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Did Shakespeare really 
write those plays? 



Yes.





What is our evidence that 
Shakespeare wrote the plays 

ascribed to him? 



If Shakespeare had been born in 1464 
instead of 1564, would he still have 

been “Shakespeare”? 



Patent for King’s Men

[We do] license and authorize, these our servants Lawrence 
Fletcher, William Shakespeare, Richard Burbage, Augustine 
Phillipps, John Hennings, Henry Condell, William Sly, Robert 
Armyn, Richard Cowley, and the rest of their associates freely 
to use and exercise the art and faculty of playing comedies, 
tragedies, histories, interludes, morals, pastorals, stage plays, 
and such other like as they have already studied or hereafter 
shall use or study, as well for the recreation of our loving 
subjects as for our solace and pleasure when we shall think 
good to see them during our pleasure - See more at: 
http://www.shakespearedocumented.org/file/c-821690-no-
78-recto#sthash.2vKKtssV.dpuf



Shakespeare Birthplace Trust DR243/1 

Guilielmus filius Johannes Shakspere



DR243/1: Baptismal register, folio 20 verso, entry detail SBT

Susanna daughter to William Shakespeare



DR243/1: Baptismal register, folio 20 verso, entry detail SBT

Hamnet & Judith sonne and daughter to 
William Shakespeare







Robert Greene, 1592 

“…for there is an upstart Crow, beautified
with our feathers, that with his Tygers hart
wrapt in a Players hyde, supposes he is as well
able to bombast out a blanke verse as the best
of you: and beeing an absolute Johannes fac
totum, is in his owne conceit the onely Shake-
scene in a countrey.” Greene's Groatsworth of Wit

Oh, tiger’s heart wrapped in a woman’s hide!
— 3 Henry VI 1.4.137











Sweet Swan of Avon! what a sight it were
To see thee in our waters yet appeare,
And make those flights upon the bankes of Thames,
That so did take Eliza, and our James!



Benjamin Jonson, by Abraham van Blyenberch, 
ca 1617 (National Portrait Gallery)



Survival of manuscripts

“We may start with a truism: care will be 
taken to preserve those things recognized [at 
the time] as possessing value -- and only those 
things.  Things wanted may be lost through 
carelessness, accident, or uncontrollable decay.  
Things not wanted may yet survive if they are 
not in the way, if they do not speedily 
decay, and if no secondary values lead to their 
removal or destruction.”

Giles Dawson and Letitia Kennedy-Skipton, Elizabethan Handwriting
(New York: Norton, 1966).



Edward Alleyn’s part





Edward Alleyn, Dulwich



King Edward VI’s Grammar School, Stratford



Archbishop Cranmer, in 1540

“Poor men’s children are many times 
endued with more singular gifts of nature which 
are also the gifts of God, as with eloquence, 
memory, apt pronunciation, sobriety and such 
like, and also commonly more apt to apply their 
study than is the gentleman’s son delicately 
educated.”





Sir Thomas More, Hand D

BL MS Harley 7368





Leave out the insurrection wholly and the 
cause thereof, and begin with Sir Thomas More 
at the Mayor’s sessions, with a report 
afterwards of his good service done being 
Sheriff of London upon a mutiny against the 
Lombards – only by a short report, and not 
otherwise, at your own perils. E. Tilney. -

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/shakespeares-handwriting-in-the-book-of-sir-thomas-
more



Grant them removed … 
Imagine that you see the wretched strangers,
Their babies at their backs and their poor luggage,
Plodding to th' ports and costs for transportation,
And that you sit as kings in your desires,
What had you got? I'll tell you: you had taught
How insolence and strong hand should prevail,
How order should be quelled; and by this pattern
Not one of you should live an aged man,
For other ruffians, as their fancies wrought,
With self same hand, self reasons, and self right,
Would shark on you, and men like ravenous fishes
Would feed on one another.



