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About the book

In the captivating narrative of *Shakespeare* by Bill Bryson, readers embark

on an enlightening exploration into the life of literature's most enigmatic

playwright. With his signature wit and scholarly prowess, Bryson unravels

the mystery surrounding William Shakespeare, a man whose works define

an era yet whose personal life remains shrouded in ambiguity. This book is

not merely a biography but a fascinating journey through the sparse facts

and abundant myths of Elizabethan England, challenging us to look beyond

the limited historical records to discover a flesh-and-blood Shakespeare.

Bryson artfully bridges the gap between the past and present, inviting

readers to delve into the life and times of an unparalleled literary genius,

whose enduring influence continues to shape storytelling today. Whether

you're a seasoned Shakespearean or a curious newcomer, this meticulously

researched account promises to illuminate the complexities of history's most

celebrated bard, ensuring an engaging read that's as informative as it is

entertaining.
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About the author

Bill Bryson is a celebrated American-British author known for his witty and

insightful approach to nonfiction writing. Renowned for his humorous yet

informative style, he brings a unique flair to a wide range of subjects,

including language, science, history, and travel. Born in Des Moines, Iowa,

in 1951, Bryson has spent much of his adult life in the United Kingdom, a

move that has richly informed his perspectives and writing. His diverse

bibliography includes bestsellers like "A Short History of Nearly

Everything," "The Body: A Guide for Occupants," and "Notes from a Small

Island," each showcasing his talent for making complex topics accessible

and engaging to readers. Bryson's accolades include numerous awards and

honorary degrees, and his contributions to literature have cemented his

reputation as a masterful storyteller and a leading voice in contemporary

nonfiction.
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Chapter One Summary: In Search of William
Shakespeare

The provided text is a rich tapestry weaving together history, art, and the

 elusive life of William Shakespeare. It opens with the tale of Richard

Plantagenet Temple Nugent Brydges Chandos Grenville, the second Duke of

Buckingham and Chandos. Before coming into a large inheritance in 1839,

his life was unremarkable, despite his many names and positions. However,

he squandered his fortune in just nine years through poor investments,

leading to his bankruptcy. The subsequent auction of his estate included a

portrait known as the Chandos portrait, long believed to depict Shakespeare.

This painting became the inaugural piece of the National Portrait Gallery in

London, yet its authenticity remains debated due to its mysterious origins.

The narrative then delves into the enigmatic world of Shakespearean

portraiture. While the Chandos portrait is historically significant, its

authenticity is contested due to its foreign-looking subject, who appears too

"wanton" or exotic to be the Bard. Dr. Tarnya Cooper of the National

Portrait Gallery argues the portrait's elements align with Shakespeare's era,

suggesting theatrical or bohemian affinities likely present in Shakespeare’s

life. However, without concrete provenance, its true identity remains

speculative.

This uncertainty mirrors the paucity of solid facts about Shakespeare's
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existence. Historian George Steevens noted we have only the most basic

facts about Shakespeare: his birth in Stratford-upon-Avon, his family, his

career in London, and his death. Despite about a hundred related documents,

none capture his personality or thoughts. We have his signature and some

legal documents, but no manuscript or personal letters survive. This lack of

evidence leaves room for conjecture and imaginative biographies.

The text highlights key attempts at uncovering Shakespeare's life, notably

the arduous work of Charles and Hulda Wallace in the early 20th century.

They spent years in London sifting through archives, discovering documents

that confirmed Shakespeare's financial involvements, among other details.

Despite these finds, much about Shakespeare’s emotional life and personal

beliefs remains unclear.

Finally, the text acknowledges the intense academic scrutiny Shakespeare

has always been subjected to. His works have been dissected for themes,

language, and historical context, resulting in mountains of scholarly

publications. Despite or perhaps because of, the abundance of his literary

output, the actual man remains obscured, known mostly through the lens of

his timeless plays and poetry.

