What do we
know about
Shakespeare’s
life?

•baptized 26
April 1564
in Stratfordupon-Avon
•son of John
Shakespeare
and Mary
Arden
•John
Shakespeare
was a
prosperous
glover,
town alderman, and bailiff

home purchased by John Shakespeare in 1556
(color lithograph, ca. 1900)

•Mary Arden was a member of a wealthy landowning family

•almost
certainly
attended
the King’s
New School
in Stratford
(chartered in 1553);
actual attendance
records for
this period do not
survive; the school
lies less than a mile
from the Shakespeare household,
and John’s position
would have entitled
William to free tuition

King Edward VI School (in the 1960s)

•the curriculum (dictated by statute) taught mostly Latin, the Latin
classics, and rhetoric

•by the mid-1570s John
Shakespeare was
experiencing financial
difficulties (forced to liquidate some of his
properties; failed to appear in public for fear of
being seized for debt)

•John Shakespeare withdrew
from public life in 1576
•John Shakespeare’s financial
troubles might have cut short
William’s formal education
•it certainly precluded any
idea of William attending
university

the sort of glove John
Shakespeare would have made
for wealthy clients

•at age 18
William
Shakespeare
married Anne
Hathaway (1582)
•she was 26 at
the time and
several
months
pregnant
the “Hathaway Cottage” (where Anne
Hathaway was raised)

•their daughter
Susanna was
baptized 26
May 1583

•twins Judith and Hamnet (who died at age 11) were
baptized 02 February 1585 (named after family friends Hamnet and Judith Sadler)

•the next
documented
reference to
Shakespeare
is in 1592
(seven “lost” years)

•he is living
in London
and of
sufficient
fame to be
the object of
an envious
attack by
playwright
Robert Greene

London in 1593

•his wife and children remained in Stratford-upon-Avon

•by 1594 Shakespeare is writing
and acting for the Lord
Chamberlain’s Men
•by 1594 some of his plays were
being published, and by 1598
his name had become enough
of a selling point to appear on
the title pages

Quarto edition of Titus Andronicus
(written in early 1590s)

•Shakespeare was also
a shareholder in the
Lord Chamberlain’s
Men
•the company was
doing well enough by
1596 for Shakespeare
to afford to apply for a
coat of arms in his
father’s name (very
expensive); after the
application was
granted, William
Shakespeare was
entitled to be called
“gentleman”

“Not without right”

•in 1597
Shakespeare
began buying
property in
Stratford
(including the
second largest
house in the
town)
Shakespeare’s Stratford home, “New Place” (left)
(18th Century drawing– the home no longer stands)

•Shakespeare continued to invest in Stratford land and
property for the next ten years
•while staying in London, he lodged with various families in
various parts of the city

•in 1599 the
shareholders of the
Lord Chamberlain’s
Men (including Shakespeare)
constructed the Globe
Theatre on the south
bank of the Thames
•other companies
soon followed suit
(suggesting the popularity and
profitability of such enterprises)

1638 sketch of the Globe Theatre

•after the 1603 death of Queen
Elizabeth I, the Lord
Chamberlain’s Men were
awarded a royal patent by the
new king (James I), becoming
the King’s Men

Master of the Wardrobe record for the
“Players” who were given scarlet cloth
to be worn for the King’s Royal
Procession through London
James I

•in 1608, the King’s Men
partnership took over a
second venue, the
Blackfriars indoor theatre

•after 1606–1607,
Shakespeare wrote fewer
plays, and none are
attributed to him after
1613

John Fletcher
(Shakespeare’s collaborator in later
plays and successor as chief
dramatist for the King’s Men)

•Some of his last plays
were written in
collaboration with others-particularly John
Fletcher, his successor as
chief dramatist within the
King’s Men

•Shakespeare
apparently
spent more
time in
Stratford in
his final
years (although
he continued to
maintain London
connections, including
the 1613 purchase of
an income property
near Blackfriars)

early 18th century engraving of Stratford-upon-Avon

•Shakespeare wrote a will in Stratford in March 1616;
his burial is recorded a month later

poem on Shakespeare’s grave marker

•Before 1618, the Holy Trinity funerary monument is
erected.
•About the same time, poet William Basse writes an
elegy to Shakespeare that circulates widely in
manuscript, suggesting Shakespeare should have been
buried in Westminster Abbey (along with the other great English poets).
Over two dozen manuscript copies survive.

