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Introduction

26 April 1564

The date of Shakespeare’s birth is unknown. It was an event that took place off the institutional roster, perhaps in his parents’ house in Stratford-upon-Avon. Family papers might have logged the day, and even, for astrological purposes, the time. These, if they once existed, have not survived. Our first notice of Shakespeare is his entrance into the public record via the parish church, which was charged to keep account of all baptisms, weddings, and burials. As enrolled in the Stratford register, ‘Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere’ was christened on 26 April 1564.1

Also in the register is the burial date 25 April 1616. According to his funerary monument, Shakespeare had died two days before: ‘Obiit anno domini 1616, Ætatis 53 die 23 Aprilis’. Earlier antiquarians must have calculated that Shakespeare would not have achieved his fifty-third year on 23 April 1616 had he not been born on 23 April 1564—or so the editor Edmond Malone would come to reason. Malone may or may not have been right. William Oldys, compiling information for a biography, seems to have read the memorial inscription to mean that Shakespeare was born on 23 April 1563, and his election of the day lingered in influence despite his error in the year. It is unclear why Stratford schoolmaster Joseph Greene wrote ‘Born on the 23d’ next to his transcription of the baptismal entry on the 26th. Some assumed that Greene recorded local tradition. George Steevens, who had access to the notes of both Oldys and Greene, did not question their methods. In a 1773 edition of Shakespeare’s plays, Steevens made it a matter of fact that he was ‘born April 23, 1564’.2

It was the feast day of England’s patron saint, St George. The twin felicities of destiny and symmetry have proved irresistible to biographers ever since. If for Malone the funerary monument was the ‘only authority’ remaining, later authors rose to the challenge of finding further substantiation for so auspicious an accident of the calendar. In 1848, James Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps observed that two of John Dee’s four children had been christened three days after birth. ‘Three days was often the period which elapsed between birth and baptism’, he declared, and those who came after him, counting back from Shakespeare’s 26 April baptism to a 23 April birth, called the three-day interval ‘common practice’. In 1904, Charles Isaac Elton advised that ‘we should go by the rule in the Prayer-book’. The 1559 Book of Common Prayer enjoined that public baptism, in church, ‘should not be ministered but upon Sundays and other holy days’, and that private baptism, at home, must not be deferred ‘any longer than the Sunday or other holy day next after the child be born’. Since Shakespeare was not baptized on 23 April, which was a Sunday in 1564, it follows that he cannot have been born earlier than 23 April. Elton disposed of the inconvenient fact that the next holy day after 23 April was 25 April, dedicated to St Mark, by suggesting that the christening would have been delayed until 26 April because St Mark’s Day was known to be unlucky. It had been only six years since the reign of Mary I, he pointed out, when crosses and altars were probably again ‘draped in black’ as they had been, pre-Reformation, for a date ‘prolific in superstitions’. Endorsements by documents-based biographers such as Edgar I. Fripp and Sam Schoenbaum would ensure that many others have rehearsed Elton’s ‘rules’, as well.3

Here, we have what might be called an ‘evidence cluster’: three discrete pieces of information—a record of christenings in the Dee family, the Book of Common Prayer advisory on baptisms, and a folklore of feast days—brought together to fill a gap in the archives. When assembled, the elements service a coherent narrative. The ingenious compilation of dense and obscure references is nearly as attractive as their aftereffect, which preserves a great-man myth of Shakespearean exceptionalism. Malone had termed it ‘a happy presage, as it should seem, that his name and reputation should for ever be united with that of England’.4

Shakespeare’s biography is a patchwork of such clusters, some combining genuine discoveries with pleasant conjecture, many emerging not from one author but from an unintended collaboration across more than four centuries of accreted information, intuition, and interpretation. Most suppose that merely to dip a toe into the archival reservoir is to be blessed with the authority of ‘evidence’.

But the birthday cluster demonstrates why historical documents and accounts should be subjected to as close a reading as any play or poem. Barring the example of what John Dee did two times out of four, we lack any confirmation for a three-day rule. With a record base constituted almost exclusively of baptisms and few known birth dates to correlate them to, it is impossible to document a pattern. Meanwhile, if we reconstitute the calendar for 1564 and return to the Stratford parish register, we find that vicar John Bretchgirdle and his parishioners paid small heed to the admonitions in the prayer book. Of forty-eight baptisms in 1564, just nine occurred on Sundays and five on other holy days. Finally, the infant Mary Beard was taken to the Stratford font on a supposedly inauspicious 25 April, also on Bretchgirdle’s watch, in 1561. At least seven additional St Mark’s Day christenings would be performed before the turn of the century.5 Each element of the cluster disintegrates under inspection.

Then there is the larger question of why the Book of Common Prayer ever inspired us to abandon common sense. Even Malone knew that 23 April was a Sunday in 1564, which should have led subsequent biographers to understand that 26 April was not a Sunday. Nor was the 26th celebrated as a feast day on the English calendar. Authorized restrictions to ‘Sundays and other holy days’ had no bearing on Shakespeare’s baptism.

The prayer book favoured days when ‘the most number of people may come together’. Holy-day christenings ‘testify the receiving of them that be newly baptized into the number of Christ’s church’, and ‘in the baptism of infants every man present may be put in remembrance of his own profession made to God in his baptism’.6 In other words, sanctioned practice was seen as a benefit to the godly community, not an imperative for the spiritual or physical health of the child. For this reason, instances of familial noncompliance are unsurprising. Shakespeare’s parents had already lost at least one daughter by 1564, if not two, and they may have hastened to christen their son for fear of repeated infant mortality. Equally, however, they may have decided to delay till midweek in order to avoid a Sabbath assembly that, as with any crowd, would have seemed to increase the risk of contagion.

Or they may have chosen a sacramentally inconsequential Wednesday for no other reason than that they would be busy on Thursday, which was market day in Stratford. Gloves and other leather goods, which the Shakespeares produced, were among the town’s leading market products.

Some of history’s doors remain locked no matter how many keys we turn. So, for Shakespeare’s birthdate. The most the records tell us is that a man named John Shakespeare became father to a boy named William on or before 26 April 1564. Nor have decades of relentless genealogical research succeeded in establishing John Shakespeare’s own personal origins beyond question. His baptism remains unknown. He is presumed to have been the son of Richard Shakespeare, a tenant farmer based about four miles away from Stratford in rural Snitterfield. There were other Shakespeares in Warwickshire but, according to Halliwell-Phillipps, just one family of that name in Snitterfield, where court records from 1587 indicate that Henry Shakespeare had a brother named John. Both John and Henry Shakespeare had ties to Richard Shakespeare: John would be named administrator of his estate, and Henry would come to work some of Richard’s Snitterfield lands. For Shakespeare’s father, as would also be the case for Shakespeare’s wife, a long-held identification is generally, for lack of better alternatives, accepted still.7

Yet another gap in the archive involves the name of Shakespeare’s mother. By the conventions of the parish register, fathers’ names sufficed except when paternity was uncertain. In 1564, there were no reported instances of bastardy, and John Shakespeare’s wife went unmentioned along with all the other birth mothers of Stratford. This lapse, though, is correctable through the multiple temporal registers in which historical enquiry works. Biography may move chronologically, but to rediscover Shakespeare’s mother we must leap ahead more than thirty years in order to spot her name preserved in the family’s 1596 application for a coat of arms. This refers to ‘the said John having married Mary, daughter and one of the heirs of Robert Arden of Wilmcote’. Because Richard Shakespeare farmed lands owned by Robert Arden, finding Mary Arden four miles away, in Wilmcote, also helps solidify the web of association establishing John Shakespeare as a Snitterfield man.8 For the Shakespeares, as for most early moderns, even basic personal information is often a piecework process.

We should not be surprised that no record remains of the couple’s union. Stratford-upon-Avon’s first surviving parish register commences on 25 March 1558, and the registers for nearby villages that were also plausible sites for the wedding ceremony, including Snitterfield, begin even later. John and Mary Shakespeare’s wedding undoubtedly predated the Stratford register, because John Shakespeare appeared there just six months after its opening, enrolled on 15 September 1558 as father to a daughter named Joan. There could conceivably have been another Shakespeare child whose baptism was too early to have been captured, but we can feel fairly confident that Joan was the family’s first-born. Tracing Mary Shakespeare back from her association with John Shakespeare in 1596, now with the name Arden in hand, we locate her, still single, forty years earlier, when her father wrote his will. Robert Arden directed: ‘I give and bequeath to my youngest daughter Mary all my land in Wilmcote called Asbyes, and the crop upon the ground sown and tilled as it is’, along with a cash bequest of ten marks (£6. 13s. 4d.).9 These were the gifts with which the Wilmcote farmer set his daughter up for a match that likely occurred between the writing of the will on 24 November 1556 and the start of the Stratford register on 25 March 1558.

The ‘Jone Shakspere daughter to John Shakspere’ who was baptized on 15 September 1558 probably died before 15 April 1569, when ‘Jone the daughter of John Shakspere’ was baptized. It was not unknown for a child of the sixteenth century to be given the same name as a living sibling, but it was rare, and the Joan who survived to maturity, eventually raising her own children in a Shakespeare family home, was undoubtedly the second of them. The first Joan, who vanished without archival trace, may have died in a pandemic of 1559, when the parish clerk proved unequal to the task of listing the many burials between February and June. (He also failed to record any baptisms.)10 Or the first Joan may have lived at least four years, when the Shakespeares christened a second daughter not Joan again but Margaret. Margaret, baptized on 2 December 1562, died at the age of five months and was buried about a year before the birth of the family’s oldest son, William.

Writing the first biography of the poet, in 1709, Nicholas Rowe reported that John Shakespeare fathered ten children. The Stratford parish register shows eight: Joan the first (1558), Margaret (1562), William (1564), Gilbert (1566), Joan the second (1569), Anne (1571), Richard (1574), and Edmund (1580). Rowe said that he relied on research conducted by the actor Thomas Betterton, whose ‘veneration for the memory of Shakespeare’ had inspired a trip to Stratford to consult local records. Betterton, however, seems to have counted just one Joan and then, confounded by the scribal conventions of the register, to have added the unrelated Ursula (1589), Humphrey (1590), and Philip (1591). He was misled by another John Shakespeare who had surfaced in the 1580s and who, in contrast to the glover John Shakespeare, appears elsewhere in town archives as a ‘corviser’, or shoemaker. The corviser’s daughter Ursula was younger than all three of John Shakespeare’s grandchildren by William Shakespeare, and Philip was entered thirty-three years and six days after John Shakespeare’s first Joan. Early biographers assumed that Shakespeare’s father had a first family of seven or eight children (depending on their count of the Joans) between 1558 and 1580, then married Margery Roberts on 25 November 1584 and had a second family of three children between 1589 and 1591. They failed to recognize that Margery was the bride of the corviser and that the Mary Shakespeare who was named in the arms application of 1596 and in a Court of Chancery case in 1597 was John Shakespeare’s sole documented wife. She outlived him by seven years, dying in 1608.11

Betterton’s successors understood another principle of archival scholarship: like all records, the Shakespeare baptismal notices must be read contextually. To consult any document independently of its habitat is to fail to understand it as one specimen of a distinctive genre with its own vocabularies and conventions. By reading around a record, we school ourselves in its signifying practices. In this instance, we encounter the clerks’ ways of distinguishing between the two John Shakespeares. The Stratford parish register does not generally include the trade labelling that elsewhere identifies most men of the Shakespeares’ station in this period (‘glover’, ‘corviser’). But, having been elected to Stratford’s top civic office in 1568, Shakespeare’s father acquired a lifelong honorific well before the shoe-making John Shakespeare entered town records. He was ‘magister Shakspere’ at the birth of his daughter Anne, ‘master John Shakspeer’ at the birth of his son Richard, and ‘master John Shakspere’ at the birth of his son Edmund—the spellings of his name varying as was entirely common in the time and the title modified as entries shifted indiscriminately between Latin and English. He would be buried as ‘Master Johannes Shakspeare’, as well.12 The corviser was never more than ‘John’.

In Shakespeare’s case, many biographical narratives have been built out of primary materials consulted as stand-alone texts. The isolation of each document is made the more splendid by its association with him. For Sam Schoenbaum’s magisterial Documentary Life, rich with facsimiles, the camera’s capture is sometimes narrowed even further to offer snippet views focused on the celebrated name. This is a reason that we do not always need new discoveries to find new meanings. Even with records that were recovered as long ago as 1747 (Shakespeare’s will) or 1836 (his marriage bond), there remains more to be known by comparing them with other instances of the genre, giving due regard to their customs, and attending to the conditions and intentions of their production. Widening the focus, we also develop a better sense of the limitations of any records base. It is as important to know what an archive cannot tell us as what it can. In the Stratford parish register, for example, the lacunae of plague-stricken 1559 do not announce themselves; we must train our eye to recognize absence.

