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20. Plot and Counter-Plot

 "Authority is taken for truth, not truth for authority"

 —Francis Bacon

 "Man, proud man, dressed in a little brief authority,

  Most ignorant of what's he most assured"

 —Shakespeare: Measure for Measure

 The Tempest is the story of a conspiracy, a secret cultural enterprise by

 which Francis Bacon, with the help of others, sought to educate humankind

 through the myth of Shakespeare. Like the plays themselves, this teaching

 had to be indirect because only through a mask could the truth be told and

 the public be educated. Governments don't like being criticised and people

 don't like being preached at. The authorities would have censored an open

 plan by the author and the readers/audience would have resisted it. It

 would have failed on both counts. But the Shakespeare enterprise didn't

 fail. On the contrary, in some senses it succeeded beyond its creator's

 wildest dreams. 'Shakespeare' is the universal cultural icon 'for all time',

 studied wherever people are educated. Of all writers since writing began,

 he has had the most profound impact on the world. 'Vastness', 'universality',

 'immortal masterpieces', 'incomparable genius', 'the man of the millennium':

 the effusion of praise and awe is never-ending.

 This Shakespeare plot was a conspiracy with a good purpose – that of

 advancing truth, learning and culture through a myth. But 400 years

 afterwards, it seems that humanity still prefers the myth to the truth. And

 in order to sustain it, a number of strategies are commonly employed by

 scholars which amount to a conspiracy to avoid proper investigation.

 There are at least three such devices. They involve the processes of

 undervaluing the mind of Shakespeare, downplaying the importance of

 the authorship question and ridiculing sceptics and heretics.

 Downgrading the Shakespeare Intellect

 It is curious that the paean of praise usually stops short at the doors of

 the intellect, or at least this is the case in modern times. The didactic

 function in Shakespeare is downplayed by those who maintain that ideas

 in art are not important and instead wish to reduce the works to a series of

 brilliant character studies. In his acclaimed book on The Genius of

 Shakespeare (1997), Jonathan Bate lists some of the qualities that make a

 work of art 'great': it is true to nature; it stirs strong emotions in us; it

 makes us think; it has formal beauty; it stands comparison with other great

 works of the past (p159). Bate scores Shakespeare highly on all but formal

 beauty (his plays flaunt the classical unities, etc). Certainly, it is true that
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he had a profound psychological insight into human nature. He teaches us

about ourselves more than any other writer before or since. He holds the

clearest, cleanest, most beautiful mirror up to human nature of any author

ever. He instructs us about love and hate, love and lust, power and

humility, revenge and forgiveness, reason and passion, tragedy and comedy,

philanthropy and self-love, triumph and disaster. Here at least Bate is

correct: Shakespeare is remarkably 'true to nature'.

Yet Bate nevertheless makes light of him as a moral philosopher. We

do find wisdom in the plays, if by that we mean moral and political

precepts, he writes, "but 'matter' of this kind was usually derived by

Shakespeare from his sources. He was not a moral philosopher or a

deliverer of homilies. His interest was in dramatizing 'matter' and if there

is a principal 'moral' to be drawn from his work it is the one which follows

from his master of dramatic form—that any position may be answered by

a counter-position and that actions are worth more attention than opinions".

But this is quite wrong, very 'English' and very modern.

Harold Bloom, an American, instead rightly talks of his great cognitive

strength in thinking more comprehensively and originally than any other

writer (see Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human, 1999). No western

author, he says, is equal to Shakespeare as an intellect. He quotes Carlyle:

"If called to define Shakespeare's faculty, I should say superiority of

intellect, and think I had included all under that" (pxviii). Shakespeare did

the opposite of what Bate suggests: he chose sources in which he could

dramatise moral and political precepts. He was doing what Sir Philip

Sidney in his Defence of Poetry (written circa 1580; published in 1595)

said the Greek philosophers did: "The philosophers of Greece durst not for

a long time appear to the world but under the masks of poets. So Thales,

Empedocles, and Parmenides sang their natural philosophy in verse. So

did Pythagoras and Phocylides their moral counsels". Samuel Johnson got

it right in seeing Shakespeare as a philosopher and teacher. So did William

Hazlitt when he suggested that he "was as good a philosopher as he was a

poet".

And so did G. Wilson Knight, who regarded him as a profound

philosophical writer. One of Knight's chief contributions to Shakespeare

criticism was to counteract the influence of critics like A.C. Bradley and

de-emphasise character, which he argued is merely a role that we play, not

our true nature. Shakespeare goes deeper than character, and depicts our

true self, our fundamental nature. The word 'personality' comes from the

word 'persona', meaning 'mask'. According to Knight, Shakespeare removes

the mask: he goes deeper than character, deeper than personality, and

describes the fundamental drives that all people share. In this sense, his
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characters are archetypes, but flesh and blood archetypes, not cardboard

 cut-outs.

