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4.  The Invisible Man

 "Some men are born great, some achieve greatness,

 and some have greatness thrust upon them"

 —Shakespeare:   Twelfth Night

 William of Stratford is the most famous nonentity in history.  No single

 individual has ever been subjected to so much organised research with so

 little discovery of any significance.  Every so often a new fact emerges,

 only to reinforce the perception of a mundane and mercenary life.  If he

 wrote the plays of Shakespeare, then he is surely the most extraordinary

 paradox known to humankind.  For no person before or since would have

 lived such discrete lives:   on the one hand, a country yokel, mediocre

 actor and small town trader;  on the other, an unparalleled Renaissance

 genius, humanitarian philosopher and peerless word spinner.  To some,

 the contradiction is merely testimony to the complexity and perversity of

 the human personality;  but more rationally it is evidence of William's

 non-authorship of the works.  It does not prove that he was not the author;

 but it does and should raise considerable doubts.

  It has been said of William that we know at once too little and too

 much.  The former relates to the facts that we want to discover about the

 world's greatest poet and dramatist, while the latter concerns what we do

 actually know about him.  In other words, our knowledge of William is

 completely at odds with our deepest desires.  We desperately want to

 know what he thought and felt, but his biographers record no thoughts or

 feelings whatsoever.  And that it not all:   for the actual known facts about

 his external life bear no relationship to the mental map of Shakespeare the

 author.  There is not only no personal literary record to prove that he

 wrote for a living, but also there is no personal record to prove that he was

 capable of writing the works of Shakespeare.  The problem therefore

 remains as Emerson noted it:   we simply cannot marry the man to the

 verse.  William Shakspere and Shakespeare are the strangest of bedfellows.

  There is, however, a logical explanation to this unique paradox.  It is

 that there is really little to know about William's inner life and that he did

 not write the works ascribed to him.  It is this explanation which makes

 sense of all the apparent confusions and contradictions.  Through the

 compounded errors of four centuries, William has had an undeserving

 greatness thrust upon him.
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The Family Background

 To outline the family background of William in order to demonstrate

 his unlikely authorship is not to be guilty of snobbery, as is often suggested.

 Rather, it is to point to his apparent lack of the qualifications required of

 the author.  The latter, as we have said, was a man of the highest culture.

 How did William acquire it?  In 1564, when he was born, Stratford was

 hardly the world's cultural capital.  Nor was it a centre of much refinement.

 In 1556 his father had been fined for having an offensive heap of offal

 outside his Henley Street shop.  And when David Garrick visited the town

 in 1769 he described it as "the most dirty, unseemly, ill-paved, wretched-

 looking town in all Britain".*  It was a distinctly earthy and commercial,

 rather than bookish, environment.

  Mary Arden, William's mother, was the daughter of a well-to-do

 farmer.  When selling her share in a landholding to a nephew in 1579 she

 made her mark on a deed and a bond, so it not likely that she could write.

 John, William's father, was the son of Richard Shakspere, a tenant farmer

 from the neighbouring village of Snitterfield.  John became a glover and

 whittawer, as well as a general dealer in meat, skins and wool.  He almost

 certainly could not write because he also made his mark (although this

 does not imply that they were unable to read).  The year after William's

 birth he became alderman of the town and three years later the bailiff.  He

 was also a money lender and in 1570 he was twice accused of breaking a

 usury law by charging excessive interest on two loans.  In 1572 he was

 twice accused at the Exchequer for illegal wool-dealing.  When in 1576

 the Privy Council temporarily suspended all licensed wool-dealing, his

 fortunes took a downturn.  By 1586 it was recorded that he had long

 avoided council meetings and by 1592 it was recorded that he "come not

 to Churche for feare of processe for Debtte".  William's decision to leave

 Stratford and go to London was presumably related to his father's declining

 fortunes.

  We have a record of William's baptism—on 26th April, 1564—and an

 announcement of intended marriage—on 28th November 1582.  The

 intervening eighteen years between his birth and marriage are a blank.

 We know absolutely nothing about him, but that doesn't inhibit the

 speculation.  One thing seems certain:   if he did learn to read and write,

 neither of his parents was in a position to teach him since both were

 illiterate.  We are then left with the question of how William acquired this

 *  Garrick's description of Stratford: in a letter from David Garrick to William Hunt (in
 the collectanea of Captain James Saunders. Archives of Shakespeare Birthplace Trust).
 See Garrick's Jubilee by Martha Winburn England, Ohio State University Press, 1964,
 p67; https://kb.osu.edu/dspace/bitstream/1811/24660/1/GARRICK'S+JUBILEE.pdf  .
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ability since literacy was, at least officially, a precondition of entry to the

Grammar School.

Unwillingly To School?

We can safely conclude that neither William's father nor his mother

had much interest in culture or learning.  Whether they sent him or any of

his brothers to school is not possible to determine.  The fact that with his

election to the position of Alderman came the free education of his sons

leads many to assume that he took full advantage of this fringe benefit. So

William Shakspere may have been given a free education.  This would

have been at Stratford Grammar School—formally King's New School—

but there is no evidence other than hearsay.  Nicholas Rowe, writing in

1709, states that he attended "for some time at a Free School".  But Rowe

was not always reliable, and the school registers for the period are missing.

Ultimately, the orthodox have to infer William's attendance from the

works themselves—which, of course, begs the whole question.  There is

documentary evidence proving the education of Nashe, Spenser, Kyd,

Marlowe and Middleton, among others.  There is no comparable evidence

for William Shakspere.

There is certainly no mention of the school in the whole of Shakespeare

and no tribute to any of its teachers.  Contrast this void with Ben Jonson's

tribute to his headmaster at Westminster School:

"Cowden!  Most reverend head,

To whom I owe

All that I am in arts, all that I know".

Nor does anyone who attended King's New School mention William.

If he was there, he seems neither to have thought much of the place

himself nor to have been thought much of as a pupil by his class mates or

teachers.

If a school contemporary if yours became a famous writer, you would

likely want to offer information about him—to tell others that you knew

him, to recall incidents in which he was involved and say what he was like

as a person.  A teacher would certainly feel a sense of pride that a pupil of

his went on to to write great poetry and plays and would want to share at

least a little of the glory.  Alas, about William there is a complete silence

from pupils and teachers alike.

Then there is the question of what he would have studied.  The old

tradition was insistent that he was removed from school at the age of 13 in

1577 in order to assist his father "in an effort to restore his decaying

fortunes", as Sir Sidney Lee puts it in his biography.  In this view, William
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could not have been a pupil for very long.  In those days a boy might enter

 school in his 8th, 9th or even 10th year.  At the outside, therefore, this

 presumes that William would have attended from the age of 7 to the age of

 13—at most six years of formal education.  But this scenario apparently

 precludes him from having studied the classical writers such as Ovid

 which Shakespeare the author uses.  At Ipswich and other grammar

 schools Horace and Ovid were not studied until the seventh class.  So the

 more modern tendency is to claim that he did not, after all, leave at 13.

 Park Honan in an acclaimed biography writes:   "we have no evidence that

 he quit at an unusually early point.  It was normal to leave at the age of 15

 or 16, and it is probable that he left...  within a few months of his fifteenth

 birthday" (Shakespeare: A Life, 1998, p58).

 The idea that he might have been taken away to help his father has

 apparently been abandoned in order to allow William the chance of

 acquiring some degree of culture.  Yet whether he went to the school or

 not, and if so, whether he left at 13, 14 or 15, will not suffice to explain

 how he became the highly cultured mind behind the works.  There are

 huge gaps in his learning that would have to be filled, and how William

 managed to plug them in the 'earthy' environment of Stratford is decidedly

 unclear.  According to Halliwell-Phillipps*, if we ignore Bibles, psalters

 and education manuals, there were probably no more than two or three

 dozen books in the whole town.  So, immediately, the background of

 William poses two enormous problems for his authorship claims:   the

 school would not have taught him certain key classical works and the

 town itself might not have possessed these books.  William would not

 therefore have had the opportunity to read them before he left Stratford,

 which is usually assumed to be about 1586 or 1587, up to ten years after

 he would have left school.

