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This is a book about when and why many people began to question whether William Shakespeare wrote the plays long attributed to him, and, if he didn’t write them, who did.


There’s surprising consensus on the part of both sceptics and defenders of Shakespeare’s authorship about when the controversy first took root. Whether you get your facts from the Dictionary of National Biography or Wikipedia, the earliest documented claim dates back to 1785, when James Wilmot, an Oxford-trained scholar who lived a few miles outside of Stratford-upon-Avon, began searching locally for Shakespeare’s books, papers, or any indication that he had been an author – and came up empty-handed. Wilmot gradually came to the conclusion that someone else, most likely Sir Francis Bacon, had written the plays. Wilmot never published what he learned and near the end of his life burned all his papers. But before he died he spoke with a fellow researcher, a Quaker from Ipswich named James Corton Cowell, who later shared these findings with members of the Ipswich Philosophic Society.


Cowell did so in a pair of lectures delivered in 1805 that survive in a manuscript now located in the University of London’s Senate House Library, in which he confesses to being ‘a renegade’ to the Shakespearean ‘faith’. Cowell was converted by Wilmot’s argument that ‘there is nothing in the writings of Shakespeare that does not argue the long and early training of the schoolman, the traveller, and the associate of the great and learned. Yet there isnothing in the known life of Shakespeare that shows he had any one of the qualities.’ Wilmot is credited with being the first to argue, as far back as the late eighteenth century, for an unbridgeable rift between the facts of Shakespeare’s life and what the plays and poems reveal about their author’s education and experience. But both Wilmot and Cowell were ahead of their time, for close to a half-century passed before the controversy resurfaced in any serious or sustained way.


Since 1850 or so, thousands of books and articles have been published urging that someone other than Shakespeare wrote the plays. At first, bibliographers tried to keep count of all the works inspired by the controversy. By 1884 the list ran to 255 items; by 1949, it had swelled to over 4,500. Nobody bothered trying to keep a running tally after that, and in an age of blogs, websites and online forums it’s impossible to do justice to how much intellectual energy has been – and continues to be – devoted to the subject. Over time, and for all sorts of reasons, leading artists and intellectuals from all walks of life joined the ranks of the sceptics. I can think of little else that unites Henry James and Malcolm X, Sigmund Freud and Charlie Chaplin, Helen Keller and Orson Welles, or Mark Twain and Sir Derek Jacobi.


It’s not easy keeping track of all the candidates promoted as the true author of Shakespeare’s plays and poems. The leading contenders nowadays are Edward de Vere (the Earl of Oxford) and Sir Francis Bacon. Christopher Marlowe, Mary Sidney, the Earl of Derby and the Earl of Rutland have attracted fewer though no less ardent supporters. And over fifty others have been proposed as well – working alone or collaboratively – including Sir Walter Ralegh, John Donne, Robert Cecil, John Florio, Sir Philip Sidney, the Earl of Southampton, Queen Elizabeth and King James. A complete list is pointless, for it would soon be outdated. During the time I’ve been working on this book, four more names have been put forward: the poet and courtier Fulke Greville, the Irish rebel William Nugent, the poet Amelia Lanier (of Jewish descent and thought by some to be the unnamed Dark Lady of the Sonnets) and the Elizabethan diplomat Henry Neville. New candidates will almost surely be proposed in years to come. While the chapters that follow focus on Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford – whose candidacies are the best documented and most consequential – it’s not because I believe that their claims are necessarily stronger than any of these others. An exhaustive account of all the candidates, including those already advanced and those waiting in the wings, would be both tedious and futile, and for reasons that will soon become clear, Bacon and Oxford can be taken as representative.


Much of what has been written about the authorship of Shakespeare’s plays follows the contours of a detective story, which is not all that surprising, since the authorship question and the ‘whodunnit’ emerged at the same historical moment. Like all good detective fiction, the Shakespeare mystery can be solved only by determining what evidence is credible, retracing steps and avoiding false leads. My own account in the pages that follow is no different. I’ve spent the past twenty-five years researching and teaching Shakespeare’s works at Columbia University. For some, that automatically disqualifies me from writing fairly about the controversy on the grounds that my professional investments are so great that I cannot be objective. There are a few who have gone so far as to hint at a conspiracy at work among Shakespeare professors and institutions, with scholars paid off to suppress information that would undermine Shakespeare’s claim. If so, somebody forgot to put my name on the list.


My graduate-school experience taught me to be sceptical of unexamined historical claims, even ones that other Shakes peareans took on faith. I had wanted to write my doctoral dissertation on ‘Shakespeare and the Jews’ but was told that since there were no Jews in Shakespeare’s England there were no Jewish questions, and I should turn my attention elsewhere. I reluctantly did so, but years later, after a good deal of research, I learned that both claims were false: there was in fact a small community of Jews living in Elizabethan London and many leading English writers at that time wrestled in their work with questions of Jewish difference (in an effort to better grasp what constituted English identity). That experience, and the book that grew out of it, taught me the value of revisiting truths universally acknowledged.


There yet remains one subject walled off from serious study by Shakespeare scholars: the authorship question. More than one fellow Shakespearean was disheartened to learn that I was committing my energies to it, as if somehow I was wasting my time and talent, or worse, at risk of going over to the dark side. I became increasingly interested in why this subject remains virtually taboo in academic circles, as well as in the consequences of this collective silence. One thing is certain: the decision by professors to all but ignore the authorship question hasn’t made it disappear. If anything, more people are drawn to it than ever. And because prominent Shakespeareans – with the notable exceptions of Samuel Schoenbaum, Jonathan Bate, Marjorie Garber, Gary Taylor, Stanley Wells and Alan Nelson – have all but surrendered the field, general readers curious about the subject typically learn about it through the books and websites of those convinced that Shakespeare could never have written the plays.


This was forcefully brought home not long ago when I met a group of nine-year-olds at a local elementary school to talk about Shakespeare’s poetry. When toward the end of the class I invited questions, a quiet boy on my left raised his hand and said: ‘My brother told me that Shakespeare really didn’t write Romeo and Juliet. Is that true?’ It was the kind of question I was used to hearing from undergraduates on the first day of a Shakespeare course or from audience members at popular lectures, but I hadn’t expected that doubts about Shakespeare’s authorship had filtered down to the fourth grade.


Not long after, at the Bank Street Bookstore, the best children’s bookstore in New York City, I ran into a colleague from the history department buying a stack of books for her twelve-year-old daughter. On the top of her pile was a young adult paperback by Elise Broach, Shakespeare’s Secret, which I learned from those who worked at the store was a popular title. I bought a copy. It’s a fascinating and fast-paced detective story about a diamond necklace that once belonged to Queen Elizabeth. The mystery of the necklace is only worked out when another mystery, concerning who wrote Shakespeare’s plays, is solved.


The father of the story’s young heroine is a Shakespeare scholar at the ‘Maxwell Elizabethan Documents Collection in Washington, DC’ (whose ‘vaulted ceilings’ and ‘long, shining wood tables’ bear a striking resemblance to those of the Folger Shakespeare Library). He tells his curious daughter that there’s ‘no proof of course, but there are some intriguing clues’ that ‘Edward de Vere, the seventeenth Earl of Oxford’ was ‘the man who might be Shakespeare’. When she asks him why people think Oxford might have written the plays, he explains that Oxford had ‘the perfect background, really. He was clever, well-educated, well-traveled,’ and ‘events of his life bear a fascinating resemblance to events in Shakespeare’s plays’. He adds that ‘most academics still favor Shakespeare’, though ‘over the years Oxford has emerged as a real possibility’. But it doesn’t take her long to suspect that Shakespeare wasn’t the author after all; by page 45, after learning that Shakespeare ‘couldn’t even spell his own name’, she decides: ‘Okay, so maybe he didn’t write the plays.’


An unusual twist to the story is the suggestion that Queen Elizabeth and the Earl of Oxford had a clandestine relationship, which explains why Oxford couldn’t claim credit for writing the plays falsely attributed to Shakespeare: ‘If there were some connection between Oxford and Elizabeth that meant the royal name would be besmirched by his ambitions as a playwright.’ In the end, the secret of the necklace reveals ‘that Edward de Vere was Elizabeth’s son’. More surprising still is the hint that the relationship between son and mother didn’t end there, for when he came of age, Oxford ‘might have been her lover’ as well.


Elise Broach provides an author’s note in which she explains that the ‘case for Edward de Vere as Shakespeare is compelling’, and that while ‘there is no proof that Edward de Vere was the son of Elizabeth I, there is clear evidence of a connection between them, and the notion that he might have been either her lover or her son continues to be discussed’. As for her own views: ‘As a historian’ (who did graduate work in history at Yale) ‘I don’t find the evidence to be complete enough – yet – to topple the man from Stratford from his literary pedestal. But as a novelist I am more convinced.’


I put the book down relieved that the nine-year-old boy had stuck to Shakespeare’s authorship and not asked me about Queen Elizabeth’s incestuous love-life. The question of how schoolchildren could learn to doubt whether Shakespeare wrote the plays may have been answered, but only to be replaced by more vexing ones: What led a writer as thoughtful and well informed as Elise Broach to arrive at this solution? What underlying assumptions – about concealed identity, Elizabethan literary culture, and especially the autobiographical nature of the plays – enabled such a conception of Shakespeare’s authorship to take hold? And when and why had such changes in understanding occurred?


In taking this set of questions as my subject this book departs from previous ones about the authorship controversy. These have focused almost exclusively on what people have claimed, that is, whether it was Shakespeare or someone else who wrote the plays. The best of these books – and there are a number of excellent ones written both by advocates and those sceptical of Shakespeare’s authorship – set out well-rehearsed arguments for and against Shakespeare and his many rivals. Consulting them, or a handful of online discussion groups such as ‘The Shakespeare Fellowship’ (for a pro-Oxford bias), ‘The Forest of Arden’ (for a pro-Shakespeare one) and ‘Humanities. Lit. Authors. Shakespeare’ (for a glimpse of how nasty things can get), will offer a sense of where the battle-lines are currently drawn, but will fail to make clear how we got to where we are now and how it may be possible to move beyond what seems like endless trench warfare.


Shakespeare scholars insist that Christopher Marlowe could not have written plays dated as late as 1614 because he was killed in 1593, and that the Earl of Oxford couldn’t have either, because he died in 1604, before Lear, Macbeth and eight or so other plays were written. Marlowe’s defenders counter that Marlowe wasn’t in fact killed; his assassination was staged and he was secretly hustled off to the Continent, where he wrote the plays now known as Shakespeare’s. Oxfordians respond that despite what orthodox scholars say, nobody knows the dates of many of Shakespeare’s late plays, and in any case Oxford could easily have written them before his death. Shakespeareans reply that there is not a shred of documentary evidence linking anyone else to the authorship of the plays; advocates of rival candidates respond that there is plenty of circumstantial evidence – and, moreover, many reasons to doubt Shakespeare’s claim. Positions are fixed and debate has proven to be futile or self-serving. The only thing that has changed over time is how best to get one’s message across. Until twenty years ago it was mainly through books and articles; since then the Web has played an increasingly crucial role. Those who would deny Shakespeare’s authorship, long excluded from publishing their work in academic journals or through university presses, are now taking advantage of the level playing field provided by the Web, especially such widely consulted and democratic sites as Wikipedia.


My interest, again, is not in what people think – which has been stated again and again in unambiguous terms – so much as why they think it. No doubt my attitude derives from living in a world in which truth is too often seen as relative and in which mainstream media are committed to showing both sides of every story. Groups are locked in opposition, proponents gravitating to their own kind, reinforced in their beliefs by like-minded (and potentially closed-minded) communities. There are those who believe in intelligent design and those who swear by theories of evolution; there are those who believe that life begins at conception and those who don’t. Then there are those whose view of the world is shaped for better or worse by conspiracy, so while most are convinced that astronauts walked on the moon, some believe that this was staged. More disturbingly, there are those who survived the Holocaust and those who maintain it never happened. I don’t believe that truth is relative or that there are always two sides to every story. At the same time, I don’t want to draw a naïve comparison between the Shakespeare controversy and any of these other issues. I think it’s a mistake to do so, except insofar that it too turns on underlying assumptions and notions of evidence that cannot be reconciled. Yet unlike some of these other controversies, I think it’s possible to get at why people have come to believe what they believe about Shakespeare’s authorship, and it is partly in the hope of doing so that I have written this book.


I should say at this point that I happen to believe that William Shakespeare wrote the plays and poems attributed to him, a view left unshaken by the years of study I have devoted to this subject (and toward the end of this book I’ll explain in some detail why I think so). But I take very seriously the fact that some brilliant writers and thinkers who matter a great deal to me – including Sigmund Freud, Henry James and Mark Twain – have doubted that Shakespeare wrote the plays. Through their published and unpublished reflections on Shakespeare I’ve gained a much sharper sense of what is contested and ultimately at stake in the authorship debate. Their work has also helped me unravel a mystery at the heart of the controversy: why, after two centuries, did so many people start questioning whether Shakespeare wrote the plays?


