT, I FEAR
ALL THE EXPECTED GOOD WE'RE LIKE TO HEAR 
FROM THIS PLAY AT THIS TIME, IS ONLY IN 
THE MERCIFUL CONSTRUCTION OF GOOD WOMEN:

It will be the womenfolk who will have patience 
and understanding with such a translation.

FOR SUCH A ONE WE SHOW'D 'EM:
I revealed myself in the body of the play. I was 
not in the Dramatis Personae. I did not speak, 
but I was SHOWN to the audience.

IF THEY SMILE,
AND SAY 'TWILL DO, I KNOW, WITHIN A WHILE 
ALL THE BEST MEN ARE OURS; FOR 'TIS ILL HAP,
IF THEY HOLD WHEN THEIR LADIES BID 'EM CLAP.

If the ladies approve this theory, then men will be 
brought to the same point of view but it will take 
time. Some men will never be convinced.1
Sweet admits that riddles are weak evidence. If we

fail to see this one, no matter. The important thing is to
see how closely the character of Elizabeth parallels that
of Shakespeare.

Where two mighty rivers, whose source is the same lake 
of classical knowledge and understanding of mankind, 
flow down the same valley into the sea of myriad human 
experience and myriad human character delineation, we 
expect to see these two mighty rivers become one.2

Thus Sweet concludes his work of making Shakespeare of

■^Ibid., pp. 111-1 3. 
2Ibid.. p. 113.
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Elizabeth I. The question is: Where in Elizabeth do we 
find this myriad human character delineation? As with 
others of his claims, Sweet’s sometimes cogent arguments 
lose their force when the reader is brought up short by 
such statements as this: "The very fact that there are no 
plays with Elizabeth as authoress creates the suspicion 
there must be hidden plays of hers.“^ If this be true, 
then let us begin the search for the plays of Elizabeth 
II and Dwight Eisenhower while there are still those about 
who can give us some assistance. Let us not leave the work 
for those who will have to follow an old and very cold 
traill

1Ibid.. p. 71



CHAPTER V

FURTHER ANTI-STRATFORDIM 
CHARACTERISTICS

From the study of the works of the anti-Strat- 
fordians, we have been able to track down their formula. 
Very briefly, it is this: set no limits on the praise for 
the plays, denigrate the butcher boy of Stratford, and pro
duce a likely substitute author preferably an aristocrat. 
Let us now survey a few of the characteristics of the way 
in which the formula is worked out.

All of the unorthodox writers are handicapped from 
the beginning by several false assumptions. They assume, 
for example, that Shakespeare was ignorant and entirely 
lacking in formal education. We have seen that there is 
no reason to believe this. As the son of the town aider- 
man, William Shakespeare would certainly have taken advan
tage of whatever educational opportunities the town had to 
offer. He must have been quite capable of learning, too, 
for the actor's profession was not for a dullard. Plays 
changed frequently, and a player had to be able to learn 
lines quickly and retain them. Even if Shakespeare were 
only the Stratford actor and not the playwright, he could 
not have been at the same time the ignorant clod his ene
mies make him out to be.

93
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The first assumption rests on another, equally 
false. We know nothing about Shakespeare, the unorthodox 
say, and so he must have been unknown in his day. To be
gin with, it is not true that we know nothing of Shake
speare; and even if it were, the anti-Stratfordian conclu
sion does not necessarily follow. We have more reliably 
documented Information about Shakespeare than we have about 
many of the Greek dramatists whose authorship is unchal
lenged, or the medieval English playwrights, or even of a 
number of those of the Renaissance. The status of his pro
fession being what it was, it is more surprising that we 
should have so much authentic information concerning Shake
speare than that we possess so little. If the work of play
wright was valued so little that no effort was made to pre
serve their manuscripts, why should anyone bother to keep a 
record of their lives? However, suppose that the anti-Strat- 
fordians were able to support the claim that we know nothing 
of Shakespeare, does it necessarily follow that he must 
therefore have done nothing worthy of note in his time? 
Hardly. Who of the millions of televiewers could name the 
writer of the play he watched last night? Yet the play
wright's name was flashed on the screen, just as plays at 
the Globe were announced as the work of Mr. ¥/illiam Shake
speare. The fact that the playgoers were more interested 
in the play itself than in the man who wrote it, just as
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our television and theater audiences are today, does not 
change the identity of the playwright.