 So here we meet the silence of the books.  The author of Shakespeare

 was an omnivorous reader.  According to some sources, more than 200

 books are quoted in the plays or serve as sources for them.  Where did

 William obtain Ovid's Metamorphosis or Virgil's Aeneid, Holinshed's

 Chronicles or Plutarch's Lives, Plato's Republic or Montaigne's Essays,

 Boccaccio's Decameron or Jorge de Montemayor's Diana Enamorada,

 Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales or the Bible?  Nor is it just a matter of a

 quick read and then on to the next because Shakespeare the author returns

 to many of these books time and time again, so he must have had regular

 access to them.  There were no public libraries in England.  The largest

 known library, Lord Lumley's, contained 7000 volumes.  There were

 * O. Halliwell-Phillipps: Outlines for a Life of William Shakespeare, 1848; 6th edition,
 1886.
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about 10 libraries of over 1000 volumes:  the Queen's, the universities', the

Inns of Court's, and several other private libraries.  No one has found any

evidence that William of Stratford ever possessed any of these works or

read them anywhere.  Writing about 1660, Rev. John Ward, rector of

Stratford parish church, seems to confirm the absence of any literature

from William's presence:   "I have heard that Mr. Shakespeare was a

natural wit, without any art at all".  He means, of course, that he had no

book learning, which is exactly what the evidence of William's life suggests.

As well as lacking in educational opportunity, William's background

was deficient in the inspiration for cultural endeavour.  We have already

alluded to the absence of cultural interests of his parents;  we could also

refer to his brothers.  Gilbert, the second eldest, was born in 1566, Richard

in 1574 and Edmund in 1580.  In support of William's literacy is often

cited a lease of 1610 clearly signed 'Gilbart Shakesper':   if Gilbert could

write, there is no reason why William, the eldest, couldn't.  This is a

reasonable assumption, but what is patently not is the supposition that

writing was congenial to him or to any of his close relatives.  Like

William, Gilbert went to London and in the 1590s was a haberdasher at St

Bride's.  He returned to the Stratford area in the 1600s and became

associated with unsavoury characters.  In 1609 he had to appear at the

Court of Requests with them and others on unknown charges.  He died

three years later in 1612.  Richard, the second youngest brother, is even

more mysterious.  All that we know of him is that he admitted a fault at the

church court in 1608, for which he was fined 12d.  He died in 1613, not

quite forty.

Edmund, the youngest, became an actor.  In London he had a son who

was baptised in July 1607 and died a month later, as "Edward sonne of

Edward Shackspeere Player base born".  Edmund himself died six months

later at the age of 27, perhaps of venereal disease, and was buried at St.

Saviour's Church, Southwark.  Actors had a reputation for sexual

indiscipline, and we shall have occasion to speculate later about William's

own sexual behaviour in the capital.  One thing is clear, though, about

William's family, and it is that learning and culture were not foremost

among their concerns.

The 'Lost' Years

We know that William married in November 1582 at the age of 18 and

that 6 months later his first child was baptised.  In 1585 Anne bore him

twins.  So he was presumably in Stratford in 1582 and 1584.  We have no

idea, however, how he earned a living in his early manhood.  Aubrey,
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writing some time before 1680, says:   "His father was a butcher, and I

 have been told heretofore by some of his neighbours that when he was a

 boy he exercised his father's trade, but when he killed a calf he would do it

 in high style, and make a speech".  Whether this story is true or not, it does

 serve to emphasise the problem facing orthodox scholars, namely that it is

 a long way from the kind of cultural and legal background displayed by

 the author of Shakespeare.

 And it is that gulf which has never been successfully bridged, despite

 the innumerable efforts made over the centuries.  He trained to be a

 butcher, a lawyer, a doctor, a falconer, or a gardener;  he joined the army

 or he fought with Drake against the Spanish Armada;  he was a spy, like

 Christopher Marlowe.  Much of this speculation relates to the years after

 he left his wife, rather than the missing years of his youth.  Thus he could

 have been a deer poacher on the run from the law in his teens and a

 lawyer's assistant in London in his twenties.  Unfortunately, there is no

 evidence to substantiate any of this speculation.  Each new theory that

 surfaces is just as likely as the last.

 Aubrey says that "he had been in his younger years a school-master in

 the country".  There is a tradition, which has won some support, that he

 was a Catholic, like his father, and that he fled to Lancashire where many

 of the people retained the old faith (see, for example, Anthony Holden:

 William Shakespeare:  His Life and Work, 1999).  While there, he allegedly

 found employment as a tutor in Hoghton Tower, the ancestral home of the

 influential Hoghton family.  A link is provided by Alexander de Hoghton's

 will of August 1581, which refers to a servant called 'William Shakeshafte'.

 A second link is that John Cottom, who became master at Stratford

 grammar school in 1579, had family connections with the Hoghtons.

 Perhaps he recommended William as a tutor.  Alternatively, he could have

 taken William with him when he resigned his teaching post and fled home

 in 1581 after the arrest of his brother.  It is all pure speculation, built up by

 some on the basis of very tenuous links into a grand theory which claims

 that Shakespeare's Catholicism shines through the plays.  It fails to explain

 why William and his family were buried in a Church of England graveyard.

 As for the author, his religious views are surely more subtle than that, a

 point to which we shall return in a later chapter.

  What did William do in Stratford in his early married years, though?

 Park Honan states that "probably he served as a clerk, scrivener, and part-

 time helper of his father" (op.cit, p85).  Tradition is then fairly unanimous

 in saying that he left Stratford and his wife and children in 1586 or 1587

 and headed for London.  One explanation is that he had to leave

 Warwickshire to escape prosecution as a result of poaching deer and
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rabbits on the lands of Sir Thomas Lucy.  The story was instigated by a

Gloucestershire clergyman name Richard Davies who, around the year

1616, wrote that "Shakespeare was much given to all unluckiness in

stealing venison and rabbits, particularly from Sir ----- Lucy who oft had

him whipped and sometimes imprisoned and at last made him fly his

native country to his great advancement".  In 1709 Nicholas Rowe picked

up the story in his Account of the Life:

"For this he was prosecuted by that Gentleman, as he thought,

somewhat too severely;  and in order to revenge that ill Usage, he

made a Ballad upon him.  And tho' this, probably the first Essay of his

Poetry, be lost, yet it is said to have been so very bitter, that it

redoubled the Prosecution against him to that degree, that he was

oblig'd to leave his Business and Family in Warwickshire, for some

time, and shelter himself in London"  (Some Account of the Life &c. of

Mr. William Shakespear, 1709.  This can be read at:  http://

shakespeare.palomar.edu/rowe.htm ).

Whether the story is true or not is impossible to say, though it has been

discovered that Lucy did not keep an enclosed park at this time.  The same

applies to the tradition that his first job in the capital in connection with

the playhouse was as a holder of the horses of visitors outside the theatre

doors.  Sir Sidney Lee says that "there is no inherent improbability in this

tale".  The tradition then says that he was promoted to a job inside the

theatre as a call-boy.  This period from 1586-7 when he supposedly left

Stratford to 1592, when the first apparent reference to him in literary

circles was made, is usually called the lost years, but since much of his

entire life is blank, the term is highly elastic.  The tradition is that during

this time he progressed from call-boy to playwright, perfected his craft,

burst on the scene around 1591-2, and the rest is history .  .  .   or is it?