There’s another mystery, often and easily confused with this one, that I cannot solve, though it continues to haunt both Shakespeareans and sceptics alike: what led to the playwright’s emergence (whoever one imagines he or she was) as such an extraordinary writer? As for the formative years of William Shakespeare – especially the decade or so between his marriage to Anne Hathaway in the early 1580s and his reappearance in London in the early 1590s, by now an aspiring poet and playwright – they are called the ‘Lost Years’ for a reason. Was he a lawyer, a butcher, a soldier, or teaching in a Catholic household in Lancashire during those years, as some have surmised? We simply don’t know. No less inscrutable is the ‘contested will’ to which the dying Shakespeare affixed his signature in 1616. The surviving three-page document makes no mention of his books or manuscripts. And, notoriously, the only thing that Shakespeare bequeathed in it to his wife Anne was a ‘second best bed’. Not only the nature of their marriage but also the kind of man Shakespeare was seems bound up in this bequest. Was he referring, perhaps, to the guest bed or alternatively to the marital bed they had shared? Was he deliberately treating his wife shabbily in the will or did he simply assume that a third of his estate – the ‘widow’s dower’ – was automatically her share? We don’t know and probably never shall, though such unanswerable questions continue to fuel the mystery surrounding his life and work.


With these challenges in mind, this book first sets out to trace the controversy back to its origins, before considering why many formidable writers came to question Shakespeare’s authorship. I quickly discovered that biographers of Freud, Twain and James weren’t keen on looking too deeply into these authors’ doubts about Shakespeare. As a result, I encountered something rare in Shakespeare studies: archival material that was unsifted and in some cases unknown. I’ve also revisited the life and works of the two most influential figures in the controversy, the allegedly ‘mad’ American woman, Delia Bacon, who first made the case for Francis Bacon, and the schoolmaster J. T. Looney, the first to propose that Edward de Vere, the seventeenth Earl of Oxford, was the true author of the plays. For a debate that largely turns on how one understands the relationship of Shakespeare’s life and works, there has been disappointingly little attention devoted to considering how Bacon’s and Looney’s experiences and worldviews determined the trajectory of their theories of authorship. Scholars on both sides of the debate have overlooked a great deal by taking these two polemicists at their word.


More than any subject I’ve ever studied, the history of the authorship question is rife with forgeries and deception. I now approach all claims about Shakespeare’s identity with caution, taking into account when each discovery was made and how it altered previous biographical assumptions. I’ve also come to understand that the authorship controversy has turned on a handful of powerful ideas having little directly to do with Shakespeare but profoundly altering how his life and works would be read and interpreted. Some of these ideas came from debates about biblical texts, others from debates about classical ones. Still others had to do with emerging notions of the autobiographical self. As much as those on both sides of the controversy like to imagine themselves as independent thinkers, their views are strongly constrained by a few powerful ideas that took hold in the early nineteenth century.


While Shakespeare was a product of an early modern world, the controversy over the authorship of his works is the creation of a modern one. As a result, there’s a danger of reading the past through contemporary eyes – from what Shakespeare’s contested will really meant to how writers back then might have drawn upon personal experiences in their works. A secondary aim of this book, then, is to show how Shakespeare is not our contemporary, nor as universal as we might wish him to be. Anachronistic thinking, especially about how we can gain access to writers’ lives through their plays and poems, turns out to be as characteristic of supporters of Shakespeare’s authorship as it is of sceptics. From this vantage, the longstanding opposition between the two camps is misleading, for they have more in common than either side is willing to concede. These shared if unspoken assumptions may in fact help explain the hostility that defines their relationship today, and I’ll suggest that there may be more useful ways of defining sides in this debate. I’ll also argue that Shakespeare scholars, from the late eighteenth century until today, bear a greater responsibility than they acknowledge for both the emergence and the perpetuation of the authorship controversy.




*





The evidence I continued to uncover while researching this book made it hard to imagine how anyone before the 1840s could argue that Shakespeare didn’t write the plays. This working assumption couldn’t easily be reconciled with the received history of the controversy, one that, as noted earlier, goes back to James Wilmot in 1785, or at least to James Cowell in 1805. Aware of this uncomfortable fact, I held off until the very end of my research on consulting the Cowell manuscript in the Durning-Lawrence Library at Senate House Library in London. Before I called it up I knew as much as others who had read about this unpublished and rarely examined work. It was one of the jewels of a great collection of materials touching on the life and works of Francis Bacon, assembled at great expense by Sir Edwin Durning-Lawrence, and, after his death in 1914, by his widow, Edith Jane Durning Smith, who shared his keen interest in the authorship controversy. Upon her death in 1929, the collection was bequeathed to the University of London, and by 1931 the transfer of materials was complete. A year later the leading British scholar Allardyce Nicoll announced in the pages of the Times Literary Supplement in an essay entitled ‘The First Baconian’ the discovery of Cowell’s lectures. It was Nicoll who put the pieces of the puzzle together, relying heavily on a biography written in 1813 by Wilmot’s niece, Olivia Wilmot Serres. Serres’s account, while not mentioning her uncle’s meeting with Cowell or his Shakespeare research, nonetheless confirmed that Wilmot was a serious man of letters, had lived near Stratford, was an admirer of Francis Bacon and had indeed burned his papers. Nicoll was less successful in tracing James Corton Cowell, concluding that he ‘seems to have been a Quaker’ on the grounds that ‘he was in all probability closely related to the well-known Orientalist E. B. Cowell, who was born at Ipswich in 1828’.


Armed with this information, I turned to the lectures themselves, which made for gripping reading – how Cowell began as a confirmed Shakespearean, how his fortuitous encounter with Wilmot changed all that, how Wilmot anticipated a widely accepted reading of Love’s Labour’s Lost by a century, and perhaps most fascinating of all, how Wilmot uncovered stories of ‘odd characters living at or near Stratford on the Avon with whom Shakespeare must have been familiar’, including ‘a certain man of extreme ugliness and tallness who blackmailed the farmers under threat of bewitching their cattle’, as well as ‘a legend of showers of cakes at Shrovetide and stories of men who were rendered cripples by the falling of these cakes’. I thought it a shame that Cowell had not taken even better notes.


And then my heart skipped when I came upon the following words: ‘It is strange that Shakespeare whose best years had been spent in a profitable and literary vocation should return to an obscure village offering no intellectual allurement and take up the very unromantic business of a money lender and dealer in malt.’ The sentence seemed innocuous enough; scholars and sceptics alike have often drawn attention to these well-known facts about Shakespeare’s business dealings. But having long focused more on when than on what people thought what they did about Shakespeare, I remembered that these details were unknown in 1785, or even in 1805. Records showing that Shakespeare’s household stockpiled grain in order to produce malt were not discovered until the early 1840s (and first published in 1844 by John Payne Collier). And it wasn’t until 1806 that the Stratford antiquarian R. B. Wheler made public the first of what would turn out to be several documents indicating that Shakespeare had engaged in moneylending (in this case, how in 1609 Shakespeare had a Stratford neighbour named John Addenbrooke arrested for failing to repay a small sum). While an undelivered letter in which another neighbour asks Shakespeare for a loan had been discovered in the late eighteenth century, the scholar who found it chose not to announce or share his discovery; it remained otherwise unknown until 1821. So Shakespeare’s grain-hoarding and moneylending didn’t become biographical commonplaces until the Victorian era.


The word ‘unromantic’ in the same sentence should have tipped me off; though there was a recorded instance of its use before 1800, it wasn’t yet in currency at the time Cowell was supposedly writing. Whoever wrote these lectures purporting to be from 1805 had slipped up. I was looking at a forgery, and an unusually clever one at that, which on further examination almost surely dated from the early decades of the twentieth century. That meant the forger was probably still alive – and enjoying a satisfied laugh at the expense of the gulled professor – when Allardyce Nicoll had announced this discovery in the pages of the TLS. The forger had brazenly left other hints, not least of all the wish attributed to Cowell that ‘my material may be used by others regardless whence it came for it matters little who made the axe so that it cut’. And there were a few other false notes, including one pointed out by a letter-writer responding to Nicoll’s article, that Cowell had got his Warwickshire geography wrong. It also turns out that Serres, the author of Nicoll’s main corroborative source (the biography of Wilmot) was a forger and fantasist. Much of her biographical account (including the burning of Wilmot’s papers) was invented and she later changed her story, asserting she was actually Wilmot’s granddaughter and the illegitimate daughter of King George III. Her case was even discussed in parliament and it took a trial to expose her fraudulent claim to be of royal descent. So Olivia Serres, at the source of the Cowell forgery, would also prove to be the pattern of a Shakespeare claimant: a writer of high lineage mistaken for someone of humbler origins, whose true identity deserved to be acknowledged.


I’ve not been able to discover who forged the Cowell manuscript; that mystery will have to be solved by others. His or her motives (or perhaps their) cannot fully be known, though it’s worth hazarding a guess or two. Greed perhaps figured, for there is a record of payment for the manuscript of the not inconsiderable sum of £8 8s – though this document may have been planted and we simply don’t as yet know when or how the Cowell manuscript became part of the Durning-Lawrence collection. But, given how much time and care went into the forgery, a far likelier motive was the desire on the part of a Baconian to stave off the challenge posed by supporters of the Earl of Oxford, who by the 1920s threatened to surpass Bacon as the more likely author of Shakespeare’s works, if in fact he had not done so already. A final motive was that it reassigned the discovery of Francis Bacon’s authorship from a ‘mad’ American woman to a true-born Englishman, a quiet retiring man of letters, an Oxford-educated rector from the heart of England. Wilmot also stood as a surrogate for the actual author of Shakespeare’s plays: a well-educated man believed to have written pseudonymously who refused to claim credit for what he wrote and nearly denied posterity knowledge of the truth.


All of the major elements of the authorship controversy come together in the tangled story of Wilmot, Cowell, Serres and the nameless forger – which serves as both a prologue and a warning. The following pages retrace a path strewn with a great deal more of the same: fabricated documents, embellished lives, concealed identity, calls for trial, pseudonymous authorship, contested evidence, bald-faced deception, and a failure to grasp what could not be imagined.
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George Romney, ‘The Infant Shakespeare Attended by Nature and the Passions’, engraved by Benjamin Smith, 1799
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Portrait, from Samuel Ireland, Miscellaneous Papers and Legal Instruments under the Head and Seal of William Shakspeare (London, 1796)











Ireland


For a long time after Shakespeare’s death in 1616, anyone curious about his life had to depend on unreliable and often contradictory anecdotes, most of them supplied by people who had never met him. No one thought to interview his family, friends or fellow actors until it was too late to do so, and it wasn’t until the late eighteenth century that biographers began combing through documents preserved in Stratford-upon-Avon and London. All this time interest in Shakespeare never abated; it was centred, however, on his plays rather than his personality. Curiosity about his art was, and still is, easily satisfied: from the closing years of the sixteenth century to this day, his plays could be purchased or seen onstage more readily than those of any other dramatist.


Shakespeare did not live, as we do, in an age of memoir. Few at the time kept diaries or wrote personal essays (only thirty or so English diaries survive from Shakespeare’s lifetime and only a handful are in any sense personal; and despite the circulation and then translation of Montaigne’s Essays in England, the genre attracted few followers and fizzled out by the early seventeenth century, not to be revived in any serious way for another hundred years). Literary biography was still in its infancy; even the word ‘biography’ hadn’t yet entered the language and wouldn’t until the 1660s. By the time that popular interest began to shift from the works themselves to the life of the author, it was difficult to learn much about what Shakespeare was like. Now that those who knew him were no longer alive, the only credible sources of information were letters, literary manuscripts or official documents, and these were either lost or remained undiscovered.


The first document with Shakespeare’s handwriting or signature on it – his will – wasn’t recovered until over a century after his death, in 1737. Sixteen years later a young lawyer named Albany Wallis, rummaging through the title deeds of the Fetherstonhaugh family in Surrey, stumbled upon a second document signed by Shakespeare, a mortgage deed for a London property in Blackfriars that the playwright had purchased in 1613. The rare find was given as a gift to David Garrick – star of the eighteenth-century stage and organiser of the first Shakespeare festival – and was subsequently published by the leading Shakespeare scholar and biographer of the day, Edmond Malone. Malone’s own efforts to locate Shakespeare’s papers were tireless – and disappointing. His greatest find, made in 1793 (though it remained unpublished until 1821), was the undelivered letter mentioned earlier, addressed to Shakespeare by his Stratford neighbour Richard Quiney.