•King’s Men actors John Heminges
and Henry Condel (both of whom had received
a small bequest in Shakespeare’s will) secure the
rights to print thirty-six of
Shakespeare’s surviving thirtyeight plays in folio format. Twenty
of these plays had never been
published in any other format.
About 750 were printed, and the
cost was about 15s for an unbound
copy (approximately $175 in today’s money) and £1
for a bound copy (approximately $225 in
today’s money). A copy of the First Folio sold in 2001 for

In the dedicatory
materials, some of Shakespeare’s
friends and colleagues wrote
remembrances and celebratory
verses dedicated to his memory.

more than six million dollars.

contents of the 1623 First
Folio; the book was reprinted
three times over the course
of the 17th century (in 1632,
1663, and 1685)

•In 1642, during the
English Civil War,
Parliament closes
all London public
theaters and bans
the public performance of stage
plays, as they are
representative of “lascivious Mirth

The ban is
not lifted until the
1660 restoration of
the monarchy.

and Levity.”

Holy Trinity Church parish register entry
recording Susanna Shakespeare Hall’s burial

•In 1649 Shakespeare’s eldest daughter, Susanna
(Shakespeare) Hall dies. She had been left the bulk of
Shakespeare’s estate, with special provisions for any male
heirs she might have (she had none-- only a daughter, Elizabeth).

•In 1662 Shakespeare’s
youngest daughter, Judith
(Shakespeare) Quiney, dies.
She had three children but
outlived them all, and none had
issue. One died in infancy, the other two in early
adulthood (within nine days of each other). Also in
this year, Thomas Fuller
publishes The History of the
Worthies of England, which
includes a short biography of
Shakespeare (the first such attempt).
•In 1670 Lady Elizabeth (Hall)
Barnard dies, the daughter of
John and Susanna (Shakespeare) Hall. She was the only grandchild
Shakespeare had known. She was married twice, but never had
children. Shakespeare’s direct line dies out in this year.
Elizabeth (Hall) and her first
husband Thomas Nash

Rowe’s edition of Shakespeare

•In 1709, Nicholas Rowe
edits the first modern
edition of Shakespeare’s
works in six-volume set.
By century’s end, there
will be over 50 editions
of his works. From 17061715, over 12% of the
plays performed on the
London stage were by
Shakespeare.

•In 1758, the Warrington Academy in Cheshire (a college for religious
dissenters) inaugurates the first classes in English literature as
an academic discipline. The works of Shakespeare form
the core of the new curriculum. It is in the 18th century that
Shakespeare gains his enduring reputation as being the
greatest writer in the English language.

That’s it?
Why don’t we
know more?

We know quite a bit, actually.
•We know more about Shakespeare’s life than any
contemporary playwright other than Ben Jonson (who was not
only a relentless self-promoter, but someone who published widely in genres outside of drama and
poetry).

•Though Shakespeare bought his way into the minor
gentry, social class (not wealth or talent) defined one’s importance
during this era. What has survived is exactly what you’d
expect of someone from Shakespeare’s social standing
(primarily church and legal documents).

•Shakespeare’s line died out before he acquired a
reputation as England’s greatest writer, so personal
effects (letters, etc.) were lost or discarded before his critical
stock rose so high. Shakespeare was certainly successful
during his day, but so were many of his contemporaries
(Ben Jonson, John Fletcher, and Francis Beaumont were just as famous in the 17 century).
th

Writing plays was relatively low status work.
•The word for what Shakespeare did is “playwright” (not
play-write). A “wright” is a craftsman, a maker of goods
(e.g., wheelwright or ship wright).