If tradition is to be believed, William of Stratford had a varied career in

his early manhood:   butcher's apprentice, teacher, scrivener, horse attendant,

theatrical call-boy.  Some biographers say he was later promoted to

theatre security and, being a talented organiser, he eventually became an

administrator and producer, occasionally performing secondary roles,

perhaps even informer to the government.  How else, they say, can we

explain how he avoided prosecution after the Essex revolt started by a

performance of a Shakespeare play while all its organisers were executed?

William's life is always sketchy, but some later features are more

certain:   he definitely did become an actor and a shareholder in theatres,

and he definitely did become a trader and moneylender.  Whether he was a

dramatist, however, is an entirely different matter.  The contents of the

Shakespeare works do not remotely cohere with the contents of William's
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life which do not bespeak of a highly cultured mind, reader of foreign

 literature, foreign traveller, Cambridge student, legal expert, aristocrat, or

 universal educator.  William and the mastermind do not occupy the same

 planetary space.

 The Actor

 There is much documentation about William as an actor, and that he

 was one is beyond dispute.  He was one of the founding members of the

 Lord Chamberlain's company of actors.  In 1595 his name was recorded

 with Kempe and Burbage as members of the company who had performed

 before Elizabeth I at Christmas the previous year.  His name again appeared

 as a member of the company who acted Ben Jonson's Every Man in his

 Humour in 1598, where he is listed as a "principall Comoedian".  On the

 accession of James I in 1603, letters patent were issued appointing the

 former Lord Chamberlain's Company to be King's Players, and in this

 patent his name appeared as one of the actors.  In the same year Ben

 Jonson's Sejanus was acted and the 1616 Folio edition listed the original

 actors, including Shakspere.  In March 1604 James I made a "royal

 proceeding" through the city of London.  The players as servants of the

 Chamber were given red cloth for their liveries, and the list of recipients

 included Shakspere.  In May 1605 the actor Augustine Phillips made his

 will in which he bequeathed gold pieces to his fellow actors.  Shakspere is

 mentioned first.  Finally, in the list of the principal actors in the Shakespeare

 plays in the First Folio, his name appears at the top.

 An actor, then, he certainly was.  But it is not clear what parts he

 played or how good he was.  The usual view suggests that his earliest

 reputation was made as an actor, but it is therefore strange that there is no

 record of the parts he played.  Nicholas Rowe, in 1709, commented:   "His

 name is printed as the custom was in those times, amongst those of the

 other players, before some old plays, but without any particular account of

 what sort of parts he used to play;  and, though I have inquired, I could

 never meet with any further account of him this way, than that the top of

 his performance was the ghost in his own Hamlet" (op.cit.).  This part is,

 of course, small, requiring little acting ability.  Rowe's comment therefore

 seems to be disparaging of his acting.

 It certainly didn't impress Ben Jonson.  In Timber, Or Discoveries, he

 writes:   "Many times hee fell into those things which could not escape

 laughter;  as when hee said in the person of Caesar, one speaking to him,

 'Caesar thou dost me wrong', hee replied:   'Caesar did never wrong, but

 with just cause';  and such like which were ridiculous".  The words in the

 play are:   "Know Caesar doth not wrong, nor without just cause will he be
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satisfied".  Caesar also has a small part in the play, and we might add that

it seems absurd for the actor to fluff his lines in this way if he also wrote

them.  The line fluffing here displays a lack of understanding and not

merely a slip of the tongue.  Jonson's reference to his tendency to say

things which caused laughter indeed suggests that as an actor William was

really a bit of a clown.  He may well have played such roles in comedies

and the small parts in tragedies.  We can even imagine him in the role of

William, the ignorant yokel in As You Like It.  Perhaps the part fitted him

rather well.

It also seems apparent that in the theatre he did more than acting.  What

form this added dimension took is not clear.  Biographers have him

variously described as a business manager of the theatre company, stage

manager or play broker.  If Greene was indeed referring to him in

Groatsworth, then he was a "Johannes factotem", a jack-of-all-trades.

One of those jobs may have been to obtain plays for performance from

writers who wished to keep their identity secret.

The Corn Dealer

It is beyond dispute that William became a businessman.  According to

the lease of the Globe Theatre, dated 21st February 1599, he had a one-

tenth share.  This would not have made him the rich man he clearly

became, so the source of his wealth must remain something of a mystery.

It enabled him to buy New Place for about £120 in 1597.  It was one of the

largest houses in Stratford.  In 1602 he purchased 107 acres of land in

Stratford for £320.  In the same year he also bought £440 worth of tithes in

Stratford parish.  In 1610 he bought another 20 acres of pasture land, and

in 1613 he purchased a house in London for £140.  All these purchases are

documented, but it is not at all clear where he obtained the money for

them.  Not from writing plays, as comparison with any contemporary

dramatist's finances will quickly verify.  Moreover, the theatrical accounts

of Alleyn and Henslowe name most of the dramatists of the period and the

payments made to them, but Shakspere or Shakespeare is conspicuously

absent.  As for his acting, we have the evidence of both Jonson and Rowe

that he did not exactly shine in this capacity.  So where did the money

come from?

We also know that after the purchase of New Place he became a trader

in corn and malt.  So it is recorded in the rolls of Stratford in 1598-9 that

80 bushels of corn and malt were in his possession in a period of near-

famine after three bad harvests when people were dying in the streets.  We

further know that he was a money lender.  In 1600 he sued John Clayton

for a debt of £7.  In 1604 he sued Philip Rogers to whom he had supplied
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since the preceding March malt to the value of £1.19.10 and had also lent

 2 shillings in cash.  Rogers paid back 6 shillings and Shakspere sought the

 balance of the account.  Again, during 1608 and 1609 he was at law with

 another fellow townsman, John Addenbroke.  In 1609 he obtained judgment

 against Addenbroke for the payment of £6 and £1.5.0 in costs.  Addenbroke

 disappeared, so Shakspere sued his bondsman.

 Although quick to sue people for debt, he was not so quick at repaying

 his own.  He was a persistent tax defaulter because we possess four

 notices for non-payment.  Thus in 1597, the year he bought New Place,

 the tax collectors for Bishopsgate ward affirmed that he had not paid the

 assessed sum of thirteen shillings and fourpence on his personal property.

 Indeed he habitually failed to pay the parish dues that supported abandoned

 babies, the old and the infirm.  Also, about 1595 his wife Anne had

 borrowed 40 shillings from Thomas Whittington, formerly her father's

 shepherd.  This money was recorded as being unpaid by Whittington

 when he bequeathed the money to the poor of Stratford in his will shortly

 before he died in 1601.  It is interesting that Anne had to borrow money at

 a time when her husband was in no want of it himself and that this same

 husband declined to repay her debt in 1601 when he was richer still.

 Another interesting example of William's habit of looking after his

 own interests concerns the attempt to enclose the common lands at Stratford.

 About 1614 William Combe attempted to enclose the common fields

 which belonged to the corporation of Stratford about his estate at Welcombe.

 The corporation decided to resist the scheme on the grounds of hardship to

 the poor.  Shakspere at this time was joint owner with Thomas Greene, the

 town clerk, of the tithes of Old Stratford, Welcombe and Bishopton.

 Since his interest in the tithes might be depreciated by the proposed

 enclosure, he decided to obtain from Combe's agent a deed indemnifying

 himself against any injury he might suffer from the enclosure.  But,

 having thus secured himself against all possible loss, he proceeded to

 support Combe's plan, which nevertheless failed to go through.