A neighbour’s request for a substantial loan, a shrewd real-estate investment and a will in which Shakespeare left his wife a ‘second best bed’ were not what admirers in search of clues that explained Shakespeare’s genius had hoped to find. What little else turned up didn’t help much either, suggesting that the Shakespeares secretly clung to a suspect faith and were, moreover, social climbers. Shakespeare’s father’s perhaps spurious Catholic ‘Testament of Faith’ was found hidden in the rafters of the family home on Henley Street in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1757, though mysteriously lost soon after a transcript was made. And the Shakespeares’ request in 1596 for a grant of a coat of arms – bestowing on the Stratford glover and his actor son the status of gentlemen – surfaced in 1778, and was published that year by George Steevens in his edition of Shakespeare’s plays. Contemporaries still had high hopes that ‘a rich assemblage of Shakespeare papers would start forth from some ancient repository, to solve all our doubts’. For his part, a frustrated Edmond Malone blamed gentry too lazy to examine their family papers: ‘Much information might be procured illustrative of the history of this extraordinary man, if persons possessed of ancient papers would take the trouble to examine them, or permit others to peruse them.’


Some feared that Shakespeare’s papers had been, or might yet be, carelessly destroyed. The collector and engraver Samuel Ireland, touring through Stratford-upon-Avon in 1794 while at work on his Picturesque Views on the Upper, or Warwickshire Avon, was urged by a Stratford local to search Clopton House, a mile from town, where the Shakespeare family papers might have been moved. Ireland and his teenage son, William-Henry, who had accompanied him, made their way to Clopton House, and in response to their queries were told by the farmer who lived there, a man named Williams,




By God I wish you had arrived a little sooner. Why it isn’t a fortnight since I destroyed several baskets-full of letters and papers; … as to Shakespeare, why there were many bundles with his name wrote upon them. Why it was in this very fireplace I made a roaring bonfire of them.





Mrs Williams was called in and confirmed the report, admonishing her husband: ‘I told you not to burn the papers, as they might be of consequence.’ All that Edmond Malone could do when he heard this dispiriting news was complain to the couple’s landlord. The unlucky Samuel and William-Henry Ireland went back to London.


They didn’t return empty-handed, having purchased an oak chair at Anne Hathaway’s cottage. It was said to be the very chair in which Shakespeare had wooed Anne, and it’s now in the possession of the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. Samuel Ireland  added it to his growing collection of English heirlooms that included the cloak of the fourteenth-century theologian John Wyclif, a jacket owned by Oliver Cromwell and the garter that King James II wore at his coronation. But the great prize of Shakespeare’s signature continued to elude him. It probably didn’t help Ireland’s mood that his lawyer and rival collector Albany Wallis, who thirty years earlier had discovered Shakespeare’s signature on the Blackfriars mortgage deed, had recently regained access to the Fetherstonhaugh papers and located a third document signed by Shakespeare, the conveyance to that Blackfriars transaction.


As the eighteenth century came to a close, the long-lost cache of Shakespeare’s papers – and not just legal transactions, but more revelatory correspondence, literary manuscripts and perhaps even commonplace books (in which Elizabethan writers recorded what they saw, heard and read) – still awaited discovery. And crucial information about the Elizabethan theatrical world, which might have illuminated Shakespeare’s professional life, was only fitfully coming to light. A major find in 1766 – a copy of Palladis Tamia, Francis Meres’s published account of the Elizabethan literary world in 1598 – confirmed that by then a ‘honey-tongued Shakespeare’ was already prized as the leading English writer of both comedies and tragedies. While the contours of Shakespeare’s professional world were slowly becoming visible, his personal life remained obscure. Though unsuccessful in his search for Shakespeare’s notebooks, a dogged Edmond Malone did find the record-book of one of the Jacobean Masters of the Revels in a trunk that hadn’t been opened for over a century. It was a discovery, Malone wrote, ‘so much beyond all calculation or expectation, that, I will not despair of finding Shakespeare’s pocket-book some time or other’.


Despite the belated efforts of eighteenth-century scholars and collectors, no document in Shakespeare’s hand had as yet been found that linked him to the plays published under his name or attributed to him by contemporaries. The evidence for his authorship remained slight enough for a foolish character in a play staged in London in 1759 – High Life Below Stairs – to wonder aloud, ‘Who Wrote Shakespeare?’ (when told that it was Ben Jonson, she replies: ‘Oh no! Shakespeare was written by one Mr Finis, for I saw his name at the end of the book’). And in 1786 an anonymous allegory called The Learned Pig was published, a story that turns on the Pig’s various reincarnations, including one in Elizabethan times when the Pig encountered Shakespeare – who then took credit for the animal’s work, or so the Pig claims: ‘He has been fathered with many spurious dramatic pieces: Hamlet, Othello, As You Like It, The Tempest, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream,’ of ‘which I confess myself to be the author’. Both of these fictional works joke about authorship, but do so with a slightly uneasy edge, testifying to the growing divide between Shakespeare’s fame and how little was known for sure about the man who wrote the plays. 




*





Young William-Henry Ireland, eager to please his disappointed father, continued hunting for Shakespeare’s papers among the various documents he came across as a law clerk as well as among the wares of ‘a dealer of old parchments’ whose shop he ‘frequented for weeks’. In November 1794 he was invited to dinner by a family friend, at which (to quote Malone’s account) William-Henry made the acquaintance of ‘Mr H.’, a ‘gentleman of large fortune, who lived chiefly in the country’. Their ‘conversation turning on old papers and autographs, of which the discoverer said he was a collector, the country-gentleman exclaimed, “If you are for autographs, I am your man; come to my chambers any morning, and rummage among my old deeds; you will find enough of them.”’ The young man did just that, discovering in a trunk a mortgage deed, written at ‘the Globe by Thames’ and dated 14 July 1610, with the seal and signature of William Shakespeare.


Mr H., in whose home it was found, preferred to remain anonymous; he made a gift of it to his young visitor and two weeks later, on 16 December, William-Henry gave his father an early Christmas present. An overjoyed Samuel Ireland took it to the Heralds’ Office for authentication, where Francis Webb declared that it bore ‘not only the signature of his hand, but the stamp of his soul, and the traits of his genius’. Webb had difficulty deciphering the seals, so Ireland consulted with the economist Frederick Eden. Eden also confirmed the document’s authenti city and explained to the Irelands that Shakespeare’s seal contained a quintain – a device used to train knights in handling lances – wittily suited to ‘Shakespear’.


Samuel Ireland, along with friends who viewed this deed, hoped that ‘wherever it was found, there must undoubtedly be all the manuscripts of Shakespeare so long and vainly sought for’, and urged William-Henry to return to the gentleman’s house and search more thoroughly. William-Henry did so, and further searches produced a treasure-trove of papers, including a receipt from Shakespeare to his fellow player John Heminges, Shakespeare’s own Protestant ‘Profession of Faith’, an early letter from Shakespeare to Anne Hathaway, a receipt for a private performance before the Earl of Leicester in 1590, an amateurish drawing depicting an actor (possibly of Shakespeare as Bassanio in The Merchant of Venice), articles of agreement with the actor John Lowin, a ‘Deed of Trust’ dating from 1611, and Shakespeare’s exchange with the Jacobean printer William Holmes over the financial terms governing the publication of one of his plays (in the end, Shakespeare rejected Holmes’s ungenerous offer: ‘I do esteem much my play, having taken much care writing of it … Therefore I cannot in the least lower my price’). Books with Shakespeare’s name and annotations were also discovered, including copies of Thomas Churchyard’s The Worthiness of Wales, John Carion’s Protestant-leaning Chronicles and Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene.


Among the discoveries were a letter to and another from the Earl of Southampton, to whom Shakespeare had dedicated both Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece, as well as a note from Queen Elizabeth, signed in her unmistakable hand, thanking Shakespeare for the ‘pretty verses’ he had sent her and informing him that ‘We shall depart from London to Hampton for the holidays where we shall expect thee with thy best actors that thou mayest play before ourself to amuse us.’
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Letter from Queen Elizabeth, from Samuel Ireland, Miscellaneous Papers











Biographies of Shakespeare would have to be updated and revised. As a column in the newspaper The Oracle announcing these remarkable finds made clear, this royal letter in particular showed that previous, anecdotal accounts of Shakespeare’s start in the theatre were ‘degrading nonsense’ and ‘utterly fictitious’. The papers revealed a different aspect, a ‘new character’ of Shakespeare’s, one that combined ‘an acute and penetrating judgment with a disposition amiable and gentle as his genius was transcendent’.


London’s leading men of letters descended on the Ireland household on Norfolk Street, eager to view and verify these extraordinary papers. Among the first were two men knowledgeable in matters Shakespearean: the literary critic Joseph Warton and the classics scholar Samuel Parr, who were especially impressed by Shakespeare’s ‘Profession of Faith’: ‘Our litany abounds with beauties, but here is a man has distanced us all,’ and they, as well as others, congratulated young William-Henry on having afforded ‘so much gratification to the literary world’.


An even greater discovery emerged in early February 1795, when William-Henry Ireland’s further searches turned up a long-lost manuscript of King Lear. The invaluable find confirmed what editors and critics had suspected: Shakespeare’s original had been carelessly treated in the playhouse; the printed editions were littered with actors’ cuts, interpolations and scurrility. By comparing the manuscript (or transcripts of its now difficult to decipher secretary hand) with printed versions of Lear’s final speeches, critics were able to see the great difference between what Shakespeare had originally written:
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Manuscript page of King Lear, from Samuel Ireland, Miscellaneous Papers
















What is’t thou sayst? Her voice was ever soft


And low, sweet music o’er the rippling stream,


Quality rare and excellent in woman.


O yes, by Heavens, ’twas I killed the slave


That did round thy soft neck the murderous


And damned cord entwine. Did I not, sirrah?





and what the actors had done to these lines, as evident in the butchered version that appeared in the edition of the play printed in 1608:




What is’t thou sayst? Her voice was ever soft,


Gentle and low, an excellent thing in woman.


I killed the slave that was a-hanging thee.





The excessive cuts made clear why in his 1611 ‘Deed of Trust’ Shakespeare requested that if his plays ‘be ever again imprinted’, it should be done from his manuscripts and not from the corrupt versions ‘now printed’. No less important for understanding the author’s intentions was a note on the first page of the Lear manuscript, which underscored that Shakespeare wrote not only for the stage but also, if not primarily, for his ‘gentle readers’.


The excitement in London’s literary community was justifiably great. James Boswell, famous for his Life of Johnson, perused the manuscripts and documents in mid-February, then kissed them, kneeled, and declared, ‘How happy am I to have lived to the present day of discovery of this glorious treasure. I shall now die in peace.’ Boswell went to his grave three months later, having lived to see and hold the manuscript of Shakespeare’s great tragedy. The playwright and biographer James Boaden recalled his own excitement: ‘I remember that I beheld the papers with the tremor of purest delight – touched the invaluable relics with reverential respect, and deemed even existence dearer, as it gave me so refined a satisfaction.’ The press to view the Shakespeare papers was so great that two weeks after Boswell’s celebrated visit, Samuel Ireland had to restrict access and even charge an entry fee of two guineas: ‘Any gentleman, on sending his address in writing, on being introduced by a subscriber, may view the manuscripts at Number 8, Norfolk Street, on Monday, Wednesday, and Fridays, between the hours of twelve and three.’ The Prince of Wales – the future King George IV – invited Samuel Ireland to Carleton House to show him Shakespeare’s papers in person. Britain’s newspapers and magazines were filled with stories about the discoveries.


Samuel Ireland decided to make transcriptions and even some facsimiles of the papers available in a sumptuous volume, and leading scholars, heralds, dramatists and men of taste testified to their conviction that ‘these papers can be no other than the production of Shakespeare himself’. The Miscellaneous Papers appeared in print right before Christmas 1795, prefaced by a list of over a hundred prominent subscribers. Contemporaries would have noted, perhaps with a smile, the absence of two names from these lists, the greatest living authorities on Shakespeare’s life and work: Edmond Malone and George Steevens. Malone must have been jealous; despite his intense interest in documents in Shakespeare’s hand, he had not even deigned to visit the house on Norfolk Street to view the papers. Steevens, too, had not gone to see them, though his reticence may have been more understandable. While his reputation was built upon editing Shakespeare’s plays, it had been sullied by his attempt to defraud the public with a forged letter from the Elizabethan playwright George Peele to Christopher Marlowe, a transcription of which he published in the Theatrical Review (Steevens had Peele describe how the actor Edward Alleyn teased Shakespeare about borrowing his words in the scene in which Hamlet advises the players).