The register allows us to fill out a good deal of information about Shakespeare’s youthful family experience but not all. Despite having been born in another deadly plague year—Hic incepit pestis, noted the clerk about two and a half months after his baptism—he was his parents’ first child to reach adulthood.13 His survival would have meant even more to them if, as may be indicated by the long gap between the births of the first Joan in 1558 and Margaret in 1562, Shakespeare’s mother had also suffered miscarriages before the documented death of Margaret in 1563.

Because we have no burial record for the lost Joan, however, we do not know whether Shakespeare was an only child for his first months, until the birth of Gilbert, or whether the death of his older sister Joan was among his earliest childhood memories. He was not yet 3 when his brother Gilbert was baptized on 13 October 1566. He was 5 for the second Joan; nearly 7 and a half for Anne, baptized on 28 September 1571; almost 10 for Richard, baptized on 11 March 1574; and already 16 for the caboose baby Edmund, baptized on 3 May 1580. While there may have been additional failed pregnancies between the births of the two youngest Shakespeare sons, the only death we can be certain that Shakespeare experienced in full was that of Anne. She had been his sister for half his years when she was buried in 1579 at age 7. He was about to turn 15. The Shakespeares mourned reverently and publicly. They paid eight pence for a pall to be placed over Anne’s body and for the church bell to toll her death.14

If the ghost of Anne haunted Shakespeare’s plays and poems, this seems not for us to know. Readers have also struggled to detect in his writings a response to the later death of his only son, Hamnet. It is the inverse of Rowe’s sense of purpose: ‘the knowledge of an author may sometimes conduce to the better understanding his book’, Rowe posited. Beginning with Oldys, who read a Shakespearean sonnet to indicate that the poet suspected his wife of infidelity, chroniclers have instead plundered Shakespeare’s ‘book’ for his biography.15 But the story of Shakespeare’s loss is not as straightforward as for Ben Jonson, who left poems on the deaths of both his first daughter and his first son. Some feel confident that Shakespeare’s failure similarly to memorialize Hamnet betrays a much deeper grief; others, a comparative callousness. Perhaps they might have concluded that his silence is evidence of another sort, which is that he did not write autobiographically.

Accounts of Shakespeare are rarely ‘literary’ biographies in an optimal sense, finding a balance between the life and the literature. The scope for literary interpretation appears infinite; the resources for life information are limited. Malone began early to publish selected historical materials: extracts from the parish register, a grant of arms, property conveyances, letters from Stratford contemporaries mentioning Shakespeare, entries in the Stationers’ Register, the last will. Halliwell-Phillipps searched exhaustively to expand the record base, and, in 1904, D. H. Lambert updated Malone’s transcriptions with a more ample collection of the key ‘Shakespeare Documents’. E. K. Chambers, B. Roland Lewis, and Sam Schoenbaum all worked in the same tradition of archival anthologizing. The online resource Shakespeare Documented counts several hundred book and manuscript references as core records.16 On the one hand, this is an astonishing number for an early modern of Shakespeare’s station. On the other, it can never be enough.

There are no diaries, for example. While there is one letter to Shakespeare, there are none from him. The will is indicative of the frequent intransigence of the archive. As a playwright, Shakespeare seems always to have written more than he need have done. Even minor characters can come to us with what read like fully realized back stories. As a testator, however, he dictated what the occasion required and no more. He provided for his immediate family; he distributed his goods. Other will makers justified their bequests by describing the relationships and exigencies that motivated them. Shakespeare seems to have felt no need to explain himself. Because we are not the readers to whom on this occasion he reached out, we must work harder to know what his words meant to those for whom he intended them.

We can also open up Shakespeare’s life in other ways. One route is to explore his experience and environment through the lives of his neighbours. For those of Shakespeare’s contemporaries who were not of the upper tier, biography generally happens where private life met public institutions and their habits of record-keeping. The parish register is an example. It documents the obligations of the institution that produced it: baptisms, not births; weddings, not marriages; burials, not deaths. In other archives, we find apprenticeships enrolled, rents paid, subsidies assessed, infractions fined, juries impanelled, meetings minuted. The caches of biographical information seem much larger for Stratford men and women who had higher levels of engagement with their civic culture than did Shakespeare. In some parallel lives, thus, we encounter analogies that help explain aspects of Shakespeare’s biography that have seemed opaque to us. In others, we learn how different a path he might have taken.

The first of the cognates is John Shakespeare. Because he was deeply engaged in the records-producing organization of town government, his can appear to be a fuller biography than that of his son. It goes without saying that Shakespeare shared his father’s life for his own formative years; it needs saying that he was himself a family man. A through line of this account is his concern to provide not only for the family he would co-create in marrying his wife Anne but even for the family he had been born into as the son of John and Mary Shakespeare. Both father and son were ‘new’ men, each in his own fashion an upwardly mobile product of the changing social and economic landscape of the Tudor years. But John Shakespeare, having achieved considerable success as a craftsman, merchant, and public official, during Shakespeare’s adolescence suffered serious reverses. Shakespeare had inherited his father’s ambition, but he did not replicate this failed model. The collapse of his father’s enterprise was the defining event of his private life; from it, all else followed.

As a first-born boy, Shakespeare would have been the object of his father’s highest hopes. John Shakespeare could never have envisioned for him a life in the urban commercial theatre; it was not a pursuit for children of the provinces in the mid-sixteenth century. Uncommon as was Shakespeare’s choice of profession—in fact, it must have seemed unthinkably risky—he succeeded nonetheless in living up to the responsibilities of an eldest son and an adolescent father. We know Shakespeare for his creative intelligence as a poet, but poetry was also a creative solution to the challenge of sustaining the two families.

The story of how he did so fits within a biography whose broader aspects are widely familiar. We generally begin with Shakespeare’s birth in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564, by tradition in a building known as the ‘Birthplace’. He married at the unexpectedly young age of 18 and in short order had three children. He spent most of his adult years in London as actor, writer, and founding shareholder in a playing company known first as the Lord Chamberlain’s Men and then as the King’s Men. Shakespeare and his fellows performed at the Theatre, the Globe, the Blackfriars playhouse, and, during the Christmas season, the royal Court. His two narrative poems Venus and Adonis and Lucrece, written when the public theatres were closed for plague in 1592 and 1594 and dedicated to the earl of Southampton, were celebrated successes. The first of his plays to appear in print, Titus Andronicus, also came out in 1594. Quarto editions of other early plays were generally published anonymously, as was true in 1597 for Richard II and Richard III, but in 1598 both were issued again with his name attached. These were testimonies to his market cachet. Judging from the number of print editions alone, the two Richards, The First Part of Henry IV, and Pericles would be the most popular of his plays during his lifetime. Also printed in quarto were the three parts of Henry VI, Romeo and Juliet, Love’s Labour’s Lost, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado About Nothing, The Second Part of Henry IV, Henry V, Hamlet, Troilus and Cressida, King Lear. While the other half of Shakespeare’s dramatic corpus would not be published until after his death, a collection of 154 sonnets that had reportedly circulated in manuscript entered print in 1609.

Shakespeare invested most of his earnings in the Stratford area, buying the big house known as New Place as well as arable and grazing lands that returned regular revenues, but his last property purchase would be a London gatehouse. New Place was a few steps from the Stratford schoolroom in which he had first encountered Virgil, Cicero, Livy, Plautus, Terence, Seneca, and Ovid; the gatehouse was in the Blackfriars complex, his company’s winter stage for the last seven years of his life. The coat of arms that had been granted to his father was heritable, and Shakespeare’s funerary monument in Stratford’s Holy Trinity Church proudly displayed the family achievement. He was buried in 1616, survived by his wife, two daughters, and a granddaughter. With them, his line ended. Compiling Master William Shakespeare’s Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies, the 1623 ‘First Folio’, his colleagues ensured that Twelfth Night, Macbeth, The Tempest, and many other plays were preserved for all time. Jonson would apostrophize him as ‘alive still, while thy book doth live’.

Most of these events are taken as read in what follows, because the present account is neither a literary biography nor a full biography. Rather, it touches down wherever historical records and material remains yield up fresh insights and suppositions. The methods have already been introduced: close reading of documents and artefacts, elucidating their contexts, interrogating old evidence clusters and assembling new ones, chronicling cognate or parallel lives. Shakespeare, here, is of his age. Chapter by chapter, we take up key dates and occurrences. What did Shakespeare learn from his father’s experience on 23 January 1577? Why did he marry on 28 November 1582, aged just 18? How did he become a property owner as early as 4 May 1597? Where can we glimpse personal feeling behind the apparent vacancies of the will he signed on 25 March 1616? Does the funerary monument that marked his burial of 25 April 1616 also reveal how he wished to be remembered? Over and over again, we encounter a man who knew what he wanted to do with his life—author, if not to autobiography, to his own experience and his own legacy.





1

23 January 1577

Shakespeare’s Father

Nicholas Rowe wrote the first biography of Shakespeare in 1709, but he was not the first to have collected biographical information. Nearly a century before, John Weever included the verses on Shakespeare’s funerary monument and gravestone among the notable inscriptions he collected. By mid-seventeenth century, William Dugdale and Thomas Fuller were placing Shakespeare in Stratford-upon-Avon, Dugdale memorably writing that the town ‘gave birth and sepulture to our late famous poet’. In 1662 or 1663, John Ward as vicar of Stratford’s Holy Trinity Church noted that he should ‘peruse Shakespeare’s plays and be versed in them, that I may not be ignorant in that matter’. Ward recorded some local legends; his memo to himself ‘to see Mistress Queeny’, presumably Shakespeare’s married younger daughter Judith Quiney, may have revealed an interest in cultivating additional biographical material. Almost two decades later, in 1679 or 1680, John Aubrey recorded oral histories he had sought out in London, Stratford, and Oxford. Before Rowe published ‘Some Account of the Life &c. of Master William Shakespear’, Thomas Betterton conducted research for him in Stratford’s Holy Trinity register, ‘to gather up what remains he could of a name for which he had so great a value’.1

Aubrey had heard that Shakespeare was a butcher’s boy, but, as Thomas Plume had already noted around 1657, ‘he was a glover’s son’. Plume’s local informant, a man Plume identified as Sir John Mennis, ‘saw once his old father in his shop—a merry-cheeked old man’. These early searches for Shakespeare were followed by more than three centuries of exhaustive investigation in local and national archives; altogether, Shakespeare has been more thoroughly documented than most men and women of his station. Nonetheless, the record remains more ample for the merry-cheeked old man, for no other reason than that John Shakespeare was heavily involved with record-keeping institutions. In 1886, James Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps was able to compile what he called John Shakespeare’s ‘annals’, a source-based diary of meetings attended, court dates kept, properties purchased, and other proceedings partaken of.2 Even with all this information, however, the picture has not come clear. There are three schools of thought about John Shakespeare: that he was a successful businessman from start to finish, that he was a civic leader who withdrew from public life as a religious recusant, or, as is argued here, that he was a businessman and civic leader who sustained business reverses from which he never fully recovered.3 Because the cases have been so extensively argued, what follows is archival history at a granular level. The aim is to emerge on the other side with an understanding of where Shakespeare’s path diverged from that of his father.

John Shakespeare was, to begin, an ambitious man. Evidences are that he was born to a tenant farmer, but in his teens he travelled the four miles from rural Snitterfield to Stratford-upon-Avon and made the much bolder leap from countryman to craftsman. In today’s terms, it was as if he were the first in his family to attend college, leaving behind the subsistence economy of manual labour for an opportunity to enter a profit-seeking world of money. By 1556 he can be found named as a ‘glover’, an indication that he had achieved a licence to trade in Stratford and had established the business that would enable him to set up housekeeping with Mary Arden. At the birth of his first son, he was already seated on the town council, where the principal prerequisite for office was financial worth.4 William Shakespeare was born into an upwardly mobile household. Everything changed on 23 January 1577, but for nearly thirteen years his was an experience of entrepreneurial expansion and great expectation.

This is not to say that it was an easy life. John Shakespeare may have been labelled a ‘glover’ in records from 1556, 1586, and 1592, but he was also identified as a ‘whittawer’ in 1573 and 1578. In Stratford, his livery company was known as the Glovers and Whittawers because these were companion professions. Leather had to be tawed or dressed before it could be dyed, cut, stitched, and occasionally embellished. Most gloves were made for rough use in the agricultural and building trades, but there were specialist variations including split mittens with which shepherds grasped their staffs and the long-fingered luxury accessories that were famously bestowed as tokens of affection or respect. Dressed animal skins were also used in doublets, jerkins, hose, aprons, and purses, but, inasmuch as caps belonged to the haberdashers and shoes to the cordwainers, the business of glovers was never top-to-toe.5 In sixteenth-century Stratford it could be called hides-to-hands, though, involving the preparation of leather as well as its working into consumer goods.