 A year earlier he bought a property in London—the Blackfriars

 gatehouse—for which he agreed to pay the owner £140.  A day later, he

 put up £80 in cash and signed a mortgage deed, stipulating that the £60

 balance would be paid later that year.  It was, however, still unpaid when

 he died in 1616.  Perhaps he had intended to use it as a base for his theatre

 interests.  However, the Globe was burnt in a fire a few months after his

 purchase and to avoid contributing towards the cost of a new Globe he

 probably decided to sell his shares, for there is no mention of them in his

 will.

 And did he leave any charitable foundations? Edward Alleyn certainly
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did, and they are still gratefully remembered in Dulwich.  King Edward VI

Grammar School in Stratford is well endowed, but not because of any

Shakspere bequest.  Indeed, in his will this wealthy man left the modest

sum of £10 to the poor.  Greenblatt adds:   "Nothing for the church;

nothing for the local school;  no scholarship for a deserving child;  no

bequest to a worthy servant or apprentice"  (Will in the World, 2004, p386).

William's Will

The first draft of that notorious document was drawn up on 25th

January 1616, and it was signed in three places after revision on 25th

March.  His elder daughter Susanna Hall was left most of the estate,

including his holdings in Stratford and London, while his wife Anne

received his "second-best bed with the furniture"—the most infamous

legacy in history.  By doing this, he seemed to want, for reasons best

known to himself, to deny his wife control of any part of his estate.  He

added a few more bequests, including money to three actors whom he had

known for many years:  "to my fellows John Hemynges, Richard Burbage

and Henry Condell xxvis.  viiid.  apiece to buy them rings".

A witness to the will worth noting is Hamnet Sadler, a Stratford baker,

who is also mentioned in the body of the will.  William almost certainly

named his son Hamnet after him and Hamnet named his son after William.

Since William's son Hamnet was born in 1585, this suggests that Sadler

and he were lifelong friends.  In other words, his enduring relationships

were not with playwrights or poets but with actors and fellow traders.

This will is one of the missing links in the authorship controversy.  It

ought to tell us something which connects the actor/tradesman to the poet

and dramatist, either by mentioning books or manuscripts or by reference

to fellow poets and dramatists.  But it does not do any of this at all.

Instead, it bears the stamp of a tradesman.  Arguably, it makes no mention

of manuscripts or books for the simple reason that William didn't have any

and they were of no interest to him.  Stratfordians sometimes suggest that

the books may have been listed in an inventory which has not survived.

Alternatively, they point to other poets like John Marston or Samuel

Daniel who failed to mention books or manuscripts in their wills.  Yet

William's will is perfectly in keeping with the known facts of his life.  No

books or manuscripts belonging to him have ever been found.  And this is

not surprising, because they would have sat uneasily with the bags of corn

and malt which preoccupied him in later life.

The will contains three alleged signatures which have been the subject of

much debate.  There are three other alleged signatures in existence, one of
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which relates to his deposition in the case of Bellott v. Mountjoy in 1612,

 and two others which relate to the purchase and mortgage deeds on his

 property in Blackfriars, dated 10th and 11th March 1613.  The 1612 entry

 does not include the full name but is abbreviated to what seems to be 'Willi

 Shak'.  The Blackfriars entries seem to be in two different hands but are

 again incomplete, the first reading as 'William Shakspe' and the second as

 'Wm Shakspi'.  This leaves us with the three on the will.  In all three cases

 the terminal letters after the 'p' in the surname are illegible.  If the same man

 wrote all six, then he never finishes spelling his name.  Was this a matter of

 carelessness?  Or difficulty in forming letters?  In the second will signature

 the writer appears unable to spell the Christian name which reads 'Willin'.

 Ornamental dots were often used in those days by law clerks who wrote out

 documents and one clearly appears in the third will Christian name.  There

 is no doubt, though, that the three will surnames are also shakily scribbled,

 which has been explained variously as evidence of writer's cramp or even

 a stroke.
 If I were to write 'William Shakspre' with my right hand (I am left-

 handed), it would be uneven and jerky because I am not used to writing

 with that hand.  This appears to be the situation in this will, at least with

 the surnames.  The writer is not used to writing with a pen nib because he

 presses too hard and makes blots.  Of course, being barely able to write

 doesn't mean that you can't be a successful business man, and it is entirely

 possible that William had been taught in his youth to write his name but in

 his mature years had almost forgotten how to write and spell.  Therefore

 his penmanship was adequate for his purposes but hopelessly inadequate

 for a professional writer.

 It is certainly light years away from the "unblotted papers" to which

 Heming and Condell, or whoever, refer in the First Folio.  It is also in

 different planetary space from that of many contemporary writers whose

 handwriting and signatures are available.  Many of them were collected

 together in a book published in 1925 by Dr. W. W. Greg.  Part 1 has 30

 plates of writing by dramatists such as the Earl of Derby, Heywood,

 Jonson, Lodge, Lyly, Marston, Nashe and Peele.  Part 2 has 30 plates

 devoted to poets including Golding, Herbert, Sidney and Spenser.  Part 3

 covers the prose writing of Bacon, Raleigh and Harvey.  In all cases the

 writing is elegant and skilful.  There are different styles, to be sure.  Some

 have simple letter formation and some are more flowery and ornate.  But

 there can be no doubt that they can all write.  Dr. Greg did not, however,

 include William Shakspere in his English Literary Autographs, 1550-

 1650;  if he had, the startling difference would be plain for all to see.

 Of course, it is entirely possible that these six signatures were all
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written, not by William at all, but by the clerks who drew up the relevant

documents.  A common practice of clerks in the law courts was to sign

statements of evidence themselves and to write the names of the witness(es)

in a different hand from what they had used in the text.  The ornamental

dot in the will's third Christian name does seem to point in this direction,

as does the fact that the signatures of three witnesses—Shaw, Robinson

and Sadler—look suspiciously similar.

Shakespeare in the Public Records, by David Thomas, published by

the Public Records Office in 1985, includes a chapter on 'Shakespeare's

Will and Signatures' by Jane Cox (pp24-34).  Miss Cox reproduces and

examines five of the six supposedly authentic signatures of William of

Stratford (she omits the first signature on the will as unusable).  She

concludes:

"It is obvious at a glance that these signatures, with the exception of

the last two, are not the signatures of the same man.  Almost every

letter is formed in a different way in each.  Literate men in the

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries developed personalised signatures

much as people do today and it is unthinkable that Shakespeare did

not.  Which of the signatures reproduced here is the genuine article is

anybody's guess".

A further point is that as these are all legal documents, the legal name

appears to be Shaksper, Shakspre or Shakspere, probably pronounced

'Shackspurr', with two syllables 'Shacks' and 'purr'.  This is not the same as

'Shakespeare', which probably has a different origin.  The earliest public

record of William's father, in April 1552, spells his name as Shakyspere,

but thereafter it is mostly spelt Shakspere, the form which I have used for

William.  This name, like most surnames, probably derives from a place.

Thus the 13th century Lincolnshire Assize Rolls give the name De Saxebi

and the Leicestershire Pipe Rolls give De Saxeby, and it is likely that that

the place-name Saxby is the source of Shakspere.  Yet this implies that

Shakspere's family name was composed of two syllables Sax or Shaks,

followed by pie, per or pere.  If these syllables has been divided by a

hyphen, which is unlikely, it would have fallen between Shaks and pere,

not Shake-speare.

And what of the latter? Here the derivation is given by William

Camden, the historian and King of Arms, in his chapter on surnames in

Remains (1614).  He explains that it is an example of one of those rare

names derived from what the person commonly carried, in this instance

the carrying or shaking of a spear:   "Breake-speare, Shake-speare;  Shotbolt,

Wagstaffe, Bagot, in the old Norman, the same with Scipio, that is a stay

or walking staffe with the Latines, which became a surname, for that

Cornelius served as a stay to his blind father".  But does not all this
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suggest that Shakspere is not the same name as the name Shakespeare,

 sometimes printed with a hyphen, on the published plays and poems?