 Critics like Bate would have us believe that his ideas were no different

 from those of his contemporaries. The opposite is true: it is surely in no

 small part because he is an intellectual colossus who towers above them

 that Shakespeare abides. And he has helped us to put him there. By

 moulding his art as ambiguous, dialectical, rhetorical and open

 explorations—by using what Keats termed "negative capability"—he has

 enabled us to expand, elaborate and recreate his meaning and render it

 applicable to all times and all places. He has deliberately shaped his works

 as a collaborative endeavour between himself and his own and future

 generations.

 A related explanation of the Shakespeare phenomenon is the intellectual

 emptiness of the alleged author. He  had no mental baggage that we can

 apply to the works which would have the effect of restricting and confining

 their meaning. The possibilities are limitless because the blank slate to

 whom they are ascribed had clearly no mental life that anyone considered

 worth recording. This is the true significance of the description by Borges

 of the dramatist as 'everything and nothing'. The works are everything, the

 accredited author is nothing. His very blankness, his intellectual vacuity,

 his mundane preoccupations with money and malt enable us to pour into

 the pot whatever seems to fit the art. So the greatest writer who ever lived

 can be a conservative or a liberal, a Christian or an atheist, a monarchist or

 a republican, a romantic or a realist, a homosexual or a heterosexual, a

 modernist or a post-modernist. The truth is that he was, above all, a

 sceptic and this impersonal mask enabled him to dramatise the sceptic's

 outlook and maintain the integrity of the rhetorical arguments. This

 philosophical scepticism and freethinking is part and parcel of his enduring

 appeal.

 Here's the main point: the more we identify Shakespeare as a thinker, a

 philosopher, a humanist and a sceptic, the closer we bring him to Francis

 Bacon. It has to be asked whether there is indeed a subconscious but

 collective attempt by orthodox critics to neglect the philosophy of

 Shakespeare in order to distance him from the man who 'took all knowledge

 to be his province'.

 The Play's the Thing?

 Another approach to silencing the heretics is to argue that it doesn't

 matter who wrote the plays. Our possession of the masterpieces is what

 counts—'the play's the thing'. Let 'Shakespeare' stand for the writer,

 whoever he was. But in context the play was the thing wherein Hamlet
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would 'catch the conscience of the King'. The play performed before

Claudius had an external purpose and did not exist merely for its own

sake. In other words, it matters who wrote the plays partly because it is

worth understanding why a disguise was believed to be necessary in the

first place. We need to discover the author's motives for concealing his

identity, if indeed that is what he did.

Justice also matters. The man who is generally acknowledged as the

greatest poet, dramatist and humanitarian in the history of the world's

literature deserves more than a shrugging indifference about his identity.

If he did find it necessary to hide himself behind a mask, then we owe a

debt of gratitude to his memory by establishing the truth and giving praise

where it is due. Even if he wished to remain unknown for all eternity, that

is no reason for us to acquiesce in his self-effacement. Praise where it is

due should be given, not withheld, however modest the benefactor.

More generally, the attitude that it doesn't matter implies that we might

as well go blindfold through the whole field of literary history. Doesn't

biography and social circumstance help us to understand art? It is true, and

we have argued as much, that superficial biography can restrict art and

denude it of its potentiality for multiplicity of meaning. The inner life of

the mind is more complex and comprehensive than our words or actions

usually indicate. Nevertheless, while Shakespeare is still universally

regarded as civilisation's greatest poet, the force and significance of his art

is being increasingly reduced by the effort of making it cohere, however

remotely, with the mundane and mercenary life of the man from Stratford.

There is certainly often a gulf between Art and Life, but it is not that wide.

The futile and self-defeating attempt to bring William's life within planetary

space of the mind of Shakespeare has greatly simplified and distorted the

extraordinary genius behind the works. The recent biographies by the

likes of Greenblatt and Ackroyd are classic examples of this increasing

reductionism. Artistic truth is therefore, at least in this case, dependent on

factual truth and the real author deserves to be rescued from the false

identification. We must discover the man in order to rediscover his art: as

Prospero pleads, our indulgence must set him free.

But why stop at literary biography? Does it matter who anyone was?

Does history itself matter? Can facts be ignored? Is truth unimportant?

Does anything matter? Curiously, the argument that it doesn't matter who

wrote the works is often advanced by scholars, some of whom get very

worked up about the true identity of the Dark Lady and whether or not

Shakespeare was gay, but who fail to be aroused by the bigger question.