The hiatus in Shakespeare's life is used by the 
anti-Stratfordians as evidence against his authorship. 
"During these years [1585-1593]," says Hoffman, "William 
Shakespeare was never referred to by anyone, personally 
or professionally.We must assume, then, that he had 
done nothing worthy of mention. However, when these same 
writers encounter a similar period in the lives of their 
candidates, they conclude that during these unrecorded 
years they must have been busily writing the plays they 
would later produce under the name of William Shakespeare. 
Such departures from reasonable procedure weaken the case 
for the opposition.

How much support can the unorthodox muster for 
their claim of aristocracy for Shakespeare? Again we find 
the evidence quite insufficient. Looking at the plays, 
all of which, with the exception of The Merry Wives of 
Windsor, introduce court life in some way, the anti-Strat
fordians say that only a man of noble birth could deal so 
competently with matters of life and etiquette of the court. 
If this be true of Shakespeare, then it must apply equally 
to Marlowe, Kyd, Chapman, Webster, and a number of other

Coffman, p. 5.
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Elizabethan playwrights whose works deal with court life.
The trouble is that the unorthodox insist on divorcing 
Shakespeare from his age and his contemporaries. Such 
a course cannot possibly lead to an accurate appraisal 
of the man or his work. The social and cultural history 
of Elizabethan England shows the aristocracy to have been 
most interested in protecting and helping the professional 
playwrights, musicians, artists, architects, but they were 
not all inclined to be professionals themselves. This at
titude they acquired from the social handbook of the pe
riod, Castiglione's II Cortegiano. translated by Sir Thomas 
Hoby and in 1528 published as The Book of the Courtier. As 
Churchill observes in his discussion of the question of 
Shakespeare and the aristocracy:

That useful manual instructed the nobility of Europe 
in the proper way, to behave, including the proportion 
of time and attention they should give to various pur
suits. It was particularly stressed that they should 
not devote too much attention to any one pursuit, 
lest they be mistaken for a professional— like Titian 
or Byrd or Shakespeare. The ideal aimed at was to 
have a smattering of everything, but not too much of any one.l

It seems likely, then, that none of the aristocratic nomi
nees for the role of Shakespeare would have felt in the 
least flattered to be the center of such a controversy 
concerning authorship of the plays. Members of the nobility

-̂Churchill, p. 128.
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just did not write plays for the popular stage as a regu
lar thing.

A second argument against the aristocratic assump
tion is the bald fact that the plays do not mirror court 
life as the anti-Stratfordians would have us believe.
Their dictum is based on a superficial reading, and on an 
incorrect idea of how much the Elizabethan knew about 
court life. The more observant reader is aware that the 
treatment of great affairs in Shakespeare is within the 
range of an alert observation and a vivid imagination.
As much knowledge of court life as was accessible to the 
players in their appearances at court or while living in 
some nobleman's household, and could be garnered from the 
handbooks on manners and conversation so popular at the 
time— this, embellished by the genius of Shakespeare, is 
all that is to be found in the plays.

The assumption of almost unlimited knowledge in 
the author of the plays, like the aristocratic assumption, 
demonstrates the absence of the true spirit of the liter
ary critic among the orthodox. They find in the plays 
what they wish to find there, in this instance profound 
learning. We have earlier considered the claim to great 
classical learning in the plays, establishing the fact 
that any classical allusions they contain were easily 
grasped by the average Londoner and were certainly within
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the scope of one who had had a grammar school education. 
Just as easily it can be proved that Shakespeare’s alleged 
intimate knowledge of law is also of a very superficial 
character. As Marchete Chute has pointed out, it was an 
age of litigation, when the only way to collect a debt was 
by a lawsuit, and people flocked to court trials as to a 
public spectacle. Ordinary intelligent observation would 
have rendered the Elizabethan conversant with such legal 
terms as Shakespeare uses. Further, the great divergence 
of opinion on the question among members of the legal pro
fession makes the anti-Stratfordian claim of little value. 
The same can be said of Shakespeare's knowledge of foreign 
countries and languages, of the sea, and of numerous other 
fields in which he is supposed to be an expert. The claim 
does not hold up under close scrutiny.