 What also strengthens the belief that William was not the writer

 Shakespeare is the illiteracy of his family.  Not only were his parents and

 wife illiterates, but his children were also defective in this area.  His

 younger daughter Judith signed her name with a mark.  His elder daughter

 Susanna, who married John Hall, a respected doctor, learned to sign her

 name but it is a poorly formed signature and probably the most that she

 was capable of doing with a pen.  There is certainly evidence that she

 could not recognise her husband's handwriting.  Dr. James Cooke translated

 Hall's casebook from Latin into English and published it.  In his introduct-

 ion, he gives an account of his interview with Susanna, in which he

 showed her one or two of her husband's books and she denied they were

 his, presumably because she could not recognise her husband's handwriting.

 What writer would not teach his children to read, especially one who

 devoted his life to the world's greatest dramatic canon, a canon committed

 to improving the mental condition of his audiences?  Did the alleged

 creator of Portia, Olivia and Beatrice fail to educate his own daughters?

 In fact, William didn't actually need to teach them himself.  After all, his

 old school, if it was such, was just across the road and it welcomed girls as

 well as boys.  And if William wrote some of his plays at home in Stratford,

 would his daughters not be curious and want to read their father's works?

 Greenwood's comment is worth quoting:
 "Judith Shakspere was allowed to grow up in such entire ignorance

 that she could neither read nor write.  She could not even write her

 own name, but had to use a mark for signature, and a terrible illiterate

 scrawl it is.  Now for a player's daughter this was natural enough.  But

 for the bard who was not of an age but for all time;  the bard who has

 provided an appropriate word of poetry or philosophy for every incident

 and contingency of human life;  the bard whom to know is indeed a

 liberal education;  the literary light of the world;  the myriad-minded

 man who wrote that 'there is no darkness but ignorance'—for him to

 permit his daughter to remain in that darkness—to take no care or

 thought whatever as to her education—that seems to me one of the

 most extraordinary facts (if fact it be) in the world's history.  From the

 player we expect little or nothing in such matters.  From the author of

 Hamlet is it too much to expect some little care for the intelligence of

 his children?" (op.cit, 1916, p248).

 Envious Death

 The exact date and precise cause of William's death is unknown, but

 23rd April 1616 is traditionally given.  It was followed within a couple of
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days by his burial, and we can only conclude that the bereaved saw no

reason to wait because they were blissfully unaware of any fame attached

to their relative outside the confines of Stratford.  His burial in the chancel

of Holy Trinity Church on 25th April 1616 is noted in the Stratford

register, but there is no name on his grave.  On the flat stone over it there

is, however, inscribed the well-known curse:

"Good frend, for Jesus sake forbeare,

To digg the dust encloased heare:

Bleste be ye man t[hat]y spares thes stones,

And curst be he t[hat]y moves my bones".

John Dowdall, who in 1693 made a tour of Warwickshire and who tells

us that the tradition of Shakspeare being a butcher's apprentice comes

from the old parish clerk who showed him over the church, says he was

also told that William wrote these lines himself shortly before his death to

prevent his widow and daughters from being buried with him.  Some

commentators are more specific and allege that, in particular, the lines

were designed to ensure that Anne's remains never rested alongside his.

Others realise how damning it is to imply that this doggerel curse is the

supreme poet's final farewell and suggest that the inscription was placed

there on what was intended to be a temporary stone in order to prevent his

remains from being thrown into the charnel-house beside the church, as

was the custom of the day.  Perhaps, so this speculation goes, William's

relatives asked a local poet to write the lines and had them engraved on the

stone.

 Although Shakspere's passing was presumably mourned by his

daughters, and perhaps even his wife, it was totally ignored by everyone

else.  No written lament has ever been found which regrets his passing.

This silence stands in stark contrast to the encomiums delivered upon the

death of other writers and theatrical figures.  As we stated in Chapter 1,

Francis Beaumont had been mourned with a shower of elegies on his

death in the month before Shakspere's.  When Francis Bacon died in 1626,

thirty-two elegies, in Latin, were published honouring him, and Ben

Jonson's death was mourned within six months in a whole book of verses

by the leading poets of the day.  Michael Drayton, on his death in 1631,

was honoured by a "funeral procession to Westminster escorted by

gentlemen of the Inns of Court and others of note".  In the year following

his burial in the Abbey a monument to his memory was erected by the

Duchess of Dorset and verses attributed to Ben Jonson and others were

contributed.  Richard Burbage, who was left a token remembrance by

Shakspere in his will, died in 1619 and elegiac effusions poured forth like

a torrent such that, according to the playwright Thomas Middleton, "in
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London is not one eye dry".

 With William it was very different.  No one outside the immediate

 family seems to have taken the slightest bit of notice of the death of the

 world's greatest poet.  He died, 'unwept, unhonoured and unsung'.  Now

 this is very strange and Stratfordians have never offered a satisfactory

 answer.  It was another 7 years, and the publication of the First Folio,

 before tributes were paid.

 These eulogies do, nevertheless, seem to link the poet and the actor, in

 three main aspects.  First, the dedicatory letter and address 'To The Great

 Variety of Readers' are apparently signed by Heming and Condell, fellow

 actors remembered by William in his will.  Second, there is Ben Jonson's

 reference in his famous eulogy to the "sweet swan of Avon".  And third,

 there is the dedicatory poem by Leonard Digges, 'To the Memorie of the

 deceased Author Master W. Shakespeare', in which he refers to "thy

 Stratford moniment".  The orthodox point to these facts as incontrovertible

 proof that Shakespeare and Shakspere were one.

 A heretic cannot deny that, at first glance, they present major difficulties

 for his case because they all point firmly in a Stratfordian direction.

 Indeed, perhaps too obviously so.  It is almost as if a deliberate attempt is

 being made to emphasise William's hand in the works lest there be any

 doubt about it.  And doubts there were, as we have seen.  Yet here was the

 first collected edition of the works of the world's supreme literary genius,

 and if 'Shakespeare' was a cover name, then it was important that this

 mask was maintained if the Folio was to see the light of day and, more

 important, if the educational purpose of the Shakespeare enterprise was to

 succeed.

 We shall return to this project and to Ben Jonson and Heming and

 Condell.  For the moment let us focus on the third link signalled by

 Leonard Digges.

 The Stratford Monument

 By the side of William's grave, on the northern wall of the church, a

 monument with a bust was erected, but we do not know when and by

 whom.  In its original form it must have been built some time between

 1616 and 1623 when Digges made his reference to it.  The inscription

 beneath the bust reads:

 Iudicio Pylium, genio Socratem, arte Maronem,

 Terra tegit populus maeret, Olympus habet

 Stay, passenger, why goes thou by so fast?

 Read, if thou canst, whom envious Death hath plast,

 Within this monument, Shakespeare;  with whome
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Quick nature dide:   whose name doth deck this tombe

Far more than cost:   sith all that he has writt,

Leaves living art, but page, to serve his witt.

Obit Ano Do 1616

Aetatis 53, die 23 Ap.

The two Latin lines at the top read:

"A Pylus in judgment, a Socrates in genius, a Maro in art,

The earth encloses, the people mourn, Olympus holds him".

The two at the end read:

"He died AD 1616 aged 53 on the 23rd day of April".

There are a number of puzzles about this monument.  The writer of the

inscription makes a number of errors.  He is apparently unaware that

Shakespeare was not buried within the monument and that his name does

not 'deck his tomb'.  Moreover, 'William' nowhere appears, which surely

rules out the immediate family.  All this suggests, at the least, that the

inscription was commissioned from someone outside Stratford who was

not familiar with the burial site.  It has to be asked whether he was friendly

with the man at all.  A leading contender is Ben Jonson because of the

similarity between some of his words and phrases and those of the

inscription.  For example, Jonson's 1628 epitaph for a certain Henry, Lord

La-Ware, states:

"If, Passenger, thou canst but reade:

Stay, drop a teare for him that's dead...".

