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“I have come to think of history as a game—a game that we play with the past.”

—Beverley Southgate








Prologue

In England in the summer of 1964, an unusual case came before the courts. It involved a squabble over the will of Miss Evelyn May Hopkins and the authorship of the works of William Shakespeare. Miss Hopkins had died, leaving a third of her inheritance to the Francis Bacon Society for the purpose of finding the original manuscripts of Shakespeare’s plays. She referred to them as the “Bacon-Shakespeare manuscripts,” believing the true author of the works to have been Francis Bacon, the Elizabethan philosopher and statesman. The aim of finding the manuscripts was to prove that Bacon was, in fact, the author of the works attributed to Shakespeare. Her heirs were not pleased. Naturally, they preferred that the money go to themselves. Seeking to reclaim their inheritance, the heirs brought a suit against the society, arguing that Miss Hopkins’s provision should be set aside on the grounds that the search would be a “wild goose chase.” To support their case, they solicited the testimony of scholarly experts. The Right Honorable Richard Wilberforce, a justice of Her Majesty’s High Court, presided.

Counsel for the next of kin “described it as a wild goose chase; but wild geese can, with good fortune, be apprehended,” observed the justice. Many discoveries are unlikely until they are made, he pointed out: “one may think of the Codex Sinaiticus, or the Tomb of Tutankhamen, or the Dead Sea Scrolls.” Wilberforce was a stolid Englishman, a former classics scholar at Oxford University who rose through Britain’s legal ranks to become a senior Law Lord in the House of Lords and a member of the Queen’s Privy Council. Having reviewed the evidence submitted to the court, he summarized it as follows:

“The orthodox opinion, which at the present time is unanimous, or nearly so, among scholars and experts in sixteenth and seventeenth century literature and history, is that the plays were written by William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon, actor.” However, Justice Wilberforce continued, “The evidence in favour of Shakespeare’s authorship is quantitatively slight. It rests positively, in the main, on the explicit statements in the First Folio of 1623, and on continuous tradition; negatively on the lack of any challenge to this ascription at the time” of the First Folio’s publication. Furthermore, the justice found, “There are a number of difficulties in the way of the traditional ascription… a number of known facts which are difficult to reconcile…. [S]o far from these difficulties tending to diminish with time, the intensive search of the nineteenth century has widened the evidentiary gulf between William Shakespeare the man, and the author of the plays.”

The justice went on to consider the testimony of the scholarly experts. Kenneth Muir, King Alfred Professor of English literature at the University of Liverpool, supported the plaintiffs, Miss Hopkins’s aggrieved heirs. He considered it “certain” that Bacon could not have written the works of Shakespeare. Hugh Trevor-Roper, Regius Professor of Modern History at the University of Oxford, departed slightly from his English literature colleagues, taking what the justice deemed “a more cautious line.” Though Professor Trevor-Roper “definitely does not believe that the works of ‘Shakespeare’ could have been written by Francis Bacon, he also considers that the case for Shakespeare rests on a narrow balance of evidence and that new material could upset it; that though almost all professional scholars accept ‘Shakespeare’s’ authorship, a settled scholarly tradition can inhibit free thought, that heretics are not necessarily wrong. His conclusion is that the question of authorship cannot be considered as closed.”

Justice Wilberforce agreed. The question was not closed. The evidence for Shakespeare was too slim, the problems too many. The scholars might be wrong. Even if Francis Bacon was unlikely, new material might show someone other than Shakespeare to have been the author. Whoever wrote them, the manuscripts of Shakespeare’s plays had never been found. Their discovery would be “of the highest value to history and to literature,” Wilberforce proclaimed. Indeed, he added, to the consternation of the plaintiffs and the Shakespeare scholars, “the revelation of a manuscript would contribute, probably decisively, to a solution to the authorship problem, and this alone is benefit enough.”

Miss Hopkins’s bequest to the Francis Bacon Society was upheld.






ONE The Question That Does Not Exist


WHO HAS THE AUTHORITY TO determine the truth about the past? Usually the answer is historians. In the case of Shakespeare, it is Shakespeare scholars, a small but highly prestigious subset of English literature professors concentrated mostly in Britain and America. Their prestige derives from their specialty. They are priests not of one of the lesser gods of the English literary pantheon but of the highest god—the god who gives English literature as a discipline its very raison d’être. They act as his representatives, interpreting and mediating for the masses the meaning of Shakespeare, and so, like the priests of the sun god Apollo, they glow with the radiance cast by his rays.

Among Shakespeare scholars, the Shakespeare authorship question—the theory that William Shakespeare might not have written the works published under his name—does not exist; that is, it is not permitted. As a consequence, it has become the most horrible, vexed, unspeakable subject in the history of English literature. In literary circles, even the phrase “Shakespeare authorship question” elicits contempt—eye-rolling, name-calling, mudslinging. If you raise it casually in a social setting, someone might chastise you as though you’ve uttered a deeply offensive profanity. Someone else might get up and leave the room. Tears may be shed. A whip may be produced. You will be punished, which is to say, educated. Because it is obscene to suggest that the god of English literature might be a false god. It is heresy.

The heresy persists because the “difficulties in the way of the traditional ascription,” as Justice Wilberforce termed them, have not been resolved. The longer scholars have tried to resolve them—the more they’ve learned about the man from Stratford-upon-Avon and about the plays and poems—the wider the “evidentiary gulf” has grown between the man and the works. For instance, William of Stratford had no recorded education; at most, he may have attended his local grammar school, which taught Latin grammar and arithmetic. But the works published under the name “William Shakespeare” are dazzling in their erudition, steeped in the learning of Renaissance humanism. “He was at home in the Aristotelian cosmology of his time. He had learned the new Platonic philosophy,” marveled Hugh Trevor-Roper, the Oxford historian who testified in the 1964 lawsuit. “He was familiar with foreign countries, foreign affairs, foreign languages.”

Another difficulty: Scholars have turned up a mass of personal records from the man’s lifetime—more, it is often said, than exist for other writers of the period. They show his theatrical activities, his financial and property transactions, his lawsuits. They show that he was a businessman, an actor, a shareholder in an acting company, and a property investor. But they don’t show that he wrote. As the Oxford historian Blair Worden laments, “the extent and loudness of the documentary silence are startling.” This silence aggravates scholars in the extreme. “I would love to find a contemporary document that said William Shakespeare was the dramatist of Stratford-upon-Avon, written during his lifetime,” Sir Stanley Wells told Newsweek. “That would shut the buggers up!”

Why don’t the plays and poems bear any connection to the man’s life? “The relationship between an artist’s biography and his writing is always a difficult subject,” concedes Worden, “but there can be no other important writer since the invention of printing for whom we are unable to demonstrate any relationship at all.”

Why didn’t Shakespeare bother to educate his children? His daughters couldn’t write. One signed with what Sir Edward Maunde Thompson, paleographer and director of the British Museum, called a “painfully formed signature, which was probably the most that she was capable of doing with the pen.” The other, he concluded, “could not write at all, for she signed with a mark.” How could a writer—any writer, let alone the greatest writer in the English language—be indifferent to the literacy of his children?

Why didn’t he mention his writing in his will? When he died, he left detailed instructions for the distribution of his assets but mentioned no books, poems, or manuscripts of any kind. At his death, only half of his plays had been published. Did he have no concern for their preservation? Why didn’t he say anything about his poems—several major narrative poems, 154 sonnets? What about his library? Other men of letters passed down their books and left detailed instructions for the preservation of their works. His will bore no trace of literary interests, let alone a literary life.

And at his death in 1616, the literary world was silent. Though it was an age of effusive eulogies, there were no tributes at his passing, no mourning of his death in poems or letters. When the playwright Francis Beaumont died just seven weeks earlier, he was honored for his service to the nation with a resting place among the poets at Westminster Abbey. When the playwright Ben Jonson died in 1637, his funeral was attended by “all or the greatest part of the nobility then in town.” But when Shakespeare died—crickets.

“It is exasperating and almost incredible,” Hugh Trevor-Roper wrote in an essay. Shakespeare lived “in the full daylight of the English Renaissance, in the well-documented reigns of Queen Elizabeth and King James I,” he emphasized. “He was connected with some of the best-known public figures in the most conspicuous court in English history. Since his death, and particularly in the last century, he has been subjected to the greatest battery of organized research that has ever been directed upon a single person. And yet the greatest of all Englishmen, after this tremendous inquisition, still remains so close a mystery that even his identity can still be doubted.”

Like Juliet pining for Romeo, Trevor-Roper titled the essay, “What’s in a Name?” A rose by any other name would smell as sweet. The authorship debate often looks like a comedy. To those who believe the author’s true name has been lost, it is also a tragedy. Mostly, though, it is a romance—a love affair and a quest to uncover Shakespeare’s identity.

The 1964 trial did not rule directly on the authorship question—Did he or didn’t he?—but it raised the problem of authority. Were the Shakespeare scholars called to testify to the traditional attribution, in support of Miss Hopkins’s irritated heirs, infallible? Was it possible that heretics—nonspecialists—might be right? Behind the observations that “a settled scholarly tradition can inhibit free thought” and “heretics are not necessarily wrong” lay the whole history of knowledge: of truth perverted by confirmation bias and groupthink; of scholars clinging to outdated theories, contemptuous of ideas that threaten their authority; of long-held certainties rendered quaint by new knowledge; of entire fields revolutionized by heresy. The trial had the effect of displacing the authority of the scholars, making them mere witnesses—biased, partial—and putting the truth in the hands of the court, which concluded, in fact, that the truth was not certain.

Outside the civilizing order of the courtroom, the authorship question takes on the dimensions—and the absurdities—of a religious war. All sides fight in the name of God, but what is His name? After the Bible, the works of Shakespeare are the most-quoted texts in the English-speaking world. The full breadth and depth of their influence is impossible to measure, except perhaps to say that the course of history in the alternate world in which they were never written must look very different from the one we know. Like God, he is omnipresent. “Shakespeare one gets acquainted with without knowing how,” observes a character in Jane Austen’s 1814 novel Mansfield Park. “His thoughts and beauties are so spread abroad that one touches them everywhere; one is intimate with him by instinct.” Another character agrees, noting that Shakespeare’s passages are “quoted by everybody; they are in half the books we open, and we all talk Shakespeare, use his similes, and describe with his descriptions.”

For Britons, he is a national hero, the singular representation of the English tradition. “Since England bore thee, master of human song, / Thy folk are we, children of thee,” the poet laureate Robert Bridges declared in 1916, making Shakespeare at once father of the nation and Britain’s favored son.