Shortly after the Miscellaneous Papers were published, a tantalising report of new and even more exciting material came to light. William-Henry Ireland informed a committee of twenty-four authorities convened by his father that he had learned of additional finds, including whole or partial manuscripts of Julius Caesar and Richard the Second, as well as of a hitherto unknown Shakespeare play, Henry the Second. A manuscript of another Shakespearean history, Vortigern – drawn from Holinshed’s Chronicles, on the tumultuous life of Vortigern, the fifth-century ruler of the Britons who fell in love with the Saxon princess Rowena – had also been discovered. The script of Vortigern appeared promising enough to restage; a four-hundred-line excerpt circulated and negotiations were begun with the managers of Drury Lane and Covent Garden theatres, both of whom were eager to present the long-lost play. A catalogue of books in Shakespeare’s own hand had also been found, along with his annotated copies of Chaucer’s Works, Holinshed’s Chronicles and the Bible, a ‘deed by which he became partner of the Curtain Theatre’, two drawings of the Globe, verses to Elizabeth I, Sir Francis Drake and Walter Ralegh, along with the most tantalising discovery of all: Shakespeare’s ‘brief account of his life in his own hand’. 




*





It was all a fraud. William-Henry Ireland would eventually confess to having forged every single document (including the old drawing of a young Jacobean man, reproduced at the beginning of this chapter, that he had purchased on Butcher Row and doctored to resemble Shakespeare). The mysterious ‘Mr H.’ didn’t exist. Reports of finding other lost plays or Shakespeare’s memoirs were pure fantasy. So too were additional forgeries, including one in which Shakespeare thanks a fellow Elizabethan (coincidentally named William Henry Ireland) for saving him from drowning in the Thames. The remnants of Shakespeare’s library, with its forged catalogue listing over a thousand volumes, consisted of rare books that William-Henry found in London’s bookstalls and then inscribed with Shakespeare’s signature and annotations. To produce authentic-looking documents he purchased bookbinder’s ink that looked old and faded, then filched paper and ancient seals from his law office. The random choice of a seal displaying a quintain (hinting at Shakespeare’s name) was a happy accident. When he ran out of paper he obtained more from London booksellers who sold him blank endpapers torn out of rare books. His rendering of Shakespeare’s signature proved convincing because he had traced it from a version that had recently appeared in facsimile in Malone’s edition of Shakespeare’s works. William-Henry, barely out of his teens, had done it all without an accomplice, and with incredible speed. He had deceived nearly everyone in literary London, including his own father.


His labours sparked what might be called the first Shakespeare authorship controversy, an instructive episode that ought to be better known, for it introduced a set of arguments familiar to anyone acquainted with subsequent disputes over who wrote Shakespeare’s plays. Mortified contemporaries should have known better, even as the Irelands themselves should not have fallen for the cock-and-bull story that Mr and Mrs Williams of Clopton House – toying with the expectations of tourists hunting for curios – told them about having recently burned Shakespeare’s papers. One reason why the Miscellaneous Papers succeeded in duping so many is because the collection read like a documentary life, one that refracted the profile of Shakespeare through the expectations of the time. The good husband, loyal subject, devout Protestant and all-round contemporary man of letters perfectly matched what people hoped to discover about Shakespeare, and established a precedent for future claims about the identity of the author of the plays, which would turn out to be no less grounded in fantasy, anachronism and projection.


Ireland’s most notorious attempt at passing his own words off as Shakespeare’s – the chronicle history of Vortigern – was performed on the London stage on 2 April 1795, on the eve of the exposure of the forgeries. It was a disaster. The most humiliating moment for the Irelands may well have been the ten-minute uproar, much of it consisting of raucous laughter, that followed John Philip Kemble’s pointed delivery of the unfortunate line, ‘And when this solemn mockery is ended’. Had the Irelands held off on seeing it staged and refrained from publishing ‘Shakespeare’s papers’, the controversy over the documents’ authenticity would likely have gone on for years.





Shakespeare Deified


William-Henry undertook these forgeries not long after the author of Hamlet and Lear had begun to be regarded as a literary deity, a crucial precondition for this and all subsequent controversies over his identity. It also helps explain why Drury Lane had won out over Covent Garden for the right to stage Vortigern, given how heavily invested that playhouse had been in promoting a divine Shakespeare. In April 1794, the newly rebuilt Drury Lane had been rededicated as a ‘monument’ to Shakespeare, a ‘shrine more worthy of his fame we give, / Where unimpaired, his genius still may live’. The opening-night performance of Macbeth concluded with an epilogue spoken by the popular actor Elizabeth Farren, who called for the ‘Genius of Shakespeare’ roaming in the air to spread his ‘broad wings’ over their ‘new reared stage’. As a larger-than-life sculpture of Shakespeare was revealed onstage, Farren proclaimed:




And now the image of our Shakespeare view


And give the Drama’s God the honour due.





This divine image of Shakespeare was surrounded by a group of his literary creations along with the Muses of Comedy and Tragedy, and the performers onstage burst into song:




Behold this fair goblet, ’twas carved from the tree,


Which, O my sweet Shakespeare, was planted by thee;


As a relic I kiss it, and bow at the shrine,


What comes from thy hand must be ever divine!


All shall yield to the mulberry-tree.


Bend to thee,


Blest mulberry,


Matchless was he


Who planted thee,


And thou like him immortal be.





Audience members would have known that the ‘relic’ they were celebrating could be traced back to ‘Drama’s God’ himself – a wooden chalice carved from the famed mulberry tree that the playwright had reportedly planted at New Place, the large house he had purchased in Stratford-upon-Avon. It was the closest thing to a literary Holy Grail. The old tree had been cut down in 1756 by the owner of New Place, who had grown tired of all the souvenir hunters disturbing his peace. A savvy local tradesman named Thomas Sharp saw his chance, bought most of the logs and spent much of the next half-century enriching himself by selling off countless carvings from it, far more than one tree, no matter how miraculous its origins, could ever produce. No one at Drury Lane that evening objected to a spectacle that a former age would have found sacrilegious. The great anti-theatrical preachers of Elizabethan England may have been turning in their graves, but Shakespeare’s divinity was now taken for granted.


The process that had led to his deification was a curious one. In his own day Shakespeare was typically equated with rivals, both classical and contemporary. Francis Meres likened him to Ovid, and ranked him with the best of English tragedians and comedians. In his Epistle to The White Devil in 1612, John Webster grouped him with Thomas Dekker and Thomas Heywood as one of England’s most prolific playwrights, notable for their ‘right happy and copious industry’. And when Edmund Howe added a brief account of ‘our modern, and present excellent poets’, in the fifth edition of John Stow’s Annales in 1615, Shakespeare’s name predictably appears along with those of a score of other distinguished Elizabethan poets and dramatists. Examples could easily be multiplied.


It was only posthumously that Shakespeare was finally unyoked from the company of rivals or mortals. This occurred in the prefatory verses to the collection of his plays put together by fellow actors John Heminges and Henry Condell, who had worked alongside Shakespeare for over twenty years. They published the collected plays in 1623 in a folio edition (and the decision to publish them in a large and costly folio format – in which the printed sheet of paper was only folded once – the equivalent of the modern ‘coffee-table’ book rather than the paperback-sized and inexpensive quartos or octavos in which plays typically appeared, and in which the printed sheet was refolded to produce a considerably smaller page – was itself an indication of his distinction). Before this, only Ben Jonson had published plays in a folio-sized volume, and he had been mocked for presuming to do so. For Jonson, who contributed a pair of poems to the First Folio in praise of his rival, Shakespeare ‘did far outshine’ Marlowe, Thomas Kyd and John Lyly (though not, presumably, Jonson himself). But in the same poem, Jonson also recycled a trope he had used so effectively in his ‘Ode to Cary and Morison’, where the heroic dead live on in the heavenly firmament:




But stay, I see thee in the hemisphere,


Advanced and made a constellation there!


Shine forth thou star of poets.





In a similar vein, James Mabbe wrote that ‘We thought thee dead’, but like a good actor, Shakespeare has managed to ‘die, and live’. For Leonard Digges, it was the works that would prove immortal: ‘every line, each verse, / Here shall revive, redeem thee from thy hearse’. Ben Jonson wrote much the same thing:




Thou art a monument, without a tomb,


And art alive still, while thy book doth live.





These are all lovely and probably heartfelt sentiments, but nobody at the time would have mistaken hyperbolic claims about Shakespeare’s immortality for anything but a literary device. So too, when in the late seventeenth century John Dryden spoke of Shakespeare’s ‘sacred name’, or ‘professed to imitate the divine Shakespeare’, his words were never meant to be taken literally.


Yet referring to Shakespeare as divine had become so habitual that by 1728 a sharp-eared foreigner like Voltaire couldn’t help but notice that Shakespeare ‘is rarely called anything but “divine” in England’ – to which Arthur Murphy proudly retorted that ‘With us islanders, Shakespeare is a kind of established religion in poetry.’ What had begun as a literary trope became a widely shared conviction after David Garrick mounted a Shakespeare festival – a three-day ‘Jubilee’ with all its religious overtones – in Stratford-upon-Avon in September 1769. Garrick, who had risen to fame thanks to Shakespeare, had few rivals as a bardolator. By this time he had appeared in a score of Shakespearean roles and had produced many of the plays. Acknowledged in his day for having done much to revive interest in Shakespeare onstage, he would be buried at the foot of Shakespeare’s statue in Westminster Abbey, the words on his tomb declaring that ‘Shakespeare and Garrick like twin stars shall shine’.


Garrick had even built a temple to Shakespeare on his estate in Hampton on the banks of the Thames. The treasures contained within the octagonal shrine drew admirers from Horace Walpole to the King of Denmark: Roubiliac’s statue of Shakespeare (now housed in the British Museum, and for which Garrick himself was almost certainly the model), various carvings from the famed mulberry tree, and even some of Shakespeare’s personal effects, including ‘an old leather glove, with pointed fingers and blackened metal embroidery’, an old dagger and a ‘signet ring with W.S. on it’. For detractors like Samuel Foote the heresy was a bit much: Mr. Garrick had ‘dedicated a temple to a certain divinity … before whose shrine frequent libations are made, and on whose altar the fat of venison, a viand grateful to the deity, is seen often to smoke’. Others found nothing strange in this at all.


Even Garrick admitted that the rain-soaked Stratford Jubilee had been a ‘folly’. It set him back £2,000 and he never again set foot in Shakespeare’s native town. Locals were apparently confused by the Jubilee (including a labourer from Banbury hired to deliver a double-bass viol to the event, who reportedly thought that it was to be used at ‘the resurrection of Shakespeare’). Stratford’s tourist industry as well as the proliferation of Shakespeare festivals around the world can trace their roots back to that extravaganza. The Jubilee, according to Christian Deelman, the best historian of the event, also ‘marks the point at which Shakespeare stopped being regarded as an increasingly popular and admirable dramatist, and became a god’.


By all accounts, its climax was Garrick’s recitation of an ‘Ode to Shakespeare’, a shameless appeal to Shakespeare’s divinity:




’Tis he!’ tis he – that demi-god!


Who Avon’s flowery margin trod.





In case anyone missed the point, Garrick was happy to repeat it: ‘’Tis he! ’Tis he! / The god of our idolatry!’ One gushing eyewitness wrote afterwards that the audience ‘was in raptures’. Garrick avidly promoted mulberry relics, of which he owned a considerable supply, including the very goblet that reappeared as a prop in the Drury Lane celebration of 1794.


Garrick recouped his Stratford losses four times over by restaging a version of the events at Drury Lane, in a play simply called The Jubilee. It was a sensation and ran for a record ninety-two nights. His ‘Ode’ was not only published and circulated widely, but also recited on provincial stages from Canterbury to Birmingham. The Jubilee tapped into larger cultural currents, for no ‘other topic in the century inspired quite such a surge of stage plays and poems’. Word spread quickly beyond England’s shores, and two Jubilees were held in Germany, modelled on Garrick’s. After Garrick’s death, William Cowper celebrated him as ‘Great Shakespeare’s priest’, underscoring the ways in which the celebration of Shakespeare was now most fittingly described in religious terms:




For Garrick was a worshipper himself;


He drew the liturgy, and framed the rites


And solemn ceremonial of the day,


And called the world to worship on the banks


Of Avon famed in song.