Sir William Dugdale tells us in his diary of 1653 that the maker of the

monument was 'Gerald Johnson', by whom he probably means Geraert

Janssen the Younger, the Anglo-Flemish tomb-maker of Southwark, whose

father had lived in London since 1567.  It was the Janssen workshop

which the Earl of Southampton employed in 1594 to construct the memorial

tomb of his father.  So it may have been the Southampton family which

commissioned the Stratford monument.  Of course, this is speculation for

which there is no real evidence, but a possible Southampton link is always

interesting and we shall return to it in due course.

The present bust is as uninspiring as the Droeshout engraving, but

there the resemblance ends.  It depicts a man with an oval face, plump

cheeks, upturned moustache and close-set eyes, holding a pen in his right

hand and a page in his left, both resting on a cushion.  Mark Twain

referred to its "putty face" with the "deep, deep deep, subtle, subtle, subtle,

expression of a bladder".  John Dover Wilson thought it was the face of a

"self-satisfied pork-butcher".  But is what we see what Jannsen erected, or

has it been altered?  It was sketched in July 1634 when Dugdale began
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work on his Antiquities of Warwickshire, first published in 1656.  Dugdale

 drew the monument and it was probably his assistant, Wenceslaus Hollar,

 who engraved it later for the book.  His drawing shows a thin-faced

 merchant with a drooping moustache clutching a sack of grain or wool.

 There is no pen or paper in the subject's hands.  This was confirmed in

 1709 when Nicholas Rowe published his biography of Shakspere.  It too

 contains a drawing of the bust which is similar to Dugdale's, with the same

 drooping moustache, the only major difference being the face, which is

 more rounded.  But again there is no pen or paper and the hands are resting

 on a sack.  When Dugdale's Antiquities was revised in 1730 it contained

 the same drawing that had been included in the original 1656 edition.

 In 1746 John Ward, a theatrical manager, spent the summer at Stratford.

 In recognition of the hospitality he received from its inhabitants, and

 struck by the idea of how the new monument to Shakespeare in Westminster

 Abbey had been acquired from money raised by public performances, he

 proposed something similar for the Stratford bust.  A public announcement

 stated:   "As the Curious Original Monument and Bust of that incomparable

 Poet...is through length of Years and other accidents become much impair'd

 and decay'd, an offer has been made...  to the Repairing the Original

 Monument aforesaid".  It seems that this happened in 1748 and the bust

 may have been changed to make the "curious original monument" more

 appropriate, although this is not recorded.

 Stratfordians point to Alexander Pope's edition of Shakespeare's works

 in 1725 that included an engraving of the monument done by George

 Vertue.  His engraving, executed in 1723, is said to be evidence against

 the claim that the monument was altered in 1748-9, since the details of the

 engraving correspond with the current state of the monument, including

 the presence of the pen and paper.  One of the oft-cited 'authorities' on this

 matter was M. H. Spielmann, author of Shakespeare's Portraiture, who

 published an essay in 1924 arguing that Sir William Dugdale's reproduction

 of the Stratford Monument, as printed in his Antiquities, was incorrect and

 that the present monument is the original one that was placed there prior to

 1623.  However, Charlotte Stopes and others have argued that the pen and

 paper in Vertue's engraving actually provided a model for the new bust of

 1748-9 and that Dugdale's 1634 sketch was a correct representation of the

 original.  What is the truth of the matter?  It seems impossible to say, but

 Dugdale's drawing provided the basis for a portraiture of 'Shakespeare' for

 nearly 200 years and no one questioned its veracity.  Even as late as 1788

 Bell's Shakespeare showed the Dugdale version of the monument.  On

 balance, therefore it does appear that the monument was changed in 1748

 to represent a person who was an artistic figure, whereas what had been
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shown originally was a figure of commerce.

But suppose that the bust was changed in this way.  What would it

prove?  Was the original part of a concerted effort to perpetuate a literary

hoax which concealed the real author, or was it just a mistake? Certainly,

William was a merchant—the evidence is indisputable.  But Shakespeare

the writer was a poet, and the inscription presumably refers to the poet not

the merchant.  Or does it?  The Latin references to 'Pylus', 'Socrates' and

'Maro' are interesting.  Jonson was a classicist, and proud of his education,

so what precisely does he mean by comparing Shakespeare with Nestor,

Socrates and Virgil?  Pylus was the appellation of Nestor, King of Pylus—

a statesman, ruler and judge who was famed for his eloquence, wisdom

and justice.  Socrates was an acclaimed orator and the most celebrated

philosopher of all antiquity.  Maro was the surname of Virgil, a learned

scholar and the greatest of the Roman poets.  In other words, Shakespeare

is not only a great poet but also a fine scholar like Virgil, a philosopher

equal to Socrates, and a statesman, ruler and judge on a par with Nestor.

Now, these are decidedly odd comparisons if applied to William.  A

statesman?  A philosopher?  A scholar?

There is something else which is odd about the choice of these three

names.  First, Nestor was a mythical figure who fought on the side of

Greece in the Trojan War.  Socrates only became known to the world

because of what was said and written about him by other people because

he wrote absolutely nothing himself and was therefore dependent upon the

comments of others for his subsequent reputation.  As for Virgil, there are

a number of possibilities.  One is that, as we have said before, it was his

works that Batillus appropriated (remember that Greene refers to it).

Second, in the Eclogues Virgil used Tityrus as a pastoral mask for himself.

In The Shepherd's Calendar (1579) Spenser wrote that Virgil did "secretly

shadoweth himself" under the name of Tityrus.  Also, in the 16th century

Virgil's art itself was widely said to have been transferred to him from a

greater spirit, whom the poet then hid from view.  This led to the assumption

that after Virgil had acquired his gifts he allowed the public to believe he

was their natural possessor.  An account of this belief can be found in a

contemporary biography of Virgil—Een Schone Historie Van Vergilius—

published in 1552.  The story was subsequently recounted in most Christian

countries across Europe, and became quite widespread, because the moral

of the story showed the triumph of good over the forces of darkness.

Is Jonson in effect saying:   William Shakspere's fame was based upon

myth, for he wrote nothing himself, his reputation relying solely upon the

account of others, and that he acquired his fame as a poet from a greater

spirit whom he afterwards shielded from view?  This reading may seem
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far-fetched, but we have to ask ourselves whether it is any more ludicrous

 than describing William of Stratford as a statesman and a philosopher.

 The Missing Southampton Link

 In William's life there are a number of important missing links.  One is

 his relationship with noblemen.  There is no evidence that he ever met the

 Earls of Pembroke and Montgomery, the "incomparable pair" to whom

 the First Folio is dedicated.  Another key figure is Henry Wriothesley, 3rd

 Earl of Southampton, who is usually said to have been Shakespeare's

 patron in the early years.  The poet dedicated both Venus and Adonis in

 1593 and The Rape of Lucrece in 1594 to Southampton, then in his early

 twenties, and he is often identified as the "fair youth" in many of the

 Sonnets.  There are signs in these works of a romance or even intimacy

 between the author and the Earl.  The dedication in Venus, itself an erotic

 poem, contains the following words which look suspiciously like a sexual

 innuendo:   "eare so barren a land, for feare it yeeld me still so bad a

 harvest...".*  It is hard to imagine that a commoner would address an earl

 in such terms.  Lucrece is even stronger.  Its dedication begins:   "The love

 I dedicate to your lordship is without end", and later continues:   "What I

 have is yours, what I have to do is yours, being part in all I have, devoted

 yours".  Greenblatt states that this was not merely an exercise in praise or

 a plea for patronage;  this was "a public declaration of fervent, boundless

 love" (op.cit, 2004, p246).

