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these masques and took part in the acting. She was a great
patron of literature and of the theater, and it was due to
her that drama developed as far as it did in the sixteenth
century. It is strange, then, to us in the twentieth century
that actors and playwrights were relegated to such a low
position in the social hierarchy and that nobles were cen-
sured‘for'writlpg plays to be acted in the theaters around
London.

- Within the theater itself, many of these playwrights
who were later to be considered great were working, but they
had no protection, There was no copyright law, and plagiarism
and outright theft of plays were not uncommon., Actors memo-
rized plays and then wrote them out and socld them to another
company either as their own or without author. Plays were
written by one playwrlght and later *@octored* by other play-
wrights, To add to the general confusion of authorship, many
nobles and scholars used names or initials of others on thelr
works and of'ten dated these works falsely because of the low
status accorded playwrights;l Further confusion was probably

added at the time of the Puritan regime in England which fol-

lowed the beheading of Charles I in 1649, The Purltans had

c¢losed the theaters in 1642, and when they came to absolute

1James Phinney Baxter, The Greatest of Literary Prob-
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1917), p. xx1ill.

lems (Boston:
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power in 1649, they comoletely outlawed the theater., It
does not seem strange, therefore, that many manuscripts and
documents were lost or destroyed., When all of the above
factors have been taken into consideration, it 1s not 4if-
flcult to see why there 1s & lack of knowledge today about
much of the authorship of the late sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries;z

The playwrights of this period are called Elizabethans
today, and, in most cases, their writings reflect the up-
heaval and surge of the times. It 1s strange to note that,
though the period is named for her, Elizabeth had little con-
tact with the great writers of her time, Many historians,
among them Conyers Read, feel that Elizabeth was not an
Elizabethan. She was more closely identified with her people,

who were not Elizabethans, than she was with the great writers,

sclentists, and philasophers.3

II. SHAKESPEARE'S LIFE

More is known &bout the personal life of William

Shakespeare than is known about the lives of most other

ZParts of the Adiscussion about conditions in the
Elizabethan theater were taken from the lectures of Professor
Martha Pierce in the Development of English Drama course at
College of the Pacific, Permlssion to use secured,

Bconyers-aead, "Good Queen Bess," The Making of English
Higtory (New York: The Dryden Press, 1952), PP. 177-87.
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peets and playwrights of the period. In addition to known
facts, many traditions have grown up around the man from
Sstratford which cannot be proven true or false., For this
reason, the account of his life as 1t appears below is a
tabulation of only the known facts that are universally
agreed upon by biographers of the poet.

William Shakespeare was born to John and Mary Arden
Shakespeare on April 23, 1564, in Stratford-on-Avon. The
Shakespeares were a substantial middle-class family, and
John was something of a civic leader., Most historians feel
that Willlam attended the local grammar school where he
picked up some knowledge of the classics, but reverses in
the family fortunes forced him to quit school when he was
about fourteen.h In 1582, William married Anne Hathaway,
who was eight years his senior. The birth of a daughter,
Susanna, six months later gives a reason for the marriage,
but there is no proof that the match was as unhappy as tradi-
tion has said it was., The years from 1585 to 1592 are unac-
counted for and have been the cause of much speculation, but

it is known that sometime during this period Shakespeare

arrived in London. He worked as an actor and must have been

doing some writing. By 1597, shrewd investments in his acting

‘*'There 1s no actual proof of this grammar school tradi-

tion, and it is an important one in the controversy. It _w_.tll.
be discussed in the next section, "The Question of Education.