This summary encapsulates an exploration of the enduring mystery of

Shakespeare’s identity, highlighting the blend of art, archival exploration,

and enduring fascination surrounding his life and work.
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Chapter Two Summary: The Early Years, 1564–1585

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 into a world ravaged by disease and

 a declining population. In England at the time, life was precarious due to

numerous deadly illnesses, including the plague, tuberculosis, and two types

of smallpox. Even minor ailments like kidney stones or infected wounds

could prove lethal, and the harsh treatments of the era often exacerbated

health issues. The medieval scourge of leprosy had decreased, but new

epidemics such as "the new sickness" emerged, adding to the era's

challenges. Shakespeare miraculously survived a particularly severe

outbreak of the plague that occurred just months after his birth.

The exact date of Shakespeare's birth is unknown, though he was baptized

on April 26, 1564, which suggests a birthdate a few days prior. It is

traditionally celebrated on April 23, which later became symbolic as it is

also St. George's Day and the date of Shakespeare's death 52 years later.

This era coincided with England's tumultuous religious transition from

Catholicism to Protestantism. Under Elizabeth I's reign, this shift was more

peaceful than in other parts of Europe, though it still posed dangers to

various dissenters, including Catholics and Puritans.

Elizabeth ascended to the throne a few years before Shakespeare's birth,

making succession a persistent topic throughout her reign, which influenced

many of Shakespeare's plays that delved into questions of royal inheritance.
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Despite Elizabeth's Protestant rule, she maintained a conciliatory stance

towards Catholics, requiring only nominal support for Anglicanism.

However, public declarations of Catholic faith were met with punishment.

Shakespeare was born to John Shakespeare, a successful glovemaker and

public servant in Stratford-upon-Avon, and Mary Arden, who came from a

relatively affluent family. John's rise in local politics eventually halted due

to illegal ventures in wool trading and money lending, leading to debts and

his withdrawal from public life.

William likely attended the esteemed King's New School in Stratford, which

provided a rigorous education primarily in Latin. Although school records

have been lost, this education equipped Shakespeare with a mastery of

rhetorical techniques.

In 1582, an eighteen-year-old Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway, who

was notably older than him. The urgency in their marriage license, notably

expedited and backed by a large bond, indicated that Anne was already

pregnant with their first child. Together they had three children: Susanna,

and twins Judith and Hamnet.

Shakespeare's early adult life remains largely undocumented, with scant

records indicating he existed before his theater career. This period is often

referred to as his "lost years," as his movements and activities during this
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time remain speculative. A popular theory is that he joined a theater troupe

after an incident left them short an actor, potentially offering him a pathway

to London and his illustrious career in theater.

This background context is essential in understanding the societal and

personal challenges Shakespeare overcame, setting the stage for his

subsequent success in the competitive world of Elizabethan theater. Despite

the lack of documentation, his enduring impact on literature and culture

remains undisputed.
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Chapter Three Summary: The Lost Years, 1585–1592

In the 16th century, London was a paradoxical city—both deadly and

 desirable. The city teemed with infectious diseases, frequently exacerbated

by the arrival of sailors and travelers, leading to nearly constant plague

outbreaks. During these outbreaks, the wealthy would flee the city, which is

why numerous royal palaces such as Richmond, Greenwich, and Hampton

Court were established outside London. Public gatherings were frequently

banned, and despite high mortality rates consistently outnumbering births, a

steady influx of ambitious provincials and Protestant refugees swelled the

city's population from 50,000 in 1500 to 200,000 by the end of the century.

This demographic surge made London one of Europe's largest cities and a

vibrant hub unmatched in Britain.

In Shakespeare's time, the city was densely packed within its ancient walls,

centering around landmarks like the Tower of London and Saint Paul’s

Cathedral. The city was divided into over a hundred parishes, indicating the

period's strong religious focus. London's growth, however, was hindered by

limited suitable building conditions and frequent governmental edicts to

curb housing expansion, resulting in burgeoning slums along its periphery.

Despite its small geographical footprint, London was a bustling, vibrant

metropolis teeming with life's complexities and challenges.

The social fabric of London was rich and intricate, with life expectancy
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often not surpassing 35 years. Streets were narrow, and houses were closely

packed, facilitating both community and conflict. The Thames River was a

central feature, acting as the primary artery for commerce and transportation,

while London Bridge, a vibrant mini-city of shops and dwellings, was

simultaneously a hub for trade and a display site for traitors' heads as a grim

warning.