Yet what is scholarship if not the 'disinterested pursuit of truth'? Is it not a

denial of their whole function, a gross dereliction of their basic duty, a
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betrayal of their whole profession, to say that the authorship of Shakespeare

 doesn't matter?

 Bad Faith

 As well as downgrading Shakespeare's intellect and claiming that the

 authorship controversy is a waste of time, orthodox scholars also frequently

 resort to abuse of heretics. According to Rowse, "many idiots have supposed

 that Bacon wrote Shakespeare's plays". Karl Elze is no less cruel: "The so-

 called Bacon theory is a disease of the same species as table-turning and

 spiritualism". Reese is equally damning: "To assemble detailed arguments

 against anything so devotedly silly as Baconism is a waste of time".

 Facing the embattled ranks of such hostile opinions, a Baconian may be

 forgiven for feeling like Hamlet in a court of conspiring scholars. Yet the

 author Shakespeare himself did warn us about those in authority who are

 most ignorant of what they are most assured, and Bacon complained that

 all too often authority is taken for truth, not truth for authority. The

 authorship question is a classic paradigm of this intellectual failure.

 Contrast the hypercritical contempt for the Baconian theory with the

 blindly uncritical acceptance by orthodox scholars of William's claim.

 Did he go to school? Of course, he did! Could he read or write? Naturally.

 Was he a law clerk, or perhaps a schoolmaster? Undoubtedly one or the

 other. Was he a close friend of Southampton's? Obviously he was. What

 was his motive for writing? Why, gain not glory, naturally. Where did he

 acquire his knowledge? Assuredly from life rather than books. And so on.

 Alongside the promotion of conjecture to fact is the denigration of all

 those undoubted facts that throw doubt on his claim: his illiterate rural

 family background; his lack of a library; his total silence, including the

 absence of even a letter; his poor acting ability; his Stratford preoccupations

 as moneylender and maltster; and the silence of the literary world on his

 death.

 The absurd result of this double standard must be emphasised. Suppose

 for a moment that the Shakespeare works had been published anonymously

 and that no name had appeared anywhere at the time in connection with

 the plays and poems. In trying to ascertain the real author, most critics

 would would have approached the matter logically by considering the

 qualifications of the most likely candidates. Almost certainly, few would

 have needed to look far; almost to a man they would have plumped for

 Francis Bacon. And rightly so. Instead, most critics blandly accept perhaps

 the least likely candidate that anyone could imagine! Occasionally, they

 come face to face with this absurdity, only to explain it as a paradox or

 even more mysteriously as a miracle. The sceptic who refuses to accept
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the miracle is then condemned as unscholarly and unreasonable!

"It is not the lie that passeth through the mind, but the lie that sinketh

in, that doth the hurt", writes Bacon in the essay Of Truth. The Stratford

lie—for that is undoubtedly what it is—has sunk in deeply as a result of

error, prejudice and misunderstanding compounded over four centuries.

But there has also been a considerable element of conspiracy. I am not

implying that critics and scholars consciously plot together to suppress the

truth from a gullible public. The orthodox naturally believe that they

possess the truth, so it is certainly not a conspiracy of deliberate liars. But

one way of convincing yourself of something which you passionately

want to believe is to denigrate the opposing belief. As Bacon says, people

believe what they prefer. And with that comes a corresponding desire to

ensure that your belief is preferred by others. Hence the abuse of opponents,

a tactic which rational people would normally condemn as immature or

even immoral but which many nevertheless adopt when their own interests

or cherished convictions are under threat. Thus the conspiracy here is a

tacitly agreed habit of undermining heretical viewpoints.

What orthodox scholars actually display on this question is group

think, the weakness identified by Yale social psychologist Irving Janis,

initially in 1972 in relation to American foreign policy decisions and

fiascos and later to the Challenger disaster in 1986. Groups experiencing

groupthink do not consider all alternatives and instead desire unanimity of

thought and decision-making. Consider some of the typical symptoms of

groupthink: an illusion of invulnerability; stereotyped views of rivals;

subtle pressure on others who might express contrary arguments; self-

censorship of any doubts; an illusion of unanimity. They are all here, as

part and parcel of Stratfordian orthodoxy. This groupthink is displayed

every time they express a view on the subject.

 In an earlier chapter I described Shakespeare as England's greatest

myth and indeed it is a kind of sacred faith which one dare not challenge.

Why is it so rarely investigated, at least in England? Apart from honest

conviction, the desire to uphold it without question springs from four main

sources. The first is romantic. Most scholars seem to want to believe in the

miracle of the unconsciously inspired genius who did not need education

or graft to know the book of life and express it so divinely. Yet this myth is

belied in the works themselves, which reveal an astounding depth and

range of knowledge and constant revision and reworking of the material

over many years.