He is also Britain’s greatest export, his works a “world-conquering speech, / Which surg’d as a river high-descended,” Bridges continued. “And floateth the ships deep-laden with merchandise / Out on the windy seas to traffic in foreign climes.” It is sometimes said that if Little England had not attained the global reach of empire to become Great Britain, Shakespeare would never have become our “universal poet.” But the case might equally be made that Little England could never have become Great Britain without Shakespeare: his “world-conquering speech” floated the ships; having made the language, the literature, the culture, and even, through his history plays, the history, he helped make the empire. Today children in India study Shakespeare’s plays. When China’s authoritarian leader, Xi Jinping, issued a list of recommended books for his citizens to read, he devoted an entire category to Shakespeare. Macbeth was adapted to Zulu and Love’s Labour’s Lost staged in Kabul in the face of Taliban threats. A dozen replicas of the Globe Theatre have been built around the world, and the Globe’s Hamlet toured to 197 countries. In 2011 a poll commissioned by the think tank Demos found that Shakespeare is the cultural symbol of which Britons are most proud—ahead of the monarchy, the armed forces, the Beatles, and the Union Jack. When Volodymyr Zelensky appealed to the UK Parliament for aid in the midst of the Russian invasion, he astutely invoked this pillar of British nationalism. “The question for us now is to be or not to be,” the Ukrainian president observed, “this Shakespearean question.”

Americans have in many ways adopted Shakespeare as one of their own—a representation of the American dream; a boy who came from nothing and made himself immortal. When Thomas Jefferson made a pilgrimage to Shakespeare’s birthplace in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1786, he “fell upon the ground and kissed it.” John Adams, who accompanied Jefferson, sliced a “relic” from the armchair said to have belonged to the playwright. “Let me search for the clue which led great Shakespeare into the labyrinth of human nature,” he wrote in his diary. In 1787 George Washington escaped political haggling over the new constitution to watch a production of The Tempest. Touring America in the 1830s, the French writer Alexis de Tocqueville noted: “There is hardly a pioneer’s hut which does not contain a few odd volumes of Shakespeare.” Abraham Lincoln kept three tomes on his desk at the White House: the Bible, a copy of the US statutes, and Shakespeare. While Lincoln turned to Shakespeare for wisdom and direction, his assassin used Shakespeare to justify murder. John Wilkes Booth, a Shakespearean actor, fancied himself a Brutus and saw Lincoln as Caesar—a tyrant to be overthrown. “But alas!” he wrote in a letter before the assassination, “Caesar must bleed for it,” summoning Julius Caesar to rationalize his shooting of the president. Shakespeare had become a moral authority to be invoked, like God, on opposing sides of any conflict.

“The hold which Shakespeare has acquired and maintained upon minds so many and so various… is one of the most noteworthy phenomena in the history of literature,” observed the nineteenth-century poet James Russell Lowell. He suspected it had something to do with the feeling that Shakespeare understands us better than we understand ourselves. For “the more we have familiarized ourselves with the operations of our own consciousness, the more do we find, reading [Shakespeare], that he has been beforehand with us, and that, while we have been vainly endeavoring to find the door of his being, he has searched every nook and cranny of our own,” he wrote. Shakespeare knows us as only an omniscient being—as only God—could know us. It followed, then, that when the directors of the Great Texas Fair of 1936 sought to erect their Shakespeare Theatre, a replica of the Globe, they sent a cable to Stratford requesting earth from Shakespeare’s garden and water from the Avon River with which to consecrate it. A group of Stratford citizens dutifully fulfilled the request, gathering the sacred dirt and holy water and sending them to Dallas, where they were ritually sprinkled on the faux Globe.

Like other theological disputes, the authorship dispute is over origins: Where did these works come from? What circumstances, influences, and qualities of mind made them possible? What was this genius from which they emanated? Seeing the origin of the works in the man from Stratford, traditionalists are, in the terminology of the dispute, Stratfordians—defenders of the faith; orthodox believers in the one true church. The heretics banging their ninety-five theses against the church door are anti-Stratfordians—against Stratford as the origin—but their quest for truth has splintered them into sects, sometimes warring but loosely affiliated under the sign of their dissent from orthodoxy: Baconians, Marlovians, Oxfordians, Sidneyans, Nevillians, and others, each named according to their god. Like the Protestant Reformers, they seek a purer form of faith; a return to the true religion, before it was corrupted by the creeds and dogmas and vanities of men.

The authorship question is, in the fashion of religious wars, a messy, ugly dispute. No one takes kindly to the denial of his god. Shakespeare scholars—which is to say the Shakespearean priesthood; the ordained and professionalized ranks of Stratfordians—decry the snobbery in the view that a glover’s son could not have written the works of Shakespeare. (Was not a carpenter’s son the savior of mankind?) In the same breath, they resent the affront to their apostolic authority by what they see as a rabble of amateurs and cranks. Those meddling kids! Anti-Stratfordians resent the injustice of such characterizations. To the charge of snobbery, they respond that no one is claiming a glover’s son could not write the works—only that no one, however genius, is born with knowledge. It must be acquired through education and access to books. Other writers of humble origins left records of how they acquired their knowledge—tracks by which we can follow, however faintly, the course of their development. How did the glover’s son do it without leaving a trace?

Stratfordians and anti-Stratfordians alike agree that Shakespeare is a mystery. “Shakespeare’s knowledge of classics and philosophy has always puzzled his biographers,” admitted the scholar E. K. Chambers. “A few years at the Stratford Grammar School do not explain it.” Others have tried to resolve the puzzle by downplaying Shakespeare’s erudition. The plays merely “looked learned,” especially “to the less literate public,” insisted Harvard’s Alfred Harbage. But the plays have sent scholars writing whole books on the law in Shakespeare, medicine in Shakespeare, theology in Shakespeare. Shakespeare and astronomy. Shakespeare and music. Shakespeare and the classics. Shakespeare and the Italian novella. Shakespeare and the French language. “The creative artist absorbs information from the surrounding air,” Harbage assured his readers, floating a theory of education by osmosis. Throwing up his hands, Samuel Schoenbaum, one of the twentieth century’s leading Shakespeare scholars, resolved the conundrum by explaining that “Shakespeare was superhuman,” an explanation that is, of course, no explanation at all. Shakespeare is, it would seem, a miracle that must be accepted on faith. “How this particular man produced the works that dominate the cultures of much of the world almost four hundred years after his death remains one of life’s mysteries,” reads the introduction to the Folger Shakespeare Library’s edition of the plays, “and one that will continue to tease our imaginations as we continue to delight in his plays and poems.” The suspicion arises that Shakespeare’s godlike status owes something to this mystery, this perfect unknowability. For if he knows us as only God knows us, we know him about as well as we know God.

“It is a great comfort, to my way of thinking, that so little is known concerning the poet,” Charles Dickens wrote in 1847. “The life of Shakespeare is a fine mystery, and I tremble everyday lest something turn up.” The mystery inspires our awe, is part of what we love about Shakespeare, is part of what, in fact, makes Shakespeare Shakespeare. “Others abide our question. Thou art free”—eternally eluding us—wrote the poet Matthew Arnold. “We ask and ask—Thou smilest and art still, / Out-topping knowledge.” Shakespeare is inscrutable, a sphinx, a Mona Lisa, smirking at our efforts to know him, smirking at all he knows that we do not. Yet we do not begrudge him his secrecy. “Thou, who didst the stars and sunbeams know, / Self-school’d, self-scann’d, self-honour’d, self-secure, / Didst tread on earth unguess’d at.—Better so!”

Shakespeare satisfies our need for the sacred, for something that surpasses our ability to understand. Henry James suggested that the unknowability comforts us even, writing of moments “in this age of sound and fury, of connections in every sense, too maddeningly multiplied, when we are willing to let it pass as a mystery, the most soothing, cooling, consoling too perhaps, that ever was.” And yet, he added, there are others “when, speaking for myself, its power to torment us intellectually seems scarcely to be borne.”

Anti-Stratfordians have not been willing to let the mystery pass. They want to know the man who so completely and entirely knows us, to touch the face of God. What they cannot stand is the possibility that we have been kneeling at the wrong altar, paying homage to a false idol.



Was it Francis Bacon, as Miss Hopkins suspected? In 1603, Bacon wrote a mysterious letter to a lawyer who was riding to meet the new king, James I. Bacon asked the lawyer to speak well of him to the king and defend his name “if there be any biting or nibbling at it in that place.” Then he signed off with this wish: “So desiring you to be good to concealed poets.”

Who was the concealed poet? Was it Christopher Marlowe, a playwright and government agent who disappeared in 1593—reportedly murdered—just weeks before “Shakespeare” emerged? What about William Stanley, the 6th Earl of Derby? A Jesuit spy sent in 1599 to probe whether the earl might help advance the Roman Catholic cause in England reported back that Stanley was “busied only in penning comedies for the common players.” But no comedies under the Earl of Derby’s name have ever been found. Or was it Edward de Vere—far and away the favorite candidate today—the eccentric 17th Earl of Oxford, who traveled through the precise areas of northern Italy with which Shakespeare seems most familiar? A theory of group authorship has arisen, too, with a woman tossed in to account for the plays’ “feminine intuition”: Mary Sidney Herbert, the Countess of Pembroke, a celebrated patron of writers who turned her country estate into a literary salon—a “paradise for poets.”

The authorship question is a massive game of Clue played out over the centuries. The weapon is a pen. The crime is the composition of the greatest works of literature in the English language. The suspects are numerous. The game is played in back rooms and basements, beyond the purview of the authorities. Now and then, reports of the game surface in the press, and the authorities (by which I mean the Shakespeare scholars) are incensed. They come in blowing their whistles and stomping their feet, waving their batons wildly. They denounce the game in the strongest terms, attacking not only the legitimacy of the question but also the sanity of those pursuing it. Shrieking that there is no game to be played, the authorities overturn the board and send the pieces flying. Their protest is too much. It is so excessive, so disproportionate to its object, that it only confirms for the players the worthiness of their pursuit, bestowing on it a sense of sacred purpose. When the authorities finally retreat, red faced and sweaty, exhausted by too much baton waving, the players quietly set the board straight and continue playing, fortified by their oppression like some persecuted religious sect.

Like any infamous, unsolved crime, the authorship mystery has attracted a certain class of cranks who sometimes call in claiming to have arrived, irrefutably, at the elusive solution. The authorities seize on these figures, painting all skeptics with the same brush. Those who doubt Shakespeare suffer from an “intellectual aberration,” Sir Sidney Lee declared in the early twentieth century; it was “madhouse chatter,” a “foolish craze,” “morbid psychology.” But the ranks of skeptics have included many formidable minds: novelists, poets, statesmen, Supreme Court justices, scientists, and professors of history, philosophy, theater, anthropology, psychology, and, only occasionally, English. To ask Shakespeare scholars to research the authorship is “like asking the College of Cardinals to honestly research the Resurrection,” wrote Robin Fox, professor of social theory at Rutgers University. At York University in Canada, a professor of theater named Don Rubin created a course on the authorship question. His colleagues in English scoffed, assuring him that no one would sign up, but there was a waiting list every year. By 2018, the University of London was offering an online course called Introduction to Who Wrote Shakespeare.

The renegades have the thrilling sense of being detectives in a real-life literary mystery. They are Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, working to outsmart the bumbling professionals of Scotland Yard. The game is its own reward; the pursuit of truth an intrinsic virtue. One can get postmodern about The Truth; one can argue that The Author is merely the creation of various cultural discourses, that texts are continuously remade by the actors that perform them and the readers that consume them. But one cannot get around the fact that some person or persons set those words down on paper. Whodunit?