Contemporary painters were quickly drawn to the idea of a divine Shakespeare, and did much to popularise this conceit. In 1777 Henry Fuseli sketched out plans, much talked of but never realised, for a Shakespeare ceiling modelled on that of the Sistine Chapel: even as Michelangelo portrayed the story of Creation, Fuseli would render Shakespeare’s creations in his predecessor’s style, including characters from The Tempest, Twelfth Night, Lear and Macbeth. In his ‘Ode’ Garrick had described how ‘the Passions’ wait upon Shakespeare and ‘own him for their Lord’; George Romney would capture this image in an exceptional painting – The Infant Shakespeare Attended by Nature and the Passions – completed around 1792, reproduced at the beginning of this chapter. As critics have noted, the infant Shakespeare is cast in a pose familiar from Nativity scenes, while Nature and the Passions substitute for the Magi and Shepherds. Other artists picked up on similar themes, depicting, for example, the poet in clouds of glory in ‘The Apotheosis of Shakespeare’. By the end of the eighteenth century the idea of a divine Shakespeare had become commonplace. Still, it wasn’t as if anyone was paying homage to his image in a house of worship. Another century would pass before that happened.




*





It was William-Henry Ireland’s misfortune to have forged what amounted to divine writ at a time when the first fully-fledged Shakespeare experts, most prominent among them Edmond Malone, had appeared on the scene (though the word ‘expert’ itself wouldn’t enter the vocabulary for another quarter-century). Malone’s exposure of the Ireland forgeries struck a nerve: who had the expertise to decide such matters? And what knowledge did such experts possess that well-versed amateurs lacked?


Malone did not weigh in until he had his hands on Samuel Ireland’s Miscellaneous Papers and was able to examine the documents closely. He obtained a copy of the book immediately after its publication in late 1795 and worked without pause for the next three months. At the end of March 1796 he published An Inquiry into the Authenticity of Certain Miscellaneous Papers and Legal Instruments … Attributed to Shakespeare. It was an overnight bestseller. His verdict was devastating: the documents and manuscripts were second-rate forgeries and the subscribers dupes. The evidence was damning. Malone demonstrated that the spelling and language of the documents in the possession of the Irelands were wildly at variance with Elizabethan usage. Words that Ireland attributed to Shakespeare weren’t in currency until the eighteenth century (one of his most damning examples was the word ‘upset’, originally a nautical term, not employed in the now familiar sense of ‘distressed’ or ‘troubled’ until two centuries after Shakespeare’s day). Malone also showed that the dates affixed to many of Ireland’s documents were off the mark; Queen Elizabeth’s letter addressed to Shakespeare at ‘the Globe’ in the late 1580s, for example, anticipated the building of that playhouse by over a decade. He also established that surviving autographs of the Earl of Southampton looked nothing like the ones that appeared in the Ireland papers.


Malone’s Inquiry made clear that those who had examined the manuscript of Lear and confirmed its legitimacy had no clue what Elizabethan dramatic manuscripts looked like. Only a few other scholars and editors used to handling old papers were in a position to recognise that these playscripts did not in the least resemble the documents Ireland had forged. And they knew this because they had bought, consulted and borrowed (in Malone’s case often refusing to return) as many of these as they could get their hands on. ‘I am myself’, Malone writes in the Inquiry, ‘at this moment surrounded with not less than a hundred deeds, letters, and miscellaneous papers, directly or indirectly relating to Shakespeare.’


The handful of dramatic manuscripts that had survived – and few were extant, since there was no need to keep them once a play was printed – were written in a mix of secretary and italic script (in part to distinguish speaking parts from stage directions). Professional dramatists and scribes prepared these documents in a kind of theatrical shorthand, indicating that they were intended for playhouse use rather than for publication. And, unlike Ireland’s manuscript of Lear, these scripts typically bore the mark of the censor, since a copy would have to pass through the hands of the Master of the Revels, who had to signify on each script his official approval before it could be publicly staged. In contrast to the Ireland forgeries, the Elizabethan manuscripts Malone had at hand weren’t written on both sides of the page or ‘trimmed’ or ‘ornamented in any way, but stitched in covers and well embrowned with dust and age’. And unlike Ireland’s manuscripts, none included line numbers in the margin.


Yet Ireland succeeded by making the language of his forged texts seem sufficiently strange – in a pseudo-Elizabethan way – to pass as genuine. Among his tricks was omitting all punctuation and then spelling words in a way that seemed old-fashioned, doubling as many consonants as possible and adding a terminal ‘e’ whenever possible. The prefatory words to Lear are typical: ‘Iffe fromme masterre Hollinshedde I have inne somme little departedde fromme hymme butte thattte libbertye will notte I truste be blammedde bye mye gentle readerres.’


One reason why the forgeries struck contemporaries as authentic was that their portrait of Elizabethan literary culture felt so familiar. Like a typical eighteenth-century author, Ireland’s Shakespeare accumulated a sizeable library, negotiated terms with his publishers and took great care in disposing of what he had written, for it was his property, to do with as he pleased. He was also a writer on familiar terms with members of the elite, as we see in the forged correspondence with the Earl of Southampton (in which Shakespeare refuses half the money that his ‘friend’ and patron offers) as well as in his exchange with Queen Elizabeth (who attended command performances of his plays at the public playhouses a dozen times ‘every season’, as eighteenth-century royalty might). What neither the Irelands nor those men of letters who testified to the authenticity of the documents understood was that such conventions and behaviour were almost unimaginable in Shakespeare’s day.


These and other anachronisms underscore how irrevocably the nature of authorship had changed since Elizabethan times (though they have changed comparatively little since then, so that we stand much closer to Ireland’s contemporaries than they do to Shakespeare’s). It wasn’t just authorship that had changed, but the most basic social customs as well: one of Ireland’s forgeries, a poem Shakespeare addresses to Queen Elizabeth, describes how ‘Each titled dame deserts her rolls and tea’. Only Malone seems to have been aware that tea, that quintessential English beverage, was as yet unavailable in England in Shakespeare’s day.


Many at the time felt that Malone had engaged in overkill. Had his main target been William-Henry Ireland, that accusation would have been justified. Ireland was quite young, for one thing; for another, it was obvious that he wasn’t profiting directly from the forgeries, and, at least at the outset, was motivated by a desperate wish to win a withholding father’s approval. Malone, though, had a greater objective than attacking the Irelands, and that was putting in their place amateurs who thought they knew enough about Shakespeare to judge such matters and who on the basis of this authority had declared the forged documents to be authentic. Many chafed at this; a critic in the St James’s Chronicle spoke for many when he derided Malone’s efforts to dominate Shakespeare scholarship as an act of a ‘Dictator perpetuo’. But Malone had made his point: the Ireland incident had turned out to be a perfect way to distinguish those who knew enough to pass judgement about Shakespeare’s authorship from those who didn’t. The most enduring lesson of this episode is that some people will persist in believing what they want to believe – in this case that Shakespeare really was the author of the Ireland documents.


As far as Samuel Ireland and his closest supporters were concerned, Malone, who had for so long tried and failed to find the lost Shakespeare archive, was jealous and delusional, convinced that ‘everything that belonged to Shakespeare was his own exclusive property’. Others picked up on this point, wondering how Malone or anyone else knew precisely how Shakespeare wrote: ‘How are they to be proved not genuine? From conjecture!’ From their perspective, the dispute over the authorship of these documents had to end in a standoff; each side had its own story to tell, for ‘conjecture may be answered and contradicted by conjecture equally as fair and forcible’. Samuel Ireland questioned Malone’s authority in a new book, An Investigation of Mr Malone’s Claim to the Character of Scholar, or Critic, concluding that Malone’s case ‘is by no means established by that mode of proof which he has adduced and the arguments he has used’. Did Malone have ‘in his possession any of the original manuscripts of Shakespeare, to show the specific usage of the bard?’ Lacking that crucial evidence, ‘upon what ground does his inference rest?’


Others who remained convinced of the documents’ authenticity rallied to the Irelands’ cause. For Francis Webb, the fact that all the documents ‘reciprocally illustrate and confirm each other’ surely trumped Malone’s objections: ‘Shakespeare’s genius, character, life, and situation, connect them all.’ ‘After frequent inspection and careful perusal of these papers,’ Webb concludes, ‘duly weighing their claims to my belief, founded on their own evidence, I am not only fully satisfied of their authenticity: but also … that no human wisdom, cunning, art, or deceit, if they could be united, are equal to the task of such an imposture.’


Some others hedged their bets: while willing to concede that the Lear and Vortigern manuscripts were probably forged, they maintained that the contemporary deeds and letters were genuine. The critic and scholar George Chalmers was also convinced that some of these documents could not have been faked, especially the letter from Queen Elizabeth thanking Shakespeare for his ‘pretty verses’. And there were those who still refused to accept William-Henry’s confession at face value and hinted darkly at a wider collusion over the authorship of the works – conspiracy theories that implicated Samuel Ireland, Albany Wallis and even George Steevens.


‘Like a Deceived Husband’


The story would take another and unexpected turn. Malone prided himself on exposing those who tried to dupe the literary world. He had even attacked the beloved ninety-one-year-old actor William Macklin for having decades earlier circulated a forged Elizabethan document. Malone felt it his duty to ridicule those so desperate for clues to Shakespeare’s personality that they had allowed themselves to be seduced by Ireland’s falsehoods. Yet his own desire to imagine what Shakespeare was like proved no less overwhelming. As a scholar he was adept at distinguishing archival fact from biographical fiction; but in accounting for Shakespeare’s life he confused the two, and in doing so cleared the way for those following in his footsteps to do the same. While justly celebrated for having resolved one authorship controversy, Malone bears much of the blame for ushering in far more divisive ones.


This occurred not in a bold polemic like the Inquiry, but quietly, in his textual annotations, which first appeared in a two-volume 1780 supplement to Samuel Johnson and George Steevens’s 1778 edition of The Plays of Shakespeare, and then again in his solo edition of Shakespeare’s works in 1790. This 1790 edition broke sharply with longstanding traditions going back to the First Folio of 1623 and continuing up through the great eighteenth-century editions of Rowe, Pope, Theobald, Johnson, Capell and Steevens. Malone parted company with his predecessors in two key ways. First, he tried to present the plays chronologically rather than as Heminges and Condell had originally arranged them in 1623, by genre, with no attention to the order in which they were written, under the headings of Comedies, Histories and Tragedies. Secondly, he included Shakespeare’s poems alongside the plays; his edition was the first to be called The Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare. Today these innovations seem unremarkable but at the time they were unprecedented and would have unforeseen consequences for how Shakespeare’s works were read and his life and authorship imagined.


Before the plays could be arranged chronologically the order of their composition needed to be worked out. Nobody had ever done this and it’s unclear when anyone first thought it worth doing. In 1709 Nicholas Rowe wondered which was Shakespeare’s first play – he couldn’t even hazard a guess – but thought it a mistake to assume that Shakespeare necessarily improved over time: ‘We are not to look for his beginnings in his least perfect works.’ A half-century later, Edward Capell, who was also curious about how Shakespeare had ‘commenced a writer for the stage, and in which play’, took things a step further, proposing that someone ought to investigate ‘the order of the rest of them’. Capell was well aware of how daunting a task this would be, requiring comprehensive knowledge of everything from versification to the printing history of the plays and the sources that Shakespeare drew upon. While Capell himself in his Notes and Various Readings broke fresh ground in this field, it would be left to Malone to attempt a full account of the plays’ chronology.


Malone made a fair number of mistakes in his Attempt to Ascertain the Order in Which the Plays of Shakespeare Were Written in 1778, dating several plays far too early (his claim that The Winter’s Tale was written in 1594 was off by nearly twenty years) while placing others too late. But after a decade of additional research he was able to fix some of his more glaring errors, and his efforts spurred others to improve upon his chronology. It’s next to impossible to arrange plays in their order of composition without seeing a pattern, and the one that Malone believed in superseded the open-minded one offered by Rowe. Citing the authority of Pope and Johnson, Malone offered his readers a more comforting Enlightenment portrait, one in which an industrious Shakespeare steadily ‘rose from mediocrity to the summit of excellence; from artless and sometimes uninteresting dialogues, to those unparalleled compositions, which have rendered him the delight and wonder of successive ages’. Malone hastened to add that he wasn’t really arguing for ‘a regular scale of gradual improvement’, only that Shakespeare’s ‘knowledge increased as he became more conversant with the stage and with life, his performances in general were written more happily and with greater art’.


A few – surprisingly few – lines in Shakespeare’s plays refer explicitly to contemporary events, such as the allusion in Henry the Fifth to the Earl of Essex’s Irish campaign in the spring and summer of 1599, which allowed Malone to date that play with considerable precision. They were so few in number that their absence seems to have been a deliberate choice on Shakespeare’s part. But once Malone began sifting the plays for allusions to contemporary events and court intrigue, he found many more of them, or thought he did, reinforcing in a circular fashion his account of the plays’ chronology. While his primary aim was a working chronology, his sense of what counted as topical allusions, as well as his interpretation of them, led readers to believe that specific political messages were encoded in the plays.