Cultural life was burgeoning, with the city hosting theaters that could house

audiences larger than the population of Shakespeare’s birthplace,

Stratford-upon-Avon. Nevertheless, civic life was constrained by the

ever-present threat of crime and poverty. Criminals were specialized,

ranging from pickpockets to con artists. Society was stratified, yet rich and

poor often lived side by side, sharing the urban space in a way that’s hard to

imagine today.

Shakespeare arrived in this intricate landscape sometime before 1592,

having left little evidence of his whereabouts during the preceding "lost

years." Speculation abounds that he might have traveled or otherwise honed

his theatrical skills in these years, potentially even having Catholic

affiliations in the north of England—a theory, though intriguing, remains

speculative.

Elizabethan London was a paradox in lifestyle as well, with meals featuring

exotic foods for the wealthy and staple, uncomplicated diets for the less
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fortunate. Even religion was paradoxical, as tensions between Catholics and

Protestants simmered, occasionally erupting violently, particularly following

plots involving figures like Mary, Queen of Scots. Events such as the defeat

of the Spanish Armada in 1588 bolstered English national pride and

solidified Protestantism’s foothold, paving the way for England’s rise as a

naval power and colonial empire, creating an environment ripe for

Shakespeare’s theatrical and cultural contributions.

Despite efforts by Catholics to reclaim influence, exemplified by events like

the discovery of a Catholic testament attributed to Shakespeare’s father,

Protestant control remained firm. Yet, questions about Shakespeare’s

personal beliefs persisted, reflecting the era’s complex religious landscape.

In this culturally rich and tumultuous milieu, Shakespeare would create

works that transcended his time, profoundly shaping English literature and

theater.
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Chapter Four: In London

In 1596, Johannes de Witt, a Dutch tourist in London, attended a

 performance at the Swan Theatre and sketched its interior—an act no one

had done before. His rough drawing revealed the architectural features of

Elizabethan theater design, such as a large stage, a tiring house (a backstage

area for actors to change costumes and retrieve props), and balconies for

musicians and audience members. Despite losing the original sketch, a copy

preserved in the University of Utrecht's archives was rediscovered in 1888

by German Karl Gaedertz. De Witt’s sketch remains crucial, as it is the only

known visual depiction of an Elizabethan playhouse, aiding in the

reconstruction of historical theaters like the replica Globe Theatre.

Artistic portrayals of London theaters were further complicated by Claes Jan

Visscher's inaccurate panorama based on an older engraving and Wenceslas

Hollar’s "Long View," which captured the second Globe Theatre, not the

original. The second Globe was significant and short-lived, overshadowing

the fact that it wasn't where Shakespeare's most celebrated plays premiered.

Written records from this era, though sparse and often unreliable, come from

travelers’ diaries and letters, capturing dramatic accounts like an incident

with the Admiral's Men involving a live musket that misfired during a

performance. Philip Henslowe's meticulous diaries provide a more

comprehensive picture; they chronicle theatrical operations, detailing plays,
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actors, costumes, and construction schematics that influenced the 1997

replica of the Globe.

Theaters like the Red Lion, built in 1567, marked England’s shift towards

dedicated entertainment spaces. James Burbage and Henslowe contributed

significantly to this burgeoning scene, opening venues like the Theatre and

Curtain Theatre in London, which lay outside the city’s jurisdiction where

theaters, alongside unsavory businesses, escaped strict regulation.

Elizabethan theaters demanded continuous innovation. While Queen

Elizabeth favored public amusements, Puritans condemned theaters for

promoting both vice and immorality. Despite their moral objections,

theatrical performances thrived, with diverse entertainments like bearbaiting

offsetting financial instability. Plays, often paired with these spectacles,

resonated with diverse audiences who relished storytelling set against

minimal backdrops, relying heavily on language to convey complex settings

and emotions.

Although theaters demanded frequent play changes and high attendance to

remain profitable, playwrights largely worked for modest fees. Playwrights

like Dekker and Jonson faced financial precarity; works belonged to theater

companies rather than individual writers. Shakespeare thrived amid these

dynamics, contributing prolifically to the Lord Chamberlain's Men—his

theatrical family.
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The 1594 death of Christopher Marlowe marked a turning point for

Shakespeare, removing his most formidable rival. Marlowe's bold, albeit

tumultuous, career sharply deviated from Shakespeare's steady ascent.