In 2019 I published a long essay in the Atlantic, “Was Shakespeare a Woman?,” exploring the case for a newly proposed candidate, Emilia Bassano.

Like others, I was intrigued by the plays’ “feminine intuition.” Shakespeare’s women are rebellious and clever, critical of women’s subordinate status, quick to point out the folly of men, and adept at outwitting patriarchal controls. “Why should their liberty than ours be more?” Adriana exclaims in The Comedy of Errors, bemoaning the limitations of her life. Instructed that “a wife’s will must be bridled by her husband’s,” she retorts, “There’s none but asses will be bridled so!” When Beatrice’s uncle suggests she find a husband in Much Ado About Nothing, she laughs and says, “Not till God make men of some other metal than earth. Would it not grieve a woman to be overmastered with a piece of valiant dust? To make an account of her life to a clod of wayward marl? No, Uncle, I’ll none.” Shakespeare’s women follow their own consciences, refusing to be subdued into feminine silence, and they use language itself as a tool of liberation. “My tongue will tell the anger of my heart, / Or else my heart, concealing it, will break,” Kate insists, denouncing her abusive husband, Petruchio, in The Taming of the Shrew. “And, rather that it shall, I will be free / Even to the uttermost, as I please, in words.”

When I was a student, these voices formed a kind of chorus in my head, informing and molding my own incipient womanhood. It struck me that Shakespeare understood what it was to be female—better than most men writing today. He saw the misogyny of his time—there are plenty of misogynists in his plays—but he held that misogyny up for critical appraisal. And he created women who resist it. In All’s Well That Ends Well, Helena, exhausted by the prospect of guarding her virginity—her only value in the world—against men whose chief policy is to “blow you up” (impregnate you) wonders, “Is there no military policy how virgins might blow up men?” “To whom should I complain?” Isabella asks in Measure for Measure when the judge, Angelo, threatens to rape her, “Did I tell this, who would believe me?” Women are human, like men, Emilia argues in Othello, just before Iago kills her:


Let husbands know

Their wives have sense like them: they see and smell

And have their palates both for sweet and sour,

As husbands have….

And have we not affections?

Desires for sport? And frailty, as men have?

Then let them use us well: else let them know,

The ills we do, their ills instruct us so.



In the comedies, women often subvert the masculine order by disguising themselves as men. Portia, dressed as a lawyer, presides over Antonio’s trial, outsmarting the men in The Merchant of Venice: “In such a habit they shall think we are accomplished / With what we lack” (that is, a penis), she says with a laugh to her friend Nerissa, conscious that gender is a performance. Rosalind in As You Like It cross-dresses and affects the swagger of masculine confidence to escape rape and robbery on the road: “We’ll have a swashing and a martial outside, / As many other mannish cowards have / That do outface it with their semblances,” she tells her cousin Celia.

The female friendships in Shakespeare are remarkable: “If she be a traitor, / Why so am I,” Celia declares, defying her father to join Rosalind in exile. “We still have slept together, / Rose at an instant, learn’d, play’d, eat together, / And wheresoever we went, like Juno’s swans, / Still we went coupled and inseparable.” Beatrice and Hero, Emilia and Desdemona, Paulina and Hermione in The Winter’s Tale: all coupled and inseparable in their devotion, like Juno’s swans. Mistresses Ford and Page in The Merry Wives of Windsor colluding to get their revenge on Falstaff: “Let’s consult together against this greasy knight.” Helena in A Midsummer Night’s Dream recalling lovingly how she and Hermia grew together, like a double cherry, “as if our hands, our sides, voices, and minds, / Had been incorporate… two lovely berries moulded on one stem… with two seeming bodies, but one heart.”

Hasn’t the classic complaint against male writers been that they don’t depict relationships between women, showing them only in relation to men? Though Shakespeare often drew on earlier tales and sources in writing his plays, these female friendships are often fresh inventions. In his history plays, too, he added female characters, giving powerful voices to women who were barely mentioned in the historical record. “Who intercepts me in my expedition?” Richard III demands. His mother responds: “O, she that might have intercepted thee, / By strangling thee in her accursed womb, / From all the slaughters, wretch, that thou hast done!”

My admiration for Shakespeare’s women was hardly novel. Back in 1975, as the women’s movement was inching its way into the masculine halls of literary study, the Cambridge scholar Juliet Dusinberre argued that Shakespeare’s drama “deserves the name feminist,” for in his plays, “the struggle for women is to be human in a world which declares them only female.” Another scholar, Anne Barton (the first female fellow at New College, Oxford), observed that “Shakespeare’s sympathy with and almost uncanny understanding of women characters is one of the distinguishing features of his comedy, as opposed to that of most of his contemporaries. His heroines not only tend to overshadow their male counterparts, as Rosalind overshadows Orlando [in As You Like It], Julia Proteus [in The Two Gentlemen of Verona], or Viola Orsino [in Twelfth Night]: they adumbrate and urge throughout the play values which, with their help, will triumph in the more enlightened society of the end.” In other words, when things end happily—in a more humane, understanding world—it is often because the heroines win.

At the time, these observations provoked fierce controversy. The dusty Shakespeare establishment—almost entirely male—was not pleased to have English literature’s supreme genius co-opted by female scholars and declared a feminist. “I—and others—shed blood,” Dusinberre reflected years later, looking back on the battle. “Shakespeare then, as now, had the status of the Bible in British culture. No one, and especially no woman… must make free with the sacred text.” The rankled scholars were, she noted, “still immersed in preconceptions which Shakespeare discarded about the nature of women.” What was the battle really about, Dusinberre wondered in retrospect.

“In the simplest terms, it was about the asking of questions. The educated world, with its cherished traditions of free speech, operates its own censors,” she wrote. “Scholars can hide even from themselves their own inner censorship, a process familiar to all students of literature in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. What can and cannot be said.”

Fifty years later, feminist readings have gone mainstream in Shakespeare studies, as they have in literary studies generally. It is now completely unremarkable for scholars to reflect on the moral authority of Shakespeare’s heroines or the many ways in which they outwit his male characters. Like the heroines they studied, Dusinberre and her feminist comrades triumphed. But the censors—“sometimes overt… but more often closely concealed,” Dusinberre observed—still operate in Shakespeare scholarship. The asking of certain questions remains intellectually dangerous.

For example, how did Shakespeare come to write feminist drama? Women’s struggle to be human is not, historically, a subject that has held much interest for men except, perhaps, insofar as they have opposed it. What accounts for his “uncanny understanding” of women—an understanding apparently lacking in his fellow playwrights? And why, though Shakespeare wrote highly intelligent, even erudite women, did he neglect his own daughters’ education? The women of the plays write letters, compose sonnets, and read Ovid. “It is striking how many of Shakespeare’s women are shown reading,” the Harvard scholar Stephen Greenblatt has remarked. It is striking because Shakespeare’s daughters were, by all appearances, illiterate. The most dangerous question of all—the most censored, the most ridiculed—remains, of course, the one in which all of these smaller questions culminate: Did Shakespeare actually write the body of works we call Shakespeare?

I wondered if the two mysteries—how Shakespeare wrote the works and why he wrote feminist drama—might share the same answer: that the author was not an uneducated man but an educated woman, concealing herself beneath a male name, as the heroines of the plays so often disguise themselves in masculine garb. Literary history is strewn with women whose authorship was hidden, even into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans); Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell (Charlotte, Emily, and Anne Brontë); George Sand (Amantine Lucile Aurore Dupin); Jane Austen, whose name appeared only after her death. In France, Colette’s first four novels, which recount the semiautobiographical coming of age of a young woman, were published—absurdly—under her husband’s name. Women have used pen names for the obvious reasons—to be taken seriously, to improve their commercial marketability. In the Renaissance, they had an even greater incentive: appearing in print as a woman carried a moral stigma. The poet Richard Lovelace wrote, for example, of a woman who “Powders a Sonnet as she does her hair, / Then prostitutes them both to publick Aire.” To publish as a woman—to sell your words in the marketplace—was immodest, a kind of prostitution.



I wrote the Atlantic article in a spirit of inquiry and open-minded skepticism, questioning the received wisdom about Shakespeare but not making any definitive claims about the woman’s role. Never mind. I had cast doubt on Shakespeare, and that, to some, was unacceptable.

The article went online on a Friday morning in May, climbing quickly to the website’s number one “most read” spot. It sat there all afternoon and evening and into Saturday, which was when the trouble began. My phone, which had been buzzing periodically with Twitter notifications, began buzzing constantly like the demonic device (it now became clear to me) it really was. The buzzing meant someone was tweeting at me. At first, they had been cheery tweets, enthusiastically sharing the article. Then, quite sharply, they turned sour. By Sunday, I was besieged by a (mostly male) army of Twitter trolls, and the sudden, jarring buzzing became a kind of Chinese water torture sending little jolts of dread through my fraying nerves. Shakespeare’s defenders had arrived, many of them tweeting under pseudonymous names—an irony to which they seemed oblivious. I thought about silencing the notifications but did not, stupidly needing to know exactly what was being said.

As it turned out, I need not have stayed on Twitter to follow the discourse, for the outrage flowed fluently off the platform and into several attack articles. In the online magazine Quillette a British journalist named Oliver Kamm accused me of “conspiracism,” associated me with Holocaust deniers (my crime being the “denial” of Shakespeare), and called for the Atlantic to retract my essay. Shakespeare Magazine suggested I suffered from “Shakespeare derangement syndrome.” An article in the Week found that I was in the grip of “neurotic fantasies.” The Spectator took a sarcastic, ridiculing tone: “ ‘Was Shakespeare a Woman?,’ Elizabeth Winkler asks in the new issue of the Atlantic. Of course he was.” The Federalist began by dismissing the article as a “crazy-sounding” conspiracy theory before adding, oddly, that it was “well worth reading.”

I was deranged! I was neurotic! I was denying Shakespeare! This was very serious indeed.

The Atlantic responded by commissioning a range of responses to my article—an unusual measure, provoked by the ferocity of the Internet reaction. Some of the responses were supportive. “I’m absolutely certain that women had a hand in the writing of many plays performed in his [Shakespeare’s] theater,” wrote Phyllis Rackin, a professor from the University of Pennsylvania and past president of the Shakespeare Association of America. Of course, their names, she cautioned, might be impossible to retrieve, explaining: “Numerous reasons, ranging from social propriety to commercial marketability, existed for concealing the fact that a woman had a hand in writing a play.” David Kastan of Yale University acknowledged that Shakespeare did not work alone and that it was “not impossible” that Bassano had worked with him. And Mark Rylance, the former artistic director of Shakespeare’s Globe, emphasized that “Shakespeare’s women far surpass in their variety and humanity the writing of women characters by any other dramatist.” He urged readers to continue questioning the authorship of the plays and called out the “literary thuggery” of Shakespeare’s defenders—those “ad hominem attacks delivered in a condescending moan as a defense of what is presented as legitimate Shakespearean scholarship.”