•Poets were seen as artists-- not playwrights (or other artistic
careers like portrait painting or composing music). This is part of the reason
why Shakespeare personally supervised the publication of
his two book length poems (seldom read today except by specialists), but
nothing else. Most of his plays weren’t published until after his death.
•Plays were seen as popular entertainment, only a few steps
removed from other popular entertainments like bear baiting. Actors were also
perceived as slightly disreputable, much like carnival workers today.
•What Shakespeare did in his time was analogous to
television or film screenplay writing in our time.

Wait a
second, did
Shakespeare
actually
write the
plays?

•In 1857, nearly 250 years after
Shakespeare’s death, Delia Bacon
was the first to publicly question
Shakespeare’s authorship.
•She proposed that Francis Bacon
(no relation) actually wrote the plays
and poems because the odds are
against two towering geniuses
living during the same time period.

•Other people expounded on this
starting point or proposed other
candidates over the next 100 years.

Delia Bacon (1811-1857)

•Many are disappointed that what survives
documenting Shakespeare’s life does not conform
to their expectations for a “great artist.”

Candidate One
Who: Francis Bacon, 1st Viscount St
Alban; English philosopher, statesman,
scientist, jurist, orator, and essayist

The “evidence”: 1) He was a

Francis Bacon (1561-1626)

genius. 2) He was a nobleman. 3) He
wrote a lot of stuff. 4) He left clues in the
plays of Shakespeare, revealing himself as
the author. 5) These clues are in a secret
code. Example, if you take the first letter of
certain “key words” in a play it supposedly
spells out a message.

Problems: 1) There is not a scrap of evidence directly tying Bacon to
Shakespeare’s plays. 2) Bacon wrote zero fiction. 3) Bacon’s writing style
and vocabulary is completely different. 4) The secret codes rely on arbitrary
starting points. Believers have to fudge evidence to make them work.

Candidate Two
Who: Christopher Marlowe; English
playwright, poet, and translator

The “evidence”: 1) He was a
genius. 2) He wrote important plays. 3)
Some of these plays display similarities to
Shakespeare. 4) He attended a university.
5) The first publication by “Shakespeare”
occurs 13 days after Marlowe’s “death.”

Problems: 1) There is not a scrap of
evidence directly tying Marlowe to
possibly depicting Christopher
Shakespeare’s plays. 2) Marlowe wrote in
Marlowe (1564-1593)
a different style with a different vocabulary.
3) Unlike Shakespeare, Marlowe could not convincingly write comedy or
female characters. 4) The conspiracy theory hinges on Marlowe having
faked his own death. 5) The problem is, Marlowe’s death is incredibly well
documented. We even have the coroner’s report.

Candidate Three
Who: Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of
Oxford; aristocrat, poet, and murderer

The “evidence”: 1) He wrote
poems and some plays. 2) Some of the
settings in some of the plays are places
the Earl of Oxford visited. 3) He was an
aristocrat. 4) He was better educated than
Shakespeare. 5) Events in some of the
plays are actually autobiographical clues.
6) Because playwriting was low status, he
was forced to use a pseudonym.
Edward de Vere, 17th Earl
of Oxford (1550-1604)

Problems: 1) There is not a scrap

of evidence directly tying de Vere to Shakespeare’s plays. 2) De Vere
wrote in a different style with a different vocabulary. 3) He identified himself
as the author of his plays, so there was no need for a pseudonym. 4) He
died before more than a third of Shakespeare’s plays were written.