Marlowe’s brilliance was curtailed by a violent death after legal troubles,

leaving Shakespeare to command the remaining theatrical stage.

Shakespeare's relationship with aristocratic patron Henry Wriothesley, Earl

of Southampton, reflects the patronage culture of the time, but the bond may

have held personal significance, hinted at in Shakespeare’s dedications.

Despite a promising start in poetry, Shakespeare returned to theater, ceasing

to seek further noble patronage.

By the 1590s, vibrant competition re-energized London’s theaters

post-plague, with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men emerging as a dominant

troupe. Shakespeare’s association with this group provided stability and

allowed him to develop his artistry, crafting plays that transcended the era’s

constraints and entertained audiences spanning generations. Emphasizing

ensemble harmony and artistic integrity, this collective became synonymous

with Shakespearean excellence, captivating Elizabethan audiences who

flocked to see their works performed in theaters surrounded by the colorful,

chaotic reality of London’s outskirts.
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Chapter Five Summary: The Plays

The beginning of William Shakespeare's career as a playwright, around

 1590, remains shrouded in mystery, particularly when it comes to

identifying his first play. Scholars and experts offer various suggestions,

from "The Comedy of Errors" to "Henry VI," reflecting the lack of

consensus on the subject. Notably, Sylvan Barnet suggested "The Comedy

of Errors" was Shakespeare's first, while others like Stanley Wells and Gary

Taylor considered "The Two Gentlemen of Verona" as a possible debut,

citing its unsophisticated technique as indicative of an inexperienced writer.

This ongoing debate involves pinpointing terminus ad quem dates, which

mark the latest a play could have been written, through allusions to

contemporary events. For instance, some plays reference specific historical

occurrences like the London earthquake of 1580, offering clues about their

timing. However, such evidence is infrequent and often ambiguous. Scholars

primarily base judgments on stylistic assessments—plays like "The Comedy

of Errors" and "Titus Andronicus" are noted for their youthful energy.

Complicating the timeline further is a passage from Francis Meres's 1598

book, *Palladis Tamia: Wit’s Treasury*, which not only lists several of

Shakespeare's works but also introduces potential first plays not previously

identified, like "Love’s Labour’s Won." The latter is a play about which little

is known, sparking speculation it might have been an alternative title for an
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existing work, possibly "The Taming of the Shrew." Yet, an inventory from

1603 suggests they were separate plays, although no copy of "Love’s

Labour’s Won" has surfaced, unlike Shakespeare's other lost play,

"Cardenio."

Despite order uncertainties, by 1598 Shakespeare had established himself in

comedy, history, and tragedy. His propensity to borrow plots, characters, and

even direct textual passages was standard practice among Elizabethan

playwrights. For example, "Romeo and Juliet" is based on Arthur Brooke's

poem, which in turn draws from Italian sources. However, Shakespeare’s

genius was in elevating these borrowed stories to greatness, crafting more

dynamic narratives and characters. His versions of plays like "Othello" and

"King Lear" transformed the originals’ pedestrian tales into complex

tragedies.

Shakespeare often transcribed passages from sources like Sir Thomas

North's translation of Plutarch or Raphael Holinshed’s *Chronicles* almost

verbatim into his plays, a common habit among his contemporaries. But his

dramaturgy defied the classical constraints espoused by Aristotle and

incorporated innovations like comic relief and complex soliloquies that

became hallmarks of his work. He diverged from conventions by including

multiple scenes and speaking parts that ranged drastically from one play to

another.
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In Shakespeare's lifetime, the concept of authorship was flexible and

collaborative scripts were typical. He embraced and even contributed to the

mutability of language during the vibrant Renaissance period. As such, his

spelling was often inconsistent, a product of the era's lack of standardized

orthography. The speculative attribution of certain passages in collaborative

works like *The Book of Sir Thomas More* to Shakespeare illustrates the

challenges of discerning his hand among many.