The second reason is national. The promotion of an unprivileged

Warwickshire Shakespeare adds to the glory of England as a country

which recognises talent from whatever its origins. There are even those
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who regard Shakespeare as a unique product of his native soil, a natural

 genius who could not have surfaced anywhere else. This attitude sometimes

 verges on mysticism, especially when it imagines a kind of fusion between

 the man and the nation. But the main point is that class and privilege are

 seen as less of a hindrance than they actually are. The unmistakable fact

 that, as Chaplin suggests in his autobiography, whoever wrote the works

 had an aristocratic attitude is therefore brushed aside as 'snobbery', rather

 than a realistic assessment of the facts of the case.

 Thirdly, there is a theoretical reason concerning the role of literature in

 society. Many scholars view Shakespeare as a 'pure' artist and his works

 as self-contained objects of aesthetic study. William's authorship fits this

 myth, yet it is a bourgeois notion which travesties the real purpose of

 Shakespeare. The master mind did not separate literature from life or art

 from nature in this way. On the contrary, he wanted the works to reach

 outward beyond literature, and in this respect his endeavour was Baconian

 to the core. Bacon fervently desired to establish the relevance of culture

 and learning to life rather than their separation from it. And he also

 wanted to break down divisions in the intellectual world itself. The

 Advancement of Learning is written within a framework of traditional

 categories such as history, poetry and philosophy, but we fail to understand

 it and Bacon if we do not realise that his aim was to integrate them into a

 unified whole in precisely the same manner that Shakespeare does in the

 plays.

 Finally, there is a purely personal motive. Scholars who have devoted

 their whole lives to the study of Shakespeare do not like to hear upstarts

 telling them that they are wrong. Yet, they clearly are incompetent to

 judge this question of authorship. As literary scholars, they lack expertise

 in the sphere of historical evidence; they allow their reason to be clouded

 by emotion; they have a superficial knowledge of the life and ideas of

 Bacon; and they have adopted mistaken notions about the purposes of

 Shakespeare. As a result, their opinions on the authorship question are

 singularly lacking in the humility which characterises true scholarship.

 Objections to Bacon

 Despite the view that assembling detailed arguments against

 Baconianism is a waste of time, most orthodox scholars have alluded to

 many of the usual objections. The following are 10 alleged disqualifications:

 1. Only an actor could have written the plays;

 2. Bacon lacked the time to write the works on top of his other
 activities;

 3. Bacon's character is less noble than Shakespeare's;

 4. Bacon would not have made Shakespeare's mistakes;
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5. Bacon had a low opinion of poetry and drama and had no

acquaintance with the contemporary theatre;

6. The poetry that he did write is inferior to Shakespeare's;

7. The Baconian theory is of fairly recent origin and had no root in

contemporary hearsay;

8. Bacon is too cold and unromantic to have written the love poetry of

Shakespeare;

9. Bacon's style is different from Shakespeare's;

10. Bacon's ideas and interests are different from Shakespeare's.

Rowse expresses the actor argument very forcibly: "Anyone who

cannot see that the author of the plays was an actor must be a great fool"

(Shakespeare's Globe, 1981, p66). Well, as Shakespeare himself says,

"The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a

fool". And Rowse's claim suffers from a number of difficulties: the length

of many of the plays; the frequent scene changes in many of them; the

absence of adequate stage directions; the long monologues which depart

from the interrelationship of orthodox drama; the sparsity of action; and

the use of characters as vehicles for ideas. In fact, the actor argument

receives little support from the works at all. Rather, they point to entirely

different professional qualifications. They suggest that the author was a

scholar, lawyer and debater. In these respects, they lead us inexorably to

Francis Bacon, who wrote, produced and acted in masques and who was

regarded as the best parliamentary speaker of his day, thus qualifying him

to be Shakespeare, the supreme rhetorical poet who puts so many sublime

speeches into the mouths of his characters.

The argument from time is also fallacious. Until 1597, when he was

thirty-six, Bacon had published nothing of any importance. What we do

know about these early 'hermit' years is that he had been preoccupied with

secret literary work and that he had written masques. After 1597 he still

had ample time to write plays. It was not until 1613, when he acquired the

attorney-generalship, that his worldly endeavours became onerous. At

precisely this time, the Shakespeare plays ceased to be written. Then, two

and a half years after Bacon's enforced leisure, the First Folio appeared

with extensive revisions. So the argument from time is also stood on its

head, It, too, points Baconwards.