Some complaints in this register came from Professor James Shapiro of Columbia University. “To speculate about the authorship of Shakespeare’s plays is to pursue conspiracy theories,” he scolded in the Atlantic, equating me with Obama birthers and anti-vaxxers and linking to the Quillette article (penned by his friend Oliver Kamm) that had associated me with Holocaust deniers. He offered a few tendentious arguments in defense of Shakespeare’s authorship and snidely challenged me to disprove them. (“Good luck with that.”) Then he added that there was “no stigma attached to a woman writing or publishing a play,” apparently unaware of the rich, centuries-long history of women writing under male names. To prove his point, he cited the only original play published by a woman in Renaissance England, The Tragedy of Mariam, which appeared in 1613—after Shakespeare had ceased writing—and only under her initials, E. C., a detail that itself suggested the existence of the stigma. He neglected to add that the play never saw the stage; it was relegated to private reading.

“I once found conspiracy theories like this mildly amusing. I no longer do,” Shapiro wrote. “I hope Winkler abandons her authorship fantasies.” In closing, he invited me to improve my understanding of Shakespeare by attending a performance of New York City’s Shakespeare in the Park—where he sits as “Shakespeare scholar in residence”—as though I had never read or seen a Shakespeare play before.

On Twitter, Shakespeare’s defenders gloated and high-fived. One observer noted the Shakespearean comedy of it all, writing, “Whoever he or she was, ‘Shakespeare’ would have enjoyed the debate.” It was true. Shakespeare reveled in parodies of patronizing scholars, puffed up on their own authority; in fools who turn out to be fonts of wisdom; in disguises and mistaken identities and things not being what they seem. But I was too shocked at the time to enjoy the comedy. As a young journalist still building my reputation, it was mortifying and bewildering to be compared to Holocaust deniers and anti-vaxxers. If I had known in advance just how brutal the attacks would be, I would probably have pulled the article. I was deranged, neurotic, a conspiracy theorist, a fantasist.

There was nothing particularly new about the name-calling. It was the same language Sir Sidney Lee had used a century before (“madhouse chatter,” “foolish craze,” “morbid psychology”). The language betrayed a lack of confidence in their own position. Instead of arguing calmly from facts, they resorted to the old ad hominem attacks.

Later, when the initial shock had subsided, I realized that the responses had given me something extremely interesting. Shapiro and the others might as well have planted signs that said, “Dig here.” Why were they so emotional? Why was a literary question being framed as a moral problem—on par with Holocaust denial and vaccine refusal? “You deny the reality of Shakespeare one moment, you can deny the reality of the Holocaust the next,” a Shakespeare professor named Jonathan Bate told PBS in 2002. It was a specious comparison. The historical evidence of the Holocaust and vast scientific data on vaccines are not equivalent to the paltry evidence for Shakespeare’s authorship, nor does questioning Shakespeare hold the sort of dangerous consequences that come with denying genocide or lifesaving medicine. And yet in 2011 Sir Stanley Wells declared, “It is immoral to question history and to take credit away from William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon.” Immoral to question history—when inquiry is the very basis of the historical discipline!

I recounted this detail to Carol Symes, a Harvard-educated, Shakespeare-doubting professor of history and theater at the University of Illinois, who shook her brunette bob and laughed before pointing out that the Latin mores means “the customs of the ancestors.” “It is immoral in that very specific sense to question this received tradition,” she said. It contravenes the customs of the ancestors. Symes was exasperated by her colleagues in English departments. “I think it’s unethical for a group of scholars to be confronted with perfectly plausible questions and some plausible evidence and to refuse to consider it,” she told me. “I’m hard-pressed to think of another realm of scholarly discussion in which real, interesting scholarship is being done by people outside the academy, which is threatening to people in the academy.” When I asked why she thinks her colleagues feel threatened rather than intrigued or interested, she suggested it might have to do with their special position. “Shakespeare scholarship has tended to be a cult of genius in its own right, and the great Shakespeare scholars have a very unique profile and megaphone,” she pointed out. “There’s maybe a sense in which not only does questioning Shakespeare’s authorship open up a can of worms about Shakespeare, but it opens up a can of worms about who gets to do Shakespeare scholarship. They are the high priests of the cult, so if there’s no cult to be a high priest of, or if you’re saying that we need other people involved, then that means they’re no longer on top of the pyramid.”

James Shapiro is certainly on top of the pyramid. The author of award-winning books on Shakespeare, the presenter of a BBC Shakespeare documentary, and a contributor to the New Yorker, the New York Times, and other publications, he has achieved the coveted status of “public intellectual.” I liked his early book Shakespeare and the Jews (1996), which was original and subversive, examining Jewish identity and anti-Semitism in early modern England. But his later books—popular biographies such as 1599: A Year in the Life of William Shakespeare and The Year of Lear: Shakespeare in 1606—were highly fictional imaginings of Shakespeare’s life. Scholars have occasionally reprimanded him. (“He plays fast and loose with discovered ‘facts’ and the responsible interpretation thereof,” wrote a critic in the journal Medieval & Renaissance Drama in England.) But the newspapers have mostly fawned: “It is to be hoped that Mr. Shapiro might be persuaded to write a book for every year of Shakespeare’s life,” a reviewer simpered in the Wall Street Journal.

Annoyed that readers kept asking him if Shakespeare really wrote Shakespeare, Shapiro sought to put an end to the authorship question once and for all. In 2010 he published Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare? The authorship question is “walled off from serious study by Shakespeare scholars,” he wrote, and “remains virtually taboo in academic circles.” Courageously breaking the taboo, Shapiro took up the question only to shut it down again. “For more than two hundred years after William Shakespeare’s death, no one doubted that he had written his plays,” he insisted, maintaining that the authorship question was a “conspiracy theory” born in the mid-nineteenth century. To support this claim, he offered an anecdote—his discovery that a manuscript from 1805, which documented early doubts about Shakespeare, was a forgery. In fact, the forgery had been unmasked by an anti-Stratfordian, a physicist named John Rollett, but Shapiro gave the impression that he had unmasked it himself. Secure in the conviction that no one before the 1840s doubted Shakespeare, he wondered: “Why, after two centuries, did so many people start questioning whether Shakespeare wrote the plays?” (One might similarly ask: Why, after so many centuries, did people start questioning whether the sun revolved around the earth?) The rest of the book unfolds as a search for the motives that drive such deviant thinking. Shapiro argues from two premises. The first is his own belief: “I happen to believe that William Shakespeare wrote the plays and poems attributed to him.” The second is that those who don’t believe are in some way disturbed; they have “turned against Shakespeare.”

What is most striking about this position is not Shapiro’s belief in Shakespeare but his refusal to admit any room at all for doubt. Skepticism is usually a virtue in the scholarly world, but when it comes to Shakespeare, skepticism is a sin. It constitutes treason: “turn[ing] against Shakespeare.” There can be no recognition of ambiguities or uncertainties in our construction of the past. There is only adherence to the belief, which operates like a kind of religious fundamentalism. It cannot be challenged. It is the only legitimate belief. Anything else is a “conspiracy theory.”

A chapter published in an academic volume called Teaching and Learning Practices for Academic Freedom would later examine the rhetoric used to suppress inquiries into the authorship question. Michael Dudley, a university librarian, observed that the charge of “conspiracy theory” is used as “a mechanism of exclusion by which critical questions and claims are symbolically delegitimized… a reframing device that neutralizes questions about power and motive while turning the force of challenges back onto their speakers, rendering them unfit public interlocutors.” The intended purpose of the charge is thus “to pejoratively call the speaker’s character into question, while mischaracterizing their claims and equating them with other, totally unrelated or clearly absurd claims.” By branding doubts about Shakespeare “conspiracy theories” at a time when conspiracy theories were undermining democracies worldwide, Shapiro and his allies signaled that no rational, fact-loving person should pay them any attention. And in many ways, the tactic worked. An editor at the Atlantic confessed to me a desire never to touch the subject again.



Amid all the buzzing, I received a message—not a tweet this time but a private message.

“Without getting tangled up in the vitriolic threads of others, I wanted to say that I enjoyed yr piece,” the sender began. I looked him up. He was a professor of Renaissance literature—of Shakespeare—at what is called an “elite university.” Disagreeing politely with the case for Emilia Bassano, he launched into a discussion of the authorship question in the course of which he wrote something that Shakespeare professors are not supposed to write. “Yes, of course ‘Shakespeare’ could be a pen name or a scam or a committee of Bacon/Marlowe/Oxford/Henry Neville/etc.,” he conceded, listing some of the alternate authorship candidates.

I was surprised. But perhaps I shouldn’t have been. A survey conducted in 2007 by the New York Times found that 17 percent of Shakespeare professors in the United States have some doubts about who wrote Shakespeare. Few dare to breathe a word, though, of the cracks in their faith. The professor, I understood, wasn’t going to say anything publicly. The threat of humiliation is a powerful deterrent, and to question Shakespeare is to face public humiliation.

As we exchanged emails, it seemed this professor was perfectly fine with letting Shakespeare be seen as the author, even if he knew it might not be true. An agnostic. “I think we’ve got a big enough task in figuring out what the plays are doing in themselves,” he explained, although I wondered if knowing more about their author wouldn’t help with that. Knowing that the Irish playwright Samuel Beckett spent many years in France helps us understand the French influences in his work. Knowing that the English playwright Tom Stoppard comes from a Jewish immigrant family gives us a deeper appreciation for why he wrote about the Holocaust. If someone discovered that Arthur Miller’s plays were really written by his wife, it wouldn’t change The Crucible, but it would probably alter interpretations of the play. D. H. Lawrence explained his decision to offer a bit of biographical background to his own collection of poetry by lamenting the absence of biographical background for Shakespeare. “If we knew a little more of Shakespeare’s self and circumstance,” he wrote in 1928, “how much more complete the Sonnets would be to us, how their strange, torn edges would be softened and merged into the whole body!”

The professor seemed to have concluded that the task was hopeless, that the author could not be known, and that everyone should stop trying. He poured scorn on the “endless nonsense” of the biographies. “For my part, I just wish for an end to biographies of Shakespeare, ‘Shakespeare,’ or whatever!” he exclaimed. “Partisans of all sides (Stratfordians and everyone else) all yearn for a certainty that it seems to me the evidence denies.”

I wondered about his desire to be rid of that troublesome authorial identity—“Shakespeare, ‘Shakespeare,’ or whatever!”—as though the bard haunted him, stalking English departments as the ghost of Hamlet’s father stalks the battlements of Elsinore Castle. “ ‘Shakespeare’ is present as an absence—which is to say, as a ghost,” the Harvard professor Marjorie Garber once wrote. What haunts is the very emptiness of the authorial identity, yet it is precisely this emptiness that has proven so fruitful for scholars. Since the 1998 film Shakespeare in Love alone, there have been twenty-five full-length biographies of Shakespeare. As long as the center remains empty, the biographies can proliferate, each scholar manufacturing his own Shakespeare. “A great deal seems invested in not finding the answer,” Garber observed.