So, for example, when Malone came upon the comic scene in Antony and Cleopatra where the Egyptian queen strikes a servant who brings her news of Antony’s remarriage, he recalled reading in Elizabethan chronicles that Queen Elizabeth had once boxed the Earl of Essex on the ear for turning his back on her. Malone decided that Shakespeare may have been attempting in this scene to ‘censure’ Elizabeth – who at this point had been dead for three or four years – ‘for her unprincely and unfeminine treatment of the amiable Earl of Essex’. Why stop there? A few scenes later, when the same servant describes to Cleopatra her rival’s features, Malone interprets it as ‘an evident allusion to Elizabeth’s inquiries concerning the person of her rival, Mary Queen of Scots’. There’s so much wrong about this it’s hard to know where to begin. For one thing, it implies that conversations onstage shouldn’t be taken at face value; they are really about something else, if only we could connect the dots and identify that something. For another, why Shakespeare, a member of the King’s Men, would want to alienate his monarch by introducing into this scene a discussion of how unattractive James’s dead mother, Mary, Queen of Scots, had been is unfathomable, though it didn’t give Malone pause.


Reductively identifying topical moments as Malone had, a by-product of trying to line up the life, works and times, became an easy and tempting game. Malone’s obsession with the Earl of Essex carried over into his interpretation of Hamlet. He had read the penitent earl’s last words from the scaffold, before Essex was beheaded in 1601 for treason: ‘send thy blessed angels, which may receive my soul, and convey it to the joys of heaven’. The dying man’s conventional prayer sounded to Malone sufficiently like Horatio’s words spoken over the dying Hamlet: ‘flights of angels sing thee to thy rest’. Malone suspected that Hamlet had been staged before Essex was executed, but even that didn’t stop him. So eager was he to suggest that ‘Lord Essex’s last words were in our author’s thoughts’ that Malone supposes that the ‘the words here given to Horatio may have been one of the many additions to the play’. Are we then to conclude that Hamlet is Shakespeare’s secret lament for the defeated earl, who, like his play’s protagonist, would be king? This is shoddy criticism and bad editing. Moreover, the history that Malone draws upon in making these topical correspondences was limited to chronicles, centred on the court, mostly from the reign of Elizabeth. That’s understandable enough: he didn’t have access to the kind of gritty social history that’s now a bedrock on which our understanding of Shakespeare’s drama and culture rests. But it badly skews the plays, turning them into court allegories, in which a Jacobean Shakespeare seems stuck in an Elizabethan past, unable to get out of his mind a slap administered by his queen, in a very different context, many years earlier.


I dwell on this at such length because Malone helped institutionalise a methodology that would prove crucial to those who would subsequently deny Shakespeare’s authorship of the plays (after all, the argument runs, how would anybody but a court insider know enough to encode all this?). First, however, this approach would influence traditional accounts of the plays, such as George Russell French’s Shakespeareana Genealogica (1869), which assures us that ‘nearly all Shakespeare’s dramatis personae are intended to have some resemblance to characters in his own day’. Such readings turned the plays into something other than comedies, histories and tragedies: they were now coded works, full of in-jokes and veiled political intrigue for those in the know. And given the great number of characters in Shakespeare’s plays and the many things that they say and do, the range of topical and biographical applications was nearly limitless. I don’t think that Malone really thought this through – he was just trying to bolster a shaky chronology and show off his knowledge of Elizabethan culture. But in doing so he carelessly left open a fire door.


The problems with Malone’s topical assumptions pale in comparison with those precipitated by his biographical ones. Until Malone had established a working chronology of Shakespeare’s plays, no critic or biographer had ever thought to interpret Shakespeare’s works through events in his life. About the closest anyone had come to reading the plays biographically was suggesting that Shakespeare had modelled comic characters such as Falstaff and Dogberry on local folk he had known. But such claims were never meant to reveal anything about Shakespeare’s character, other than perhaps suggesting that he had a bit of a vindictive streak.


Where earlier eighteenth-century editors such as Nicholas Rowe and Alexander Pope had prefaced the plays with a brief and anecdotal ‘Life’, Malone chose to fuse life and works through extended notes that appeared at the bottom of each page of text. So, for example, when Malone first discovered in the Stratford archives that Shakespeare’s son Hamnet had died in 1596, he thought it likely that Constance’s ‘pathetic lamentations’ about the loss of her son Arthur in King John (which Malone dated to this same year) were inspired by Shakespeare’s own recent loss. Perhaps they were. Perhaps the play had been written before Shakespeare learned of his son’s death. Perhaps he waited until composing Hamlet to unpack his heart. Or perhaps Shakespeare had been thinking of something else entirely when he wrote these lines. We’ll never know.


Malone’s argument presupposed that in writing his plays Shakespeare mined his own emotional life in transparent ways, and for that matter, that Shakespeare responded to life’s surprises much as Malone and people in his own immediate circle would have. So that for Malone, Shakespeare was not the kind of man who could suffer such a loss without finding an outlet for his grief in his work: ‘That a man of such sensibility, and of so amiable a disposition, should have lost his only son, who had attained the age of twelve years, without being greatly affected by it, will not be easily credited.’ There was no corroborating evidence in any case to confirm or refute Shakespeare’s amiability (an anachronistic term, not used in this sense until the mid-eighteenth century), how hard the death of his son hit him, and how or even whether he transmuted loss into art. Indeed, there was no effort to consider that even as literary culture had changed radically since early modern times, so too had a myriad of social customs, religious life, childhood, marriage, family dynamics and, cumulatively, the experience of inwardness. The greatest anachronism of all was in assuming that people have always experienced the world the same way we ourselves do, that Shakespeare’s internal, emotional life was modern.


Malone’s decision to include the Sonnets and other poems alongside the plays proved even more consequential. As Margreta de Grazia has eloquently put it,




Malone’s pursuit from the externally observed to the inwardly felt or experienced marked more than a new type of consideration: it signalled an important shift in how Shakespeare was read. Shakespeare was cast not as the detached dramatist who observed human nature but as the engaged poet who observed himself.





Nowhere was this revised portrait of the artist more apparent than in the notes Malone first appended to the opening lines of ‘Sonnet 93’ in 1780, which set the direction of Shakespeare biography – and debates over authorship – on a new and irreversible course.


‘Sonnet 93’ begins with its speaker comparing himself to a familiar type, the cuckolded spouse: ‘So shall I live, supposing thou art true, / Like a deceived husband’. There’s nothing especially difficult in the meaning of these opening lines that warrants an explanation; Malone’s interest in providing an explanatory note was solely biographical. To this end, he collapses the very real distinction between the elusive persona of the speaker and Shakespeare himself (for we have no idea to what extent Shakespeare is writing out of his own experience or simply imagining a situation involving two fictional characters). By doing so, Malone gives himself licence to treat the sonnet as something that gave him direct and unmediated access into Shakespeare’s emotional life.


Malone tried to justify his novel approach by explaining that he had come across a manuscript of the biographer William Oldys, who had written that these lines ‘seem to have been addressed by Shakespeare to his beautiful wife on some suspicion of her infidelity’. That’s not actually something that Oldys had uncovered in some now lost papers. Oldys’s manuscript notes on Shakespeare, now housed in the British Library, are almost all dryly factual and bibliographic, except for one stray and gossipy remark that ‘Shakespeare’s poem called A Lover’s Affection seems to be written to his beautiful wife under some rumour of inconstancy’. Oldys was clearly misled by the title under which ‘Sonnet 93’ had appeared in John Benson’s 1640 edition of the Sonnets: ‘A Lover’s Affection though his Love Prove Unconstant’. Seizing on this hint, though knowing it’s the only one like it in Oldys’s notes, Malone wondered whether ‘in the course of his researches’ Oldys had ‘learned this particular’ about Shakespeare’s marriage – intimating that there was some archival underpinning here, though it’s obvious to even a casual reader of his notes that Oldys couldn’t be less interested in Shakespeare’s marriage or inner life. Malone then offers a few scraps of supporting evidence, including that contested will in which Shakespeare had chosen his daughter Susanna as his executor and had further slighted his wife by bequeathing her ‘only an old piece of furniture’. Early biographers were so disturbed by what they interpreted as Shakespeare’s graceless decision to leave his widow a ‘second best bed’ that when reprinting the document some silently emended the phrase to ‘brown best bed’.


Malone found further evidence of Shakespeare’s jealous resentment of his wife – expressed in the will and confirmed in ‘Sonnet 93’ – in several of the dramatic works, for ‘jealousy is the principal hinge of four of his plays’, especially Othello, where ‘some of the passages are written with such exquisite feeling, as might lead us to suspect that the author had himself been perplexed with doubts, though not perhaps in the extreme’. A mistaken identification of the Sonnets’ author with their speakers, a strained reading of a poem’s opening lines and a fundamental misunderstanding of the conventions of early modern wills, confirmed, if further confirmation were needed, by what occurred in play after play, added up for Malone to a convincing case.


Knowing that his account crossed a boundary, one that had been strictly observed by every previous editor and critic of Shakespeare’s plays, Malone retreated a half-step, admitting that the case was built on ‘an uncertain foundation’ and explaining that all he meant ‘to say is, that he appears to me to have written more immediately from the heart on the subject of jealousy, than on any other; and it is therefore not improbable that he might have felt it’. Recognising that this semi-retraction didn’t go quite far enough, he added: ‘The whole is mere conjecture.’ But he refused to reword or remove what he had written.


As noted earlier, Malone’s annotations appeared in an edition of Shakespeare’s Works edited by George Steevens. Steevens, an established scholar, had warmly welcomed the younger Malone into the world of Shakespeare editing three years earlier, even as Dr Johnson had welcomed him; but when he read Malone’s note to ‘Sonnet 93’, he insisted on adding a rejoinder. Steevens knew and feared where this kind of speculation could lead. It was a very slippery slope, with conjecture piled upon conjecture. He too had consulted Oldys’s notes and saw through Malone’s ploy, insisting that whether ‘the wife of our author was beautiful or otherwise was a circumstance beyond the investigation of Oldys’. Steevens added that whether ‘our poet was jealous of this lady is likewise an unwarrantable conjecture’. Steevens was especially offended by Malone’s reductive view that just because one of Shakespeare’s characters experienced something, the poet must have felt it too: ‘That Shakespeare has written with his utmost power on the subject of jealousy is no proof that he ever felt it.’ For if this were so, given the nearly limitless range of Shakespeare’s characters, it would be possible to claim virtually anything and everything about Shakespeare’s own feelings. Because Timon of Athens hates the world, Steevens asked, does it follow that Shakespeare himself ‘was a cynic or a wretch deserted by his friends’? And because Shakespeare so vividly conveys the ‘vindictive cruelty of Shylock’, he added, driving the point home, ‘are we to suppose he copied from a fiend-like original in his own bosom?’


Steevens was unforgiving. He recognised that Shakespeare scholarship stood at a crossroads, foresaw that once Malone pried open this Pandora’s box it could never be shut again. He would not have been surprised to learn that two centuries later a leading scholar would write (and a major university press publish) a book called Shylock Is Shakespeare that answered his rhetorical question in the affirmative. Steevens’s response to the kind of biographical flights of fancy Malone was both engaged in and inviting could not have been clearer:




As all that is known with any degree of certainty concerning Shakespeare is – that he was born at Stratford upon Avon – married and had children there – went to London, where he commenced actor, and wrote poems and plays – returned to Stratford, made his will, died, and was buried – I must confess my readiness to combat every unfounded supposition respecting the particular occurrences of his life.





Malone, more comfortable criticising others than being taken to task himself, was stung by Steevens’s response. Steevens was clearly threatened by his upstart collaborator and now rival, and the wounds opened in this latest exchange would never heal. When Steevens died in 1800, Malone didn’t even attend his funeral and continued to harp on the ‘incessant malignity and animosity’ that Steevens had directed at his annotations years earlier.


An overlong note to ‘Sonnet 93’ got longer still when Malone again insisted that the works described what Shakespeare himself had gone through: ‘Every author who writes on a variety of topics will have sometimes occasion to describe what he has himself felt.’ He then turned on Steevens for imagining that Shakespeare could have shared Timon’s cynicism, let alone ‘the depravity of a murderer’. To argue this ‘would be to form an idea of him contradicted by the whole tenor of his character’. Since Malone knew what Shakespeare’s character was like, he had no difficulty identifying which of his dramatic creations embodied it.