What do the authorship conspiracy theories have
in common?
• a belief that art is autobiographical (an anachronistic view of art
informed by 19th century Romanticism)

• a belief that theatrical characters speak in the voice of
the author (though only characters that espouse viewpoints consonant with the
conspiracy theory)

• a belief that experts (both historians and those who study literature) will lie,
and even falsify evidence, to maintain their privilege
(neglecting both the early enthusiasm of those who had no stake in authorship or the way that
such epistemological assumptions create unfalsifiable arguments, given that no evidence can
be trusted)

• an intellectual snobbery that denies a person of the
middle class with bourgeois interests (such as making money or
retiring to the countryside) could truly be an artist (a standard that would
disqualify most of Shakespeare’s playwriting contemporaries as well)

What do the authorship conspiracy theories have
in common?
• a willingness to dismiss inconvenient historical facts
(relying on things like the idea of faked deaths to get around dating problems or ignoring the
internal evidence used to date the plays)

• ignoring the incongruity between the writing styles of
the various candidates and the plays of Shakespeare
(despite the availability of computer-driven analytical tools to objectively examine stylistic
features of the plays)

• zero non-circumstantial evidence that anyone else
wrote the plays (all the “evidence” being either the hidden messages embedded in
the plays or attempts to throw doubt upon the mountain of evidence that Shakespeare wrote
them)

• no convincing explanation for the rare times when
Shakespeare identifies himself as author in a text (such as
puns on the name “Will” in some of the sonnets)

alleged problem: Shakespeare was
not educated enough to write the
plays.
A: Shakespeare’s grammar school
education was more than sufficient.
Other Elizabethan playwrights were
not college educated (e.g., Thomas
Kyd, Ben Jonson, and Thomas
Dekker). Ben Jonson even notes that
Shakespeare had a less than perfect
education in the First Folio.
Thomas Looney, who
first proposed Edward
de Vere as the author
of Shakespeare’s
plays in 1920

In any case, this objection means
little in an artistic tradition where plots
are based on existing sources.

alleged problem: We know next to
nothing about Shakespeare’s life, and
we have none of his manuscripts.
A: We know more about his life than
virtually any commoner from the
same period. We also lack private
papers for the vast majority of Early
Modern authors. Out of the estimated
3,000 or so plays written during this
period, 18 survive (in part or whole) in
manuscript form.
Additionally, “Hand D” of Sir Thomas
“Hand D” of Sir Thomas More
More (a collaborative play that
(It has unusual spellings also found in
was never produced) is almost
First Folio texts thought to be copied
directly from manuscript; it also has
certainly in Shakespeare’s
handwriting features consonant with
handwriting.
surviving Shakespeare signatures.)

How do we know Shakespeare wrote
Shakespeare?
1. People within Shakespeare’s lifetime recognized
him as the author of his poems and plays. Some of
these citations include the remembrances of friends
and colleagues, some in private correspondence
not intended for publication.
By contrast there are zero contemporary
attributions of anyone else as having written
Shakespeare’s plays and poems, and the first
doubts that anyone other than Shakespeare wrote
the plays and poems do not occur until more than
200 years after his death.

• Shakespeare is identified by name as author of several Quarto editions of his
works. Shakespeare is identified as the author of the plays in the 1623 First Folio.
• Robert Greene enviously refers to Shakespeare as a rival playwright in 1592.
• Shakespeare received flattering reviews for his long-form poetry in 1594 and
1595.
• Richard Barnfield’s “A Remembrance of Some English Poets” includes an
appreciation of Shakespeare in 1598.
• Richard Meres’ 1598 Palladis Tamia identifies Shakespeare as an important
contemporary author and lists his most important plays. Meres also includes a
discussion of the Earl of Oxford’s poetry and comedies in the same volume. The
two were clearly distinct authors for Meres.
• In 1599, poet John Weever writes a sonnet dedicated to Shakespeare in which he
praises his virtues as an author.
• In a series of anonymous, satirical plays performed between 1599 and 1601 at
Cambridge, the texts allude to Shakespeare’s popularity as an author and some
of the leading members of his troupe are impersonated.
• Around 1600, author Gabriel Henry wrote in his personal papers an appreciation
of Shakespeare as a playwright.
• In 1602 John Manningham of the Middle Temple records a gossipy entry about
Shakespeare in his diary that both links him to his acting company and assumes
that he is the author of the plays (otherwise the anecdote isn’t amusing).