Was it really not possible to know the author, or did the professor simply not want to? Not knowing the author granted a certain freedom. The professor could analyze the plays however he wished, could find in them whatever meanings seemed good to him. That has been the “right” of literary criticism since at least the 1940s, when the New Critics, a school of American literary scholars, announced that authorial intent was irrelevant to understanding a literary text. The idea was given further credence by later French theorists: “The death of the author is the birth of the reader,” Roland Barthes declared in 1967, liberating the text from the interpretative tyranny of the author. Shakespeare’s works are the quintessentially liberated texts, limitless in their possible meanings, and Shakespeare is the deadest author—always already absent, as the theorists like to say. His death has meant, above all, the birth of the scholar.



And yet despite this freedom to think anything they like, most seem to end up thinking a certain way. Earlier that year, at the annual meeting of the Shakespeare Association of America, a psychiatrist named Richard Waugaman had circulated a paper arguing that Shakespeare professors are unconsciously influenced by groupthink, a phenomenon of social psychology in which a group maintains cohesion by agreeing not to question unproven core assumptions and excluding anyone who deviates from group doctrine. Brazenly, he delivered this diagnosis to Shakespeare scholars. A professor of clinical psychiatry at Georgetown University and an analyst emeritus of the Washington Baltimore Center for Psychoanalysis, Waugaman treated Shakespeareans as a case study deserving of the analytic lens. Their cognitive errors, he argued, were inadvertently undermining attempts to understand the truth about the author.

“There are many cognitive errors that ensue from overconfidence in one’s beliefs,” he noted in the paper. “First, we mistake beliefs for facts. As a result, we are likely to engage in unconscious circular reasoning.” Confirmation bias, he added, further leads us to cherry-pick evidence that confirms our beliefs and to ignore evidence that contradicts those beliefs. And the dynamics of groupthink, to which academia is not immune, encourage conformity. Scholars seek approval from leaders in their fields: journal editors, peer reviewers, department chairs, colleagues, and mentors. They fear rejection. And though Shakespeare scholars may have interpretive differences, they adhere to a fundamental set of common beliefs—their core belief being the traditional theory of authorship. “Shakespeare has been revered so much by so many people for so long that it is deeply disconcerting to be told we may have been admiring the wrong man,” Waugaman noted sympathetically.

The paper never appeared in any literary journal. It was published instead in the International Journal of Applied Psychoanalytic Studies. Waugaman’s most provocative suggestion was that scholarly attacks on authorship skeptics are the result of projection—that scholars attribute to skeptics what they cannot face in themselves. He sees the claim that skeptics are elitist snobs, for example, as a projection of their own snobbish insistence that they alone—the literary elite—can speak about Shakespeare with any authority; their accusation that skeptics are asserting a conspiracy theory as a projection of the “concerted way that Stratfordians have muzzled those who challenge their assertions”; their charge that skeptics are “deniers” of Shakespeare as a projection of their own denial of evidence suggesting a concealed author.

I met Dr. Waugaman at one of Washington’s private social clubs, a beaux arts mansion surrounded by embassies and diplomatic residences. A gregarious, energetic man of seventy, Waugaman greeted me warmly. He was joined by his wife, Elisabeth, an elegant woman with a PhD in medieval French literature and a slight southern twang. We sat in the club’s dining room, where the Waugamans recounted their adventures in Shakespearean heresy. He had stumbled onto the authorship question by way of his interest in Sigmund Freud, he explained. The founder of psychoanalysis was one of the earliest twentieth-century intellectuals to support the theory that Edward de Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford, wrote the works of Shakespeare. (“The man from Stratford seems to have nothing at all to justify his claim,” Freud noted, “whereas Oxford has everything.”) Initially, Waugaman thought little of it, he told me. Freud had lots of eccentric ideas.

Then, in 2002 Waugaman happened upon an article about the authorship question in the New York Times, which mentioned Freud again as one of the prominent intellectuals who supported Oxford’s claim. The more Waugaman read into the authorship question—and into the Oxfordian theory—the more reasonable the question seemed. “Everything we think and do is shaped by prior life experiences,” he explained. “Practicing clinical psychoanalysis has convinced me of that. So, I could not accept the Stratfordian premise that the author’s biography has no connection to the works.”

I’d asked Waugaman to meet because I wanted to better understand the reactions to my article. He explained projection as a defense mechanism. “Let’s say you start having nagging doubts at the edge of your awareness, and you can’t shake those doubts. It’s as though you”—or rather, your subconscious brain—“then say, ‘Oh, I’ve got it. This isn’t about me. This is about them. They’re the ones who are elitists, conspiracy theorists, who don’t know how to evaluate evidence.’ The best defense is a good offense, so they cope with the weakness of their case by saying these things about us.”

“You think they have nagging doubts?”

“I would say that consciously they don’t allow themselves to have doubt, but if you were to wake them up from a deep sleep, it might be different.” I smiled at this image of Shakespeare scholars asleep on the psychoanalyst’s couch. Shakespeare’s penetrating portraits of human psychology—of love, jealousy, fear, greed—heavily influenced Freud’s psychoanalytic theories. (“Freud is essentially prosified Shakespeare,” wrote Harold Bloom. “Shakespeare is the inventor of psychoanalysis; Freud its codifier.”) Shakespeare scholarship in turn drew heavily on the writings of Freud and his followers. No graduate student in English could complete coursework without encountering Freud’s case histories or The Interpretation of Dreams—the interpretation of the unconscious being a kind of literary criticism; an analysis of images, words, symbols. Literary criticism can also be a kind of psychoanalytic practice: an analysis of the author’s desires and neuroses. In this tangle of readings and texts, there was something fitting in turning psychoanalysis on the scholars themselves. What did they desire, fear, or envy?

“Stratfordians must be deeply conflicted about their wish for some relevant biographical data about their author,” Waugaman continued. “So I suspect their envy toward us for having far more biographical material about our candidate drives some of their intemperate attacks.” A new diagnosis! Were Stratfordians jealous of Oxfordians?

Another place Waugaman sees projection is in the claim that skeptics don’t understand genius. This erects a “false binary” between genius and education, he explained. The two “work synergistically, so that innate genius can reach its fullest potential through the best possible education.” He referenced the work of Dean Keith Simonton, distinguished professor of psychology at the University of California, Davis and the world’s leading expert on genius. “Too often absurdities in the traditional [Shakespeare] attribution are dismissed with hand-waving references to the presumed power of ‘genius,’ ” Simonton wrote. “After studying geniuses for more than three decades, I can say with confidence that even geniuses do not possess such supposed mysterious powers. The real author was a genuine human being rooted deeply in a biographical past. We will never understand his genius until we know the experiences that shaped his development.”

“Whoever was writing the plays had an incredible knowledge of what was happening in France,” Elisabeth piped in. She had been quiet and retiring as her husband held court, but now a flood of knowledge came pouring out. She had been reading French scholars who point to Shakespeare’s knowledge of French politics, geography, and literature. “I don’t know how scholarship like that can be ignored. It’s not because Shakespeare scholars don’t know French. I think it’s because it’s so devastating to the traditional narrative.”

The Waugamans had been attending meetings of their club’s Shakespeare Group. (The club has various intellectual groups—an American history group, an economics group, a legal affairs group, and so forth—formed according to the interests of its members.) In the Shakespeare Group, the authorship question is off-limits for discussion. When Waugaman asked the group chairs—who happen to be prominent Shakespeare scholars—if the taboo could be rescinded, he was advised to form his own group. “I said I’d have lunch by myself on the fifth Thursday of the month and think heretical thoughts,” he said, laughing. But other members wanted to discuss the authorship issue, too. A schism ensued. The club became home to two rival Shakespeare societies: the Shakespeare Authorship Group, which inquired into the authorship, and the Shakespeare Group, which emphatically did not.

At one point, the chairs of the Shakespeare Group argued that the existence of two Shakespeare groups was confusing to club members. How were they to know the difference? They might wander unwittingly into a meeting of the Shakespeare Authorship Group and get indoctrinated into heresy. The Shakespeare Group requested that the Shakespeare Authorship Group change its name. The leaders of the respective groups sat down for a tense, confidential meeting.

“She kept saying, ‘Shakespeare belongs to us! You can’t use it,’ ” Elisabeth recalled of one of the scholars. “How can anyone say the name ‘Shakespeare’ belongs to them?”

“Why was she so upset?” I asked.

“Numbers, numbers!” said Waugaman. “We had more people than they were getting at their group.”

The Shakespeare Authorship Group declined to remove “Shakespeare” from its name but agreed to amend it to Shakespeare Authorship Inquiries Group, so as to minimize confusion.

Waugaman has made the authorship question his primary focus in recent years, inching his way into literary journals such as the Renaissance Quarterly and Notes & Queries. Despite fierce opposition, he keeps at it. “I hate bullies,” he explained. When I confessed that I’ve sometimes wondered whether it is crazy to question Shakespeare in the face of staunch scholarly opposition, he had another psychological explanation at hand: the Stratfordian insistence that there is no question “can play with our head,” he said. “It’s a mild form of gaslighting.”

As we parted, I asked Waugaman if his paper on projection had elicited any responses from Shakespeare scholars. The International Journal of Applied Psychoanalytic Studies had, in fact, run several commentaries, including one from the professor who convened the seminar at which Waugaman originally delivered his analysis. He sent me the commentary, which I read with astonishment:

“Nothing, nothing, generates consensus among Shakespeareans like our collective alignment against the anti-Stratfordian position,” wrote Paul Menzer, a professor at Mary Baldwin University, affirming the sense in which anti-Stratfordians provide the animus, the common enemy, against which the group—Shakespeareans—cohere. “Anti-Stratfordians aim quite literally to demystify Shakespeare. And Shakespeareans don’t want him demystified,” he continued. “The disparity between the origins and the accomplishment generates much of the torque that powers our tenacious interest in the ‘Man from Stratford.’ And just one of the things that this genius transcended was his humble origins, which Oxfordians would deprive us of. And so, the Oxfordian position doesn’t just ‘solve the mystery’ of Shakespeare’s accomplishment, doesn’t just demystify the man, it deprives the Shakespeare community of its primary source of power…. In less hyperbolic terms, anti-Stratfordians spoil the fun. They provide an answer to a question that we don’t want answered. They provide the final pieces to a puzzle we’d prefer to keep on solving. How did a young man from the depths of Warwickshire scale the heights of literary fame, armed with nothing more than a grammar school education? Well, he didn’t. Instead, an extremely well-educated, well-off, well-traveled, and well-connected young aristocrat wrote the plays. His well-documented life explains everything, in fact, and in so doing leaves little room for speculation. And… the study of Shakespeare is a speculative act. By urging us to look not at the murky image of Shakespeare but the clearly defined one of Oxford, the anti-Stratfordians deprive us of the pleasure of looking altogether.”