Supporters of Raleigh have proved from The Tempest 
that Shakespeare had a sailor's knowledge of the sea. Caro
line Spurgeon holds a different view.

My own impression, after carefully studying all his sea 
images, is that he had little, if any, direct experi
ence of being on the sea, and that his knowledge of the 
sea and ships might well have been gained from books 
(Hakluyt, Strachey, and others), froni talk and from liv 
ing in a great seaport.

He could not help seeing ships daily on the river, 
then London's main thoroughfare; and in an age when 
national pride ran high in the exploits of her seamen 
and adventurers, he could not fail to meet and talk with the sailors who were then to be found in every
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street and tavern of the city.3-
In regard to all the fields of knowledge in which 

Shakespeare is said to be almost omniscient, it is rela
tively easy to deny the assumption. This, too, without 
having to have recourse to the many mistakes to be found 
in the plays, such as the clocks in Julius Caesar, the 
daily tides in the almost tideless Mediterranean, and the 
cannons in Macbeth. Such mistakes could be made by an 
artist, but never by a scholar.

It is important to note that all of these various 
claims for the multi-faceted knowledge of Shakespeare and 
the resultant arguments for one or another of his stand- 
ins are made by men and women who are not Shakespeare 
scholars. With the exception of Lefranc, who was an ac
cepted Shakespeare scholar before he crossed over to the 
Derby camp, they all made their mark in lines other than

OShakespearean research.Ignatius Donnelly was a politi
cian. Sir Edwin Durning-Lawrence wrote his Bacon Is Shake
speare out of his experience in railroads and engineering,

^-Spurgeon, p. 48.
2Geoffrey Ashe, "Shakespeare vs. Private Judgment," 

Catholic World, CLXXV (April, 1952), 52. In this interest
ing article Ashe compares the literary heresy with religious 
heresy, demonstrating that they share basic characteristics, 
the most prominent being what he calls the "will to gran
deur."
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apparently. A. W. Titherley, author of Shakespeare^ 
Identity: William Stanley. Sixth Earl of Derby, is a sci
entist. Christmas Humphreys, president of the Shakespeare 
Fellowship and an Oxfordian, is a lawyer and an authority 
on Buddhism. Orville Owen, who devised a cipher wheel 
which disclosed the Francis Bacon Cipher Story, was a phy
sician. Calvin Hoffman is a writer and drama critic, but 
not a Shakespeare scholar. Thomas J. Looney was a school
master at Gateshead when he wrote his books on Oxford. 
Though accustomed to reading some of the plays with his 
classes, he could not be accounted an authority. The enu
meration could go on at length. The problem of Shakespeare 
authorship is a sideline for those who deal with it, and as 
such it presents many snares which would not lie in the way 
of an expert.

The amateur who dismisses Will Shakespeare has to con
tend with a deposit of faith, guarded by a mass of be
lievers ranging from encyclopedic professional experts 
to humble tourists worshipping at the Shakespeare 
shrine. Now this lesser orthodoxy is not as impressive 
as it looks. There are real objections to it. But to 
state them requires scholarship, and this the amateur 
does not usually command. Instead by his relentless 
determination to differ, he entwines himself in a tangle 
of eccentricities. The contortions involved in replac
ing the old story with the new one are frightful. 1

Reliance on parallels is another mark of the anti- 
Stratfordians. We have said earlier that parallels have