While posthumous narratives have tried to ascribe immense learning to

Shakespeare, realistic assessment reflects a characteristically Elizabethan

blend of selective knowledge and artistic intuition. His vocabulary, while

seemingly extensive, is modest by today’s standards, but his innovative use,

particularly in coining or popularizing terms, was unmatched. He introduced

more than 2,000 words and countless phrases that have become ingrained in

English lexicon, evidencing his linguistic influence.

Nevertheless, despite his unpolished orthography and sometimes

inconsistent portrayals, Shakespeare's dramatic achievement lay chiefly in

his linguistic inventiveness and his ability to engage the human psyche

through masterful use of language. His works resonated with audiences then

and now, demonstrating a profound appreciation for the power of

expression. This legacy contributed significantly to elevating the status of

the English language, paving the way for its literary eminence in the years

following his death.



Key Theme Details

Mystery of
Shakespeare's
First Play

The true identity of Shakespeare's initial play remains uncertain.
Suggestions include "The Comedy of Errors," "Henry VI," and "The
Two Gentlemen of Verona." Different scholars have varied opinions
but agree it's difficult to pinpoint precisely.

Determining
Dates

Scholars attempt to date plays by referencing historical events (like
the 1580 London earthquake) and stylistic analysis, but evidence is
often scarce and ambiguous.

Francis
Meres's Lists

His 1598 book mentions Shakespeare's works and possible early
plays like "Love's Labour's Won," increasing the complexity of
Shakespeare's timeline.

Rise in Genres
By 1598, Shakespeare had established a name in comedy, history,
and tragedy. He was known for transforming borrowed stories into
distinguished works.

Use of
Sources

Shakespeare often borrowed from texts like Plutarch's and
Holinshed's for his plays, a common practice, but elevated these
sources with his creativity.

Innovative
Dramaturgy

His plays introduced narrative innovations like comic relief and
soliloquies, defying classical constraints.

Authorship
Concepts

Elizabethan authorship was fluid; Shakespeare engaged in this
collaborative, mutable era. Consistent spelling was not his forte.

Linguistic
Influence

Shakespeare coined over 2,000 words and phrases, leaving a
significant linguistic legacy, and contributing to the elevation of the
English language.

Expression
and Legacy

Despite inconsistencies, his mastery of language and ability to
resonate with audiences left a lasting impact, solidifying his status in
literary history.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Shakespeare's ability to transform borrowed stories into

masterpieces

Critical Interpretation: Exploring Shakespeare's methods reveals an

inspiring lesson: true innovation isn't limited to creating something

entirely new; it lies in enhancing what's already there. Just as

Shakespeare took existing tales, often regarded as pedestrian, and

breathed life into them, elevating language, deepening characters, and

crafting riveting narratives that endured through centuries, you too can

find creative brilliance in reimagining the familiar. This approach

encourages you to see everyday challenges and opportunities not as

fixed constraints but as canvases ripe for creative transformation. By

embracing what's available, adding personal flair, and relentlessly

pursuing excellence through reinvention, you can leave a lasting

impact, just as Shakespeare did. Indeed, the lesson to draw from his

enduring legacy is one of seizing existing narratives and, through

vision and effort, translating them into transformative experiences,

thereby crafting your personal masterpiece.
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Chapter Six Summary: Years of Fame, 1596–1603

The closing years of Elizabeth I's reign, often celebrated as a "golden age,"

 were marked by deep societal struggles and challenges, contrasting sharply

with the idealized folklore of an Elizabethan utopia. Historian Joyce Youings

notes that during the 1590s, England faced severe poverty, unemployment,

and commercial depression. The plague devastated families, wars crippled

many, and a lack of social support left the vulnerable without aid. Nature

compounded these issues with bad harvests leading to food shortages, price

hikes, and food riots in London, causing the starvation and malnutrition of

many. The average wage plummeted, making it a dire time for laborers.

Despite these hardships, theaters became refuges for the public, thriving on

the audience's desire for entertainment. Even though many worked long

hours, theater attendance remained popular among the working class,

offering a temporary escape from their struggles.