• In 1605, historian William Camden lists Shakespeare as an important
contemporary writer.
• George Buc, Master of the Revels, took the testimony of William Shakespeare
when trying to track down the authorship of an older anonymous play, recognizing
him as an authority who might remember a one-time peer.
• In the many contemporary listings of the share-holders and participants in
Shakespeare’s acting company, Shakespeare is always listed at or near the top of
the list along with the principle actors-- despite Shakespeare as actor only being
documented as playing minor roles. If he was not the author, what explains the
prominence of this bit, character actor in such listings?
• In 1605, Scottish tourist William Drummond visited with playwright Ben Jonson
and kept extensive notes of their conversations. At one point he records Jonson’s
views about Shakespeare as a writer.
• Ben Jonson’s personal papers (published in 1641, long after Jonson’s death) also
record his private views of his friend and rival Shakespeare, writing, in part, “I
loved the man, and do honor his memory on this side idolatry as much as any. He
was, indeed, honest, and of an open and free nature; had an excellent fancy,
brave notions, and gentle expressions.” He also discusses his opinions about his
strengths and weaknesses as a writer. These were personal recollections not
intended to be published.

• Several personal copies of Quarto editions of Shakespeare’s plays without his
name on the title page have turned up with personal annotations identifying
Shakespeare as the author (as this fact was apparently well known). These are
personal copies with documented provenances and only one owner (precluding
an attribution being added at a later date). These are the copies owned by
Scottish tourist William Drummond, author Robert Burton, actor Edward Alleyn (of
a rival company), teller of the royal exchequer Richard Stoneley, the Queen’s
godson John Harrington, and scrivener Humphrey Dyson.
• In 1608, playwright Francis Beaumont writes a private letter to fellow playwright
Ben Jonson that refers to Shakespeare as a rival author.
• John Webster’s 1612 play The White Devil acknowledges inspiration from
Shakespeare.
• Shakespeare is identified as the author of plays for private performance for the
royal court, dating as far back as 1595 and continuing throughout Shakespeare’s
career.
• Shakespeare himself delivered the epilogue for a royal performance of The
Second Part of Henry Fourth, referring to himself as the author of the play within
the text. This was delivered before the Queen herself. If Shakespeare were a
fraud, this would not have been written at all, since the result of publicly lying to
the court would have been imprisonment (or worse).

• Both Queen Elizabeth and King James were documented fans of Shakespeare’s
plays. James I even served as personal patron for the troupe once he ascended
to the throne with documentation of Shakespeare as a servant of the crown. The
idea that both Elizabeth or James were either ignorant of some great fraud or a
party to it defies all belief.
• Several actors from his company wrote of Shakespeare and recognized him as
author of the plays in which they acted.
• Shakespeare’s Warwickshire friend Michael Drayton writes of Shakespeare in
verse after his death, praising him for his writing.
• Veteran playwright Thomas Heywood praises Shakespeare’s art and his
humbleness of character after his death.
• Robert Basse writes an elegy to Shakespeare shortly after his death, praising his
qualities as a writer. Over two dozen manuscript copies survive, a testament to its
popularity and wide circulation.
• In 1622, Shakespeare’s troupe is denied permission to perform in Stratford-uponAvon, yet they visit the town nonetheless. The most likely motive is to visit the
grave of their friend and colleague.
• The First Folio includes dedicatory material celebrating Shakespeare’s writing by
friends and colleagues who knew him well.
• When people write of visiting Stratford-upon-Avon in the years after his death,
Shakespeare’s tomb is recognized as the chief tourist attraction because he was
a famous writer.