As for the argument from nobility of character, the contemporary

epithets used in connection with Shakespeare include 'gentle', 'worthy',

'beloved' and 'friendly'. Bacon's friends and biographers indicate the same

qualities. One friend described him as a "memorable example of all virtue,

kindness, peaceableness and patience", and even Macaulay conceded that

"no man more readily held up the left cheek to those who had smitten the

right". Spedding says that "his mildness was the effect of the sweetness,
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thoughtfulness, nobility and modesty of his nature". Thus Bacon had the

 essential nobility of mind that shines through the works.

 The argument from errors also supports Bacon's claim. Consider again

 just one aspect. A reading of his Essays and the Advancement shows that

 he often quotes inaccurately. In his Life of Bacon Rawley writes: "I have

 often observed that if he had occasion to repeat another man's words after

 him, he had any use and faculty to dress them in better vestments and

 apparel than they had before; so that the author should find his own speech

 much amended, and yet the substance of it still retained". Spedding

 comments: "This is probably the true explanation of a habit of Bacon's

 which seems at first sight, and perhaps sometimes is—a habit of inaccurate

 quotation. In quoting an author's words, especially when he quotes them

 merely by way of voucher for his own remark, or in acknowledgement of

 the source whence he derived it, or to suggest an allusion which may give

 better effect to it, he very often quotes inaccurately. Sometimes, no doubt,

 this was unintentional, the fault of his memory; but, more frequently, I

 suspect, it was done deliberately, for the sake of presenting the substance

 in a better form, or a form better suited to the particular occasion". This is

 also Shakespeare's habit. He was, in his own words, "a snapper-up of

 unconsidered trifles". His magpie mind picked up bright literary objects

 and weaved them into something even brighter of his own. As Rawley

 says of Bacon: "He would light his torch at every man's candle".

 Nor will the argument from Bacon's alleged indifference to poetry and

 drama stand any proper examination. It is based on such self-mocking

 remarks as, "it is not good to stay too long in the theatre", which surely

 implies that its writer is himself guilty on this score, just as his statement

 that "poetry is as a dream of learning... but now it is time for me to awake"

 clearly implies that he himself has been in the dream. Shakespeare, too,

 mocks his art, most notably when Theseus in A Midsummer Night's

 Dream links the poet with the lunatic and the lover:

 "One sees more devils than vast hell can hold;
  That is the madman: the lover, all as frantic,
  Sees Helen's beauty in a brow of Egypt:
  The poet's eye, in a fine frenzy rolling,
  Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven,
  And as imagination bodies forth
  The form if things unknown, the poet's pen

  Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing,

  A local habitation and a name".

 This unsurpassed description of the poet's art is Baconian to the core.

 Earlier in this famous speech Theseus refers to plays as these "fairy

 toys". This is echoed by Bacon in his essay Of Masques and Triumphs,

 which ends "but enough of these toys"—another remark which is often
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taken as an indication of his apathy towards drama. Yet even as late as

1613 we find that he is the "chief contriver" of the masque The Marriage

of the River Thames to the Rhine, which cost £2,000 and on which we are

informed he spared no pains in "setting forth, ordering and furnishing". It

seems that Francis Bacon was not a little fond of his toys.

Far from denigrating poetry, Bacon believed that it is immortal, that it

has "some participation of divineness", that it is as "a dream of learning",

and that in his own day it has "no deficience'. High praise of contemporary

poets indeed! Far from denigrating drama, he believed that it combines

poetry and rhetoric, that it is a unique means of popular education, that it is

essential for presenting unorthodox views to a wider public, and that the

philosopher must use it in order to "insinuate into men's minds the love of

virtue and equity and peace".

Bacon's verse translation of seven of the psalms, which he describes as

a "poor exercise of my sickness", is sometimes taken to prove that he was

incapable of writing Shakespeare. Yet this is a difficult field and many

critics have argued that Bacon's efforts are actually superior to Milton's.

Here is Bacon's version of psalm 1.

"Who never gave to wicked reed
  A yielding and attentive ear;
 Who never sinner's path did tread,
  Nor sat him down in scorner's chair;
 But maketh it his whole delight
 On law of God to meditate,
 And therein spendeth day and night:

 That man is in a happy state.

 He shall be like the fruitful tree,
 Planted along a running spring,
 Which, in due season, constantly
 A goodly yield of fruit doth bring:
 Whose leaves continue always green,
 And are no prey to winter's pow'r:
 So shall that man not once be seen

 Surprised with an evil hour.