In closing, Menzer invoked the Hindu principle of darshan: the act of divine seeing. “This was what Hindus went to the temple for: to see their god. The more attention conferred on a god, the greater its power grows. We make our gods visible by looking at them. And Shakespeare might seem a bit like this, drawing his power from constant attention… But in a real way, Shakespeare is the anti-darshan. The more we try to see him, the harder we look, the more we fail to bring him clearly into focus. And it is that obscurity, that fuzziness, that blur where we seem to desire focus that keeps us peering. We don’t actually want to see Shakespeare, we just want to keep on looking.”



In England, William Leahy, a professor of Shakespeare at Brunel University, did the unthinkable: he defected from the faith. Those who are certain that the man from Stratford wrote the plays are “involved in a system of belief,” he wrote in 2010. Given the paucity of evidence, it is “only possible for anyone to say, ‘I believe Shakespeare of Stratford wrote the plays’; it is not possible—or at least not legitimate—to say, ‘I know Shakespeare of Stratford wrote the plays.’ ” But the effects of this belief are profound, he emphasized. “They determine the very ‘realms of truth’ of this entire field of investigation; they define what is possible or not possible to say; they confer authority on some and deny authority to others; further, they enable individual researchers to be regarded as inspirational and others as idiotic. In short, this belief determines the truth.”

Leahy is a mild-mannered man, with thick-framed glasses and tightly cut gray hair. For years, he was “just your normal, bog-standard scholar,” he told me, publishing papers on Shakespeare’s history plays. “Very orthodox publications in orthodox journals.” In 2005 the New Statesman, a British weekly, asked him to respond to Mark Rylance’s comments on the authorship. Rylance, then the artistic director of the Globe, is an open Shakespeare skeptic. The Times Higher Education Supplement asked him to write more on the subject, so Leahy attended one of Rylance’s authorship conferences at the Globe. “I remember asking really skeptical questions. But I found some of the talks very engaging,” he said. “I decided to do some proper research into the authorship question itself.”

At Brunel, Leahy created the Shakespeare Authorship Studies program, he explained, because much of the research being done on the authorship question is of the highest quality. (Some of it is less so, he admitted, and the weaker research undermines the better research.) Also, because traditional Shakespeare scholarship is, to some extent, “indebted” to the ideas of authorship skeptics. He pointed to the new research on Shakespeare’s coauthors. For most of the twentieth century, it was a kind of heresy to suggest that the Bard did not write the plays alone. Now it’s accepted, and scholars of “stylometry,” as the field is called, occupy themselves in teasing out different hands from different bits of the plays. To Leahy, that development is one effect of the authorship question, though one that remains unacknowledged by the academic establishment.

News of the new Authorship Studies program—the first of its kind—was reported around the world, prompting Sir Stanley Wells to write to Brunel’s vice chancellor that Leahy was damaging the university’s reputation. “They really, really went for it,” said Leahy. “I’m fed up with posh people telling me I’m a snob. I come from a working-class background. And anyway, it’s not a scholarly argument. It’s refusing to engage with the argument by throwing out this abuse.” He reflected on the ways people identify with Shakespeare, projecting themselves onto the vacuum of the author. At a conference, he recalled seeing a famous Shakespeare scholar dressed a bit like Shakespeare. “People find themselves in Shakespeare. Maybe I do as well,” Leahy admitted. “Shakespeare as a kind of antiauthoritarian, a kind of renegade, a dissident, maybe. I’ve never thought that through,” he added after a pause, “but I’m open to that analysis of myself as well.”



Months later, in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, the agnostic professor reached out again. He had “managed to get the plague thing after giving a lecture in Singapore,” he wrote, but was now recovered. Did I want to come to campus for a socially distanced outdoor lunch? I was perplexed. I had been excommunicated from the church. I was an apostate to the faith. Why did he want to meet with me? Naturally, I went.

The train was almost entirely empty. I felt weirdly like a student again, traveling back to school after a holiday. I had, not so long ago, been a very dutiful English literature student at a university very much like the one toward which I was heading. I spent long evenings reading my professors’ publications on Hamlet and spilled out of lectures on George Eliot breathless with the excitement of some epiphanic insight. I won department awards. I was earnest and probably intolerable.

Though I had heard, vaguely, that there was a question around Shakespeare’s authorship, I didn’t give the question much thought. It was never addressed in my lectures or seminars. There was no discussion of Shakespeare’s education or influences. For all intents and purposes, there was no author. The plays were self-generated, like the universe itself, exploding out of nothing. The unspoken sentiment seemed to be that, while of course Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare, it also did not matter too much who wrote Shakespeare. What mattered were the works. It was trivial, tawdry even, to wonder about the artist—to concern yourself with the mundane details of biography—when we had the art.

Sometimes this sentiment finds open articulation. “Who wrote Shakespeare? I don’t care,” Gregory Doran, the artistic director of the Royal Shakespeare Company, told The Guardian. “Ultimately we’ve got this fantastic body of plays, and I don’t care who he, she, or they were in a way because we’ve got them.”

This show of indifference is a popular response to the authorship question—a way of side-stepping an unpleasant dispute, hiding cowardice beneath a claim of incuriosity, or perhaps merely surrendering to a mystery one never expects to solve. It also implies that everything one really needs to know about the author—the author’s essential spirit—is contained in the works anyway, as the essential nature of God resides in his Word. “Although Shakespeare is so elusive, because so protean, ever changing from one character to another, his spirit permeates the plays,” wrote the scholar F. E. Halliday, “and we read them not only for the poetry and the people we meet there, but also for the man he was.”

Shakespeare is his texts, a man dissolved into language, word made flesh, flesh made word. One does not need to look for the author, for he is right there! In every line of his works. “Shakespeare” thus becomes a placeholder for the unknown, a name for an absence, even as inquiries into the absence are forbidden.

I met the professor on the quad outside the English Department. He looked like a stock character of the literature professor, with a trimmed beard and a furrowed brow—the sort of professor one sees in movies set on leafy campuses studded with Gothic architecture. Having spent most of his career on one leafy campus, he had transferred some years before to the equally leafy campus on which we found ourselves. Call it Yarvardton, if you like, as in Yale, Harvard, Princeton. It does not matter what it’s called. He would rather I not disclose it to you anyway.

The professor parked his bike, and we strolled to a nearby restaurant. The campus was practically deserted. We passed a graduate student on a lawn chair, teaching through a laptop set on his knees. The professor talked wryly of trying to write a book while parenting his homebound children.

Over lunch I asked him, “If you had a graduate student who seriously wanted to do something on the authorship, what would you tell him?”

“I’d say, ‘Hold off. Write something else first. Then when you get tenure, you can write about the authorship.’ ”

“But even tenured professors don’t write about the authorship,” I pressed him.

“The industry takes over,” the professor said with a shrug. “From the top to the bottom—the fat sums for best-selling Shakespeare biographies to the actors in local Shakespeare productions. They don’t want to overturn the applecart, which is treating them quite well.”

“But do you think universities should allow research into the authorship?”

“Absolutely, of course. Why not?”

Why not, indeed? Where did our certainty in Shakespeare come from? Was there a concealed author? If so, who? Why vanish so completely? Henry James looked on the authorship mystery as a piece of Tempest-like enchantment. But even Prospero’s magic, that sweet illusion he spins by “some vanity of mine art,” eventually comes undone. Was our belief in Shakespeare perhaps already disintegrating, little holes appearing in the fabric and then growing wider and wider? Was this why scholars were so disproportionately angry, so zealously adamant about their rightness? “When we feel ourselves losing ground in a fight, we often grow more rather than less adamant about our claims—not because we are so sure that we are right, but because we fear that we are not,” writes Kathryn Schulz in Being Wrong: Adventures in the Margin of Error. “Remember the Warner Brothers coyote, the one who runs off the cliff but doesn’t fall until he looks down? Certainty is our way of not looking down.” I had a sudden vision of Shakespeare professors running together off a cliff, clutching their books, refusing to look down.

We talked about the professor’s book, and we talked about mine, which was then only beginning to form in my head. Should I write it? Did I dare? The taboo was alluring. Still, my contrarian instincts ran up against my old need to win my teachers’ praise. Sitting with the professor I cannot name outside the gates of the university I cannot reveal, I realized that I was in some way seeking his blessing, still wanting to be the good little student even as I pursued a question that good little students do not pursue.

“Write it,” he urged me.






TWO Biographical Fiction


IN 1564, IN THE EARLY years of the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, a child was born in the market town of Stratford-upon-Avon (population: approximately 1,500) to John, a glove maker, and his wife, Mary. The exact date of his birth is unknown, but a baptismal record for April 26, 1564, reads, “Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere” (“William son of John Shakspere”). Subtracting a few days, biographers locate his birth on April 23, the feast of Saint George, patron saint of England.

How did the boy from Stratford become the world’s greatest playwright? Though scholars claim not to participate in the authorship debate—not to recognize it—Shakespeare biographies are entirely about the authorship question. They try to make the case for Shakespeare, to explain how he did it. They begin like a folktale or the legend of a saint, deep in the heart of England, wrapped in wildflowers and rolling green hills. See, for instance Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare, the 2004 New York Times best seller by the Harvard scholar Stephen Greenblatt. “Let us imagine that Shakespeare found himself from boyhood fascinated by language, obsessed with the magic of words,” Greenblatt begins.

Let us imagine.

It is alluring, inviting, and entirely make-believe. Whether William of Stratford was obsessed with words is unknown—but if you assumed he wrote the works, then he must have been. “There is overwhelming evidence for this obsession from his earliest writings, so it is a very safe assumption that it began early,” Greenblatt defends his assumption, “perhaps from the first moment his mother whispered a nursery rhyme in his ear: Pillycock, pillycock, sate on a hill / If he’s not gone—he sits there still.” On the very first page of his biography, Greenblatt conjures a scene—Shakespeare’s mother singing to him—for which no evidence exists.

A few facts are known of the family. His father, John, who came from the nearby village of Snitterfield, was fined for keeping a dung heap outside his house. Across different tellings of the tale, the dung heap takes on a kind of symbolic quality. Anti-Stratfordians recount the detail gleefully—as though to say, this story stinks of shit. Stratfordians, in hagiographic fashion, tend to airbrush out the dung heap. John engaged in various trades around town: in addition to glove maker, he was also a “brogger” (an unlicensed wool dealer), a dealer in timber and barley, a landlord, and a local official, rising from ale taster (responsible for ensuring the quality of bread, ale, and beer) to bailiff (chief magistrate of the town council). He signed documents only with a mark, suggesting that he could not write his name. “Most plain-dealing men in early modern England used marks because the majority of the population was illiterate,” explains the historian David Cressy. “More than two-thirds of men and four-fifths of women in the seventeenth century could not write their names.” Numeracy, not literacy, was needed to conduct business in Elizabethan England, and reading and counting were taught before writing, so some could read but not write. Of the nineteen elected officials in Stratford while John Shakespeare held office, only seven could sign their names. His wife could not write her name, either.