1Ashe, p. 53
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at best a negative value. We might add here that paral
lels in Elizabethan literature, especially in the drama, 
prove little. Men of the theater were constantly sur
rounded by an atmosphere of representation, physical or 
verbal, and it is only natural that the images to which 
the playwrights give expression should contain frequent 
and remarkable similarities. Furthermore, if we pursue 
the question of parallels too far, we may find ourselves 
in a difficult situation. What are we to say, for exam
ple, when confronted with the statement that the Imitation 
of Christ contains some striking parallels to Shakespeare? 
If we are going to be perfectly logical and we follow the 
anti-Stratfordian line concerning parallels, we must say 
that these similarities force us to the inescapable con
clusion that a Kempis wrote Shakespeare. The manipulation 
of dates involved in such a course we leave to those more 
practiced in such matters.

William Shakespeare would have indeed been amazed 
if he could have seen what his debunkers would read into 
his plays. Each anti-Stratfordian finds in them the reve
lation of his own candidate's experience. Considered sepa
rately, and concentrating on those plays which reveal the 
particular experience sought— travel in Italy, France, or 
Scotland, experience in the army or on the sea, personal 
suffering, marital difficulties, family history, political
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philosophy, life at court— the argument of literary sin
cerity seems sound. Even such an able scholar as Lefranc 
uses it:

Rappelons que la guerre des Deux-Roses, dont la place 
est si grande dans le théâtre historique de Shake
speare, s’est terminée par une victoire de la maison 
de Lancastre, décidée par l'intervention de Lord 
Stanley et de son frère. Tout s'explique ainsi de la 
façon la plus naturelle: et le choix des quatres 
drames par laquelle commence l'activité littéraire de 
l'auteur véritable, dans le champs de l'histoire 
anglaise, et l'esprit qui les anime. En racontant la 
victoire du Tudor, représentant de la maison de Lan
castre, et qui va s'unir, après son triomphe, avec 
Elizabeth d'York, le poète célèbre en même temps 1' 
avènement de sa famille au premier rang de la no
blesse anglaise.!

However, when the reader sees the so-called self-revelation 
in the plays twisted in as many ways as there are candi
dates for their authorship, he wonders whether they really 
mirror personal experience at all. One writer observes 
that by this method one could prove that the Song of Solomon 
was written by Marilyn Monroe. * 2 This might prove to be Just 
as interesting and profitable a study as some of the let's- 
find-the-real-Shakespeare works.

In reading the work of the unorthodox, one becomes 
progressively aware of the continued use of such expressions

^Abel Lefranc, Sous le Masque de William Shakespeare 
(Paris: Payot et Cie, 1918), I, 280.

2Louis B. Wright, "The Anti-Shakespeare Industry and 
the Growth of Cults," Virginia Quarterly Review. Spring, 
1959, P. 301.
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as "doubtless," "it would seem," "it must be that," "prob
ably," "we may suppose." This is not surprising, since 
the unorthodox claim must rest largely on probabilities; 
but it is surprising to find an anti-Stratfordian upbraid
ing an orthodox writer for doing the same thing. Green
wood states that he has collected twenty-four instances 
of Sir Sidney Lee's use of the adverb "doubtless."^- Such 
a feat is easily accomplished in the works of any of Green
wood's school. In Hoffman's Murder of the Man Who Was 
Shakespeare, we find ten examples of probabilities between 
pages 141 and 150. Shakespeare's Magic Circle, by A. J. 
Evans, yields as many instances in just eight pages (64-72). 
Examples could be multiplied indefinitely. Here again is a 
lack of logic in the unorthodox. A multiplicity of proba
bilities, they assume, adds up to certainty. As one of 
their number expresses it: "Such a large number of them 
[coincidences] connect the Earl of Oxford's personality 
with the Shakespeare creations that it has become impos
sible to deny the validity of their claims. " * 2 Professor 
Lefranc again shows us how the unorthodox writer makes the 
probable appear not only possible but imperative:

^■Granville G. Greenwood, The Shakespeare Problem 
Restated (London: John Lane Co., 1908), p. lSl.