 Yet not one scintilla of contemporary documentation exists to show

 that William Shakspere ever met Southampton, never mind whether he

 received money, love or sex from him.  In contrast, the Earl of Leicester's

 accounts show a payment to "Robert Grene that presented a booke to your

 lordship vli".  In a letter by Sir George Carey to his wife, we read that

 "Nashe hath dedicated a booke unto you with promis of a better, will

 cotton will disburs vls or xx nobles in yowr rewarde to him".  The Earl of

 Northumberland's accounts show a payment "to one Geo.  Peele, a poett,

 as my Lord's liberality 3£".

 Looked at the other way, the recipients were also sometimes vocal

 about the favours.  John Florio dedicated his Italian-English Dictionary to

 the "most Honorable Earl of Southampton, in whose pay and patronage I

 have lived some years".  Spenser's dedication of Colin Clouts Come Home

 Againe to Sir Walter Raleigh refers to his "infinite debt" owed for "singular

 * The full sentence is: "But if the first heire of my invention prove deformed, I shall be
 sorie it had so noble a god-father, and never after eare so barren a land, for feare it
 yeeld me still so bad a harvest".  'Barren a land' has been seen as a reference to
 Shakespeare's homosexual proclivities.
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favours and sundry good turns".  If William of Stratford received any

money at all from Southampton—money which might have helped him to

buy New Place, for example—he certainly kept quiet about it.

Nicholas Rowe, writing in 1709, states that Shakespeare met with

"many great and uncommon marks of favour" from Southampton.  He

mentions one incident in particular which "if I had not been assured that

the story was handed down by Sir William Davenant, who was probably

very well acquainted with his affairs, I should not venture to have asserted,

that my Lord Southampton at one time gave him a thousand pounds to

enable him to go through with a purchase which he heard he had a mind

to".  But Davenant's reliability as a witness has always been questioned,

not least by Stratfordians themselves.  Park Honan describes the story as a

myth invented by Davenant which strained even the credibility of Rowe

(Park Honan, op.cit, p192).

We do know that Southampton liked the theatre.  "My Lord Southampton

and Lord Rutland," wrote Rowland White to Sir Robert Sydney in 1599,

"come not to the court ...  They pass away the time in London merely in

going to plays every day".  Greenblatt suggests that, perhaps "struck by

Shakespeare's acting in a play or by his gifts as a writer or by his lively

good looks" (op.cit, p228), Southampton might have gone backstage after

the performance to make his acquaintance.  He places the likeliest time for

their first encounter in 1591 or early 1592, when the Earl, having graduated

from Cambridge, was attending upon the Queen at court and studying law

at Gray's Inn.  The rest of of this chapter—Master-Mistress—in Greenblatt's

book is pure speculation about the relationship between William and

Southampton.

Every biographer of Southampton writes at length about this friendship,

yet one has ever found any communication between the actor and the earl.

No physical meeting, no letter, no recorded conversation, not even a

rumour of a link.  Take, for example, Shakespeare and the Earl of

Southampton by G.P.V. Akrigg, published in 1968.  The author, who

thinks that Shakespeare's love for the young Southampton may have been

the greatest emotional experience of his life, writes 268 pages about their

relationship but has to admit that the only facts about it are the dedications

of the two long poems in 1593 and 1594.  He may well be right about the

intensity of the relationship between Shakespeare the author and

Southampton, but William and the Earl is an entirely different proposition.

The Womaniser

Who were the people with whom he associated in London?  As an

actor he would probably have befriended other actors.  Actors then had no
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more status than common beggars and they tended to keep together.  It is

 for this reason that William's life in London is largely a blank.  If he had

 kept the company of the nobility, like Southampton, Pembroke or

 Montgomery, then we would have heard about it.  Clearly, he didn't.  The

 records show him living in various lodgings in Bishopsgate, where the

 North Road entered the city, near the Shoreditch playhouses, up to 1598.

 Then he moved across the Thames to the South Bank and the district

 called Bankside in Southwark, where The Globe was built.  On 6th

 October 1599 the tax record shows that Shakspere was among those listed

 in the Lord Treasurer's Remembrancer Residuum London accounts as

 delinquents owing back-taxes, the marginal note Surrey, and the reference

 to 'Residuum Sussex', added later, signify that he had migrated across the

 river to the Surrey Bankside.

 Southwark had, for centuries, been known as the resort of criminals

 and prostitutes.  The brothels, or 'stews', so called because of the vapour

 baths through which clients tried to steam themselves free of venereal

 disease, had been officially suppressed in 1546, but they had soon re-

 established themselves in the liberties and manors of the Bankside.  When

 Philip Henslowe, the prime mover in the playhouse project, took out his

 lease on The Rose, it was a brothel, and indeed 'Rose' was a common

 street name for prostitutes.  The Globe itself, built in 1597-8, didn't just

 show plays;  it was also reputed to be a brothel and gambling house.  The

 life of London actors could hardly help but be a seedy affair.  And that is

 confirmed by the well-known anecdote involving William and Burbage.

 On 13th March 1602 John Manningham, barrister of the Middle Temple,

 recorded the story in his diary:

 "Upon a time when Burbage played Richard the Third there was a citizen

 grew so far in liking with him, that before she went from the play she

 appointed him to come that night unto her by the name of Richard the Third.

 Shakespeare, overhearing their conclusion, went before, was entertained

 and at his game ere Burbage came.  Then, message being brought that

 Richard the Third was at the door, Shakespeare caused return to be made

 that William the Conqueror was before Richard the Third.  Shakespeare's

 name William"  (see Greenwood: Is There a Shakespeare Problem?,

 p257).

  Now, there are a number of odd and interesting things about this story,

 the only contemporary anecdote we have of William.  First, although the

 name of Shakespeare the author was famous by 1602, Manningham was

 so unfamiliar with the man from Stratford that he feels the need to leave a

 note to himself that "Shakespeare's name William".  Yet Manningham

 was a cultured and well-educated individual.  Five weeks earlier he had
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seen a performance of Twelfth Night in the Middle Temple Hall and

recorded in his diary that:   "At our feast we had a play called Twelve

Night, or What You Will, much like the Comedy of Errors, or Menechmi

in Plautus, but most like and near to that in Italian called Inganni".  He

goes on to record details of the plot, yet apparently he has no idea who

wrote the play, and five weeks later he mentions another play, Richard III,

and still has no idea that William supposedly wrote both.  Instead of

saying 'William Shakespeare, the brilliant author of the amusing play I

saw last month', or words to that effect, he writes "Shakespeare's name

William" to indicate that he had not the least idea that he was the author of

the play.  Manningham, in short, has no suspicion of the identity of

Shakespeare the author and Shakspere the randy actor.  And why should

he, if they were not the same person?

William 'Falstaff'

Our Willie, then, was a bit of a ladies' man.  But this is hardly

surprising since he spent much of his married life away from his wife in

neighbourhoods where prostitutes were in plentiful supply.  There is in the

Cecil Papers at Hatfield House a letter which I think almost spills the

beans.  In 1599 the Countess of Southampton wrote to her husband, who

was then in Ireland:
"All the news I can send you that I think will make you merry is that

I reade in a letter from London that Sir John Falstaffe is by his mrs

dame pintpot made father of a godly milers thumb, a boie that's all

heade and veri litel body—but this is a secret"  (quoted in: Jean

Overton Fuller: Sir Francis Bacon, East-West Publications, 1981,

p146).