The unprofitable game of profiling what could or couldn’t be true of Shakespeare’s character, based on what his characters said or did, had begun. So too had the baseless tradition that Shakespeare was unhappily married. Trying to extricate himself from charges that this was idle speculation, Malone further entangled himself in the intricacies of Shakespeare’s love-life. While willing to concede that ‘it does not necessarily follow that because he was inattentive to her in his Will, he was therefore jealous of her’, Malone didn’t believe that Anne Hathaway was good enough for Shakespeare: ‘He might not have loved her; and perhaps she might not have deserved his affection.’ Malone was a bachelor when he wrote these words – in fact, he would never marry, though he wanted to (he seems to have wooed far too aggressively, and two years after this edition appeared would write to a woman he had wanted to marry but who had rejected him, words that echo his sentiments here: ‘How, my dear,’ he complained, ‘have I deserved that you should treat me with such marked unkindness?’). Malone’s biographical note to ‘Sonnet 93’ thus introduced yet another centrepiece of modern Shakespearean biography: the tendency to confuse the biographical with the autobiographical, as writers projected onto a largely blank Shakespearean slate their own personalities and preoccupations.


Malone, who had trained as a lawyer, was, unsurprisingly, convinced that Shakespeare too had legal training, and ‘not merely such as might be acquired by the casual observation of even his all-comprehending mind’. Malone even suspected that Shakespeare ‘was employed, while he yet remained at Stratford, in the office of some country attorney’. The evidence? Not anecdotal reports, which claimed that he had been a butcher or a schoolteacher, but rather internal evidence from the plays, most notably Hamlet. Malone was uncomfortable enough with this line of argument to add that Shakespeare ‘may be proved to have been equally conversant with the terms of divinity or physic’. If others could come along and show that Shakespeare knew as much about religion or medicine as he did about the law, Malone concluded, then ‘what has been stated will certainly not be entitled to any weight’.


Underlying his reasoning here was the presumption that Shakespeare could only write about what he had felt or done rather than heard about, read about, borrowed from other writers or imagined. The floodgates were now open and others would soon urge, based on their own slanted reading of the plays, that Shakespeare must have been a mariner, a soldier, a courtier, a countess and so on. By assuming that Shakespeare had to have experienced something to write about it with such accuracy and force, Malone also, unwittingly, allowed for the opposite to be true: expertise in the self-revealing works that the scant biographical record couldn’t support – his knowledge of falconry for example, or of seamanship, foreign lands or the ways that the ruling class behaved – should disqualify Shakespeare as the author of the plays.


Yet another precondition for challenging Shakespeare’s authorship had now been established, one that would be trotted out more often than all the others combined. From now on, consensus would be impossible, and writing the life of the author of Shakespeare’s works a game that anyone with enough ingenuity and conviction could play. When desire outpaced what scholars could turn up, there remained only a few ways forward: forgery, reliance on anecdote, or turning to the works for fresh evidence about the author’s life. The impulse to interpret the plays and poems as autobiographical was a direct result of the failure to recover enough facts to allow anyone to write a satisfying cradle-to-grave life of Shakespeare.


Malone’s commentary on ‘Sonnet 93’ was a defining moment in the history not only of Shakespeare studies but also of literary biography in general. What has emerged in our own time as a dominant form of life writing can trace its lineage back to this extended footnote. While the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had seen a handful of literary biographies, the genre didn’t come into its own until the eighteenth century, spurred by an intense interest in life writing, swept along not only by a torrent of biographies and memoirs, but also by great collaborative efforts such as the multi-volume Biographia Britannica of 1747–66. The Biographia Britannica marked a conceptual leap forward, recognising that accurate biographies could act as a check on self-interested memoirs:




the work before us becomes both a supplement and a key, not only to our general histories, but to particular memoirs, so that by comparing the characters of great men, as drawn by particular pens, with their articles in this Biographical Dictionary, we see how far they are consistent with, or repugnant to, truth.





William Oldys was one of the principal contributors to the Biographia Britannica. He was possessed of a prodigious memory, an obsession with uncovering biographical facts and a familiarity with the many archives where he might find them. He’d sort his notes into separate parchment bags, one for each biographical subject. His patience and tenacity were rewarded by many biographical discoveries, and he went on to write the lives of over a score of major figures, including William Caxton, Michael Drayton, Richard Hakluyt, Edward Alleyn and Aphra Behn. Oldys was content with just the facts and unearthed a great many of them. But facts alone were not enough to breathe life into his subjects. Writers like James Boswell (in his Life of Johnson) and Dr Johnson himself, who relied heavily on the Biographia Britannica (which covered a majority of the poets treated in his four-volume Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets), understood this, and went on to redefine how lives were written and read.


Yet even Dr Johnson drew the line at reading individual poems or plays autobiographically. Though deeply interested in writers’ lives, he understood well enough that authorial and personal identity were not one and the same, and he refused to collapse the two. In fact, he went out of his way to ridicule those who did so, as he makes clear in his life of James Thomson. Johnson had read that an earlier Thomson biographer (probably Patrick Murdoch) had carelessly ‘remarked, that an author’s life is best read in the works’ – and pointed out the folly of such a claim. He recalled how the author Richard Savage (friend to both Thomson and Johnson himself) had once told him ‘how he heard a lady remarking that she could gather from [Thomson’s] works three parts of his character, that he was a great Lover, a great Swimmer, and rigorously abstinent’. Savage set the record straight: the lady’s reading of The Seasons as autobiographical was wrong on all three counts – Thomson was not the kind of devoted lover she imagined, was ‘never in cold water in his life’, and ‘indulges himself in all the luxury that comes within his reach’. So much for reading backwards from the works.


Johnson was even wary of using letters as evidence, mocking the notion that ‘nothing is inverted, nothing distorted’ in writers’ correspondence, and he made little use of them in his biographies. He was no less distrustful of so-called autobiographical poetry, sidestepping the confessional verse of Milton, Otway, Swift and Pope, and saying in reference to the latter that ‘Poets do not always express their own thoughts’, and notes, as an example of this, that for all Pope’s ‘labour in the praise of music’, he was ‘ignorant of its principles, and insensible of its effects’.


With Malone’s decision to parse the plays for evidence of what an author thought or felt, literary biography had crossed a Rubicon. Fictional works had become a legitimate source for biographies, and Shakespeare’s plays and poems crucial to establishing this new approach. In 1790 Malone had announced that his long-promised life of Shakespeare was well along; he had already ‘obtained at very different times’ a great deal of material, though ‘it is necessarily dispersed’. At ‘some future time’, though, he would ‘weave the whole into one uniform and connected narrative’. He still had faith that Shakespeare’s commonplace book or personal correspondence would surface, which would enable him to flesh out the many lost years and mysteries of the life. As late as 1807, five years before his death, Malone was still reassuring friends that only a third of the Life ‘remained to be written’, that ‘all the materials for it are ready’, and that he even had £300 worth of paper ‘lying ready at the printing house’, to save time when it was ready to be published. It had taken Malone fewer than ninety days to write and publish a four-hundred-page book about the Ireland forgeries. Yet after decades of labour, his Life of Shakespeare remained unfinished, a puzzle still lacking most of its largest pieces. Even the works failed to supply the missing evidence. When James Boswell the Younger was given the unenviable task of gathering the disjointed remains and moulding them into a Life after Malone’s death, he saw soon enough that he was faced not with some tidying up of loose ends but with a ‘chasm’. 




*





Those who write about the history of Shakespeare studies cast Malone as an early hero and Ireland as one of the first villains of the story. I’ve been trained to think this way too and it’s difficult getting beyond it. It’s easy to see why: Malone, much like the scholars who tell his story, spent much of his life surrounded by old books and manuscripts, strained his vision poring over documents in archives, and struggled to complete his life work on Shakespeare. Ireland cheated, took a short-cut. But in truth, they were in pursuit of the same goal – which may account for the viciousness of Malone’s attack on his young rival. Both were committed to rewriting Shakespeare’s life; one forged documents, the other forged connections between the life and the works. In retrospect, the damage done by Malone was far greater and longer-lasting. He was the first Shakespearean to believe that his hard-earned expertise gave him the right, which he and many scholars have since tried to deny to others, to search Shakespeare’s plays for clues to his personal life. By the time that Boswell brought out an updated edition of Malone’s Shakespeare’s Plays and Poems in 1821, it was already ‘generally admitted that the poet speaks in his own person’ in the Sonnets.


Malone had failed in his decades-long quest because every thread leading directly back to Shakespeare’s interior life had been severed. Most likely each had been cut for well over a century. Sufficient materials for a comprehensive biography were no longer available. One possibility is that Shakespeare went out of his way to ensure that posterity would find a cold trail. In any case, expectations about what evidence might reasonably have survived were wildly inflated. There may well have been bundles of letters, theatrical documents and even a commonplace book or two that outlived Shakespeare, but if so they have never been found and the extinction of the family line by the end of the seventeenth century and the sale and subsequent demolition of Shakespeare’s home, New Place, helped ensure their disappearance.


Then again, if one goes through Francis Meres’s list of the best English dramatists in 1598 one quickly discovers that commonplace books and early drafts of published plays don’t survive for any of these popular Elizabethan playwrights. The memorials best befitting Shakespeare’s stature and accomplishments were in fact created and preserved by those who honoured his legacy: a monument and a gravestone in Stratford’s church; and, seven years after his death, a lavish collection of his plays, prefaced by commendatory verses and his portrait. At the time, no English playwright had ever been posthumously honoured with such a collection. Clearly, this was the way his fellow players thought fitting, and sufficient, to remember Shakespeare.


Shakespeare had no Boswell – but neither did Marlowe, Jonson, Webster or any other contemporary dramatist. While there had been ‘Lives’, there were not as yet full-length literary biographies. For that reason it’s especially unfortunate that one of the earliest efforts in this genre – The Lives of the Poets, Foreign and Modern – doesn’t survive. It was written (or at least contemplated) by Shakespeare’s fellow dramatist Thomas Heywood, and had been mentioned in 1614 and then again in 1635; but it was either left incomplete, lost or never published.


Assuredly, there had to have been witnesses to Shakespeare’s daily life, including boy actors born before the turn of the century who may have lived until the 1670s or 1680s, and who had acted for the King’s Men and worked with Shakespeare before he retired from the company around 1614. Immediate family members, had they been interviewed, might also have cast considerable light on his personality. Shakespeare’s sister Joan lived until 1646. His elder daughter Susanna died in 1649 and his younger one, Judith, was still alive in 1662; a local vicar with an interest in Shakespeare made a note to seek her out and ask her about her father, but she died before this conversation could take place. Nobody thought to seek out Shakespeare’s granddaughter Elizabeth, who was eight years old when Shakespeare died; she was the only one of his four grandchildren to live past the age of twenty-one or wed, but she bore no children in her two marriages and the family line ended with her death in 1670.


There were family friends and in-laws, too, who might have been questioned, including Thomas Combe, to whom Shakespeare bequeathed his sword and who lived until 1657. Stratford neighbour Richard Quiney was alive until 1656. His son, Shakespeare’s son-in-law Thomas Quiney, who married Judith, lived until 1663. Both men knew him well. So did Shakespeare’s brother-in-law Thomas Hathaway, who could have been questioned until the mid-1650s. Shakespeare’s nephew William, his namesake, became a professional actor in London and may have been privy to wonderful theatrical anecdotes; he died in 1639.


One of the most tantalising lost connections to Shakespeare’s personal life was through his son-in-law John Hall, who married Susanna in 1607. The two men seem to have been close: Hall had travelled with Shakespeare to London and had been appointed by him as co-executor of his will. Hall was a prominent physician in Stratford who kept notes in abbreviated Latin on those he treated. After Hall’s death, Dr James Cooke sought out his widow about Hall’s books, and Susanna was willing to sell him some (he called on her at New Place, which she and her husband had inherited). Cooke’s interests were medical rather than literary, so he apparently did not ask Susanna about her father or his books – and he subsequently published a translation of one of Hall’s medical notebooks. Among the patients Hall treated was Shakespeare’s fellow playwright, the Warwickshire native Michael Drayton. Unfortunately, Hall’s other notebook was lost before its contents could be transcribed or printed and unless it turns up some day we will never know whether it contained any information about his father-in-law.


There’s one more story about Hall and Shakespeare, less well known than it ought to be, though James Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps reported it over a century ago. On 22 June 1616, two months after his father-in-law died, John Hall paid a visit to the registry of the Archbishop of Canterbury, located near St Paul’s in London, to prove Shakespeare’s will. Among the documents he produced was ‘an inventory of the testator’s household effects’ – that is to say, a list of Shakespeare’s possessions. Whatever valuable books, manuscripts or letters Shakespeare owned and was bequeathing to his heirs would have been listed in this inventory rather than in the will itself (which explains, as Jonathan Bate has observed, why the surviving wills of such Elizabethan notables as the leading theologian Richard Hooker and the poet Samuel Daniel fail, like Shakespeare’s, to list any books at all). Had the inventory that John Hall brought with him to London survived – or if by some miracle it ever surfaces – it would finally silence those who, misunderstanding the conventions of Elizabethan wills and inventories, continue to insist that Shakespeare of Stratford didn’t own any books and was probably illiterate.