 With wicked men it is not so,
 Their lot is of another kind:
 All as the chaff, which to and fro
 Is toss'd at mercy of the wind.
 And when he shall in judgement plead,
 A casting sentence bide he must:
 Sa shall he not lift up his head

 In the assembly of the just.
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 For why? the Lord hath special eye
  To be the godly's stay at call:
  And hath given over, righteously,

  The wicked man to take his fall".

 Milton's rendering of this psalm is as follows:

 "Bless'd is the man who hath not walk'd astray
  In counsel of the wicked, and i' the way
  Of sinners hath not stood, and in the seat
  Of scorners hath not sat. But in the great
  Jehova's law is ever his delight
  And in his law he studies, day and night.
  He shall be as a tree which planted grows
  By watery streams, and in his season knows
  To yield his fruit, and his leaf shall not fail,
  And what he takes in hand shall prosper all.
  Not so the wicked, but as chaff'! which fann'd
  The wind drives, so the wicked shall not stand
  Its judgement, or abide their trial then,
  Nor sinners in the assembly of just men.
  For the Lord knows the upright way of the just,

  And the way of bad men to ruin must".

 Jean Overton Fuller comments that Bacon's style is that of a song,

 which fits the psalms which are, after all, meant to be sung (Francis

 Bacon, 1981, pp335ff). Thus the sense stops at the ends of the lines,

 whereas Milton uses enjambement. In this respect, Bacon's follows the

 style of the songs in the plays. Milton uses a number of awkward and

 clumsy phrases, such as 'planted grows', 'chaff which fann'd the wind

 drives', and 'bad men to ruin must'. Bacon is much more fluent and his

 English is closer to the vernacular. All seven of Bacon's psalm verse

 translations are rhymed. An inexperienced poet, if he attempted rhyme at

 all rather than using blank verse, would be likely to use the same metre or

 stanza form in all. But Bacon does not do so. As befits an experienced

 poet, he chooses for each psalm the form which suits it best. So one psalm

 is in four-line, two are in eight-line and three are in six-line stanzas (the

 form of Venus and Adonis). His translation of psalm 104, given in Appendix

 A, is written in heroic verse and has rhyming couplets throughout. It is

 generally accepted as the best. In her biography Miss Fuller says that she

 sent a copy of it to the poet Martin Booth and asked him for his comments,

 without telling him who wrote it. According to him, "the mastery of subtle

 techniques, usually lacking in the initiate poet, are present here". Miss

 Fuller, herself a poet, believes that Bacon wrote Shakespeare.

 The seventh listed objection to the Baconian theory is the argument

 that it was merely conjured up in recent times and had no root in
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contemporary hearsay. Closer examination reveals this objection to be

nonsense. Much contemporary evidence verifies the practice of concealed

writing, disputes William's claim and establishes links between Bacon and

Shakespeare. Thus Greene, Nashe and Puttenham all refer to certain men

of nobility writing concealed poetry and even to the use of real names as

masks. The author of The Return from Parnassus alleges that William of

Stratford mouthed 'words that better wits have framed' and the author of

Ratseyes Ghost tells us that he was made proud 'with speaking their works

upon the stage'. Sir Tobie Matthew even refuses to call the writer

Shakespeare, cryptically referring in a letter to Bacon to 'that excellent

author Sir John Falstaff.

Contemporary links of Bacon with Shakespeare were made, among

others, by Hall, Marston, Jonson and Matthew himself. The first Baconian

in print was John Marston who in 1598 clearly hinted that Bacon was the

author of Venus and Adonis. The first overt Baconian, as we have seen,

was probably the Reverend James Wilmot in the 1780s whose investigations

in the Stratford area for a biography disconcerted him and who concluded

that William could never have had any school learning, a fact which

would render it impossible for him to be received as a friend and equal by

those of culture and breeding who alone by their intercourse could make

up for the deficiencies of his youth. The plays on the other hand showed

extraordinary likeness of style between Bacon and Shakespeare. They

also revealed an acute knowledge of the law, which Bacon had. Wilmot

concluded that Bacon wrote Shakespeare, but he never published his

theory because he did no wish to offend his Stratford neighbours.