For William Shakespeare, the 1590s were both a time of personal grief and

professional triumph. In 1596, Shakespeare's son Hamnet died, a loss that

seemed to permeate his later works with a sense of melancholy. Yet,

paradoxically, it was during this period that Shakespeare created some of his

most joyous and revered characters, showcasing a resilience and deepening

of his craft. His fame grew, with his name gaining commercial value,

featuring on play editions and being praised in contemporary critiques.
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During this period, Shakespeare faced a mysterious legal issue in 1596,

when he and a few others were ordered to keep peace after complaints by

William Wayte, a man of dubious repute. It remains unclear what role

Shakespeare played in this dispute, illustrating the fragmented knowledge of

his life.

Shakespeare's personal life also saw significant developments as he made

substantial investments in Stratford, purchasing New Place, a notable

residence, and securing a coat of arms for his family, symbolizing his rise in

social stature. While his theater earnings could not compare to the riches of

contemporaries like courtier James Hay, they marked Shakespeare as a man

of substance. Despite this affluence, Shakespeare's frugality was apparent, as

evidenced by his repeated tax defaults.

Shakespeare's professional world was equally dynamic. The Lord

Chamberlain's Men faced uncertainty following their leader James Burbage's

death and a contentious theater lease renewal in 1597. However, the

company ingeniously dismantled the Theatre and moved it across the

Thames, creating the Globe, a landmark for its actors-centric construction.

This venue became a hub for Shakespeare's creative genius, seeing the debut

of iconic plays like "Julius Caesar" and "Hamlet." The Globe stood

prominently in Southwark, an area portrayed as lively rather than the seedy

location often depicted.
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Despite professional success, Shakespeare maintained strong ties to

Stratford, acquiring properties and investing in local tithes, hinting at a deep

connection with his hometown. During these years, he also brushed with

political intrigue through the Earl of Essex's attempted coup against Queen

Elizabeth in 1601. Shakespeare's company performed "Richard II," a

politically charged play, at Essex's behest, although they managed to

convincingly argue they acted under pressure, avoiding any lasting

repercussions.

Ultimately, Essex's poorly devised rebellion failed, resulting in his

execution, but not before he had aligned with a future king. Once Elizabeth

passed in 1603, James VI of Scotland succeeded her—the very outcome

Essex had sought in vain. Throughout this period of political and personal

tumults, Shakespeare's literary brilliance continued to flourish, cementing

his legacy despite the uncertainties that encircled his life.
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Chapter Seven Summary: The Reign of King James,
1603–1616

Summary of Chapters:

By the winter of 1603, Queen Elizabeth I appeared notably changed.

According to André Hurault, a French envoy, her face was perpetually

covered in white makeup, her teeth were black or missing, and she had a

distracted habit of loosening her dress. After a final performance by the

Chamberlain's Men—possibly including William Shakespeare—Elizabeth

fell ill and died in March 1603. Her successor, King James VI of Scotland,

now James I of England, was perceived as ungainly and peculiar by some.

Despite such critiques, likely exaggerated by disgruntled courtiers, he

displayed significant patronage for the arts, generously supporting

Shakespeare's company, the King’s Men, granting them a coveted royal

patent.

Under James's reign, known as the Jacobean era, Shakespeare created some

of his greatest tragedies, including "Othello," "King Lear," and "Macbeth."

Concurrently, James commissioned the King James Bible, an influential

literary and linguistic work rivaling Shakespeare's writings. King James

initially showed leniency to Catholics by suspending recusancy laws, a

stance that quickly changed following the failed Gunpowder Plot of 1605,
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orchestrated by figures like Robert Catesby. This incident led to increased

restrictions and persecution of Catholics.

During this period, Shakespeare, although established, lived modestly in

London with the Mountjoy family. It was a time of significant productivity

for him despite distractions like family disputes. He maintained strong ties

with Stratford, possibly retreating there to write in tranquility. The King’s

Men successfully operated the Blackfriars Theatre from 1608, a venue that

transformed the theatrical landscape and proved more profitable than the

Globe.

In 1609, Shakespeare's sonnets were published by Thomas Thorpe, albeit

possibly without Shakespeare's approval. These poems, split between

adoration for a "fair youth" and lamentation involving a "dark lady,"

provoke much scholarly debate yet offer little clarity on Shakespeare's

personal life. Speculation abounds regarding the identities of these figures

and the poet’s sexuality, yet definitive answers remain elusive.