2Charles Wisner Barrell, "Elizabethan Mystery Man," 
Saturday Review of Literature. XVI (May 1, 1937)» 15.
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La famille de Derby doit donc avoir été mêlée, et de 
près, aux productions sorties de la plume de Shake
speare, de 1589 ou 1590, en adoptant les dates actu
ellement admises pour son début, jusqu’au milieu de 
l'annee 1594-. C'est là une affirmation absolument legitime et qui, pour n'avoir jamais été formulée, 
n'en a pas moins pour elle toutes les vraisemblances, 
surtout en présence de ce fait que nous possédons pas 
le plus petit indice sur les circonstances dans les
quelles Shakespeare commença à écrire et à produire 
les pieces si variées et déjà si remarquables de cette période fécondé. 1

In fine, the anti-Stratfordians find it unseemly 
in the orthodox writer to resort to the use of probabili
ties j for themselves, the same practice leads to conclusive 
evidence.

Not content with robbing Shakespeare of his work, 
his debunkers try generally to strip him of his good char
acter also. We have seen this is part of the second step 
of their formula. Witness these examples:

Cartwright, who wrote thirty years after Shakespeare's 
death, is the only early writer who has said anything 
of Shakespeare's peculiar quality; that quality for 
which alone he is celebrated, namely, vulgarity and 
"obscene wit." Here is the only true and tangible 
record of Shakespeare's character, as an author, 
written by one almost his contemporary:

"Shakespeare, whose best jest lies 
I' the lady's questions and the fool's replies; 
Whose wit our nicer times would obsceneness call, 
And which made the bawdry pass for comical."

The whole literary history of Shakespeare is thus 
written, without compression, in four lines. * 2

^-Lefranc,
2Hart, p.

I, 117. 
222.
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For, try to dispute the fact as you may, the plain 
truth is that in all that is known about Shakespeare 
of Stratford, all the most diligent search has been able to discover . . . there is (apart from "the 
works themselves") absolutely nothing to inspire, 
nothing to warm our hearts towards him. Nay more, 
there is not one single generous act, not one single 
even creditable act, recorded to his credit.!

In quoting Cartwright as the only "true and tan
gible" record of Shakespeare's character, Hart disregards 
the allusions commonly applied to the actor from Stratford. 
Chettle spoke in high praise of him, and Ben Jonson testi
fied to his great love for his fellow dramatist. In both 
the examples cited above we see the anti-Stratfordians at 
their old game of considering Shakespeare apart from his 
age and his fellow-workers. Hart judges Shakespeare by 
the standards of his own Victorian age. As for Cartwright, 
whom Hart quotes, it may be that he voices a reaction 
against the decadence and moral laxity of the theater fol
lowing Shakespeare's day. Certain it is, however, that the 
obscenity of which Shakespeare is deemed a master by Hart 
fades into insignificance when placed alongside that of 
some of the other Elizabethan drama. This Hart fails to 
consider. As for Cartwright, his criticism has no posi
tive value. The fact that he can find no good acts re
corded to Shakespeare's credit does not argue that he must 
have been a villain. If morality is to be a basis for

■̂ -Greenwood, Is There a Shakespeare Problem? p. 181.
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dethroning Shakespeare, some of the champions of other can
didates had better look to the job of whitewashing which 
lies before them* It is unreasonable to deny the author
ship to one man because of low character and assign it to 
another who is no better. Such things happen when Shake
speare is treated in isolation.

Other characteristics of the anti-Stratfordians 
could be discussed. They exhibit a lamentable lack of 
that saving grace, a sense of humor. In its place they 
seem to possess generally an arrogance which issues in bad 
manners toward their adversaries. The reader has cause to 
wonder whether they are more interested in discovering the 
truth or simply in proving their opponents wrong. We have, 
however, gone far enough in the discussion of unorthodox 
methods and marks to give what we hope is a fairly clear 
delineation of them. We have tried to depict the kind of 
person an anti-Stratfordian is and how he works. How he 
gets that way is expressed in the following words of 
Louis B. Wright:

How does one acquire the skill to write anti-Shake
speare books? First one must develop the habit of 
willing suspension of disbelief. Then one must break 
the hampering bondage to accepted facts and recorded 
knowledge. After that the way is clear. All one then 
needs is the capacity to climb into a soap bubble and 
soar away into Cuckoo Land.^

-̂Wright, p. 303.
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Here Wright makes light of the work of the debunkers of 
the Stratford actor, a course of action which must cause 
them much chagrin, for they take themselves and their work 
very seriously. While they seem to display great confi
dence, they know full well that the orthodoxy against 
which they contend cannot be easily beaten down. Thomas J. 
Looney admits: ’’Much remains to be done before the Strat- 
fordian hypothesis will be sufficiently moribund to be 
neglected.,,]-

Indeed, yesi We might say all remains to be done, 
for nothing has yet succeeded in shaking the Stratfordian 
hypothesis from the security of its three-hundred-years * 
possession. It is too long and too firmly entrenched to 
be easily displaced. There is a strong argument from pre
scription in favor of William Shakespeare of Stratford- 
upon-Avon as author of the plays. Despite the name-drop
ping of the anti-Stratfordians, who take pleasure in in
cluding in their company such impressive literary figures 
as Benjamin Disraeli, Mark Twain, and Ralph Waldo Emerson 
(the latter quite unjustly), there has never been a major 
Shakespearean scholar who championed the cause of any 
other author for the plays than William Shakespeare.
Though some lawyers, doctors, engineers, politicians and

■̂ Looney, p. 12.
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scientists attempt to supply a more plausible theory, the 
Stratfordian hypothesis remains the belief of the schol
ars. Far from being moribund, this orthodoxy is so vigor
ously alive today that we may safely predict the passage 
of many years of complete faith in the authorship of 
V/illiam Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon for the plays 
before the rigor mortis of his cause can be prudently pro
nounced.



APPENDIX1
A BRIEF CHRONOLOGICAL SURVEY OF THE ANTI-STRATFORDIAN MOVEMENT

WORK
An Essay against too much Reading
High Life below Stairs; a Farce in 

Two Acts
The Life and Adventures of Common Sense; 

An Historical Allegory
The Story of the Learned Pig
Venetia
The Romance of Yachting
Bacon and Shakespeare; An Inquiry

Touching Players, Play-houses, and 
Play-Writers in the Days of Eliza
beth

The Philosophy of Shakespeare’s Plays 
Unfolded

The Authorship of Shakespeare
Is Sir Walter Raleigh the Author of 

Shakespeare’s Plays?
The Shakespeare Myth; William Shake

speare and Circumstantial Evi
dence

William Shakespeare in Romance and 
Reality

Bacon and Shaksper

AUTHOR CANDIDATE YEAR

Anonymous 
James Townley

1728
1759

Herbert Lawrence 1769
Anonymous 
Benjamin Disraeli 
Joseph C. Hart 
Wm. Henry Smith

Group
Bacon

1786
18371848
1856

Delia Bacon Group 1857
Nathaniel Holmes 
G. S. Caldwell

Bacon
Raleigh

1866
1877

Appleton Morgan Group 1881

William Thompson Bacon 1881

William H. Burr Bacon 1885

1This useful chart was compiled with the help of the ample bibliography 
in R. C, Churchill’s Shakespeare and His Betters.
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WORK
Who Wrote Shakespeare?
Who Wrote Shakespeare's Plays?
The Great Cryptogram: Francis Bacon's 

Cipher in the so-called Shake
speare PlaysWilliam Shakespeare of Stratford-on-Avon 

Our English Homer Bacon and the Rosicrucians 
Francis Bacon's Cipher Story 
It Was Marlowe: A story of the Secret 

of Three Centuries 
The Cipher in the Plays and on the 

Tombstone
Shakespeare: England's Ulysses 
The Shakespeare Problem Restated 
Bacon Is Shake-Speare
Is Shakespeare Dead?
Bacon’s Secret Disclosed in Contemporary 

Books
Bacon Is Alive 1
Shakespeare and the Barnard Family 
The Silent Shakespeare 
Is There a Shakespeare Problem?
The Man behind the Mask: Robert Cecil, 

first Earl of Salisbury, the only 
True Author of William Shakespeare's 
PlaysDid the Jesuits Write "Shakespeare"?