Finally, the notion that Bacon's temperament and attitude to life were

fundamentally different from Shakespeare's is quite simply wrong. It

arises largely from a misguided stereotyping of the character of Bacon

combined with mistaken inferences from the known life of William about

the character of Shakespeare. Bacon may have appeared as a cold fish to

many of his contemporaries but, as he himself admitted, "every man of

superior understanding in contact with inferiors wears a mask". His outward

rationality disguised a nature that was also passionate and imaginative. He

was one of those for whom the inner life of the mind is far more real than

the external world. He thus admitted that "my soul hath been a stranger in

the course of my pilgrimage". Moreover, his vision of the future was

essentially poetic and romantic, as critics like Hazlitt and Taine have

recognised. On the other hand, he strongly believed that whatever passionate

feelings we have, they must be controlled by reason in society. In this

respect, he was at one with the dramatist. Indeed, one of the primary

purposes of Shakespeare was precisely this: the tempests of our passions

should be calmed by our reason.
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The Case for Bacon

 The positive case for Bacon has, I hope, been firmly staked in these

 pages. Again, we could reduce it to 10 general points:

 1. There is an unusual coincidence of names;

 2. There is an unusual coincidence of dates;

 3. There is an unusual coincidence of places;

 4. There is an unusual coincidence of knowledge;

 5. There is an unusual coincidence of interests;

 6. There is an unusual coincidence of ideas.

 7. There is an unusual coincidence of purpose.

 8. The testimony of contemporary witness.

 9. The testimony of contemporary documents.

 10. Bacon's own hints.

 The coincidences of names are extensive. Bacon knew of Caius at

 Cambridge, as did the author of The Merry Wives of Windsor. Bacon was

 close to Southampton in the late 1580s and early 1590s. So, obviously,

 was the author of Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. Bacon also

 knew Perez and Florio, who are characterised as Armado and Holofernes

 in Love's Labour's Lost. Shakespeare also wrote a sonnet, Phaeton to his

 Friend Florio. According to Rowse, Bacon slept with Perez. Bacon was

 the nephew of Burghley, who is satirised as Polonius in Hamlet. Traces of

 Shakespeare's friendship with Essex have been discovered in Antony and

 Cleopatra and Coriolanus. Essex was close to Bacon in the 1590s. Bacon

 became a close friend of Ben Jonson, and so did Shakespeare. Indeed,

 Jonson was probably staying with Bacon when he wrote the prefatory

 lines for the First Folio. Pembroke and Montgomery, the "incomparable

 paire" of the Folio dedication, supported Bacon at the time of his fall in

 1621. As a  member of the Council of the Virginia Company, Bacon knew

 William Strachey whose letter about the wreck of the Sea Venture was

 used by Shakespeare as a source for The Tempest. Thomas Nashe, Francis

 Meres, John Davies of Hereford and Tobie Matthew all knew Bacon and

 all praised Shakespeare, the last cryptically calling him 'that excellent

 author Sir John Falstaffe'. Despite these numerous apparently shared

 relationships, Bacon never once mentioned Shakespeare, perhaps because,

 as he himself said, "Of myself I say nothing".

 The coincidences of dates are no less remarkable. Bacon's period of

 hermitage in the 1580s would have been a perfect beginning for the

 dramatist and for his first foray into Hamlet. As Hamlet himself,

 Shakespeare tells us that drama brightened his spirits and that he began to

 approach maturity at the age of 30. The plays appeared profusely from

 1591 onwards; Francis Bacon was thirty in 1591. Despite his literary gifts
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and philosophical aims, however, nothing of any value was published

under Bacon's own name until 1597. Shakespeare entered the 'Dark Period'

about 1600. So too did Bacon in the wake of the Essex affair and the death

of his brother. The Shakespeare plays petered out as Bacon climbed the

'winding stair' of politics. The 1623 Folio appeared after Bacon's fall and

included numerous revisions as well as six plays that had never been

heard of before. For the Folio edition of Richard III the author seems to

have worked on the 1622 Quarto, which would have been impossible for

the orthodox claimant.

There are also many coincidences of place. Bacon went to Cambridge.

So, it would seem, did Shakespeare, who uses terms such as 'keep',

'commence' and 'size' in precisely the peculiar way in which they were

employed at that university. Bacon visited Navarre and those places in

France which feature in Love's Labour's Lost. He probably also visited

Italy, as clearly did Shakespeare. St. Albans was Bacon's country seat. It

was then of little more importance than Stratford-on-Avon. Nevertheless,

it is mentioned in the plays at least 15 times, whereas Stratford is not

mentioned once. Gray's Inn, where Bacon studied law, is mentioned in

Henry IV. Another interesting case is York Place, the house where Bacon

was born. He himself admitted that "York House is the house wherein my

father died, and where I first breathed, and there will I yield my last

breath, if it so please God". In Henry VIII York Place is indicated as the

scene where Wolsey entertains the King and his companions. Something

of its history is discussed later in the play.