In his later years, Shakespeare occasionally collaborated with other

playwrights, including George Wilkins and John Fletcher. These

collaborations, though, mark a period where his writing style shifted,

becoming denser and more introspective. Shakespeare's productivity

wavered in his final years, culminating in no new works post-1613 after the

Globe Theatre burned down. He purchased a property in Blackfriars, but
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intriguingly set conditions that excluded his wife from inheriting it, leaving

the reasoning open to speculation.
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Chapter Eight: Death

In the final years of William Shakespeare's life, particularly March of 1616,

 he revised his will, a task complicated by his apparent declining health. His

shaky signatures and inability to remember family names, coupled with the

necessity for five witnesses instead of the customary two, suggest confusion

or perhaps severe illness. A series of personal challenges exacerbated this

tumultuous period; Shakespeare's daughter Judith married Thomas Quiney, a

man whose reputation quickly plummeted when he was fined for adultery

shortly after their wedding. The death of his brother-in-law further darkened

the period. Shakespeare himself died on April 23, 1616, leaving behind a

will that was pragmatic yet emotionally distant.

Shakespeare's will, housed today in Britain's National Archives, provides

limited personal insights. He distributed an estate valued under £1,000,

directing cash, property, and personal items to family members and close

acquaintances. Notably, he left his wife, Anne Hathaway, their "second-best

bed," a detail that has sparked centuries of speculation about their

relationship. Cultural norms at the time underscored the significance of such

bequests, yet the will’s lack of endearing remarks suggests a formal,

possibly strained familial relationship. Shakespeare's extensive estate, unlike

the affectionate memoirs seen in wills of his contemporaries, was mainly

allocated to his daughters, Susanna and Judith.
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Following Shakespeare’s death, the inheritance proved bittersweet. Judith's

children died without issue, while Susanna's only daughter also left no

descendants, effectively ending Shakespeare's lineage. The period following

his death saw a brief theater boom that faded by 1642 when the Puritans

closed many venues. Ironically, had it not been for the publication of the

First Folio in 1623 by his colleagues John Heminges and Henry Condell, 18

of Shakespeare's plays, potentially lost, were preserved forever.

The First Folio's release was groundbreaking. A folio was a large, costly

publication format, implying confidence in the demand for Shakespeare's

work. This collection marked the first appearance of several celebrated plays

such as "Macbeth" and "Julius Caesar." The meticulous efforts by Heminges

and Condell—despite production challenges when promptbooks, actor

annotations, and memory often conflicted—highlighted their commitment to

authenticity and accuracy. The First Folio's imperfections, such as

typographical inconsistencies and missing pages, underscore the era's

printing challenges. However, it was decisive in saving a substantial portion

of Shakespeare's oeuvre and its historical significance cannot be overstated.

Intriguingly, the collection might have likely been lost in the absence of this

publication endeavor. A mere 230 plays from the Elizabethan and Jacobean

periods survived, with the First Folio preserving about 15% of them.

Heminges and Condell, as a result, have been remembered as literary heroes

for their devotion.
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Some plays, like "Troilus and Cressida," faced uncertainty, almost excluded

due to potential legal disputes. Nevertheless, they sought completeness,

remedying prior corrupted texts and striving to uphold Shakespeare’s

legislative and artistic heritage. They held Jonson’s folio collection as a

model, daringly asserting the value of playwrights’ works in this grand

format.

Over time, narratives about Shakespeare's works evolved, aided by

interpretations from editors and scholars, notably Nicholas Rowe, Edmond

Malone, and Alexander Pope. These individuals, despite often mishandling

or reshaping texts based on subjective preferences, contributed to the

deepening appreciation of Shakespeare's genius. David Garrick's theatrical

championing in the 18th century further solidified Shakespeare's revered

status.

Posthumously, Shakespeare’s popularity grew slowly, impacted by

Romantic inclinations. Despite erroneous claims by early biographers and

judicial missteps leading to document losses or defacements, Shakespeare's

legacy endured. Critical examination persisted, grappling with the

authenticity of texts like "Hamlet" and "King Lear" that varied between

published versions.