The association of decorative gloves with high-end gift culture belies the noxiousness of their production. Skins were first cured to prevent decomposition and then treated to be made sufficiently supple for wear. Writing in 1688, Randle Holme drew a distinction between tanning, to process the heavier skins needed for shoes and buckets, and tawing, to process the lighter skins used in gloves, purses, clothing, and book bindings. Tanners, Holme said, prepared the hides of oxen, horses, cows, and calves, while glovers dressed those of sheep, goats, lambs, and stillborn ‘castlings’. Nonetheless, he continued, while the two craftsmen ‘differ[ed] something in their terms of art’, they used ‘one and the same way of work, with the same kind of instruments’. A. Aikin has since demonstrated not only that the methods for both tanning and tawing could be variable but also that there could be overlap between the two. ‘For gloves and other purposes’, Aikin concludes, sheep skins were ‘prepared by a combination of tanning and aluming’, or tawing. In Stratford, the ‘glover’ William Hobday is known to have processed the hides of horses as well as calves, sheep, and lambs. Some of Hobday’s skins were described as ‘dressed’ and some as ‘tanned’.6

Flayed animal skins were first soaked in water to dislodge surface dirt, then treated to remove hair or wool on the outer side and flesh and fat on the inner. The skins might be immersed in a solution of lime and water or coated with a thick lime batter and rolled up for a period of time. Alternatively, they could be hung in a closed area, which was sometimes infused with wood smoke to accelerate the decomposition of adherents, and subsequently dipped in a sour mix of water and fermented barley, fermented rye, or sulphuric acid. After all the loosened substances had been scraped off both sides with a ‘staking’ knife and the skins were washed again, they were softened by soaking in either oil or the dung of dogs, pigeons, or poultry. Skins that were to be tanned were next placed in a series of baths with increasingly strong solutions of water, oak or chestnut bark, and roots; this step would take at least six months but could last two years. Skins that were to be tawed were repeatedly beaten and soaked, then coated with a paste in which the effective agent was alum. Finishing steps might include further oiling, the paring of skins to a consistent thickness, soaking and softening, staining and dyeing. By-products of the industry included wool and tallow, but there was also toxic waste, such as the various active agents, the discarded bathing solutions, and what Aikin calls the ‘slimy matter’ scraped from the inner surface of each pelt. Despite the repeated cycles of washing and drying, dressed leather remained highly malodorous. Elizabeth I’s gift lists indicated when her gloves were ‘sweet’, or perfumed.7

The glover Hobday, who died the same year as John Shakespeare, left behind a probate inventory that illustrates a local manufactory in its various stages. He stocked ‘made ware’ worth £2, as well as the dressed leather from six horses, twenty-four deer, fifteen animals identified as ‘Irish’, 156 calves, 148 sheep, and 148 lambs. There were also ten doe skins; sixty-odd ‘tanned’ sheepskins; and various ‘broke leathers’, including dog skins, that were used for linings. Hobday seems not to have maintained stores of the laces and fringes employed in top-of-the-market trimming, as glovers elsewhere did, and his post-mortem appraisers neglected to follow the practice of others who sorted the leathers into categories of quality. (The best were imported French kidskins, each producing just two or three gloves, and so finely grained that they could be dressed on the outer side for a smooth finish, in contrast to other skins that were dressed of necessity on the flesh side for a suede finish.) Hobday’s inventory is exceptionally useful, though, for specifying that in addition to his finished leathers he also had ‘in the alum’ the skins of fifty sheep and ‘in the pits’ the hides of 224 sheep, nineteen deer, sixteen calves, two horses, and one cow.8

John Shakespeare’s inventory has not survived, so we do not know whether as a glove maker and leather dresser he maintained a similar level of production and retail stock. In fact, we have no direct evidence that he practised his craft of record. Membership in a livery company secured citizenship and the ‘freedom’ to trade in the borough, no matter the object of trade. In London, there were multiple avenues of accreditation: apprenticeship, patrimony (on the strength of a father’s affiliation), and redemption (involving a fee to city officials), and occupational links had grown so tenuous that a man in the Drapers’ Company might be found ‘occupying’ bookbinding, hosiery, tailoring, or embroidery. Because the companies held ranked standings, a Londoner who had apprenticed with a vintner, who stocked and sold wine, but who was ambitious to advance in civic leadership, might take advantage of a patrimonial opportunity to join the second-ranked Grocers rather than the eleventh-ranked Vintners. Thus, to be a London ‘glover’ was not necessarily to manufacture gloves, and it is reasonable to wonder whether the same was true in Stratford.9 Of two documented sales connected with John Shakespeare’s name, both from 1564, one is for a piece of timber and the other appears in the will of Stratford brewer Robert Mylles. Itemizing the expenses he incurred in fostering the orphans of a man named Thomas Fylle, Mylles noted: ‘Paid to John Shakespeare, 15d.’ One of the Fylle children had been fitted out to take up an apprenticeship in London, and, while Edgar I. Fripp would like to believe that Shakespeare provided gloves and a bag for the boy’s trip south, we have no explicit evidence to this effect.10

Still, it seems likely that John Shakespeare’s experience with a hides-to-hands business was, indeed, hands-on. As a first-generation artificer, his occupational designation was more likely to reflect accurately the training by which he had earned his freedom to trade. And his earliest appearance in the Stratford records, in 1552, when he was fined for keeping a dung heap outside his home, may have related to whittawing. There was a collective muck heap in Henley Street, one of five sanctioned by the borough in the interest of public health and as a designated source of revenue from fertilizer sales. It may be that John Shakespeare once neglected to transport his household and industrial waste the short distance to the common muckhill located on his street ‘in the old place accustomed’; it may be that he was trafficking in unauthorized dung vending.11 But as a working glover he would also have had a purpose for a midden restricted to the fowl or animal manure used in dressing skins. The timber he sold to the town is often described as surplus material from a building project, but it may also have been oak from which he had already stripped, dried, and ground the bark for use in dyeing leather. John Shakespeare appears, furthermore, to have moved in craft circles, lending funds to the Banbury glover John Luther in 1571. He is on record conducting the post-mortem appraisals of the goods of three men, and for the glover William Badger and the tanner Henry Field he was probably called to apply specialist knowledge.12

Our best evidence for a practical crafts operation may come from the location of the building now known as Shakespeare’s Birthplace (Figure 1.1). Some believe Henley Street to have been a prestige address, but the Shakespeares’ equally ambitious neighbours, the Quineys, moved away to the High Street when they had the chance. As a mercer, Adrian Quiney was a misfit among the glovers, whittawers, tanners, blacksmiths, and carpenters who were concentrated on the Birthplace side of Henley Street. Houses like that of the Shakespeares were described as ‘facing the south into the Henley Street and butting into the Gild Pits’, the latter a strip of land that encompassed a feeder watercourse and that had long been associated with manufacturing; a document of 1563 refers to the Pits as ‘a waste ground’. In 1608, townsmen complained that Paul Bartlett maintained a dye-house from which ‘horrible stinks’ issued, but his home was on Church Street, where higher standards prevailed. Similar objections would have been unavailing on Henley Street, which was located at the fringes and named for a way out of town (towards Henley-in-Arden), and which ended at Henley Lane, also known in the sixteenth century as ‘Hell Lane’. The marginal location and backyard access to water from the Gild Pits made Henley Street an appropriate site for the messy and foetid substances and processes of leather dressing.13
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Figure 1.1 The buildings known as ‘Shakespeare’s Birthplace’, shown in 1807 before they were ‘isolated’ when structures on either side were demolished ‘to prevent risk from fire’. This little-known inkwash drawing by Henry Eldridge, rediscovered by Nicholas Molyneux, predates restorations of the 1850s that included removal of brick infill on the façade and the addition of two dormer windows and a gable.





John Shakespeare’s 1552 infraction can probably be taken to suggest that he had located there as a renter—as borne out in a later regulation, tenants, as well as owners, were chargeable for illegal dung hills—but in 1556 he purchased his own Henley Street house. It was closer to Hell Lane than to Bridge Street and the main commercial area. That same year he also bought a building and land on the western outskirts of town, on Greenhill Street. He may have invested in the Greenhill plot as a rental property; he may have used it as a warehouse. Or rurally reared John and Mary Shakespeare may have come to think of Henley Street as an industrial site and of Greenhill Street, with its garden and arable enclosure, as a home base removed from the leather-dressing odours that surely would have seemed pestilent.14 Their daughter Margaret died in the spring of 1563. Twenty-seven more souls were lost in Stratford that summer and autumn, and there would be twenty-five buried during the summer and autumn of 1565. If we review the intervening summer and autumn of 1564, the months of William Shakespeare’s infancy, there were by contrast 237 deaths. During a bad plague year, removal from Henley Street may have seemed—indeed, may have been—a factor in his survival. It could have been to Greenhill Street; equally, it could have been to one of the family farms in Wilmcote or Snitterfield.

Insalubrious as it was, glove-making was never, as has been alleged, the fall-back vocation for a younger son with scant prospect of inheritance. Although the birth order of Richard Shakespeare’s sons is not documented, John is more likely to have been the older. He, not his brother Henry, served as administrator of Richard Shakespeare’s estate, and he, not Henry, entered into bond to fulfil the task of distributing their father’s £38. 17s. worth of goods. Richard Shakespeare had farmed one tract as a tenant and another as a leaseholder. Because manorial customs varied, it is unclear whether his sons could have picked up his rental agreements after his death, but in neither case was inheritance in prospect. Richard Shakespeare had no freehold property, and Henry Shakespeare did not advance on his father’s position.15

John Shakespeare was the higher flyer. Richard Shakespeare had Stratford connections—in 1543 he was described as keeping four oxen for a townsman who subsequently bequeathed the animals to him in his will—and these associations may have enabled him to place his son in the crafts apprenticeship that was a road to opportunity. John Shakespeare also improved his profile by marrying a woman whose father owned land his father worked. Mary Arden’s inheritance brought her some Snitterfield acreage and also the property called Asbyes. In the 1561 bond for his father’s probate, John Shakespeare had been identified as a ‘husbandman’ (agricola). By the laws of coverture that put his wife’s property in his name, he came to be designated a ‘yeoman’ on documents dated 1572, 1575, 1579, 1580, and 1597—that is, like his father-in-law and unlike his tenant-farmer father, an owner of freehold land.16

In 1556 John Shakespeare sued the tanner Henry Field for non-delivery of eighteen quarters of barley he had purchased. The suit may be a thin hint that the Shakespeares used their heritage lands for grazing. Rather than growing their own corns and grains, in other words, they seem to have set about generating a supply of animal hides to be dressed. This would also have been the aim when, between 1568 and 1570, John Shakespeare leased an additional pasturage, Ingon Meadow, that was located about halfway between Stratford and Snitterfield. After the owner William Clopton sold these fields, John Shakespeare in 1575 negotiated another lease for fourteen acres identified as ‘Over-Ingon Meadow alias Ingon Meadow’. There may have been a seasonal rotation of glove-making and husbandry, inasmuch as J. M. Martin finds a pattern of ‘dual economy’ among many Stratford tradesmen who also trafficked in food, fuel, dung, and skins. John Shakespeare had an advantage over some, with his brother Henry as a likely farming partner. A dozen years after John Shakespeare’s death, the Ingon property was still known as ‘Shakespeare’s Close’.17

John Shakespeare’s classifications of record—‘glover’, ‘whittawer’, ‘husbandman’, and ‘yeoman’—did not militate against additional activities and identities. Nicholas Rowe described him as ‘a considerable dealer in wool’. Presumably, Rowe reported local lore, for John Shakespeare was never identified as a wool seller in records to which Rowe had access. But the rise of the uncredentialled middleman was a feature of wool commerce in the mid-sixteenth century. Until then, the royally authorized Merchants of the Staple had held a virtual monopoly on trade in unfinished wool. As England’s principal export and most important profit centre, it was too rich an industry to continue unchallenged, and in 1553 Parliament legislated against the ‘brogging’ dealers who catered to a growing domestic market. Siphoning off raw materials for local cloth manufacturing, broggers reduced the amount of goods available for international sale. Of equal concern to the central government, brogging contributed to rising prices that made those goods less competitive in foreign exchange.18

As a leather worker, John Shakespeare would long have had access to the ‘fell’ wool that was collected from sheepskins being prepared for dressing. The probate inventory for the glover William Hobday gives the total value of his made goods, dressed leathers, and unfinished skins as just under £22, but, appraised at £10, his wool ‘both fine and coarse’ was worth nearly half as much again. Even inferior wool was valuable because it had uses like mattress and pillow stuffing. By pasturing sheep of his own, John Shakespeare would also have acquired quantities of the fine, ‘fleece’ wool that was sheared from live flocks and woven into cloth. He appears to have taken things a step further, trading on a grander scale by purchasing wool from other farmers in order to consolidate large quantities for resale. In the early 1570s he was alleged in the Court of Exchequer to have bought wool in the amounts of 200 tods (5,600 pounds) with fellow glover John Lockeley and 100 tods (2,800 pounds) on his own. If the allegations were true, the amounts would seem to have justified Rowe’s intensifier (‘a considerable dealer in wool’). Some years later, when he sued John Walford in the Court of Common Pleas for having failed to pay for 21 tods of wool in 1568, John Shakespeare effectively admitted publicly that he was—or had been—a brogger. He would probably not have been called on for the third of the three probate inventories he conducted, for the wool-driver Ralph Shawe, unless his experience in the trade was common knowledge.19 Trafficking in wool, the crafts retailer was elevated to the status of merchant wholesaler.