AUTHOR CANDIDATE YEAR
Multum in Parvo Burton 1885
(M.L.Hore)

J. G. B « Group 1887
Ignatius Donnelly Bacon 1888
Scott F. Surtees Shirley 1888
T. W. White Group 1892
W.F.C. Wigston Bacon 1889
Orville Owen Bacon 1893-5
Wilbur G, Zeigler Marlowe 1895
Ignatius Donnelly Bacon 1899
Latham Davis Essex 1905
Sir George Greenwood 1908
Sir Edwin Durning- Bacon 1910
Lawrence

Mark Twain 1911
Granville C. Cun- Bacon 1911
ningham
Thomas Sheppard Bacon 1911
Finch Barnard Barnard 1914-
Robert Frazer Derby 1915
Sir George Greenwood 1916
J. M. Maxwell Cecil 1916

Harold Johnson Jesuits 1916 110



WORK
Sous le Masque de William Shakespeare;

William Stanley, Vie Comte de Derby 
"Shakespeare" Identified in Edward de 

Vere, the Seventeenth Earl of Oxford 
The Secret Grave of Francis Bacon at 

Lichfield
The Seventeenth Earl of Oxford 
The Mystery of Mr. W. H.
The Genuine in Shakespeare 
Shakespeare; New Views for Old 
The Magic Ring of Francis Bacon 
The Case for Edward de Vere, Seventeenth 

Earl of Oxford, as "Shakespeare" 
Seven Shakespeares
Hidden Allusions in Shakespeare *s Plays
Francis, the First Uncrowned King of 

England
Will Shakespeare; Factotum and Agent 
Shakespeare; Creator of Freemasonry 
Shaksper, Shakespeare and de Vere 
Shakespeare’s Vital Secret 
Shakespeare Unmasked 
Elizabethan Mystery Man 
The Tragedy of Sir Francis Bacon,

Prince of England
Will Shakespeare and the Dyer's Hand 
The Shaksper Illusion 
The Man in the Shakespeare Mask 
Bacon-Shakespeare Identities

Revealed by their Handwritings 
Alias William Shakespeare?

AUTHOR CANDIDATE YEAR
Abel Lefranc
Thomas J. Looney
W. C. Arensberg
Capt. B. M. Ward 
Col. B. R. Ward 
J. M. Robertson 
Roderick L. Eagle 
W. C. Arensberg 
Percy Allen
Gilbert Slater 
Mrs. Eva Turner 

Clark
A. B. Cornwall
Alden Brooks 
Alfred Dodd 
Louis P. Benézet 
R. Macdonald Lucas 
P. S. Porohovshikov 
Chas. Wisner Barrell 
Dr. W. M. Cunningham
Alden Brooks 
Edward D. Johnson 
J. S. L. Millar 
Johan Franca
Claud W. Sykes

Derby 1919
Oxford 1920
Wm. Butts 1923
Oxf ord 1928
Oxf ord 1928
Group 1930
Bacon 1930
Wm. Butts 1930
Oxford 1930
Group 1931
Oxford 1931
Bacon 1936
Group 1937
Bacon 1937
Oxford 1937
Derby 1938
Rutland 194-0
Oxford 1940
Group 1940
Group 1943
Bacon 1944
Bacon 1946
Bacon 1947
Rutland 1947 111



WORK
Shakespeare's Other Anne 
This Star of England
Shakespeare's Identity: William Stanley, 

Sixth Earl of Derby 
The Murder of the Man Who Was Shake

speare
Shake-speare the Mystery

AUTHOR CANDIDATE YEAR
W. J. Fraser 
Hutcheson 

Dorothy and Charl
ton Ogburn 
A. W. Titherley
Calvin Hoffman
George Elliot 
Sweet

Group 1950
Oxford 1952
Derby 1952
Marlowe 1955
Elizabeth I 1956
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