Next, the biographies usually tell us about the genius’s school days. The slight awkwardness is that we don’t know if he ever went to school. He may have attended the local grammar school—his father’s position on the town council would have allowed him to attend for free—but the school’s records have disappeared. In order to write the plays, however, he must have received an education, so scholars assume he attended. They have tried to squeeze the most out of the grammar school, imagining it as the site of a rigorous classical education, but Renaissance writers deplored the quality of the provincial grammar schools—generally one-room schoolhouses in which all levels were taught by a single schoolmaster, and writing materials were so “scarce and expensive” that Latin grammar was instilled by recitation and the rod. If he did attend, it probably wasn’t for long. In the 1570s, his father was prosecuted for usury and illegal dealing in wool. By 1576, when William was thirteen, John Shakespeare withdrew from public life. It is suspected that he either fell into debt or lowered his profile to continue pursuing his illegal wool-dealing. Scholars believe William likely left school to help support the family. He had five younger siblings.

At eighteen, he married. Friends of the bride’s family signed a financial guarantee for the wedding of “William Shagspere and Anne Hathwey,” who was three months pregnant. The surname appears in various forms: Shakspere, Shagspere, Shaxpere. Elizabethan spelling was not standardized. In the Stratford records it appears most often as “Shakspere,” with a short “a,” though on the title pages of the plays and poems it would generally appear as “Shakespeare” or “Shake-speare.”

The couple had a daughter, Susanna, and three years later twins Hamnet and Judith—apparently named after their Stratford neighbors Hamnet Sadler, a baker, and his wife, Judith. Another gap stretches from 1585 to 1592. Scholars refer to these as the “lost years,” like the lost years of Jesus from his childhood to the beginning of his ministry. Greenblatt imagines that he spent them as a tutor to a Catholic family in the north of England, where he met a Jesuit priest named Edmund Campion. (“Let us imagine the two of them sitting together… Shakespeare would have found Campion fascinating.”) But there is no evidence that Shakespeare was a tutor or that this thrilling meeting of minds ever took place.

The biographies are riddled with speculation: Shakespeare “could have,” “might have,” “must have,” “probably,” “surely,” “undoubtedly,” they muse, conjuring baseless scenes and elaborating tenuous theories in an attempt to connect the man to the works. They are the very worst kinds of biography: fiction masquerading as history. Scholars are not unaware of the problem. Will in the World, Greenblatt’s best seller, was censured by a colleague in the London Review of Books as “biographical fiction.” But it was beautifully written and vividly imagined, and so, in spite of its liberties, it became a finalist for the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize.

Other scholars, encouraged by Greenblatt’s success, pumped out more biographies. Despite, or perhaps because of, their fictional qualities, Shakespeare biographies have been popular with readers since the Victorian age, telling a rags-to-riches story of a hero whose early hardships elicit sympathy and whose rise to fame and wealth offers the satisfaction of virtue justly rewarded. The cognitive scientist George Lakoff calls the rags-to-riches structure one of our “deep narratives,” recurring again and again in our cultural and political life—in religious stories, fairy tales, and the campaigns of charismatic politicians. Our attachment to it is difficult to shake. The story of Shakespeare’s rise from humble origins, from an apparently illiterate family in a provincial town, to literary immortality is cozy, comforting, compelling, a tale with all the warmth, cheer, and assurance of English firesides. But it is an imaginative construction. (“What matters is not the true story, but a good story,” wrote the scholar Gary Taylor, reviewing Greenblatt’s book.) Over the years, scholars have imagined a Protestant Shakespeare, a secret Catholic Shakespeare, a republican Shakespeare, a monarchist Shakespeare, a heterosexual Shakespeare, a bisexual Shakespeare, a Shakespeare who hated his wife (and thus left her the second-best bed), a Shakespeare who loved his wife (and thus left her the second-best bed), a Shakespeare who, before taking up the pen, must have been a roving actor or a schoolmaster or a lawyer or a soldier or a sailor. Being nothing, Shakespeare can be anything—anything his biographers desire.

In 2016 scholars convened a conference called Shakespeare and the Problem of Biography. “Shakespeare’s life exists as a kind of black hole of antimatter in relation to the vast nebula of his fame,” Professor Brian Cummings of the University of York observed in his opening remarks. “Could it be that his fame has grown through this very lack of identity to pin a more ordinary life to, so that he is the perfect container for our desire and creative empathy?” Cummings lamented the difficulty of reconstructing Shakespeare’s life, admitting that “the largest lacuna of all is the mystery of how Shakespeare ever got to be a writer in the first place.”

At some point, Shakespeare made the journey to London, although precisely when and why are unknown. It has been tempting to imagine that he ran off to the big city to pursue the life of a writer, but recent research into the family finances suggests he first went to London to further his father’s business interests. “To survive, the Shakespeare family business had to have a London representative,” writes the scholar David Fallow. Who better than the eldest son, who “surfaces in London exactly where and when contacts in the wool trade would have been vital to the survival of the family business?” He first appears in the capital in 1592, loaning £7 to a John Clayton. (He would sue Clayton eight years later in 1600 for recovery of the debt.) “Given John Shakespeare’s relative market position in the English wool brokering scene,” writes Fallow, “the probability is that William first went to London as a businessman rather than as an impoverished poet.”

By 1592, Shakespearean plays had begun appearing on London stages. In his diary, an impresario named Philip Henslowe, who operated various theaters and bear pits, recorded a performance of Harey the Vj at his theater, the Rose, on March 3 of that year. This is thought to be the first part of Shakespeare’s Henry VI trilogy about the Wars of the Roses—the series of bloody civil conflicts between the houses of York and Lancaster for control of the English throne. It had fifteen performances, Henslowe notes, and earned 3 pounds, 16 shillings, and 8 pence, making it one of the most successful plays of the year. But Henslowe did not record the author’s name. He listed the titles of other Shakespearean plays in his diary, too (Henry V, The Taming of the Shrew, Titus Andronicus), also authorless. Nearly a century later, in 1686, an actor named Edward Ravenscroft would record a rumor he’d heard about Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus: “I have been told by some anciently conversant with the Stage, that it was not Originally his, but brought by a private Author to be Acted.”

How did William of Stratford, a provincial businessman with minimal education, suddenly start turning out plays? When had he written these works? When, for that matter, had he acquired the knowledge to write, for instance, an epic saga about English political history?

Scholars of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries scoured theatrical records looking for some sign of Shakespeare emerging on the scene in the 1580s or early 1590s, but he is nowhere to be found—not mentioned as a member of any company, not recorded on any cast list. Desperate to establish his presence in the theater world, an eighteenth-century scholar named Thomas Tyrwhitt seized on a 1592 pamphlet attacking a presumptuous player—an “upstart crow”—and proclaimed it a reference to Shakespeare. The pamphlet, published as Greenes Groats-worth of Wit, purports to be the dying testimony of the impoverished playwright Robert Greene. (Its authorship is uncertain; while Greene was a real writer, scholars think it may actually have been written by another writer, Henry Chettle, which is to say that it is a text plagued by its own authorship question.)

Like most playwrights of the age, Greene was a university-educated scholar who sold his work to whatever playing company would take it. He was hugely resentful of the players, who accumulated wealth as shareholders in their companies, while writers—who supplied the very words they spoke—were tossed a pittance. Addressing his fellow writers, Christopher Marlowe, Thomas Nashe, and George Peele, Greene warns them not to trust players—“those puppets… that spake from our mouths.” Greene singles out one player in particular who, fancying himself a jack-of-all-trades, a Johannes factotum, thinks he can fill out a blank verse as well as the writers: “Yes trust them not: for there is an upstart Crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Johannes factotum, is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.” Greene’s attack on the upstart with a “Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde” echoes the third part of Henry VI: “Oh Tygers hart wrapt in a womans hide!” Richard, Duke of York, cries when Margaret waves a cloth dipped in the blood of his murdered son in his face. To Thomas Tyrwitt in 1778, the meaning was clear: the player with the “Tygers hart” who thinks himself “the only Shake-scene in a country” could only be the author of Henry VI. “There can be no doubt, I think, that Shake-scene alludes to Shakespeare,” Tyrwitt concluded. Since its discovery more than 240 years ago, the passage has formed a foundational chapter in Shakespeare biographies, a primal scene proving that by 1592 Shakespeare had arrived in the world of the theater.

But in 1592, Henry VI hadn’t been published, and even when it was published in 1594, it was anonymous. How would anyone reading Greene’s pamphlet connect “Shake-scene” to “Shakespeare”? And what exactly does the allusion say about him? That he’s ruthless to poor writers? That he’s a social climber? That he’s presuming to write his own lines? By 1592, the author of the Henry VI plays had done much more than “bombast” a few lines. He’d penned several plays, including one of the most popular of that year. And what is a “Shake-scene” anyway? The epithet suggests a powerful actor shaking the stage. Greene implies that there are other “Shake-scenes” in England, though this one is arrogant enough to suppose himself the only one (“in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country”). This suggests that the term refers to an archetype—a type of actor—not an individual’s name. A similar epithet of the period, “shake-rags,” was a common word for a beggar. If Shakespeare had become a leading player by 1592—prominent and powerful enough to draw Greene’s venom—why is there no record of his involvement with any playing company? “A vast edifice of biographical inference rests on a single sentence of just fifty-nine words,” observes the scholar Bart van Es.

Challenging centuries of tradition, some anti-Stratfordians argue that Greene’s attack on the upstart crow is not directed at Shakespeare at all but at a man named Edward Alleyn, a star of the Elizabethan stage famed for shaking the timbers of the Rose with his bombastic acting. Contemporaries described Alleyn’s “scenical strutting” and “furious vociferation,” his “stalking and roaring,” his “thundring threats,” as he “vaunts his voice upon the hired stage with high-set steps and princely carriage” to “ravish the gazing Scaffolders.” Earlier that year, Alleyn had performed the title role in Greene’s play Orlando Furioso. Brazenly, Alleyn added his own lines to the script, bombasting out his own verse. A few months later, his company produced Tambercam, a blank-verse rip-off of Christopher Marlowe’s popular Tamburlaine, in which Alleyn had starred. Philip Henslowe recorded Tambercam in his diary as Alleyn’s “booke.” In short, in the months before Greene’s attack, Alleyn, a recognized “Shake-scene,” was presumptuously daring to rival both Greene and Marlowe at playwriting. He would have been a natural target of Greene’s anger: having started out as a boy player touring the provinces, Alleyn had risen—without a university education or a privileged social background—to wealth and influence. He was a lead shareholder in his company, the Lord Admiral’s Men, and a cunning businessman, buying plays, lending money, and comanaging the Rose (and later more theaters and bear-pits) with his father-in-law, Philip Henslowe, with whom he split the profits: the epitome of a shrewd player building his wealth on the backs of writers. Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde. If Alleyn delivered the memorable line from Henry VI onstage, it may have been more associated with the player who spoke it, not the anonymous, unpublished playwright who wrote it. What’s more, Alleyn’s family was associated with the crow: he was born and raised at his father’s inn, “at the sign of the Pye”—not a meat pie but a magpie, a type of crow. Upstart Crow, beautified with our feathers…

In his pamphlet, Greene urges the writers to desert “those apes,” as he calls the players—to punish them by withholding future plays. “O that I might entreat your rare wits to be employed in more profitable courses: & let those apes imitate your past excellence, and never more acquaint them with your admired inventions,” he writes, “for it is a pity men of such rare wits, should be subject to the pleasure of such rude grooms.” It is hard to see how withholding plays from Shakespeare would punish him: he was not dependent on other writers’ plays; he was writing his own, and if other writers withheld theirs, it would only increase the demand for his—hardly a punishment. If the writers withheld plays from Alleyn, however, it would hurt his company and his fortunes, as Greene dearly hoped. The anti-Stratfordian argument for Alleyn as the upstart crow is so strong that it was published in 2020 in English Studies, a thoroughly orthodox journal. Nevertheless, scholars still cling to Shakespeare as the upstart crow because there is nothing else—nothing—to place William of Stratford in the theater in the early 1590s. The first record of his theatrical activities does not appear until 1595, when he was paid as a member of a newly formed company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, for performances at court the previous Christmas.