His progression from being a collector of wool scraps to a ‘considerable dealer’ was neither common nor predictable. Elizabethan commerce ran on credit, the vendor struggling to secure payments for goods and monies given out. Like all those with a positive balance sheet, the Shakespeares would have aimed to reduce the amount of funds they held in hand, with brogging as one investment option. Moneylending was another. Interest on loans was an important revenue stream in the period, more widely practised than wool brokering (which required bigger cash outlays), but, when large amounts were involved, equally subject to prosecution. All moneylending was legally considered usurious if the lender took measures to protect himself from risk—that is, to ensure that he would be repaid. Within this broad framework, interest was subject to a series of contradictory statutes: it was disallowed until 1545, accepted at 10 per cent between 1545 and 1552, proscribed entirely between 1552 and 1571, and thereafter legitimated again at 10 per cent. Meanwhile, market rates ran to 12 and 15 per cent. Prosecuting a Banbury glover for a debt of £50 plus £10 damages in 1572, John Shakespeare was undoubtedly suing for repayment of a loan—as suggested by the round sum—plus the opportunity loss of having been prevented from reinvesting and realizing interest on the loaned monies. In 1570 he was accused in the Court of Exchequer of practising usury.20

For his own capital expenditures, he would have borrowed in his turn. With his surpluses scattered across leather working, sheep farming, wool dealing, and moneylending enterprises, he would have needed to trade on his good name to amass the funds needed for large purchases. The Shakespeares turned their credit-worthiness towards solidifying their position in Stratford. The Birthplace was once three separate ‘tenements’ and part of a longer row. (Immediately neighbouring houses were torn down in the nineteenth century so as to isolate the Birthplace from the contagion of fire.) The original purchase of 1556 was for the easternmost of the surviving houses. Adding two additional Henley Street plots in 1575, the Shakespeares achieved ninety feet of street frontage and, to the rear, acquired more work yards, two gardens, and two orchards. Their annual rent payments rose from 6d. to 19d. Had they settled in one of the properties that came into the town’s ownership in 1553, they would have assumed tenure by leasehold. The Henley Street houses were held instead by the lord of the manor. Paying a small ‘chief’ or ground rent annually, John Shakespeare acquired the important ownership right to convey his burgage plots to his heir.21

Having advanced from country to town, from craftwork to merchantry, and from copyholder to freeholder, John Shakespeare was recognized in 1580 as one of just thirty-eight ‘gentlemen and freeholders’ of Stratford-upon-Avon.22

John Shakespeare’s Public Place

John Shakespeare was also to acquire standing in the evolving civic culture of his adopted town. The man and the municipality came of age together. Judging from the record of his illegal dung heap, he had achieved his freedom to trade in the borough by 1552; in consequence of a new royal charter, the borough remodelled its governance structure in 1553.

Back in 1196, Stratford-upon-Avon had become a conjoined-twins of a town (Figure 1.2). Holy Trinity Church and a college of chantry priests anchored what would be known as ‘Old Stratford’. Their uncommon distance from the high street and the town centre can be attributed to the development strategies of a twelfth-century bishop of Worcester, John de Coutances. As lord of the manor, the bishop received a royal charter for a weekly market from which he could realize toll income. By locating his market outside the originally occupied area, within a cluster of burgage plots, he enhanced his revenues. The small rents paid by tenants such as John Shakespeare were the least of it. With property that was essentially freehold, the bishop aimed to lure tradesmen who would enlarge the market and, thus, increase his toll intake. Spreading out from Old Stratford in the south, the bishop’s new town filled in the area between the Avon River to the east, a watercourse along Rother Street to the west, and the Gild (or ‘Guild’) Pits to the north.23
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Figure 1.2 A plan of Stratford-upon-Avon, with Old Town and Holy Trinity Church to the south and ‘Shakespeare’s Birthplace’ and the Gild Pits to the north.





The Guild of the Holy Cross, St Mary, and St John the Baptist was located at a point of encounter between old town and new. It, too, was of medieval origin, dating to a 1269 charter for a chapel and hospital. While wealthy men and women could fund private chantries, with endowed priests singing masses for their souls, the middling sort could subscribe to guilds, lay religious organizations where monies were aggregated to secure priestly intervention on behalf of the full roster of members. In Stratford, local management and governance were historically conducted in the manorial court, the Court Leet, but here as elsewhere the Guild came to take on some civic and charitable responsibilities. Then, in 1547, the Guild was dissolved, and in 1549, the bishop of Worcester surrendered the manor to the Crown. Succeeding to the lordship, the duke of Northumberland proved a less reliable patron, and townsmen soon petitioned for relief: ‘it appears likely that the aforesaid borough and the government thereof may [in time] reach a lower status if a remedy be not soon provided’. The new royal charter that was awarded in 1553 structured the borough as a corporation, with a town council that was empowered to act on behalf of all residents, to hold weekly markets and biannual fairs, and to constitute a small-claims tribunal known as the Court of Record. The charter also gave the borough freehold control of the Guild Chapel, the Guildhall, and the Guild’s property endowments. Leased out, the residential buildings generated revenues that funded such chartered responsibilities as salaries for the vicar and a schoolmaster, repairs to the Clopton Bridge, and maintenance of the Stratford almshouses. When Northumberland was executed a few months later for defying the succession of Mary I, the Corporation also gained control of the Court Leet. After the interregnum of Mary’s reign, however, Elizabeth I restored the manor—and command of the manorial court—to Northumberland’s son, Ambrose Dudley, earl of Warwick.24 Throughout John Shakespeare’s life, the new Corporation of Stratford was occupied with the process of evolving its vexed relationship with the lord of the manor and with the refinement of its administrative structures, its funding base, and its obligations to the central government.

The Guild was an incubator of talent for Stratford’s post-Reformation Corporation. Its new governance structure established a two-tiered Common Council, with fourteen aldermen (in the upper tier) and fourteen burgesses (in the lower tier) led by a bailiff (essentially a mayor) elected from among their number. One mark of the distinction between Robert Arden and Richard Shakespeare was that the former had been a medieval Guild member and the latter had not. But Richard Shakespeare may have been able to exploit another of his local connections to set his son up to surpass him in this respect as in others, by placing him as apprentice to the husband of Snitterfield native Joan Dixon. Importantly, the glover Thomas Dixon alias Waterman was to be one of the founding council members in the post-Reformation reorganization of 1553.25 As his apprentice, John Shakespeare would have learned civic and networking skills as well as those of craft and trade.

He would come to be one of the twenty-eight himself. The principal prerequisite for office was business success; councillors were meant to contribute part of their resources, as well as time, to Stratford governance. There is no evidence that John Shakespeare’s point of entry was to be named the town’s leather sealer, despite his credentials for inspecting and marking hides for sale. In the later sixteenth century, the men who sealed leather generally did not advance further in the civic hierarchy, and John Shakespeare was on a faster track. Instead, by September 1556, when he had not yet married and set up house, he was selected as one of two ale-tasters. He was charged to inspect both bread and ale for wholesomeness and for conformity to established standards of weight and measure. Unlike leather sealers, ale-tasters were called to attend at Stratford’s Court of Record, the chartered tribunal that convened at the Guildhall. There, they were introduced into an upper stratum that also included the bailiff, the constables, and the town clerk. The post seems to have been preparatory for membership of the council.26

In September 1556, John Shakespeare acted as ‘attorney’ for Richard Lane which, in the first years of the Court of Record, meant merely that he represented the absent Lane. He was sworn as a juror as early as 1557; this was, according to Margaret Webster, an important ‘first step in the Stratford cursus honorum’. He had also made his name and begun his civic involvement as one of the ‘twelve men’ in the manorial Court Leet. He would continue to do jury service into the 1590s, when he was charged to consider such issues as ‘whether William Davys is indebted unto John Rogers in the sum of 30s. and also in the sum of £3. 6s. 8d. in manner and form as the said John Rogers hath declared against him’, and ‘whether Philip Green do owe unto George Whately 20s. or no’. For Whately, he was advised that ‘if you find for the plaintiff you must assess damages and also give costs, but if you find for the defendant you must say so and no more’. Among John Shakespeare’s other duties as a responsible citizen would be the three probate inventories he helped conduct, the property transactions he witnessed, and his work as ‘overseer’ of his kinsman Alexander Webbe’s estate.27

Three times in 1557, John Shakespeare was absent from the fortnightly sessions of the borough Court of Record; once, he excused himself from the Court Leet. The dereliction of his public duties may have followed from domestic preoccupations if, as seems likely, he and Mary Arden were married that winter or spring. He paid an 8d. penalty in the Court of Record and moved on. In September 1558, he became the most junior of four men filling two-year terms as the constables who were responsible ‘for the good rule of the town’. They vowed to keep the peace, to examine all strangers, and to report those who were suspicious. During the dark months from the end of September to early February, constables were required to constitute watches that would be vigilant ‘from the time of your charge-giving until the sun be upon the morrow’. In October 1559 John Shakespeare and the other junior constable graduated to the senior positions in the constabulary. His tenure was not without incident. He was called upon to discipline the man who was the son of his probable past master, for Thomas Dixon alias Waterman was among those penalized for ‘suffering their dogs and bitches going at large in the streets’. In the wake of a 1557 assault committed by the younger Dixon, the constables were also bound to enforce a regulation that no unmarried man should be permitted to wear a ‘bill, sword, wood-knife, or dagger or any other such-like weapon’ within the borough boundaries. Quarrels continued nonetheless to result in bloodshed. Two townsmen were fined for ‘giving the constables opprobrious words and reviling the constables’. In April 1559 John Shakespeare was himself charged 4d. for having not kept his gutters clean, but that autumn he was named one of the four affeerors who were responsible for fixing the amounts of others’ fines. He was reappointed to this post in May 1561.28

By this time, John Shakespeare had undoubtedly entered the ranks of the capital burgesses. Corporation minutes are incomplete for the 1550s, and the town clerk would not begin keeping attendance records until 1564.29 The civic calendar turned on Michaelmas Day (29 September), with an election for the coming year followed by the installation of officers, oath-takings, a sermon, and corporate festivity, and in the autumn of 1561 John Shakespeare was appointed to a two-year term as one of two chamberlains. These were the chief financial officers of the council, responsible for collecting rents from Corporation-owned property, taking in fees and fines, paying out as authorized for building maintenance and town services, and keeping accounts. The annual financial report was submitted in the names of both chamberlains, but with an alternating allocation of principal responsibilities. Thus, while both John Taylor and John Shakespeare signed off on the report filed on 24 January 1563 (covering income and expenditures from Michaelmas 1561 to Michaelmas 1562), Taylor seems to have taken the lead. John Shakespeare is understood to have compiled the report filed on 10 January 1564 (covering income and expenditures from Michaelmas 1562 to Michaelmas 1563). He supervised the council’s allocation of funds for renovating the vicar’s house, for establishing a pinfold to impound stray animals, and for ‘defacing images’ in the Guild Chapel (whitewashing into obscurity old Roman Catholic wall paintings). He advanced 25s. 8d. of his own money on the town’s behalf. Borough records give no explanation for why, during the titular chamberlainships of William Tyler and William Smith, John Shakespeare and Taylor ‘made’ the 1565 accounts and John Shakespeare alone ‘made’ those of 1566. The facts that these records were deposited on 21 March and 15 February, rather than in January, suggests that Tyler and Smith faced unprecedented accounting or reporting difficulties which the previous chamberlains were charged to resolve. Mark Eccles observes of John Shakespeare that ‘no one else looked after town business for so many years.’30

The council was meant to convene at the Guildhall at least monthly; they joined additional meetings as required by borough concerns and when summoned by the beadle. On 11 July 1564, against a rising list of deaths in the register, the parish clerk noted an outbreak of plague. That summer and autumn, when William Shakespeare was still an infant, his father responded to calls for charitable relief by donating 2s. 8d. Only one burgess gave more.31 All councilmen were expected to understand that success entailed obligation and that their own well-being was tied to that of the community, but John Shakespeare may also have acted in gratitude for his son’s survival.

On 4 July 1565, leapfrogging burgesses with greater seniority, John Shakespeare was advanced to an aldermanship. Each year an alderman was chosen to serve as bailiff and another was made chief alderman (the bailiff’s deputy). In 1567 John was one of three men nominated for the bailiwick. The election was in part a fiction, in the sense that the system was rotational. As the preference was for the bailiff already to have served three years as alderman, John’s nomination was presumably intended mainly to establish him in the line of succession. The outcome, while not unanimous, reflected the expected order of things, with Robert Perrott receiving sixteen votes; John Shakespeare, three; and Ralph Cawdrey, none. In the event, Cawdrey’s was the name presented to the lord of the manor for his pro-forma approval, because Perrott declined to serve. John Shakespeare may have asked for the schedule he would have anticipated, or it may be that other councillors agreed that his election would have been premature so soon after his having joined the upper ranks. A year later, on 4 September 1568, Perrott’s name was entered again as a matter of procedure, but John Shakespeare, who was now prepared both for the office to devolve to him and for Perrott’s repeated refusal, accepted election for the October 1568 to October 1569 term.32 He was known thereafter by the honorific that attached to the bailiwick: he became ‘Master Shakespeare’.