In Henry IV Part 1 Falstaff does address Mistress Quickly as 'pintpot'.

Clearly, this is a literary allusion and some kind of in-joke.  Yet the

Countess is also referring to a real person who has had a son by 'pintpot',

presumably a woman of ill-repute similar to Mistress Quickly, hostess of

the Boar's Head Tavern, a seedy dive in Eastcheap in the play, which was

published the year before, in 1598.

But who is this Sir John Falstaffe, apart from the character in

Shakespeare? A possible answer is provided in A Collection of Letters

owned by Sir Tobie Matthew and published in 1660.  In one letter—it is

not clear whether it is from or to Matthew—we read the following:   "As

that excellent author Sir John Falstaff sais, what for your bysiness news,

device, foolerie and libertie, I never dealt better since I was a man".  In

Henry IV Part 1 (Act 2, Scene 4), Falstaff, boasting about his encounter

with the 'buckram men', uses precisely these words:   "I never dealt better
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since I was a man".  Why should the writer refer to Falstaff, not as the

 character in the play whose line he quotes, but as the 'excellent author' of

 it? It was presumably this reference which led Sir Sidney Lee to write in

 The Life of William Shakespeare:   "In the letters of Sir Tobie Matthew the

 soubriquet Sir John Falstaff seems to have been bestowed on Shakespeare"

 (1931 edition, p645).

 The reason is clear and stares at us down the centuries:   Falstaff is

 modelled on William Shakspere, the father of the illegitimate son and

 alleged 'excellent' author of Henry IV Part 1.  In Will in the World (pp216-

 225) Stephen Greenblatt takes up several pages arguing that Falstaff is

 modelled on Robert Greene, partly on the basis that both consorted with

 criminals and prostitutes.  Anthony Holden makes a similar connection in

 his biography of the bard.  Both are probably following Bate who compares

 Falstaff's death with Greene's (The Genius of Shakespeare, p19).  It is true

 that Greene lived a dissolute life, and his time at Cambridge was, according

 to his own account in the third person, "spent among wags as lewd as

 himself, with whom he consumed the flower of his youth".  His

 contemporary Gabriel Harvey claimed he died after a dinner in which he

 had a "surfeit of pickled herring and Rhenish wine" (more likely he died

 of syphilis or the plague).  Bate and Greenblatt also find a clue in the name

 'Doll'.  Greene's wife was called Dorothea', or 'Doll' for short, and of

 course Falstaff's favourite whore is Doll Tearsheet.

 Yet Greenblatt himself acknowledge the weaknesses of the parallel.

 Greene was neither a knight nor an old man, and his wife was no prostitute.

 In any case, the playwright started from an historical character in a play by

 someone else, The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth, which had been

 performed by the Queen's Men in London and on tour.  This anonymous

 play included a dissolute knight, Sir John Oldcastle, named after a real

 person who, during the Welsh wars of the early 15th century, gained the

 friendship of King Henry IV's son Henry, Prince of Wales.  It seems that

 during the first performances of 1 Henry IV, protests from Oldcastle's

 descendants—the influential Cobham family—forced Shakespeare to

 change the name.  The new name 'Falstaff' is derived from Shakespeare's

 earlier play, Henry VI, Part 1, in which there is a cowardly character

 based on the medieval knight Sir John Fastolf.  Thus by a quick mental

 leap Fastolf became Falstaff.

 Falstaff may indeed be a composite character, but if we take the

 countess of Southampton at her word, he was based, above all, on William

 Shakspere.  He is an essential clown, obsessed with money, eating, drinking

 and fornication.  Moreover, he is also a thief—he takes what is not his

 own—and he does a bit of acting.  He is selfish and cares only for his own
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profit and enjoyment.  His name is deliberate:   he carries a false staff;  he

is not the shaker of the spear who brandishes a lance at ignorance but an

impostor.  Samuel Johnson wrote of him:

"He is a thief, and a glutton, a coward, and a boaster, always ready

to cheat the weak, and prey upon the poor;  to terrify the timorous and

insult the defenceless.  At once obsequious and malignant, he satirises

in their absence those whom he lives by flattering.  He is familiar with

the prince only as an agent of vice, but of this familiarity he is so proud

as not only to be supercilious and haughty with common men, but to

think his interest of importance to the duke of Lancaster.  Yet the man

thus corrupt, thus despicable, makes himself necessary to the prince

that despises him, by the most pleasing of all qualities, perpetual

gaiety, by an unfailing power of exciting laughter, which is the more

freely indulged, as his wit is not of the splendid or ambitious kind, but

consists in easy escapes and sallies of levity, which make sport but

raise no envy.  It must be observed that he is stained with no enormous

or sanguinary crimes, so that his licentiousness is not so offensive but

that it may be borne for his mirth…"  (from Samuel Johnson:  Preface

to Shakespeare, 1765;  at:  http://etext.library.adelaide.edu. au/j/johnson/

samuel/preface/henry4.html  ).

I suspect that Johnson's description of Falstaff is not a bad description

of the man from Stratford.

The image of William from the known external facts of his life is that

he was a mediocre actor who played minor roles, a theatrical investor and

moneylender, a shrewd businessman who knew how to make a quick

buck, a skinflint who hoarded his wealth and gave nothing to the poor*

and a womaniser who consorted with prostitutes.  Put in these terms, he

does not appear to be a very attractive character.  Yet we do not know

what really went on in his mind;  we do not know what hopes and fears he

had;  we are not aware of what thoughts about life in general flashed

through his brain.  In these internal aspects, he was a blank slate.  It was

the Shakespeare mastermind who took William the invisible man and in

Falstaff made him into an immortal comic character.  Just as Hamlet is the

dramatic representation of the mastermind himself, so Falstaff is the

embodiment of his mean, randy and mercenary allonym.  In these two

opposing characters the dramatist reveals all.

* See Katherine Duncan-Jones: Ungentle Shakespeare, The Arden Shakespeare, 2001.
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William's 'signatures'
 The will was signed in three places in writing which is light years away from the

 'unblotted' manuscripts of the author of Shakespeare
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The Stratford

Monuments

The engraving in Dugdale's

Antiquities of Warwickshire in

1656 is quite different from the

present monument.  The

former (shown on the left)

shows a thin-faced merchant

with a drooping moustache

clutching a sack of grain or

wool.  The latter (below)  shows

a man with an oval face

holding a pen in his right hand

and a page in his left, both

resting on a cushion.
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The Southampton

 Connection

In this miniature by

 Nicholas Hilliard painted

 in 1594, the 20-year-old

 Earl of Southampton

 displays the long auburn

 hair for which he was

 famous.  Shakespeare

 dedicated both Venus and

 Adonis and The  Rape of

 Lucrece (illustrated) to

 Southampton, both in

 affectionate terms.  Was

 he the 'lovely boy' of the

 sonnets, having 'a

 woman's face, with

 nature's own hand

 painted' (sonnet 20)?
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Sir Henry Neville

(circa 1562-1615)

A Quartet Of Claimants

Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593):

a presumed portrait of Marlowe at

Cambridge in 1585, aged twenty

one

 Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford

(1550-1604)

 William Stanley, Earl of Derby

(1561-1642)
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Miniature portrait of Bacon
 at the age of 18 by Nicholas Hilliard,

 At the top, the Latin translates:  "If

 only I could paint his mind"

 Portrait of Bacon
 by John Vanderbank, after unknown

 artist 1731? (circa 1618)
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The White Hart Mural

This painting was discovered in 1985 by workmen renovating panel-

ling in the White Hart Inn, two miles from Bacon's home in St.

Albans.  Dated to about 1600, it apparently depicts the hunt scene in

Shakespeare's Venus and Adonis and also contains a picture of a boar

similar to the boar's head used by Bacon in his crest


