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Could the plays known as Shakespeare’s have been written
by a rural, semi-literate, uneducated, wife-deserting, two-bit actor
who spelled his name differently each of the six times he wrote it
down? Could such a man know enough about Roman history,
Italian geography, French grammar, and English court habits to
create Antony and Cleopatra, The Comedy of Errors, and Henry V?
Could he know enough about nobility and its tenuous relationship
to royalty to create King Lear and Macbeth?
Are these questions even worth asking? Some very intelligent
people think so. On the other hand, some very intelligent people
think not. Never mind quibbles about how a line should be
interpreted, or how many plays Shakespeare wrote and which ones,
or which of the great tragedies reflected personal tragedies. The
question of authorship is “The Shakespeare Controversy.”
Since Mr. Cowell, quoting the deceased Dr. Wilmot, cast the
first doubt about William of Stratford in an 1805 speech before the
Ipswich Philological Society, nominees for the “real author” have
included philosopher Sir Francis Bacon, playwright Christopher
Marlowe, Queen Elizabeth I, Sir Walter Raleigh, and the earls of
Derby, Rutland, Essex, and Oxford--among others.
The arguments evoke two premises: first, that the proven
facts about the William Shakespeare who was christened at Holy
Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon on April 26, 1564, do not
configure a man of sufficient nobility of thought and language to
have written the plays; and, second, that the man from Stratford is
nowhere concretely identified as the author of the plays. The name
“Shakespeare”--in one of its spellings--appears on early quartos,
but the man represented by the name may not be the one from
Stratford.
One group of objections to the Stratford man follows from
the absence of any record that he ever attended school--in Stratford
or anywhere else. If he were uneducated, the arguments go, how
could his vocabulary be twice as large as the learned Milton’s?
How could he know so much history, law, or philosophy? If he

were a country bumpkin, how could he know so much of hawking,
hounding, courtly manners, and daily habits of the nobility? How
could he have traveled so much, learning about other nations of
Europe in enough detail to make them the settings for his plays?
The assumptions of these arguments are that such rich and
noble works as those attributed to a playwright using the name
“Shakespeare” could have been written only by someone with
certain characteristics, and that those characteristics could be
distilled from the “facts” of his life. He would have to be noble; he
would have to be well-educated; and so forth. On these grounds the
strongest candidate to date is Edward de Vere, seventeenth earl of
Oxford.
A debate that has endured its peaks and valleys, the
controversy catapulted to center stage in 1984 with the publication
of Charlton Ogburn’s The Mysterious William Shakespeare.
Ogburn, a former army intelligence officer, builds a strong case for
Oxford—if one can hurdle the notions that the author wasn’t Will
Shakespeare, that literary works should be read autobiographically,
and that literary creation is nothing more than reporting the facts of
one’s own life. “The Controversy” was laid to rest--temporarily, at
least--by justices Blackmun, Brennan, and Stevens of the United
States Supreme Court who, after hearing evidence from both sides
in a mock trial conducted September 25, 1987, at American
University in Washington, D.C., found in favor of the Bard of
Avon.
Hooray for our side!