He also progressed from jury to judge. The bailiff served as Stratford’s chief magistrate in the Court of Record, as emphasized in his oath of office:

You shall swear that as a Justice of the Peace and Bailiff of this borough of Stratford and liberties thereof for this year to come, ye shall to the uttermost of your cunning, wit, and power maintain and defend the liberties of the same borough, and shall do equal right as well to the poor as to the rich after your knowledge, wit, and power, and after the laws and customs of this realm and statutes thereof made. And you shall not be of counsel with any person in any quarrel or suit that shall come before you, nor shall let for any gift or other cause but well and truly shall do your office in that behalf.

The Court of Record, at which the chief alderman sat in the second chair, considered cases with debts or damages to a maximum of £30. It was a feature of the borough’s consolidation of its civic powers that it required its residents to bring to the Court anything that could possibly be tried in the Court, and the person who ‘vexed’ other benches was subject to a £2 fine ‘for every default’. John Shakespeare is documented as having acted as justice of the peace fifteen times during his term. As bailiff he was also Clerk of the Market, collecting market dues and adjudicating vendor disputes. In the summer of 1569, he served on a Warwick jury headed by Sir James Dyer, Chief Justice of the Queen’s Bench, and other magnates including Henry Goodere, Edward Aglionby, and Sir Thomas Lucy. Glyn Parry and Cathryn Enis emphasize the reputational importance of this ‘association with the great and good of Elizabethan Warwickshire’.33

That autumn, when John Shakespeare still held the top office in Stratford, matters came to a head with the evasive Robert Perrott. On 7 September the council assessed a fine of £5 for Perrott’s ‘wilful absenting himself’ from meetings. He ‘wilfully, frowardly, and obstinately refuseth to repair’ to the council chamber, the clerk was instructed to record, ‘nothing regarding his duty’ to the queen, ‘neither the observation of good order’ in Stratford. The discussion was undertaken with some urgency because the most important of the meetings, the annual election, would be held on ‘Friday next’. Council members were so concerned to enforce Perrott’s attendance that they determined to assess him in the astonishing amounts of £20 for missing the election and £5 for every council session thereafter. The policy was then generalized for all ‘wilful’ truants. But Perrott was intransigent; his ‘wilful’ refusal and ‘accustomed wilful default’ continued, with penalties accruing, through most of 1570. Finally the council went to arbitration, calling in Sir Thomas Lucy, Sir Fulke Greville, Clement Throckmorton, and Henry Goodere to adjudicate. The process was not undertaken lightly; costs included £6 in reimbursements to John Shakespeare, probably for legal advice he had obtained in the early stages; 43s. 4d. for the sergeant-at-mace to travel to London in connection with the case; and 37s. 8d. for a dinner for the adjudicators. In return for an investment of just over £10, the town was awarded a penalty of 20 marks (£13. 6s. 8d.). Perrott also pledged £40, to be paid in equal instalments in September 1571 and September 1572, in order to secure an exemption from all further office. The parties were enjoined to ‘be lovers and friends’. While Perrott immediately contributed 15s. for his share of the arbitration dinner he did not attend, more than thirty years would pass before the Corporation received his £40 buyout.34

John Shakespeare was to assume a lead office once more, when from 1571 to 1572 he was chief alderman during the bailiwick of Adrian Quiney and again a justice of the peace. In January 1572 the two men were commissioned to travel to London to ‘deal in the affairs concerning the commonwealth of the borough aforesaid according to their discretions’. It was the first of many petitions for central-government support in controversies with the lord of the manor of Stratford; John Shakespeare was to be called back for a strategy session on the subject in 1601.35

Stephen Greenblatt summarizes that ‘This is the record of an impressively solid citizen and a locally distinguished public man, someone liked and trusted.’ A common misapprehension holds that appointment to office was an endorsement of character. It was an enforcement of obligation. Once a ‘free’ man had reached a certain level of income, he was expected to perform public service. There was nothing private about a person’s degree of prosperity, and those who refused to accept office when tapped were, like Perrott, charged substantial fines for avoiding their responsibilities. But Thomas Barber was to complain that the financial burdens of office were ruinous—‘the office of bailiff is such now that on whomsoever amongst us it lighteth, it weakeneth or crusheth him’—and this may have proved true for John Shakespeare.36

John Shakespeare in Hiding

One post had followed another in John Shakespeare’s climb up the Corporation ladder. He was on pace to be the sort of town elder elected to two or three years as bailiff, when ‘his turn cometh’. On the basis of civic eminence, he applied for a coat of arms; as John Ferne explained in 1586, ‘in the civil or political estate, diverse offices of dignity and worship’ were considered meritorious, with ‘bailiffs of cities and ancient boroughs or incorporated towns’ among them. ‘The herald must not refuse to devise to such a public person, upon his instant request and willingness to bear the same without reproach, a coat of arms’. To be beyond reproach, the applicant had to be ‘of good substance and ability’, and the Shakespeares cited Mary Arden’s inheritance as well as John Shakespeare’s ‘magistracy’. Few bailiffs would have attempted it, but in 1575 or 1576 the Clarenceux King of Arms designed an armorial ‘pattern’ for the family of John Shakespeare.37

It was a brilliant career for about twenty years, and then, for the remaining twenty-five, it was not. Everything changed on 23 January 1577, when the town clerk wrote ‘ab’ (for ‘absent’) next to the name of ‘Johannes Shaxpeare’ in the council minutes. His exemplary attendance pattern was thereafter undone: for the succeeding eighty-four sessions, his failure to report to the Guildhall was noted seventy-six times. Odds are that he also missed the additional six meetings for which the clerk failed to record the roll. John Shakespeare was pricked as present on just two occasions between 23 January 1577 and 6 September 1586. For the first, he came to the Guildhall on 5 September 1582 to support John Sadler as prospective bailiff. (There seems to have been an especially strong get-out-the-vote effort that year, with all fourteen aldermen logged in.) The second mark of attendance next to his name, on 31 August 1586, is widely discounted as a clerical error. To the contrary, it is thoroughly plausible that he should have attended on that day at the special summons of his colleagues. They seem to have been preparing for the election meeting held a week later, when they named William Smith and Richard Court ‘to be aldermen in the places of John Wheeler and John Shakespeare, for that Master Wheeler doth desire to be put out of the Company, and Master Shakespeare doth not come to the halls when they be warned’—that is, when council meetings were called—‘nor hath not done of long time’.38 In other words, the officers had gotten their house in order, on 31 August showing deference to John Shakespeare before on 6 September showing him the door.

With this, a once-transparent curriculum vitae becomes for Shakespeareans an object of controversy. The records that have muddied the interpretive waters are two Warwickshire ‘certificates’ filed with the central government fifteen years later, in March and September 1592. These were in effect terror watch lists, created to identify those who might provide aid and comfort to possible Spanish invaders and premised on the notion that recusancy was a likely symptom of Spanish sympathy. John Shakespeare appears on both lists, but not in as incriminatory a fashion as is often imagined. The commissioners for Warwickshire conducted risk assessments, breaking the names of the non-compliant into categories. In the September certificate, there were, first, wilfully persistent recusants, many of whom had been gaoled since the initial survey; second, ‘dangerous and seditious papists and recusants . . . now either beyond the seas or vagrant within this realm’; third, fugitives ‘now either dwelling in other counties or gone out of this county’; fourth, persons who did not attend church either ‘for debt and for fear of process’ or ‘for age, sickness, or impotency of body’; and, fifth, former delinquents who had ‘conformed themselves’ since the first return, or who promised conformity, or who sought spiritual counsel. The nine names in the penultimate category were repeated from March to September in matching order, ‘routine copying’, according to Robert Bearman, as was permissible because these men were deemed neither ‘dangerous’ nor ‘seditious’. Further, while the September certificate is littered with the marginal annotations ‘indicted’, the margins remained clear—no action required—for persons with acceptable reasons ‘for not coming monthly to the church according to Her Majesty’s laws’. John Shakespeare was included among those of whom ‘it is said’ that they ‘come not to church for fear of process for debt’.39

We sometimes lose track of the significance of the church porch as a centre of community, a site of shaming, and a place of reckoning in matters financial as well as spiritual. By tradition, wedding banns were called in the porch, marriage contracts were settled, baptisms were begun, and women were churched. For monetary transactions, including those entailed by bequests, dowries, and tithes, the church was so ready a source of witnesses that the association of sacred space and fiscal exchange had become conventional. It featured in wills and bonds, as when the testator Richard Ward specified that one of his sons was to bestow £5 upon three others ‘at the church porch situate on the south side of the parish church’ on given days in 1587, 1588, and 1590 ‘betwixt the hours of one and three’. Men and women were also held to account there, whether performing public penance for incontinency (standing in white sheets as parishioners filed past) or risking attachment for debt. Sheriff’s officers were prohibited from entering private homes without consent, but they were free to haunt the point of entry for mandated church attendance in order to make their arrests. The process both chimed with the English tradition of the private home as a castle and also ensured the performance of public discipline as public disgrace, with the law’s targets taken away for incarceration.40 Debtors had reasons other than religious difference to avoid church. They went into ‘hiding’ under economic threat, not because they were political threats.

Mark Eccles has demonstrated that the Stratford nine who were said to fear process were all sued for debt in the 1590s. One spent his later years in a house that was ‘very ruinous’, one decamped for Ireland, one was held by the undersheriff with ‘a lock with a long iron chain and a great clog’ until he was imprisoned, one died in the almshouses, and two left widows who required places in the almshouses. Of the nine, only John Wheeler has been reliably associated with religious nonconformity. In further evidence of the general reliability of the reports, Robert Bearman shows that four of the six recusants who had been listed among the aged and infirm died soon after.41

Those who argue that John Shakespeare avoided both church and council for reasons of religious non-compliance add to their evidence cluster a ‘Catholic testament’ that is said to have been discovered in the rafters of the Henley Street Birthplace in 1757. The pages were soon mislaid, but from an early copy it can be confirmed that they represented a version of Cardinal Carlo Borromeo’s 1570s ‘Testament of the Soul’, meant to be carried by any Roman Catholic who feared he might find himself on his deathbed without a priest available to perform the last rites.42 The printed text circulated with blanks so that the devotee might fill in his own name, but with the document’s loss has gone the opportunity to examine the hand that reportedly entered ‘John Shakespeare’ multiple times. Were the Testament authentic, it would have preserved the only known autographs of Shakespeare’s father; elsewhere, he consistently signed with a mark.

Had he had conscientious objections to public service, these were most likely to have manifested themselves long before the string of missed meetings—in 1563, for example, when the council decided to obscure the wall-painted Doom and a Dance of Death in the Guild Chapel with limewash, or in 1571, when they sold off the old Romanist vestments. If official proscription were at issue, rather than personal choice, Ralph Cawdrey would not have been made bailiff when John Shakespeare deferred in 1567. Cawdrey was known to have Catholic sympathies, and three of his family members were named in the recusancy report as ‘coming not to church’ for reasons other than indigence or infirmity: his wife was believed to harbour priests, one of his daughters resided with a suspected supporter of Continental seminaries, and his absent son was described as either a seminary priest or a Jesuit. Nevertheless, Cawdrey was elected bailiff in 1567 and again in 1581, and he remained on the council until the year of his death, 1588. In March 1611, the puritans who had come to dominate the chamber at first accepted Thomas Barber’s argument that he should be debarred from the bailiwick because his wife was ‘an obstinate recusant’. They ‘amoved’ him from office. At the next meeting less than two months later, they concluded that the obstinacy was hers, not his; his service had been ‘faithful and laudable’. Among other things, he had loaned the chamber 5 marks in a time of need; they called him back to an aldermanship. Bearman remarks that town leaders avoided making religion ‘a divisive issue’.43 To put it more bluntly, their overriding objective was to exploit available talent, which for them was constituted in financial resources.