• Shakespeare is the bestselling playwright of his era, with over seventy volumes in
print during his lifetime. Nobody else comes close. After Shakespeare’s death and
before the publication of the First Folio, London publishers are bundling together
Quarto editions of his plays and poems for sale as a set, another indication of his
popularity and the universality of his acknowledgement as the author of his works.

Bottom line: Shakespeare was an actor and playwright in
the most popular theater company of his era. Why did
nobody gossip about such a high-profile person if he was
a fraud? Why did his friends, colleagues, and patrons
(including James I) participate in such a fraud-- even to the
extent of inventing false remembrances in their personal
papers? Why was nobody jealous of such a successful
fraud-- and thus motivated to reveal the truth (because of
his unearned success)? Why did the “true” author of the
plays use as pseudonym an actual living person (and a
high profile one at that)?

How do we know Shakespeare wrote
Shakespeare?
2. William Shakespeare was an actor in the company
which performed the plays of William Shakespeare.
William Shakespeare the actor was also William
Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon.
• On 15 March 1595, the Treasurer of the Queen’s Chamber paid “William
Kempe William Shakespeare & Richarde Burbage servants to the Lord
Chamberleyne” for performances at court.
• Sir George Home, Master of the Great Wardrobe, lists the names of
“Players” who were given four yards of red cloth apiece for the investiture of
King James in London on 15 March 1604. William Shakespeare is listed
along with the other actors of the company.

• In 1602, Peter Brooke, the York Herald, accused Sir William Dethick, the
Garter King-of-Arms, of elevating low born persons to the gentry. Brooke
drew up a list of 23 persons whom he claimed were not entitled to bear
arms. Number four on the list was Shakespeare. Brooke included a sketch of
the Shakespeare arms, captioned “Shakespear ye Player by Garter.”
• The 1605 will of actor Augustine Phillips bequeaths, “to my Fellowe William
Shakespeare a thirty shillings peece in gould,” along with other similar
bequests to other members of the acting company.
• Cast lists survive for two of Ben Jonson’s plays. These plays were known to
have been first performed by the King’s Men, and they both list the
prominent actors in the King’s Men. Shakespeare is included in these lists.
• Shakespeare bought the Blackfriar’s Gatehouse in London in 1613. On the
deed, fellow actor John Hemming, acted as trustee for the buyer, “William
Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon.” This property is disposed of in
Shakespeare's will.
• Several of the dedications in the First Folio specifically tie William
Shakespeare the actor and playwright to Stratford-upon-Avon.

Bottom line: Efforts to deny links between William
Shakespeare of London and William Shakespeare of
Stratford cannot account for period documents that
demonstrate the two men are identical.

How do we know Shakespeare wrote
Shakespeare?
3. The conspiracists do not understand what it meant
to write, produce, and publish plays in Early Modern
England.
• There is zero evidence of autobiographical writing in any other 16th or early
17th century play, and zero evidence that anybody was looking for
autobiography in this type of writing. Autobiography as a genre, did not really
exist until the late 17th century outside of lyric poetry or religious confessions.
If nobody was looking for or producing such works, for whom were Bacon,
Marlowe, de Vere et al. writing if they indeed were the author of these plays?
Why include these clues to their identities if there was no expectation
anybody would recognize them? And if they were including these details for
posterity, why affix a name to the composition at all. There were lots and lots
of anonymous plays published during this time period, including some very
important plays by very important authors.