You’ll put down strangers, 
Kill them, cut their throats, possess their houses . . . 
Say now the King [should] banish you: whither would you 
go?
Go you to France or Flanders, 
To any German province, Spain or Portugal, 
Nay, anywhere that not adheres to England, 
Why, you must needs be strangers. Would you be pleas’d
To find a nation of such barbarous temper 
Whet their detested knives against your throats, 
Spurn you like dogs? . . . What would you think 
To be us’d thus? This is the strangers’ case 
And this your mountainish inhumanity. 





The Infant Shakespeare Attended by Nature and the Passions, G. Romney ca.1791, Folger Shakespeare Library





How did Shakespeare’s 
company put on plays? 



Some Principles

• “They Knew What They Were 
Doing”

Highly complex and technologically 
advanced system

• “They knew what they were doing, 
but their methods and working 
assumptions are not what we take for 
granted today” (Alan Dessen)



What were the conditions of 

playing?

• Highly competitive environment; 
enthusiastic and discriminating audience

• Constant need for new content

• Up to six different plays performed each 
week, with a new play mounted every 
fortnight

• Major actors might have to learn up to 80 
parts in a 3-year period

• . . .  How did they do it? 



Economic Structures of The 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men

• Sharer systems (Burbage brothers + 6-8 
sharers, including Shakespeare)

• A new form of commercial enterprise, based 
on guild structures

• Cooperative commercial venture in which 
all members shared in risks, profit, labour

• Shakespeare’s financial gains were a result 
of  this system



Components of a Typical 
Company

• Eight - ten sharers
• Eight to ten hired men
• Eight or more boys of various ages
• Plays might be written in house 

(Shakespeare, Marlowe) or by 
commission  (most others)



Shakespeare’s Methods

• Shakespeare set the stage through language
• Staging was symbolic/emblematic, not 

representational/illusionistic
• Shakespeare imagined his plays taking place in 

theatrical, not ‘real’ space
• Language, costumes and portable properties were 

used to establish setting
• Shakespeare’s plays take place in modern dress



What were the work practices?

How do they differ from practices today?

• No director, minimal prompting, distributed responsibility 

• Probably minimal group rehearsal (but beware ‘deficit model’)

• “Socially distributed cognitive systems”; compare navigating a naval 
vessel

• Intimate knowledge of capability of company 
• Shared conventions (e.g entrances and exits)
• Some role specialization (the lover, the hero, the fool)
• Induction of apprentices (“come hither, sirrah”)



The materials: 
Parts



Parts





Plots



Props



The actors 

• Burbage: Hero/Tyrant
• William Sly: Romantic lead 
• Will Kemp and Robert Armin: Fools

• Shakespeare knew his company 
intimately and wrote to their 
capabilities



Action and Accent:
Gesture and the Actor

Coordination: parts link the material artifact 
of the part, the playwright, and the player 
in skilled practice 

‘Action and accent did they teach him there

“thus thou must speak”, and “thus thy body 
bear”’ (LLL)



Action: skill across player and 
playwright

• ‘A great part of the grace of this (I confesse) 
lay in Action; yet can no Action euer be 
gracious, where the decency of the Language, 
and the Ingenious structure of the Scaene, 
arrive not to make up a perfect Harmony.’ 
(Webster)



Actio: contemporary views

• Actio “showed through speech and gesture the state 
of physiological secretions within the body, as well as 
what went on in the soul” (B. L. Joseph)

• “By a full and significant action of his body, [the 
actor] charmes our attention” (Heywood, 1615). 

• “Thus we move, because by the passions thus wee 
are moved” (Wilson, Passions of the mind)



Tamora: 

Titus, I am come to talk with thee.
Titus: 

No, not a word; how can I grace my 
talk,
Wanting a hand to give it action?
(5.2.16-18)



Bulwer, Chirologia









Bulwer: Practice

Use Exercise … Bend and wrest your arm and 
hands to the right, to the left, and to every part, 
that having made them obedient unto you, 
upon a sudden and the least signification of the 
mind, you may shew the glittering orbs of 
heaven, and the gaping jawes of earth



Ploro: physiology of gesture

• To wring the hands is a naturall expression of 
excessive griefe . . . Sorrow, which diminisheth the 
body it affects, provokes by wringing of the 
minde, tears. . . which are produced and caused 
by the contraction of the spirits of the Brain, 
which doth straine together the moisture of the 
Braine,  . . . From which compression of the 
Braine proceeds the HARD WRINGING of the 
HANDS.