John Shakespeare’s fellow councillors dealt with him as a man whose absences were occasioned by economic distress. In 1557, an alderman who neglected an election day was liable to be charged 20s.; a burgess guilty of the same offence, 10s. These were the fines assessed on John Wheeler and William Smith, respectively, for missing the September 1578 election, and, two months later, the officers felt compelled to repeat that ‘every alderman and burgess that hath made default not coming to this hall according to the order shall pay their amercement’. For regular meetings, the levy was half a mark (6s. 8d.). In the years leading up to his 1586 retirement from office, Wheeler was penalized several times before his accumulated fines were finally reduced ‘in mercy’. But despite all his own absences, including from elections, fines were never even assessed on John Shakespeare. His fellow officers carried him on their books for nearly a decade’s worth of nonattendance.44

There might have been more to make of this story had it been unique. But success among the early modern middling sort was too precarious for the council not to have allowed itself some exemptions. When the beadle’s salary was shared out among all the officers in 1576, Lewis ap Williams and Humphrey Plumley were expected to supply just 8d. even though the rest of the aldermen, including John Shakespeare, were asked for 12d. In January 1578, the town was obliged to fit out six men for the musters, for which aldermen were charged half a mark and burgesses a quarter-mark. Robert Bratt was nonetheless permitted to contribute ‘nothing in this place’, and there were reduced rates for Plumley, John Walker, Thomas Brogden, William Brace, Anthony Tanner, and, in evidence that his reduced circumstances had by this point become general knowledge, John Shakespeare. He was charged the amount due from a burgess rather than an alderman. In the end, he contributed nothing. At the time of assessment, there had been no intention fully to forgive him, as the chamberlains indicated in 1579 that his subscription remained ‘unpaid and unaccompted for’. But expectations fell even lower in the next fiscal year, when an order for poor relief indicated that John Shakespeare and, again, Robert Bratt ‘shall not be taxed to pay anything’. After 1579, John Shakespeare disappears from the financial records as from the meetings.45 If no further fines or fees were charged, it was because his financial position was understood to have worsened.

John Shakespeare was due to serve as bailiff once more in 1580, seven men who had preceded him having already come around again in the rotation. He was silently passed over without nomination. Others were not excused. In 1597, for example, George Badger was fined £5 ‘for his wilful refusing to come to the hall’ and then £10 for declining election to the bailiwick. Robert Perrott had also been found ‘wilful’ and was amerced. For William Smith and Ralph Lord, the term used was ‘obstinate’. With John Shakespeare, by contrast, the issue was not wilfulness and obstinacy but financial incapacity. The Corporation’s 1557 Book of Orders specified that when any alderman who ‘by course’ should be bailiff was not ‘of ability’, he must not face ‘any kind of forfeiture for so refusing that office’. A marginal flag, in a later hand, emphasized that ‘If any refuse for want of ability, not to make any kind of forfeiture.’ Although Badger pled financial ‘disability’ in 1597, nineteen of the twenty-two men who were present voted him to be ‘of sufficient ability to take the office upon him’. Badger’s case further reveals that fines for refusal were not strictly punitive; they were also compensatory. Thus, Badger’s ‘forfeiture of the penalty of £10’ was in part for ‘the house’ and in part for ‘him that shall take the office upon him’. The chamberlains’ accounts suggest that Badger’s substitute, John Gibbes, received £5. 19s. When Alexander Aspinall, a council stalwart, declined the bailiwick in 1606, it was again Gibbes whose election was accelerated, though this time he was allotted the full £10 ‘forfeited by Master Aspinall, to his own use’.46 As was consistent with a general recognition of his financial plight, John Shakespeare was never asked to recompense the man who was named bailiff in his stead.

Against the evidence cluster of the duplicating recusancy certificates and an unverifiable spiritual testament can be set a cluster documenting the downward spiral of economic failure. Through the 1550s and 1560s, John Shakespeare had seemed ably to ride the tides of early modern financial transactions. Like all tradesmen, he would have extended credit to his customers; like all early moderns, he would have procured goods on credit himself. He would have borrowed and he would have lent; he served as a surety and he required sureties. Between 1556 and 1565 we find him in Stratford’s Court of Record eleven times as a plaintiff and six times as a defendant. In 1566 he pledged £19 as a surety for Richard Hathaway (and was disappointed). This all represents fairly aggressive monetary positioning and is consistent with his level of ambition. Even the complaints against him may have been auspicious, in the sense that, Margaret Webster supposes, ‘people sued only those whom they considered likely to be able to pay, rather than wasting money chasing those they knew could not’.47

In the 1570s and 1580s, however, we begin to encounter debts that were less routine. The default of John Luther in the amount of £50 in 1572 may be what left John Shakespeare unable to redeem a debt of £30 to Henry Higford in 1573. Exceeding the remit of the local Court of Record, Higford’s claim was pursued in the Court of Common Pleas, which met in Westminster. John Shakespeare failed to respond to two summonses in 1573, and, when Higford pressed the complaint again, four summonses in 1578. He was fined for each non-appearance. The 1578 will of Roger Sadler listed among ‘debts which are owing unto me’ that shared by Edmund Lambert and one ‘Cornishe’ for ‘the debt of Master John Shakespeare: £5’. Sadler, who had evidently known that he should require two sureties even for a comparatively modest loan to John Shakespeare, had despaired of repayment and thus directed his executors to seek recourse not with his debtor but with Mary Shakespeare’s brothers-in-law Edmund Lambert and Edward Cornwall. This was a private version of the shaming rituals of summonses and arrests, which were often intended to call out the assistance of kin and friends.48 Having been willing to provide this bond for John Shakespeare in the 1570s, Lambert became fully estranged from him in the next decade.

In 1580, John Shakespeare was fined £20 for not answering a Queen’s Bench summons and £20 for not producing a hatmaker named John Audeley in the same court; Audeley, meanwhile, was penalized £40 for his own offence and £10 for not producing John Shakespeare. The reciprocal arrangement suggests that each may otherwise have had difficulty securing the sureties they needed to satisfy the court. If the arrangement was as calculated as it appears, then the debts for which John Shakespeare could be attached by responding at the Queen’s Bench may possibly have been even greater than the £40 he forfeited for nonappearance. As likely, he had reasons outside this Queen’s Bench case to remain in hiding. In 1585, John Brown filed suit against seven men, but the claim against John Shakespeare was the only one ‘pursued to the point of arrest’. The writ that was issued failed because John Shakespeare was reported to have ‘nothing of which he could be distrained’—that is, no goods that could be seized to satisfy his creditor. Brown died the following August with the case unresolved, leaving chattels, merchandise, and leases worth almost £80 but with monies outstanding of nearly £420. Some £63 of his credits were judged ‘sperat’, or hopeful of collection, and about £200 were ‘doubtful’. Then there was the third category of more than £157 into which John Shakespeare’s unknown sum undoubtedly fell; these were deemed ‘desperate’, or uncollectable. In 1586, John Shakespeare guaranteed that one Michael Pryce would report on a felony charge filed in Coventry, but Pryce bolted. The forfeit was £10. In 1587, he stood surety for £22 borrowed by his brother Henry. When this debt also went bad, Henry Shakespeare’s creditor, Nicholas Lane, had John Shakespeare gaoled.49

By this point, the Shakespeares had already ceased adding to their portfolio and had begun pulling money out of their holdings. In 1579, the couple sold their piece of Snitterfield property, tenanted by a kinsman, to the kinsman’s son. They would also dispose of the Greenhill Street tenement that had been purchased in 1556.50 Even more ominously, they gambled with Mary Shakespeare’s inheritance and the family’s principal asset, Asbyes.51 They must previously have borrowed a substantial amount of money from George Gibbs, a neighbouring landholder who rented Asbyes fields and pastures from them, because the only way to understand the new lease they negotiated in 1578 is as repayment. In a complicated manoeuvre, they transferred ownership to two men named Thomas Webbe and Humphrey Hooper on 25 October 1578, so that Webbe and Hooper could lease the property to Gibbs again on 20 January 1579. Webbe and Hooper then returned ownership to John and Mary Shakespeare, but subject to the terms of the lease. This allowed Gibbs to farm the land essentially rent-free for twenty-one years. The Shakespeares’ annual revenues were reduced to a contracted amount of wheat and barley, about 14s. worth. As soon as the arrangement with Gibbs was agreed, on 14 November 1578 they withdrew a further £40 from Asbyes by mortgaging the property to Edmund Lambert, husband to Mary Shakespeare’s sister Joan. Lambert is said to have allowed that if they repaid him by 29 September 1580 the compact would be cancelled and Asbyes would be returned to them; either the Shakespeares hoped for a quick recovery or Lambert was not willing to give them more time. In the interim, in lieu of interest, Lambert accepted Gibbs’s wheat and barley. Not long after, Roger Sadler devised his will referring to the £5 debt guaranteed by Lambert and Edward Cornwall, husband to Mary Shakespeare’s sister Margaret. The implication is that in 1578 the Shakespeares had more creditors than Gibbs, and that they turned to their brothers-in-law to provide them with breathing room. In May 1580, the Shakespeares made a further appeal to kinship by giving their youngest son the name Edmund.

Five months later, they failed to redeem what they had clearly imagined to be a bridge loan. They would come to claim that they offered Lambert £40 in September 1580, but Eric Poole speculates that instead they asked for an extension. It emerged that they owed Lambert more than £40, and Lambert wanted all their debts repaid before he would release Asbyes. In 1587, with matters still unresolved, the Shakespeares turned against their relations with a catastrophic bluff, taking advantage of Edmund Lambert’s death in March to sue his son John. A year on from his day of reckoning in the Guildhall, when town officers decided that they could no longer indulge John Shakespeare’s belief that his situation would improve, he met with John Lambert and offered to relinquish all rights to Asbyes, convey all paperwork, and forgo all legal proceedings in exchange for £20. Or so he said. When Lambert failed to pay the £20 as allegedly promised, the Shakespeares asked the courts to award them not only the £20 but also an extra £10 in compensation. John Lambert denied the pact entirely.

William Shakespeare would have known the truth of it. Gibbs’s lease had included a rider to ensure that Asbyes would revert in time to Mary Shakespeare’s heirs—that is, to her eldest son. The provision obliged him to attend his parents’ 6 September 1587 meeting with John Lambert, supposedly to confirm his own cooperation with the plan to cede all property rights in exchange for £20. But when John Shakespeare sued again in 1597, it was as if the scheme involving £20 had never happened. He testified that he had offered £40 to each of the Lamberts and that both had refused him. John Lambert answered that the family had given up on the land; they just wanted more money. In court, the Shakespeares turned the second part of a conventional formula of petition—they were ‘of small wealth and very few friends and alliance’—into truth. For his part, William Shakespeare had undoubtedly recognized in 1587 that his legacy was lost. It may even have been much earlier that he understood he would be making his way without Asbyes.

The fate of Asbyes encapsulates the steady erosion of worth that the Shakespeares experienced across several decades. Perhaps John Shakespeare was, after all, the ‘merry-cheeked old man’ of Thomas Plume’s oral history. He was enough the optimist not to have requested to leave the council, as John Wheeler had done. Instead, he needed a nudge, because he persisted in hoping for a recovery that was not to be. If the plan of 1578 had worked, the Shakespeares would have recovered ownership of Mary Shakespeare’s inherited land in 1580 and would have begun again to receive rental income with the expiration of Gibbs’s lease in 1601. When this scheme failed, others were devised. But Mary Shakespeare buried her husband on 8 September 1601, and John Lambert sold Asbyes the next spring. The land came into its full value with the end of Gibbs’s lease even as the risk of further legal challenges was reduced with the death of John Shakespeare—conveniently for Lambert, all in the same month. At sale, Asbyes was still valued at £40, not the £60 (much less the £70) that John Shakespeare had angled for.

John Shakespeare’s reduced presence in the Court of Record in the 1590s has been taken by some to suggest that the difficulties of the 1570s and 1580s had resolved themselves, but it probably indicates that he was forced to trade with caution and to lend less, as also that he was unable to borrow more. The financial crisis that had coincided with his absence from office in 1577 extended well into the 1590s, as yet another controversy confirms. His dispute with William Burbage has been obscured by the loss of one court document and damage to another, but we know that sometime before 1582 Burbage paid John Shakespeare £7. 10s. for the lease of an unspecified Stratford tenement ‘for diverse years then to come’.52 Ensuing events have been interpreted in a number of ways: Burbage may have deposited an entry fine (as was customary) in order to secure the lease, may have prepaid rent, or may have lent money for which John Shakespeare put up property as collateral; Burbage may then have changed his mind about the lease, John Shakespeare may have broken a condition of the lease, or John Shakespeare may have failed to repay the loan. The language of a lease could be used to effect a mortgage, but the formula seems not to have served in this case. Burbage never challenged John Shakespeare for ownership of the property, as would have been his right in a case of forfeited mortgage. He sued for repayment, alleging in the Court of Arches that their agreement had been breached by ‘dispute and debates’. In July 1582, arbiters ruled that John Shakespeare ‘should release the same William Burbage of his covenant’ and return £7 at ‘the sign of the Maidenhead’ in Stratford on 29 September 1582. The mediators apparently found that, before the arrangement went bad, Burbage had received some service or affordance worth 10s. Appearances are that Burbage had paid an entry fine (or some other consideration) of £7 as well as rent in the amount of 10s.