By the time those in search of Shakespeare finally made the pilgrimage to Stratford in the mid-seventeenth century, led by Thomas Betterton, John Aubrey and Thomas Fuller, all that remained were secondhand anecdotes. We’ve learned from these that Shakespeare had apprenticed as a butcher. That he drank heavily. That he poached deer. That he didn’t enjoy carousing and wasn’t a company keeper. That he died of a fever after a bout of drinking with Ben Jonson and Michael Drayton. That he died a Catholic.


The eighteenth-century editor Edward Capell was the first to recognise that a biography about Shakespeare’s private life – rather than his public and professional one – was a lost cause: ‘those who alone had it in their power’ to record what Shakespeare was like had failed to do so. Further efforts to unravel the mystery of Shakespeare were pointless: ‘our enquiries about them now must prove vain’, and ‘the occurrences of this most interesting life (we mean, the private ones) are irrevocably lost to us’. The search may have been over for Capell, but for others it was just beginning.


‘With This Key’


In his own day, and for over a century and a half after his death, nobody treated Shakespeare’s works as autobiographical. But after Malone did so a mad dash was on, and by the 1830s it seemed like nearly everyone was busy searching for clues to Shakespeare’s life in the works. The Sonnets, long ignored, suddenly became popular. Unlike Shakespeare’s other major poems – Venus and Adonis and Lucrece – the Sonnets had never been reissued during Shakespeare’s lifetime, and there are surprisingly few allusions to them following their publication in 1609. In 1640 they were finally reprinted by John Benson, who cropped the prefatory material, changed the gender of pronouns where he saw fit, invented titles and freely rearranged and combined 146 of the 154 sonnets into seventy-two or so longer poems, then mingled Shakespeare’s poems with those of others falsely attributed to him in the 1612 edition of The Passionate Pilgrim. But even these modifications failed to generate much interest in this outdated genre, and while Shakespeare’s plays went through four Folios in the course of the seventeenth century, the Sonnets remained largely inaccessible to new generations of readers. When available, it was almost exclusively in Benson’s version – a situation that remained unchanged until Malone published them in his Supplement as they had first appeared. If Steevens thought that he could squelch Malone’s autobiographical approach by excluding the Sonnets from his next Shakespeare edition in 1793, he was wrong. Still, he tried his best, declaring ‘the strongest act of Parliament that could be framed, would fail to compel readers into their service’. ‘Had Shakespeare produced no other works than these,’ Steevens added, ‘his name would have reached us with as little celebrity as time has conferred on that of Thomas Watson, an older and much more elegant sonneteer.’
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Shakespeare and Anne Hathaway, unknown artist, c.1860.











German critics were among the first to seize on the potential of Malone’s approach. August Wilhelm von Schlegel took the English to task in his Viennese lectures of 1808 for never having ‘thought of availing themselves of [Shakespeare’s] Sonnets for tracing the circumstances and sentiments of the poet’ and for failing to recognise that they contained the ‘confessions of his youthful errors’. His equally famous brother Friedrich von Schlegel seconded and extended this view: ‘It is strange but delightful to scrutinise, in his short effusions, the character of Shakespeare.’ Heinrich Heine would confirm that the Sonnets are ‘authentic records of the circumstances of Shakespeare’s life’.


William Wordsworth soon spread the word that in the Sonnets, ‘Shakespeare expresses his own feelings in his own person.’ He made this point more memorably in his poem ‘Scorn not the Sonnet’ where he writes, ‘with this key, Shakespeare unlocked his heart’. Wordsworth saw no contradiction between his belief that these Elizabethan poems were thoroughly autobiographical and his admission that he had held off publishing his own auto biographical poem, The Prelude, because it was ‘a thing unprecedented in literary history that a man should talk so much about himself’. He had found a Romantic precursor in this newly minted Shakespeare.


Others scrambled aboard. A contributor to Blackwood’s Magazine confidently claimed in 1818 that the Sonnets are ‘invaluable, beyond any thing else of Shakespeare’s poetry, because they give us little notices, and occasional glimpses of our own kindred feelings, and of some of the most interesting events and situations of his life’. A long piece on the Sonnets in New Monthly Magazine in 1835 – ‘The Confessions of William Shakespeare’ – took things a step further, calling the Sonnets ‘personal confessions’ and breathlessly describing their triangular love-plots. Who could resist such voyeuristic pleasures? With the Sonnets, ‘we seem to stand by the door of the confessional, and listen to the most secret secrets of the heart of Shakespeare’.


Word spread to America, where Emerson, in his influential Representative Men (1850), wondered: ‘Who ever read the volume of the Sonnets without finding that the poet had there revealed, under masks that are no masks to the intelligent, the lore of friendship and of love?’ By the mid-nineteenth century, the critical heavyweights on both sides of the Atlantic – the Schlegels, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Heine and Emerson – had all embraced the position first suggested by Malone. According to John Keats’s close friend Charles Armitage Brown, author of Shakespeare’s Autobiographical Poems (1838), the Sonnets were ‘pure uninterrupted biography’. The Bard’s life was now an open book.


A handful of dissenters struggled, with little success, to challenge this new consensus. Thomas Campbell complained in 1829 that the Sonnets were ‘insignificant as an index’ to Shakespeare’s biography, and rejected the argument that ‘they unequivocally paint his passions, and the true character of his sentiments’. He tried again a few years later, this time more bluntly: ‘Shakespeare’s sonnets give us no access to his personal history.’ His words fell on deaf ears, as did Robert Browning’s rebuttal of Wordsworth’s ‘Scorn Not the Sonnet’:




           With this same key


Shakespeare unlocked his heart,” once more!’


Did Shakespeare? If so, the less Shakespeare he!





By 1856, the battle was all but over. As David Masson put it in that year, ‘Criticism seems now pretty conclusively to have determined … that the Sonnets of Shakespeare are, and can possibly be, nothing else than a poetical record of his own feelings and experience.’ There was no longer any doubt that the poems ‘are autobiographic – distinctly intensely, painfully autobiographic’.


Once critics began reading the Sonnets as confessional, they began to turn their attention to the unnamed shadowy figures alluded to in the poems on the assumption that Shakespeare had actual people in mind when the various speakers of the Sonnets complained about dark ladies, young men and rival poets. George Chalmers, an enemy of Malone and a believer in the Ireland forgeries, got this biographical competition off to a strong start by arguing in 1797 that all the Sonnets had been addressed to Queen Elizabeth herself. Countless others soon went about uncovering the identity of the ‘only begetter’ of the Sonnets, the mysterious ‘W. H.’; at least they had initials to go by, and the dedication apparently had a real, if elusive, individual in mind.


Malone himself was among the earliest to hazard a guess as to the identity of that ‘better spirit’ of ‘Sonnet 80’, the talented literary rival ‘to whom even Shakespeare acknowledges himself inferior’. Malone concluded that it had to be Edmund Spenser, and to support this claim devoted over a third of his unfinished biography of Shakespeare to the relationship of the two poets. George Chalmers, who could never bring himself to agree with Malone, did so this time. Others weren’t so sure, and placed bets on Samuel Daniel, Michael Drayton, George Chapman, Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson and a host of others. Another insisted that they were all wrong: surely Chaucer was the great rival Shakespeare had in mind.


The lists of Elizabethan Dark Ladies, Young Men, and those with the initials W.H., H.W., W.S., or some similar combination were even longer. The parlour game that began with Malone is still avidly played, with hardly a year going by without another fresh name trotted out. It would take pages to list them all, the equivalent of an Elizabethan census. The most innocent and metaphorical utterances of the fictive speakers of Shakespeare’s poems were interpreted as biographical fact. Was Shakespeare syphilitic, as hinted at in ‘Sonnet 144’? Did the author of ‘Sonnet 37’ (which speaks of being ‘made lame by Fortune’s dearest spite’) walk with a limp? Did Shakespeare hate prostituting his talents onstage, as Malone claimed he confessed in ‘Sonnet 111’? Who needed to wrestle with the Sonnets’ dense language, when it was possible to make one’s literary reputation unlocking the biographical secrets they contained?


By the mid-nineteenth century, the obsession with autobiographical titbits had all but displaced interest in the aesthetic pleasures of the poems themselves. Wordsworth had famously described the Sonnets as a ‘key’. Coleridge suggested that one of the poems (probably ‘Sonnet 20’, the most explicitly homoerotic) was a ‘purposed blind’. Emerson spoke of these poems as ‘masks that are no masks to the intelligent’. And following the invention of the telegraph and Morse code, a new and ominous metaphor was introduced to describe the way in which Shakespeare deliberately concealed autobiographical traces: for Robert Willmott, writing in 1858, the ‘Sonnets are a chapter of autobiography, although remaining in cipher till criticism finds the key’.


The best contemporary explanation I have come across for this frenzy of biographical detection – and it is worth quoting at length – is offered by Anna Jameson, in her Memoirs of the Loves of the Poets, published in 1829. Jameson was at least honest about her motives, admitting that it’s ‘natural to feel an intense and insatiable curiosity relative to great men, a curiosity and interest for which nothing can be too minute, too personal’. Yet the few facts of Shakespeare’s life left her hungry for more:




I felt no gratification, no thankfulness to those whose industry had raked up the very few particulars which can be known. It is too much, and it is not enough: it disappoints us in one point of view – it is superfluous in another: what need to surround with the common-place, trivial associations, registers of wills and genealogies, and I know not what.





Missing was the only thing that really mattered: that which could connect us to ‘a presence and a power … diffused through all time, and ruling the heart and the fancy with an incontrollable and universal sway!’ The desire to feel that presence, experience a sense of intimacy with Shakespeare, was not going to go away simply because not enough facts about his personal life were known. It was easier for critics who shared that desire to make stuff up rather than admit defeat.


Soon enough, what started with the Sonnets migrated to the plays, though the claim that Shakespeare was speaking for himself through his dramatic characters was more difficult to sustain. John Keats was among the first to do when he wrote that Shakespeare’s ‘days were not more happy than Hamlet’s, who is perhaps more like Shakespeare himself in his common everyday life than any other of his characters’. It was but a short step from here to Keats’s self-identification with both Hamlet and Shakespeare: ‘Hamlet’s heart was full of such misery as mine is when he said to Ophelia, “Go to a nunnery, go, go!”’ Coleridge made the case more simply and directly: ‘I have a smack of Hamlet myself, if I may say so.’ Over-identification on the part of Shakespeare’s biographers had mutated into an over-identification on the part of his readers.


Critics began identifying moments when Shakespeare accidentally slips out of writing in character and into self-revealing autobiography. Coleridge, for example, was sure that this was the case with Capulet’s lines in Romeo and Juliet:




Such comfort as do lusty young men feel


When well-appareled April on the heel


Of limping winter treads, even such delight


Among fresh female buds shall you this night


Inherit at my house.


      (1.2.26–30)





‘Other passages more happy in illustrating this’, he adds, ‘might be adduced where the poet forgets the character and speaks in his own person.’ Coleridge was also the first to suggest that Prospero, the great image of artistic authority in the nineteenth century, ‘seems a portrait of the bard himself’ – a claim that would echo, with increasing volume, through the rest of the nineteenth century.


Coleridge was also the first to take the ultimate biographical leap: reading the trajectory of the entire canon of Shakespeare’s plays as a story of the poet’s psychological development. For as Coleridge himself recognised, he was ‘inclined to pursue a psychological, rather than a historical, mode of reasoning’ (and in doing so, was not only the first to use this new term ‘psychological’ in its modern sense, but also one of the first to engage in psychobiography). In February 1819, Coleridge sketched out before an audience at the Crown and Anchor Tavern on the Strand his theory of the five eras of Shakespeare’s creative life, scrambling the established chronology of the canon to suit this more psychologically compelling biographical narrative. According to Coleridge, Shakespeare began with the late romances (Pericles, The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline) as well as a few of the comedies (Comedy of Errors, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and, surprisingly, All’s Well), then worked through the history plays, before arriving at his major era in which he ‘gives all the graces and facilities of a genius in full possession and habit of power’ – and this mixed group includes The Tempest, As You Like It, The Merchant of Venice and Twelfth Night. In the end, a triumphant Shakespeare climbs to the ‘summit’, the great run of tragedies, Lear, Hamlet, Macbeth and Othello. Following this great climb is the inevitable descent, ‘when the energies of intellect in the cycle of genius were though in a rich and potenziated form becoming predominant over passion and creative self-modification’ – and to this final stage of Shakespeare’s career Coleridge consigns Measure for Measure, as well as most of the classical and Roman plays: Timon of Athens, Coriolanus, Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra and Troilus and Cressida.
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