Playing Spaces
& conventions of movement



Inn Yards



Hall theatres



Blackfriars (1609):
Indoor or “private” theatre



Outdoor Amphitheaters:
The Globe and others



New Globe

Frons scenae

Playing spaces



New Globe

Seating: Galleries

Galleries



Space on the Stage

• “Shakespearean staging was emblematic. 
The “heavens” that covered the stage 
was the colorful feature from which gods 
descended to the earth of the stage 
platform . . . The other trapdoor, set in the 
stage platform itself, symbolised the 
opposite, a gateway to hell”

• --Andrew Gurr



acting area

stage doors
curtain/discovery

upper stage

(above)column

Trap 

(below)

Winch/gods



Space in Action: Theatrical space 

becomes Fictional Space



Fictional space and theatrical 

space: an example from Dream

• Quince: 

• And here’s a marvels convenient place for 

our rehearsal. This green plot shall be our 

stage, this hawthorn brake our tire-house, and 

we will do it in action as we will do it before 

the Duke. 3.1.2-5 (p. 69)



Reading Theatrically: 
Towards a 

Poetics of Theatre



The set is the bed-sitting-room of a plantation home in the Mississipi Delta. It is along an 
upstairs gallery which probably runs around the entire house; it has two pairs of very wide 
doors opening on to the gallery, showing white balustrades against a fair summer sky that 
fades into dusk during the course of the play, which occupies precisely the time of its 
performance, excepting, of course, the fifteen minutes of intermission.

Set Design & Stage Directions, Modern Drama

He stands there in the bathroom doorway drying his hair with a towel and hanging 

on to the towel rack because one ankle is broken, plastered and bound.  He is 

still slim and firm as a boy The liquor hasn’t started tearing him down outside.

She freezes momentarily before her next remark. Her voice drops as if it were 

somehow a personally embarrassing admission.



Staging with 16th century technology

• It’s 2 p.m. and sunny: How do you 
stage darkness?
“Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania”

• How does an actor become invisible?
“I am invisible / And I will o’erhear 
their conference” (but cf. “cloak for to 
go invisible”)



Playing with conventions: the mechanicals (3.1)

• --Pyramus must draw a sword to kill himself, which the 
ladies cannot abide!

• Write me a prologue, and let the prologue seem to say that we do no 
harm with our sword

• Will not the ladies be afeard of the lion? 
• Therefore another prologue must tell he is not a lion

• Doth the moon shine that night we play our play?
• One must come in with a bush of thorns and a lantern and say he comes to 

disfigure or to present the person of Moonshine.

• We must have a wall in the great chamber.
• Some man or other must present Wall.



Explicit Stage Directions

• Flesh out the explicit stage 
directions in your mind

Enter Egeus and his daughter Hermia, 
and Lysander, and Demetrius

(Full of vexation come I)

Enter Demetrius, Helena following him 
(I love thee not, therefore pursue me not)

• Consider the symbolics of space

Enter Oberon, the King of Fairies, at 
one door, with his train; and Titania, the 
Queen, at another with hers

(Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania)



Implied Stage Directions

• Read the implied stage directions
“Tarry, rash wanton”
“Stand forth, Demetrius”
“Hang off, thou cat, thou burr! Vile thing, let 
loose / Or I will shake thee from me like a 
serpent” (3.2.269-70)
“How low am I, thou painted maypole? 
Speak! / How low am 1? I am not yet so low / 
But that my nails can reach unto thine eyes”
(3.2.311-13)



Mind the Gaps

• Read for silences (”open silences”)
“But I will wed thee in another key / With 
pomp, with triumph, and with reveling

“Egeus, I will overbear your will”
“Give me your hand, and say you will be 
mine”





Thank you! Any Questions? 