The loss of Burbage’s rental income may have provoked the sale of the Greenhill Street house, and Burbage may have chosen to renew his claim in 1588 because he knew that John Shakespeare had just received payment for it. Or there could have been some other combination of income or need that brought John Shakespeare and Burbage back to court. In 1589, the Court of Common Pleas upheld Burbage’s action and allowed him 36s. in court costs and damages over and above the principal. The award was still unfulfilled in April 1592, when Burbage made one last attempt to recoup his funds at the Queen’s Bench. John Shakespeare did not appear in court despite being ‘solemnly required’. Undoubtedly he was in hiding and was also avoiding church. The sheriff of Warwickshire, who had declared that John Shakespeare could not be ‘found’, was ordered to execute judgment against him. In other words, the sheriff was again charged to arrest him.

From this long-running story, three points stand out. First, as Bearman notes, a claim that went to arbitration in 1582 probably followed from an agreement reached in the late 1570s. Not long after he ran into difficulties paying council levies, John Shakespeare lost the income he thought he had generated by leasing property to Burbage. Second, we know from the 1592 ruling that John Shakespeare was liable to be gaoled then, but the fact that the Court of Arches mediators specified that he should be paid at ‘the Maidenhead’ suggests that he had also been at risk of arrest in 1582. He was allowed to forgo the usual practice of repaying his debt to Burbage in the porch at Holy Trinity Church. Naming the Maidenhead instead, the mediators permitted John Shakespeare to continue to ‘lie hidden’ from other creditors and court agents. Finally, third, showing that he was liable to arrest in April 1592, the Queen’s Bench case corroborates the recusancy report of late March 1592 that John Shakespeare had good reason to avoid church ‘for fear of process for debt’.

The Misfortunes of John Shakespeare

John Shakespeare’s world could not have turned upside down on 23 January 1577 without also upending that of his eldest son. Even so, when we think about the private papers that we wish had survived from this family, the father’s account book would not top many lists. And in this instance, at least, the public records are reasonably forthcoming. During the rising years, when he appears regularly in the council minutes and the court records, we can nearly fill out his diary (as Halliwell-Phillipps has demonstrated). More, there is ample evidence to help us understand why he was unable to meet council assessments, why he withdrew from public life, why he defaulted on so many loans, and why his heritage properties in Wilmcote and Snitterfield would not descend to his son.

The burdens of the bailiwick were called ‘crushing’. With an inadequate revenue base, the borough ran on subventions and loans from its officers. The fines assessed to those who declined appointment give some indication of the expected levels of annual contribution: for a bailiff, £10; for a high alderman, £8; for a constable, £5; for a taster, £2. Officers were assessed for civic festivity, poor relief, and the beadle’s wages; they provided street lighting by keeping lanterns burning at their doors; they absorbed such extraordinary costs as equipping men for the musters; they were penalized for missing meetings and not wearing their gowns during ceremonial processions. At about the time that John Shakespeare ceased attending sessions, moreover, expenses escalated. While there were profits and advantages to be realized in civic governance, and one of the profiteers would seem to have been John Shakespeare’s former partner Adrian Quiney, still Quiney’s son Richard, as burgess, sought to protect his own alderman father from the charges of the bailiwick by voting against him in the 1582 election.53

For those who advanced monies on behalf of the town, refunds could be long delayed. During the fiscal year 1564–5, the Corporation repaid John Shakespeare £3. 2s. 7d. ob., a debt dating back at least a year. The Corporation acknowledged a further debt of 7s. 3d. in February 1566 and promised reimbursement by his successor chamberlains. He was not made whole until January 1568. A 1571 note of ‘money delivered to Master Shakespeare at sundry times’ totalled a remarkable £6 returned. Any funds thus tied up represented liquidity that was squandered and interest that was sacrificed. As he explained when suing not the Corporation but John Lambert for failing to remit the £20 Lambert had allegedly promised, John Shakespeare indicated that he ‘totally lost and failed to acquire the whole gain, advantage, and profit which he by buying and bargaining with the aforesaid £20 could have had and acquired’; it was the equal, he declared, to ‘the loss of £30’.54

In hindsight, it must have seemed that John Shakespeare had been advanced in office prematurely. He came to the aldermanship when William Bott was unexpectedly ‘expulsed’ from the council for bad behaviour. In the course of an inglorious career, Bott had been accused of forging documents to ensure that he would inherit his son-in-law’s property if his daughter died childless. Then he poisoned his daughter with ratsbane. Bott’s fellow officers were more concerned with the report that he had alleged ‘there was never a[n] honest man of the council’. When called to answer for his ‘evil’ and ‘opprobrious words’, Bott refused to appear.55 John Shakespeare filled the vacancy. More worrisomely, he also assumed the bailiwick early, in consequence of Robert Perrott’s defaults. Nor did Perrott make restitution for obliging John Shakespeare precipitately; when Perrott’s penalty was belatedly paid in, John Shakespeare was already dead. We do not know whether he was too eager, whether his colleagues failed to stage his civic career appropriately, or whether a series of leadership crises left them with little alternative but to promote a man who had not yet consolidated his assets.

If John Shakespeare was elected bailiff because his colleagues had no other good options, the same exigency undoubtedly accounted for his maintenance in office through all the years between 23 January 1577, when he ceased attending meetings, and 6 September 1586, when he was formally released from the council. There was a shortage of men who were sufficiently well positioned to take up the financial demands of the aldermanship. Council members thought they had finally found substitutes for John Shakespeare and John Wheeler when they named William Smith and Richard Court in their steads. But Smith refused to be advanced from the role of burgess to that of alderman (and was fined), and Court died within weeks. The council went forward with just twelve aldermen, and it would be ten years before they were finally able again to achieve a full, chartered complement of fourteen aldermen and fourteen burgesses.56 The best guide to John Shakespeare’s record in public office is thus the case of Robert Perrott, not only because Perrott’s defiant resignation led to John Shakespeare’s premature advancement but also because Perrott was pursued so aggressively to compensate for resigning. Had John Shakespeare remained as wealthy as is sometimes believed, he would either have been obliged to remain in place or he would have been penalized as heavily as was Perrott. Even years on, in the early 1590s, John Shakespeare was still capable only of the most common sort of civic service: jury duty, inventory valuation.

Early modern artificers could be bankrupted simply by the custom of extending credit in the ordinary way of doing business, when customers failed to clear their accounts. Stratford glover William Hobday was owed £3. 7s. 2d. in his probate inventory, while for the Birmingham tanner William Field, who like Hobday and John Shakespeare died in 1601, appraisers declined even to enumerate desperate debts. The ‘sperat’ ones alone amounted to £20. John Shakespeare was exposed to additional peril with each advance he attempted. He was part of an historical shift from exclusive trading on ‘the open market’, which Alan Everitt describes as the ‘more or less rigorous regulation and vigilant, ordered system’ seen in a market town, to ‘private bargaining’, which operated ‘beyond the scrutiny of official eyes, either central or local’. For John Shakespeare, the difference roughly corresponded to retail sales in made leather goods sold from a market stall, on the one hand, and resales and speculation as a wool dealer, on the other. When market transactions involved credit, these were in small amounts for short terms. Wholesale and wide-ranging commercial activities operated on a different scale. In 1599, notably, he was still trying to recover payment for a sale of wool made more than thirty years earlier.57

The wool regulations of 1577 have been seen as the breaking point for the family fortunes, perhaps because they roughly coincide with John Shakespeare’s withdrawal from office. The story was more complicated than this. He was prosecuted in the queen’s courts as a usurer in 1570 and a brogger in 1572 and, as Glyn Parry and Cathryn Enis have shown, was pursued on these charges for more than a decade. Early on, the Shakespeares may have had the wherewithal to make things right with the Court of Exchequer. Instead, even as writs of attachment and arrest were issued, in 1575 they purchased two more houses on Henley Street. They secured a new lease for Ingon Meadow at about the same time. Asbyes seems also to have been a site of further investment; they are said to have built a house to improve on Mary Arden’s inheritance by converting it from open pasturage to a tenantable farmstead.58 In short, the Shakespeares appear to have overextended with the property purchases of the mid-1570s.

Complaints made against John Shakespeare in the Court of Exchequer are finally key to understanding his decline. David L. Thomas and Norman E. Evans discovered two usury charges: Anthony Harrison, an informant, alleged that sometime after 26 October 1568 (and before 21 October 1569) ‘John Shakespeare’ of ‘Stratford upon Haven’, glover, loaned £100 to John Mussum of Woltun in Warwickshire, to be repaid by All Saints (1 November) 1569 with interest of £20. The informant James Langrake almost immediately filed his own report that sometime after 25 October 1568 ‘John Shappere alias Shakespeare’ of ‘Stratford upon Haven’, glover, loaned £80 to John Musshem of Walton D’Eiville in Warwickshire, to be repaid by the feast of St Andrew the Apostle (30 November) 1568 with interest of £20. Thomas and Evans, as also all those who have followed them, have assumed that these were two distinct cases.59 That is, they suppose that John Shakespeare made two loans to Musshem in very short order, and perhaps two days in a row, apparently charging £20 interest on £100 lent for more than a year and an identical amount of interest on £80 lent for one month.

A more plausible interpretation of these records is that John Shakespeare made a single loan to Musshem. Our sole sources on the subject are informants’ reports, and these were never accepted at face value by the Exchequer. They were tested by means of witness depositions and defendant pleadings. In this instance, Harrison’s account was pursued, while that of Langrake was fairly quickly disposed of. John Shakespeare would have appeared in court on 3 February 1570 knowing that the indictment brought forward from Langrake’s account was wrong in at least one aspect, as the discrepant allegations go to suggest. He ‘asked to hear the information’ before denying it. Listening to the charge in full, John Shakespeare must have found grounds—date of agreement or date due, amount of loan or amount of interest—to contest it as false. An officer of the court recommended a trial by jury, but John Shakespeare requested to pay a fine instead. With a guilty verdict, he would not only have lost Musshem’s interest (£20) but would also have forfeited the principal to Musshem (£80) and owed triple the principal to the Exchequer (£240). Unlikely as this was—the weakness of the case is suggested by the amount of the fine, just £2—he was willing simply to settle the matter. On this occasion, he seems to have escaped on what amounts to the technicality of Langrake’s imperfect report.

Informants frequently sought to negotiate under-the-table agreements to forestall arraignments. Declining to do so, John Shakespeare cheated Langrake of the windfall he would have anticipated: a £120 share of the projected penalty of £240 split evenly between Crown and informant. Langrake seems then to have set out to salvage something from his otherwise unproductive research into the business of the Stratford-upon-Avon glover. This resulted in yet another Exchequer allegation. Reporting that John Shakespeare had made one purchase of wool worth £140 (with John Lockeley) and another worth £70 (on his own), assuming fines of £280 and £140 to be shared with the queen, Langrake aimed at a reward of £210.

Now in the Exchequer’s sights as both a usurer and a brogger, John Shakespeare would be pursued for years. In connection with Harrison’s information, he had been required to sign a bond of £133 to cover a potential fine calculated at £120 plus the court’s costs. Defying summonses and defaulting on the bond, John Shakespeare would be subject to a series of court writs ordering his arrest. Another series of writs followed from the charge brought on Langrake’s new information, and John Shakespeare was named a debtor to the Crown. Glyn Parry and Cathryn Enis, who discovered the writs, suggest that they petered out in 1583 because the Exchequer must finally have deemed his debts desperate. They also report the story of John Sadler, who delayed answering to another of Langrake’s informations until after Langrake died in 1583. Meanwhile, during this period, John Shakespeare was also accumulating fines for non-appearance in the Court of Common Pleas (for his debt to Henry Higford), at the Queen’s Bench (regarding his arrangement with John Audeley), and in Stratford’s Court of Record (regarding his debt to John Brown). To be in hiding from the Crown was to be in hiding from all law courts as well as from the church porch.60

The idea that in 1568 or 1569 John Shakespeare made two loans totalling £180 has given us an exaggerated notion of his wealth. E. A. J. Honigmann, for example, calculates that this figure was the equivalent of £180,000 in late twentieth-century money. The situation looks somewhat different if there was just one loan for either £80 or £100. The brogging charge, too, may similarly have misled us. John Shakespeare’s complaint against John Walford in 1599 suggests that the 300 tods he is alleged to have purchased were worth the very large sum of £300, but a 1577 report on Midlands broggers lists some who sold 40, 50, and 60 tods weekly. Langrake may have discovered John Shakespeare’s initial forays into a profitable market or rare splash-outs rather than steady commerce. Were it not for Langrake’s frustration with the failed usury allegation, in other words, the volume of John Shakespeare’s wool trade might otherwise have escaped notice. If this is the case, then his traffic in wool was not as ‘considerable’ as his legal jeopardy would have led Nicholas Rowe’s informants to believe. In 1576 there was a centrally mandated suspension on trading, to cool the market, and in May 1577 local justices were instructed to secure from any known brogger a surety in the amount of £100 that he would honour the moratorium. By then, however, John Shakespeare would seem already to have been out of the business. A list of seventeen Warwickshire broggers was presented to the Privy Council that June, and his name was not included.61

While Honigmann has asserted that John Shakespeare was never poor, this is to contend, by contrast, that he was never rich. He was a first-generation townsman, just up from the country, without much of substance behind him. Although diversification sounds like a sound business strategy, for the Shakespeares it may have meant exposure on too many fronts. Even in the heady days of the 1560s, they had to borrow from others—from George Gibbs, from Edmund Lambert, from Roger Sadler, from Henry Higford—in order to purchase quantities of wool, to lend to Musshem, and to acquire property. In the years following, the numbers are on an entirely different scale. The defaulted Burbage lease shows them incapable of assembling £7 over the course of something like fifteen years, and they sold their land in Snitterfield for the sake of £4. They valued an important alliance with the Lamberts at just £20, and lost both affiliates and land.

