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CHAPTER I.

William Shakespere’s Epitaphs and Chairs at Stratford-on-Avon.
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There is one point above all others which bears strongly against the theory that William Shakspere, of Stratford-on-Avon, was the author of the so-called Shakespeare’s Plays, and that is the audacious doggerel which has been fathered on his memory. William Shakspere, after a disreputable youth, marrying at 17 or 18 a woman many years older than himself, whose child was soon after born, the son of a father who could not write his name, and in debt and difficulty, and who himself (père) had been within the clutches of the law, found his native place too hot to hold him, and if the universal tradition on the subject is worth anything, having a warrant out against him for poaching, “flitted” to London, became a stage-player, went in for speculation in building a theatre, laid out his modest earnings judiciously, bought a house in his native place, another in London “within the precinct of the late Black Fryers,” retired to New Place, died, and was buried in the church of that dirty town, in 1616, in the chancel, and his epitaph inscribed at his request upon his tomb. He appears to have been in the habit of writing or quoting such, and got the credit for this sort of poetry from his companions. It is plain from the evidence I produce (p. 7) that in and about those years it was the custom in London churches to put verses of questionable merit on monuments and tombs, that it was usual to “crib” or copy them from some one else, and use them as their own. The instances I give (and their name is legion) shows this clearly to have been an every-day practice. The play-actor, with a memory sharpened “by learning his parts,” had no doubt seen them on the walls of churches during his residence in London, and was in the habit of repeating and passing off as his own these doggerel rhymes for the edification and amusement of his companions and select friends; but when asked to give them an extempore one (evidently there was a leetle doubt as to his powers of composition), knocked off one or two much inferior to those his memory had retained (p. 11). What a specimen of their high literary taste and also of his own, requesting to have such rubbish inscribed upon his grave! No doubt there were many other such-like epitaphs in churches in London which have been destroyed or effaced by lapse of time, but these are a sufficient specimen to show how little variation there is in them, and that mainly in the spelling. The epitaph on the stone over Shakspere’s grave has been pressed into the service by a believer in his writings to prove—first, that he “curst those who should move his bones,” because that he was fearful that when his renown was acknowledged, his bones would be moved from their last resting-place in the Stratford that he loved, to find a grave (they have a monument) in Westminster Abbey! and secondly, by a non-believer, that when the imposture was found out, they would be exhumed and cast out to the four winds of heaven! But how about poor “Virginea optima vita El. 21,” whose Covent Garden grave had on its surface the same curse “for he that moves my bones”? Did her people fear that some after-scandal might occur to show that she was no better than Ann Hathway or Jane Shore, and her ashes be scattered in the swollen flood of the Fleet stream! or that an unknown princess or poetess unrecognised, cared not for a niche in Poet’s Corner or a sepulchre amongst the great ones of the land, should her real self and character ever be found out! In searching for epitaphs of a similar style I found the following, which I give as illustrative of what I have mentioned above. They are extracted from an ancient folio, 1736 A.D., The History of London, by William Maitland, F.R.S., which gives an account of the several parishes and churches.


Sarah Williams, ob. September, 1680.

Reader, stand still and spend a tear

Upon the dust that slumbers here;

And when thou readest, instead of me,

Think on the Glass that runs for thee.

St. Paul’s, Shadwell.

John Jordan, 14th March, 1700.

Stand, Reader, and spend a tear,

And think on me who now lye here;

And whilest you read the state of me,

Think on the glass that runs for thee.

St. Mary, Whitechapel.

Mary Perkins, Died A.D. 1703.

Reader, stand still and spend a tear

Upon the dust that slumbers here;

And when thou readest, instead of me,

Think on the glass that runs for thee.

St. Giles-in-the-Fields.





Another similar. No Name. St. Martins-in-the-Fields.


Mrs. Mary Morley. Another similar. Ratcliff, 1700 A.D.

Good friend, for Jesus’ sake forbear,

To dig the dust enclosed here;

Blest be the man that spares these stones,

And curst be he that moves my bones.

Virginea Optima Vita El., aged 21, ob. 1700 A.D. St. Paul’s, Covent Garden.

When God was pleased (the world unwilling yet),

Helias James, to nature paid his debt;

And here reposes; as he lived he died,

The saying strongly in him verified—

Such life, such death, then a known truth to tell,

He lived a godly life, and died as well.
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