Shakespeare's resting place and the surrounding graves in Trinity Church
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bizarrely lacked coherence in their arrangement. Similarly, his monument's

cryptic inscription fueled debate over the supposed burial of his literary

creations instead of his corporeal remains.

Ultimately, the act of securing Shakespeare's works in the First Folio was a

pivotal cultural milestone, ensuring the perseverance of a theatrical legacy

that continues to inspire and captivate the world. During times when

publication entailed significant risk and investment, Heminges and Condell's

consummate efforts preserved an invaluable portion of theater history,

thereby proving their unparalleled historical significance. Their memories,

intertwined with Shakespeare's celebrated legacy, extend beyond their

graves, overshadowed by eras lost to time and tide.
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Chapter Nine Summary: Claimants

The debate over the true authorship of William Shakespeare's plays is nearly

 as storied as the plays themselves. This controversy, known as the

"Authorship Question," centers on the belief held by some that Shakespeare,

a relatively modestly educated man from Stratford-upon-Avon, could not

possibly have possessed the extensive knowledge and expertise displayed in

his works—knowledge of topics such as law, medicine, statesmanship, and

classical studies. As a result, numerous theories propose that someone else,

often someone with more obvious educational or social standing, penned the

works attributed to Shakespeare.

One of the earliest and most prominent of these theories was advanced by

Delia Bacon, an American woman who, despite lacking formal ties to the

British literary world, became convinced that Sir Francis Bacon was the true

author of Shakespeare's works. Delia Bacon devoted much of her life and

scholarly effort to proving this claim, producing a book titled *The

Philosophy of the Plays of Shakespeare Unfolded*. While her work was

widely dismissed for its complexity and lack of direct evidence, it

nonetheless sparked further interest in alternate authorship theories.

Among the many proponents of these theories were prominent figures such

as Mark Twain and Henry James. They, along with numerous others,

believed that hidden messages and codes within the texts pointed to Bacon's
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authorship. Over time, advocates expanded to include notable individuals

including Sir Edwin Durning-Lawrence, who sought evidence in anagrams

and numerical patterns within Shakespeare's works.

As time went on, theorists proposed a wide range of alternative authors

including Christopher Marlowe, Edward de Vere (the Earl of Oxford), and

even Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke. Each theory had its adherents,

drawn to discrepancies they perceived between Shakespeare's documented

life and the immense scope of his literary output. Some believed that

Shakespeare lacked the worldly experience to write plays of such depth and

sophistication, while others suggested he might have been a front for a

collaborative group of writers.

Despite the persistence and creativity of these theories, all of them lack solid

evidence. Among the most significant objections to these alternative theories

is the timeline—several claimants, like the Earl of Oxford, died before many

of Shakespeare's plays were even written. Moreover, the anti-Stratfordian

arguments often overlook the evidence linking Shakespeare to his works,

such as his contemporaneous mention and the lack of any contemporary

challenge to his authorship.

In the end, the theories about alternative authors have spurred much debate

but have not provided definitive proof that anyone other than William

Shakespeare of Stratford wrote the plays. The consensus among scholars
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remains that he was indeed the author, with only exceptional brilliance

explaining the profound impact and breadth of his work. This view is

supported by his unique idiolect and a lack of historical evidence supporting

any other candidate. Despite the myths and conjecture, William

Shakespeare's genius is widely recognized, and the enduring fascination with

his work continues to capture our imagination.

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Critical Thinking

Key Point: Defy Limitations and Embrace Genius

Critical Interpretation: You may often feel constrained by the

boundaries of your knowledge, or question whether your background

equips you to achieve great things. Shakespeare's story, as explored in

"Authorship Question," serves as a powerful reminder that brilliance

isn't solely born from privilege or extensive formal education. Despite

debates about his capacity to write such profound works, Shakespeare

stands testament to transcending perceived limits. Allow his legacy to

inspire you to transcend traditional expectations and harness your

intrinsic potential. Your path to greatness isn't restricted by your

background, but fueled by your unique insights and relentless pursuit

of your passions.
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