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for trade the Paelf'lc Ocean, which had been considered a 

Spanish lake up to· that time. But, ln spite ot the great

ness of' all of' this, Elizabeth was not particularly inter

ested, although she made the correct gestures or apprec·latlon. 

The explorations, the defeat of' the Spanish Armada, 

and the opening of' the Pae1f'ic Ocean all caused a surge or 

power in England. This great burg-eoning atrected th(l) phi

losophers, the so1ent1Sts, and the writers. It was truly a 

golden and gl.orious age tor them. Paradoxically, 1t took 

later generations to recognize the genius �p�r�o�d�u�c�~�d� at this. 

time. 

Through all of' this, the theater ·went its own way 

while producing some of the greatest geniuse·s that the world 

has ever known in the field of plaf-wrlt1ng. · These men who 

were corinected with the theater and who were later to be 

re""'ered were considered to be on the same level as the p1ek

�P�o�c�k�~�t�s� -and �p�r�o�s�t�l�t�u�t�~�s� who gathered around the· theaters •. 

In spl,.te of the dazzling pOmp of the Court and El1zabeth1 8 

love of' plays and masques, this att1tude dtd··not change. 

Because the law said that players without royal patronage 

were subJect to arrest. many of the playing companies asked 

for and received royal patronage from nobles and even from 

the Crown, but, in .many cases, the patron had little to do 

with the company. The nobil1tJ within the Court acted ln 

masques presented. for the Que-en, whose Court was one or 

brilliant and lavish entertainment• Elizabeth wrote some ot 
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these ·masques and took part 1n the acting. She was a great 

patron o~ literature and of the theater, and it was due to 

her that drama deTeloped as tar aa 1t did 1n the sixteenth 

century. It 1s strange, then, to us 1n the twentieth century 

that actors and playwrights we·re relegated to such a low 

positl<>li in the soctal hle.rarchJ and that nobles were cen

sured .for wr1t1ng plays to be .aeted in the theaters around 

London., 

· W1thln the t-heater itself, many· of these. playwrights 

who were later to be considered great wer.e working, but th-ey 

bad no protection. There was no copy-right law, and plagiarism 

and outright theft or play.s were not ·uncommon. Act ora memo

rized plays and then wrote them ,out and sold them to another 

company either as their own or w1tt.tout. author. Plays were 

written. by one playwright and la~er 1 doetored• by other play

wrights. To add to the general confusion or authorship, many 

noble$ and ·scholars use4 names or initials or others on. their 

works and o:f·ten dat~d these works ralsely because of' the low 

status accorded playwr1ghts.1 
Further confusion wa$ probablY 

added at the ~ime of the P~r1 tan regime in England which fol

lowed the beheading of Charles I 1n 1649. The Puritans had 

closed the theaters in 1642, and when they came to absolute 

1James Phinney Baxter, ~ Greatest . ot Lfterarx: ~
~ (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1917), p. X]c111. 
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power in 1649. they eompletel7 outlawed the thea·ter. It 

does not a-eem strange, therefore ,, that many manuscripts and 

documents wet"e lost or destroyed. When all of the above 

factors have 'been taken 1nto consideration, it ls not d1f

f'1e.ul t to· see why there ls a lack or knowl-edge today about 

much o~ th.e au·tnorsh1p or the late .sixteenth and early seven-
. .2 

teenth centuries. 

The pl$Jwr1ghts of this period ar~ called Elizabethans 

today, and, 1n most cases; their writings ref'lect the up

heava1 and surge ot the times. I~ ls strange to note that, 

though the period. is named tor her, Elizabeth had little con

tact with the great writers of her time;. Many htatorlans, 

among them Conyers Read, :reel that Elizabeth was not an 

Eli:zabethan. She was more closely 1dent1t1ed flfi'th her people, 

who were not El1zabe.thana, ·than she was ·with the great writers, 

sol~ntl:sts,. and phllo.sophers.3 

II. SHAKESPEARE'S LIFE 

More 1s known abOut the personal lite ot W1111am 

Shakespeare than ls: known abo\lt the lives of most other 

2Parts of the discuss-ion abo\lt conditions in the 
Ellza,bethan theater were taken 1"rom the lectures or Prof'e$SOr 
Martha :Pferce 1n the DevelopiJleilt oc ·English Dra~ course at 
College of the Pacific. Permission to use seeur~d. 

)Conyers Read t •.Good Queen Bess," The . Making .!lt.. Engl fsh 
Htstorx. (New lOJ:"k:· The Dryden Press, 1952), PP• 177,...87·. 
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poets and playwrights of' the perlod. .In addition to known 

fa~ts • malV' traditions ha-ve grown up around the man from 

Stratf'ord wb1.eh ~annot be proven. true or false. For this 

reason, the. account or his lite as it appears beiow ls a 

tabulation ot only the known ' :facts that are un1ver.sall y 

agreed upon by biographers or the poet. 

William Shakespeare was born to- John and Mary Arden 

Shakespeare on April 2J, 1S'64, in Strattord-on•A•on. The 

Shakespeare a were a subs.tant1al middle•class family, and 

John was something of a ciyic leader.., Most historians c-ee-1 

that William attended the local grammar school where he 

pteked up some knowledge of the classics • but reverses 1n 

the familJ fortunes forced him to quit sehool when he was 
4 

about fourteen. . In 1582, William married Anne Hathawar, 

who was eight years his senior. T~e ·birth ot a daughter, 

Susanna, six months later gives a re.ason for tne marriage, 

but there is no proof that the natch was as unhappy as tradi

tion bas sa1d 1 t Kas. The 7ears .fran 1585 to 1.59-2 ar.e tln&C

eounted for and have been the cause or much speculation, but 

~t 1s knOlfll t .h.at sometime dur1IIg· this period Shakespeare 

arriv~d in London. lie WOJ'ked as an act·or .and must haTe been 

doing some wri~.1,ng. By 1591, s1lreJid investments in his act.1ng 

4There fs no actual proof of this gratJlDiar s¢hool. tradi
tion, and it. is an important one in the controversy.. . I.t will 
be discussed in the next sec:t10n, •The Question of' ·Et;luQ:&tion. • 