Whether it is knowledge of aristocratic behaviour, astronomy, the

Bible, botany, the classics, history, the laws, medicine, mythology,

philosophy, sport, or even the use of words, Bacon's range of knowledge

is also Shakespeare's. So too are his changes of opinion. For example, in

the 1603 quarto of Hamlet the author adheres to the theory that the centre

of the earth is molten: "Doubt that in earth is fire..." (2:2). However, the

1604 quarto alters the line to: "Doubt that the stars are fire...". So the

author has dropped the molten theory. By coincidence, it seems, Bacon

also changed his mind on this matter, according to his biographer Spedding

before September 1604. Thus in Cogitationes de Natura Rerum he states,

in contradiction to most scientists of the day, that the centre of the earth is

cold.

Turning to the coincidence of ideas, we find that Bacon opposed the

dogmatism and facile certainty of many previous thinkers. So too did

Shakespeare. Bacon opposed the false attempt to set man apart from

nature. So too did Shakespeare, who knew that art itself is nature. Bacon

hated the general preference for falsity to truth, for appearance to reality.
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So too did Shakespeare, who knew not 'seems'. Bacon attacked the

 preference for deductive to inductive reasoning. So too did Shakespeare,

 whose villains are all excellent deductive reasoners. Bacon hated the

 tendency for emotion to overpower reason. So too did Shakespeare, whose

 nobler reason overcame his fury. Bacon attacked the tendency to put self

 before others. So too did Shakespeare, whose tragic heroes all fall from

 this mistake. Bacon was a humanist and a liberal Christian. Shakespeare's

 humanism and liberal Christianity shine through his works. Bacon believed

 that religion should not be argued about. Shakespeare omits theological

 argument. Bacon accepted aristocratic political principles. Shakespeare's

 viewpoint is fundamentally aristocratic.

 Bacon set out to change men's habits of thinking. He believed he was

 educating man to progress towards a better world in which science and

 religion, art and nature, induction and deduction, reason and passion, self

 and others, love and learning would all be integrated in a new harmony.

 Such, too, was the aim of Shakespeare, and the ignorance and futile

 argument at which he shook his 'lance' were identical. As we have seen,

 Bacon's contemporaries alluded to his 'concealed poetry', a term which he

 applied to himself. If he did write poetry, its themes would be the same as

 Shakespeare. And that is because it is Shakespeare.

 Although we may not be able to pluck out the heart of the mystery of

 genius, we can at least hold a mirror, however clouded, up to its nature.

 Francis Bacon did have the time, inclination and qualifications necessary

 to write Shakespeare, and there is sufficient evidence to suppose that he

 did in fact do so. From the evidence we have of William, his authorship is

 highly improbable: his mind and that of the author are simply light years

 apart, and genius was never that miraculous nor mysterious. Even at a

 superficial glance, Bacon's mind is seen to 'resemble' that of Shakespeare,

 as numerous orthodox critics will freely admit.

 Oxford, Marlowe, Derby, Neville and the rest are all red herrings, or at

 best bit players, in the Shakespeare enterprise. It is entirely possible,

 perhaps even likely, that they made their contribution to a collective effort

 in the early years. The sheer number of different words, the multifarious

 styles and the evidence of Henslowe's Diary all point to a group effort, and

 not just by noblemen. Some of the Diary entries clearly indicate that

 professional playwrights were involved, perhaps unintentionally, in that

 works they wrote were sometimes transformed into something better and

 more enduring by the master workman and his 'good pens'.

 The name Shakespeare was therefore a holdall allonym for this

 clandestine team of writers whose particular mission was to educate the

 public through drama. The Stratford man may have acted as its broker and
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front man, arranging for the works to be performed in the public theatres

and the use of his name as a cover to deceive the authorities in return for

payment. His name, or a slight tweak on it, fitted the project perfectly: the

purpose was to 'shake the spear' of knowledge and wisdom at ignorance

and immorality and to 'insinuate' into people's minds the 'love of equity,

virtue and peace'.

Yet as time progressed the team broke up. Marlowe almost certainly

died in 1593, Anthony Bacon died in 1601 and Oxford died in 1604. The

'chief contriver' was therefore left on his own to continue the enterprise he

had himself initiated and to revise and re-polish the 'Shakespeare' canon.

As it had been, to some extent, a collective endeavour, his modesty

prevented him from being solely identified with the works. Moreover, the

myth could assist in fulfilling the purpose of the project.

Many pens there were, but there is also one inescapable truth: there

was also an incomparable genius whose signature is written indelibly

throughout. A close study reveals the strongest argument of all that Bacon

was the mastermind behind Shakespeare, namely that only he qualifies.

We are indeed dealing with one and the same mind—a mind that bestrides

the intellectual and imaginative worlds like a colossus; a man so rare as,

perhaps, the world hath not seen since it was a world. In short, we are

glimpsing the veritable god of literature.

This book has not proved that Shakespeare was the mask of Francis

Bacon. But nor is it possible to prove that the sun will rise tomorrow.