• Authors did not own the rights to their plays; the companies did. They also
controlled the attributions when texts were sold to the printer, not the
authors. Any rival claimant to authorship would not be able to demand a
pseudonym, as he did not own the text, and if he were publishing on his own
account, why invent an attribution to a specific acting company. Lots of plays
during this period were published that were clearly intended primarily to be
read and not seen (these are called “closet dramas”).
• Pseudonymous publishing was asking for trouble. Playwright Thomas Kyd
was interrogated and tortured to get him to reveal the truth about the papers
and beliefs of fellow playwright Christopher Marlowe, with whom he had
been sharing a workspace. Public playhouses were briefly shut down in
1598 in response to a scandalous play by Ben Jonson and Thomas Nashe.
People could get in serious, life-threatening trouble for their writings or their
association with controversial writers. The idea that someone would be
willing to serve as a front for someone else’s potential sedition is laughable
in this kind of political climate.
• Some of the plays typeset from Shakespeare’s rough drafts refer to specific
actors who were taking specific parts. Only someone from Shakespeare’s
acting company would have written specifically for those in the company or
have even known the relative strengths and weaknesses of the actors. None
of the rival claimants can make this claim.

• Even in a more general sense, how could an outsider have distributed parts
so that they played to the strengths of the various members of the company?
We know Shakespeare’s troupe was the most successful acting company of
the era, so evidently somebody was able to effectively manage this feat. Of
the claimants to authorship, only Shakespeare was in a position to
accomplish it.
• During the course of his career, Shakespeare co-wrote plays with Thomas
Kyd, Thomas Nashe, George Peele, Anthony Munday, George Wilkins,
Thomas Middleton, and John Fletcher. Some of these collaborations
involved only adding a scene or revising a few lines. If “Shakespeare” was a
pseudonym, why was he involved in this sort of journeyman work, and why
was he collaborating at all if the name was just a front for an artist too afraid
to add his own name on the title page?
• Several of the rival claimants for authorship were noblemen or courtiers, but
why were they so reluctant to affix their own names to their writings? The
conspiracists claim there was a stigma against publishing fiction, but we
have several examples of nobility and courtiers publishing fiction during this
period-- including the Earl of Oxford, who we know published plays under his
own name. Even if there were a stigma, again, why not just publish
anonymously; why go the extra step in adopting the identity of a well-known
actor?

Bottom line: The conspiracy theorists have a view of
authorship than doesn’t make sense in an Early
Modern context. They also don’t understand the social
contexts of how these plays were written, performed,
and published.
Moreover, given these contexts and realities, if
someone were trying to anonymously write and
produce plays during this time period for whatever
reason), they would have done so anonymously (and
not pseudonymously). Many Early Modern plays were
published without attribution anyway (including some
of the early plays of Shakespeare).

How do we know Shakespeare wrote
Shakespeare?
4. Modern computer analysis can be used to
determine stylistic features of writing. When the
plays of Shakespeare have been subjected to such
tests, the results have revealed that one person
wrote the plays, and that one person was not any of
the rival claimants.
• These programs test things like vocabulary choices, word frequency, forms
of words, preposition use, versification, and the lengths of clauses and
phrases. In other words, they test the sorts of grammatical features that are
very difficult to fake, because they are choices that are not consciously
made by a writer. It’s just part of his or her style.
• A large proportion of all Early Modern writing texts have been entered into
the data bases used for comparison. This includes all texts attributed to
Shakespeare, Bacon, Marlowe, and the Earl of Oxford. These databases
also include all other Early Modern plays.

• This kind of computer analysis has also been used to confirm collaborators
in Early Modern plays, because these sorts of “writing fingerprints” are so
distinctive. This includes confirming that Shakespeare wrote with other
playwrights in eight surviving plays traditionally attributed to Shakespeare
and that Shakespeare contributed scenes in three surviving plays not
traditionally attributed to him.

Bottom line: If someone else wrote the plays and
poems of Shakespeare, he or she did so in a
completely different writing style than the one he or
she normally used. Since this is next to impossible to
do, the most logical conclusion is that Shakespeare
wrote Shakespeare’s plays and poems.

The alternative is that it was one unknown person, but
we have no other surviving of his or her writing other
than the plays and poems attributed to Shakespeare.
This would be more persuasive if we didn’t have so
much other evidence that it was indeed Shakespeare.