How did he come to join the new company? Many actors were tradesmen. For instance, another member of the company, John Heminges, was a grocer who loaned some of his apprentices to the stage. If Shakespeare came to London as a businessman, it is possible that his business associations led him to the playing company. He never became a star player, but he appears to have been a shrewd businessman. Records show that he dodged taxes, was fined for hoarding grain during a shortage, pursued petty lawsuits, and was subject to a restraining order—another dung heap often omitted from the biographies. “Be it known,” the order reads, “that William Wayte craves sureties of the peace against William Shakspere, Francis Langley, Dorothy Soer wife of John Soer, and Anne Lee, for fear of death, and so forth.” (Francis Langley, a goldsmith with a slimey reputation, was the builder and proprietor of the Swan Theatre, suggesting that “Shakspere” had perhaps become involved in some shady business in the theatrical underworld.)

In 1596 his son Hamnet died, aged eleven. (The parish register records the burial of “Hamnet filius William Shakspere.”) While other writers composed grief-stricken poems on the loss of their children—Ben Jonson wrote, for instance, “On My First Son”—Shakespeare never did. Instead, the years immediately following Hamnet’s death saw the production of some of the most cheerful Shakespearean comedies: The Merry Wives of Windsor, Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It. Then, around 1600, Hamlet. Most scholars reject the notion that Hamlet, a revenge tragedy about regime change, political legitimacy, and political violence, has anything to do with the boy Hamnet. Hamlet is based on “Vita Amlethi” (“Life of Amleth”), a thirteenth-century Danish legend, which was translated into French in 1570 by François de Belleforest. By 1589, at least one adaptation of the tale had already appeared on the London stage. (Scholars call this play the “Ur-Hamlet.”) In an attempt to connect the play with Shakespeare’s life, however, and to compensate for the awkward timing of those comedies, Greenblatt suggests that Shakespeare’s grief at Hamnet’s death lies at the heart of Hamlet: “the coincidence of the names… may well have reopened a deep wound,” he wrote. But what parent would memorialize their dead child as a depressed man who contemplates suicide and the murder of his uncle, before being murdered himself?

By 1597, Shakespeare had accumulated enough wealth to buy one of the largest houses in Stratford. His father’s application for a coat of arms had finally been accepted, which meant he could style himself a “gentleman.” Shoring up his new status with further investments, he became a shareholder in the newly built Globe Theatre and, later, in the Blackfriars Theatre, too. Though the early plays were anonymous, by 1598 they started appearing with the name “William Shakespeare” on their title pages. A clergyman named Francis Meres published a book listing Shakespeare among the best English writers and naming a dozen Shakespeare plays: “Shakespeare among the English is the most excellent in both kinds [comedy and tragedy] for the stage.” Such evidence proves attribution, not actual authorship. Had this man really written Richard III? Romeo and Juliet? The Merchant of Venice? That same year, a businessman in Stratford wrote (though never sent) a letter to “my Loveinge and good ffrend & contreymann Mr. Wm Shackespeare” requesting help in securing a loan to pay “all the debettes I owe in London.” Nothing in the letter suggests that “Mr. Shackespeare” was a major playwright.

The rest of his documented life records similarly banal business matters. In 1600 he took action to recover a loan. In 1602 he purchased a hundred acres of Stratford real estate. (“For much of his life, he was investing in property,” notes Stanley Wells.) When James came to the throne, he was listed as a member of the playing company, now called the King’s Men, but during the theater season of 1604, numerous records place him in Stratford: He sells malt to a Philip Rogers, lends Rogers two shillings, then sues Rogers to recover the amount plus damages. He invests in Stratford tithes. These are the years when he’s supposed to be writing his greatest plays—Othello, King Lear, Macbeth. The name “Shakespeare” also appeared on the title pages of non-Shakespeare plays, such as The London Prodigall in 1605 (“by William Shakespeare”) and A Yorkshire Tragedy in 1608 (“written by W. Shakespeare” and “acted by his Maiesties Players at the Globe”). But these plays weren’t included in the 1623 collection of Shakespeare’s plays, and no scholar believes the author of Hamlet wrote them. Why was the name being used so freely? And if someone was fraudulently using Shakespeare’s name, why didn’t he protest?

In 1607 his daughter Susanna wed the physician John Hall. The parish register records the marriage of “M. Hall gentleman & Susanna Shaxspere.”

In 1608, he had his Stratford neighbor John Addenbrooke arrested for failing to repay £6 and sued him to recover the debt plus damages.

His litigation against Addenbrooke continued in 1609.

In 1611 he leased a barn to a man named Robert Johnson and filed a complaint to protect his real estate interests against default by other lessees.

In 1612 he testified as a witness in a lawsuit in London, where he was identified not as the famous writer but merely as a “gentleman” of Stratford-upon-Avon.

In 1614 he was listed as a landowner in Stratford, and his name appeared in documents concerning the enclosure of nearby pastures.

In 1616 he died, leaving his embarassing will devoid of literary interests. A silver gilt bowl went to his daughter Judith; his “second-best bed” to his wife, Anne; a sword to Thomas Combe; and twenty-six shillings, eight pence to his Stratford neighbor Hamnet Sadler “to buy him a ringe.” In an interlinear addition, he also left money to Richard Burbage, John Heminges, and Henry Condell, three actor-shareholders in his company. His other bequests went to wealthy landowners and business associates. But his primary concern seems to have been preserving his assets for a future male heir. The bulk of his estate, including his main house, his various other lands and properties, and the rest of his “goods, chattels, leases, plate, jewels, and household stuff whatsoever” went to his eldest daughter, Susanna, and her potential sons.

He was a rich man but not, by the appearance of his will, an intellectual one. He did not mention any of the possessions typical of a Renaissance humanist: no books, no musical instruments, no maps. He did not remember any writer, though he is said to have associated and collaborated with other writers in the tightly connected world of literary London for more than two decades. For all his wealth, he did not make any bequest to the Stratford grammar school that had allegedly nurtured him, nor any provision for his eight-year-old granddaughter’s education. (Other men of letters often made bequests to their alma maters or provided money for children’s education.)

Strangest of all, he made no mention of manuscripts or writing of any kind. Scholars have scrambled for explanations. Maybe his books were listed in a separate inventory that has been lost. Maybe he didn’t care about the preservation of his works. But then why do they show evidence of revision for the printed page? The sonnets suggest a poet who clearly thought about his legacy: “Not marble nor the gilded monuments/ Of princes shall outlive this powerful rhyme,” he writes in Sonnet 55. “Your monument shall be my gentle verse, / Which eyes not yet created shall o’er-read,” he boasts in Sonnet 81. What happened to his manuscripts? Why didn’t he leave instructions for his unpublished plays? And what of his poetry? Professor Samuel Schoenbaum could not help noting the discrepancy between Shakespeare’s meticulous parceling of his assets and his apparent disregard for his literary legacy: “If Shakespeare was indifferent to the ultimate fate of the plays that immortalized him, he showed no similar nonchalance about assembling and passing down his estate.”

At his death, supposedly on April 23, 1616 (Saint George’s day, again), there was no recorded notice of the celebrated writer’s passing. No elegies. No great London funeral. No burial at Westminster Abbey alongside Geoffrey Chaucer, Edmund Spenser, and Britain’s other literary dead. On April 25, he was buried quietly at the local church in Stratford-upon-Avon. The only trace of this event is the church’s burial register, which reads simply, “Will Shakspere gent.”



No such void exists for other major writers of the period. Though many left fewer documents, the ones they did leave identified them as writers in payment records, manuscripts, letters, and diaries. The poet Edmund Spenser wrote a letter about his “sundrie royall Cantos” that he intended to publish with “many other [of] of my Tracts & Discourses, some in Latin, some in English, some in verse.” When he died in 1599, a correspondent wrote that “Spenser, our principal poet… died at Westminster on Saturday last.” Playwright George Chapman was described in a lawsuit as a man who “hath made diverse plays and written other books.” John Lyly, another playwright, wrote to Elizabeth I vowing to “write prayers instead of plays.” Thomas Nashe referred in a letter to his frustrations “writing for the stage and for the press.” Samuel Daniel wrote that necessity had reduced him to “making the stage the speaker of my lines.” A royal patent increased Ben Jonson’s pension for “those services of his wit and pen.” When he died, a correspondent wrote, “our great Poet, Ben Jonson, is lately dead and was buried on Wednesday last here at Westminster.” Theater owner Philip Henslowe, who put on early Shakespeare plays, recorded payments to twenty-seven playwrights—but never Shakespeare. Cuthbert Burbage, another theatrical entrepreneur and shareholder in the Globe, named him merely as one of several “men players,” not as the company’s playwright. “Perhaps we should despair of ever bridging the vertiginous expanse between the sublimity of the subject and the mundane inconsequence of the documentary record,” sighed Professor Schoenbaum. “What would we not give for a single personal letter, one page of diary!”

Even in Stratford, where he spent the last years of his life having supposedly retired from writing, no one identified him as a writer, as Shakespeare scholars themselves concede. Not the town clerk, one Thomas Greene, who stayed at the home of “my cosen Shakspeare” and detailed their exchanges—over mundane land matters—in his diary. Not his son-in-law the physician John Hall, who kept notebooks of his case notes, referring at one point to the “excellent poet” Michael Drayton but saying nothing of his own father-in-law. In Britannia, a survey of Great Britain that ran through six editions between 1586 and 1607, the historian William Camden wrote that the “small market-town” of Stratford-upon-Avon owed “all its consequences to two natives of it. They are John de Stratford, later archbishop of Canterbury, who built the church, and Hugh Clopton, later mayor of London, who built the Clopton Bridge across the Avon.” Camden was clearly aware of the poet Shakespeare—he referred to him elsewhere as one of “the most pregnant wits of our time”—but he apparently did not regard Stratford as the poet’s origin.
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