Sometime before 1590, the Shakespeares had relinquished their Greenhill Street house. It may be that the purchase of the two additional Henley Street houses in 1575 meant not an ill-timed business expansion, but a pragmatic retrenchment. That is, if John Shakespeare was no longer in a position to speculate in wool and to make large loans, he may have pulled back to the craftwork with which he had begun, on an industrial site where the houses were less important than the expanse of land they fronted. In his sanguine view of John Shakespeare’s financial history, Honigmann cites approvingly an observation of Oscar James Campbell and Edward G. Quinn: ‘he never became poor. He was never forced to part with the three houses he owned in Stratford’.62 Set aside the fact that the 1575 purchase of two of these Henley Street houses may have been yet another contributor to a fiscal crash; we should remember also that the family legacy for the eldest son was not on Henley Street but in Wilmcote, at the forfeited property called Asbyes. For aspirants to gentility, as we know the Shakespeares to have been, land was the precondition. Even after Asbyes was effectively lost, they staked their claim to arms on it.

Then, on 13 May 1594, the Shakespeares’ remaining real assets, the three adjacent buildings now known collectively as ‘the Birthplace’, may have been rendered unfit for human habitation and essentially worthless on the open market. The fire that ravaged Stratford that day was succeeded by another in 1595, the two conflagrations together destroying as many as two hundred houses and barns. Henley Street tenements were among the most devastated in 1594.

Our best records are for buildings that were owned by the Corporation, which documented the rental income and entry fines lost to abandoned tracts and insolvent tenants on the south side of Henley Street. While William Greenaway’s plot was rebuilt by December 1595, many simply surrendered their leases and walked away. In March 1598 the town council commissioned a list of ‘those that are remaining in the Henley Street that have not been dwelling in the town above three years’, undoubtedly a census of vagrants who were squatting in ruined structures. In 1599, John Coxe and William Cawdrey still held bare plots upon each of which there had once stood a house now ‘decayed with fire’, and John Wheeler’s buildings remained ‘altogether untenantable’. Coxe had promised to make his Henley Street plot habitable in 1597, but his lease was soon transferred to Michael Hare, ‘to build it as Coxe should have done’, and, when Hare failed, too, to Thomas Hiccox. Robert Johnson received Cawdrey’s ‘burned ground in Henley Street’ only if he would erect ‘a fair house upon it’; the same condition was imposed in a lease extended to William Wilson. Nearly eighteen years on, in 1612, two tenements on the Cawdrey plot were described as just ‘lately erected’.63

Comparable records do not survive for homes like the Shakespeares’. Their houses belonged to the manor rather than to the borough, and manorial records have not survived. They would not have been included on the grim roster compiled by local officials even had they burned to the ground. Town records note that William Wilson, three plots to the east, suffered fire damage, but he was also east of the Mere, a water course. There has been widespread reluctance to believe that the fire jumped either north across the street or west across the Mere towards the building known as Shakespeare’s ‘Birthplace’. A deed from 1596 shows that it did. Richard and Elizabeth Quiney sold a ‘toft and plot of ground with the appurtenances whereon two barns and one malthouse then lately stood, being now consumed by fire, situated in Henley Street’, extending to the Gild Pits—that is, on the north side—and located near Hell Lane.64

In 1597, the Shakespeares sold their neighbour George Badger a small strip of land between their two homes, less than a yard wide and a full twenty-eight yards long, stretching from Henley Street to the Gild Pits. Narrow tracts such as this allowed neighbours to add mediating passages (creating drainage areas that would have benefited both houses), to create light wells (so that each building could have useful side windows), to bump out chimneys (amenities of acute concern given the recent reminders of the dangers of open hearths), to append external staircases (for greater density of occupancy or labour), or simply, as happened here, for one to enlarge his house. The land transferred to Badger was, like the land sold by the Quineys, described as a ‘toft’—that is, a lot that had once been built on, probably by the original Shakespeare houses, but that now stood bare.65

A survey of 1590 indicates that before the fire John Shakespeare had paid the lord of the manor two annual rents: 6d., presumably for the ground purchased in 1556; and 13d., presumably for the ground purchased in 1575. The original rents for the bishop’s burgage plots had been 12d. each, but borders had shifted over the years, as seems to have happened for the Birthplace buildings. The east house, at 6d., occupied half a plot, but the two west houses, at 13d., stood on a plot that had been enlarged by one penny’s worth at some point in its history. If the west-most building had been destroyed by fire, however, it was an easier matter for old borders to be restored, as the Shakespeares’ subsequent chief-rent payments of 6d. and 12d. go to confirm.

Whatever the cause, the Shakespeare houses were rebuilt in the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century. The Badger conveyance looks like nothing so much as the restoration of an old boundary in connection with new construction. From the sale, the Shakespeares received 50s. towards their own rebuilding expenses. As with Cawdrey and Coxe and Wheeler, this may have taken some time. The Birthplace was not listed in surveys of residential corn stores that were taken on 4 February 1598, which could mean that it remained unoccupied nearly four years after the fire. Recovery would have been difficult, especially if the loss of the house also involved the loss of finished goods, cured leathers, skins being processed, and tools and supplies.

With the exception of the strip of the toft, a new structure would likely have reoccupied the footprint of the separable tenements John Shakespeare had earlier assembled. But the Shakespeares seem to have taken the opportunity to introduce an innovation, as well. Creating one building out of two, they inserted a cross-passage that provided access from the street front to the rear yard. It was broad enough for goods and pack animals to have been taken through. Stratford tradesmen could fall afoul of town regulations not only for muckhills but also for leaving their carts and goods in the street.66 With this passage, the house would have better served working whittawers, including perhaps the Shakespeare sons as well as their father.

Early pilgrims to William Shakespeare’s home town visited Holy Trinity Church, site of his funerary monument, rather than the house on Henley Street. William Dugdale featured the burial place, not the Birthplace, in his 1656 Antiquities of Warwickshire. Local knowledge of Shakespeare’s family home was not recorded until 1759, when the surveyor Samuel Winter prepared a plan that showed the ‘house where Shakespeare was born’. While Winter seems to have been correct about the location of John Shakespeare’s holding, just what remains, and from when, is open to conjecture (see Figure 1.1). The Birthplace looks in other respects like a house of the 1590s at the earliest, according to Nicholas Molyneux.67 If the house was a rebuilding following the 1594 fire, this would make sense of architectural features and documentary evidence that have otherwise puzzled us. The Birthplace does not resemble homes that were occupied in the 1550s, 1560s, and 1570s. Nearby buildings show what might have been expected for a Midlands town house of these decades. They are late medieval in aspect, with characteristic jetties: the upper levels, overhanging the lower storeys, project into the street. At the Birthplace, however, there survives sufficient evidence of the original structure that we can be sure there was never a jetty. More, the building’s timbering is close-studded at street level, with square panelling above—according to Molyneux, a style generally not seen in this region before the 1590s (and in use through the 1620s).68

The records show that John Shakespeare purchased three buildings where we now see two. Struggling to reconcile the documentary and material evidence, Edgar I. Fripp at first posited that only two of the Shakespeare tenements fronted onto Henley Street, while the third was a building attached to the back with its own ‘independent kitchen and staircase’. This rear extension, though, is now known to have been a seventeenth-century structure added when the property was converted into an inn, and Fripp came eventually to refer to the ‘East’ building, the ‘Middle’, and the ‘West’.69 His continued confusion falls away when we read the ‘Birthplace’ as a three-part structure that was substantially rebuilt after 1594. The Shakespeares retained just one tenement in something approximating its original form—this is what stands as a small, essentially self-contained house to the west—and made radical changes to the others. The two tenements to the east were thrown into the one with its cross passage, achieving a more practical articulation of dwelling and shop. In other words, what we know to have been three buildings look to us like two buildings because they were reconstructed as two sometime after 1590, with one of the original entry doors suppressed.

The post-1594 ‘Birthplace’ is a traditional hall house with spatial arrangements that were centuries old, through-passage and all. To one side of the passage is the high-end parlour and a large hall; to the other side is the room that, in the urban context, would have been a shop for the manufacturing, finishing, and storage of retail goods. While there is nothing creative about the new floor plan, still the Birthplace was creatively adapted to its space and for its particular use. The lone architectural oddity in this vernacular building is the positioning of windows on the back wall, overlooking the yard where a whittawer would have had his pits and troughs (Figure 1.3). Three windows survive as, the framing confirms, they were originally inserted, one to either side of the opening into the passage and one over the passage itself. There remain structural traces of a fourth window in the hall; it was blocked when the rear extension was added in the early seventeenth century. All four windows are set peculiarly high in the walls, nearly at ceiling level on the interior. They serve their designated function, which is to provide light within, but just barely, because they are so small and tall. Their size and placement are strikingly idiosyncratic in a structure that is otherwise thoroughly familiar. It may be that they were provoked by an unknown exigency, but it may also be that they were the innovations of a member of the Shakespeare family.
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Figure 1.3 The rear elevation of ‘Shakespeare’s Birthplace’, showing a wing added in the seventeenth century to the right and with three high windows visible on the ground floor of the original buildings to the left.





We can make sense of the archival evidence for John Shakespeare if we see him as a man who encountered financial difficulties that ended his ambitions to speculate in wool or to make large loans. By the 1590s, he was a craftsman again. We can also make sense of the rebuilt Birthplace’s eccentricities if we imagine its rear windows to be floating high above the miasma of leather processing. They seem positioned for a household of working glove makers.

John Shakespeare’s Son

In the locus of the Guildhall and the object of the glove, the material and symbolic worlds of the young William Shakespeare realized a perfect coherence. That world view shattered when his glover father surrendered his place in the Guildhall on 23 January 1577.

Some years later, or so his story is typically imagined, Shakespeare would walk to a romantic thatched-roof cottage at Shottery to woo a husbandman’s daughter named Anne Hathaway. His first associations, though, would have been with her coming to Stratford, as, to a child’s eyes, all the world did. Stratford’s parish church was a Sunday destination for those in Shottery, but its Thursday market was also a magnet for farmers and villagers within a five-mile radius. They came to sell their meats and produce; they came to buy manufactured goods such as gloves, shoes, and cloth. In 1591, Stratford’s civic leaders estimated that the vicar of Holy Trinity had the care of 3,000 souls, who, by one calculation, would have required the surplus yield of ten hamlets’ worth of countryside in order to sustain themselves. Stratford’s catchment area included Bishopton, Bridgetown, Bushwood, Clopton, Dodwell, Drayton, Luddington, Ruin Clifford, and Welcombe, as well as Shottery.70

In the time of Shakespeare, Stratford’s Bridge Street was bisected into Fore Bridge Street and Back Bridge Street by a string of shops and shambles that opened only on market days. The area between Wood Street and Henley Street was an extension of this strip of median structures that were leased out to rural purveyors of flesh and fish. Many residences were fronted by shops and workshops, but on Thursdays townsfolk also let out the space before their doors for the pop-up retail of country men and women. There were stalls and trestles to display merchandise, as well as pens to corral live sheep and cows. Henry Shakespeare may have driven Ingon animals to Stratford for sale. John Shakespeare would himself have been at the most prestigious of the three market crosses, which was located at the top of Bridge Street where it intersected with High Street. Space there was reserved for an industry that was centred in the Midlands: glove-making.71

The nerve centre for the market was the medieval Guildhall (Plate 1), where, beginning in 1553, trade and traffic were regulated by the aldermen and burgesses of the borough council. It was a building with two large gathering spaces. The clay-floored Lower Hall was fitted out with benches fastened to the long walls to accommodate the litigants, witnesses, and observers who attended the borough Court of Record. At one end was a small chamber to which juries could retire; the beadle was charged with locking them in as they deliberated. Overhead was the Upper Hall, which, with an adjoining kitchen and privy, was used for civic feasts. To one side of the Guildhall building was the old Guild Chapel, disused since the Dissolution. On the other side was the so-called ‘Infill House’, which was home to the King Edward VI grammar school and which connected the Guildhall to a row of royally chartered almshouses. Behind was an off-street courtyard demarcated by the Guildhall, its South Wing, the Guild Chapel, and another building known as the ‘Pedagogue’s House’.72

In the 1560s, borough officers drew additional spaces and powers under the Guildhall umbrella. Encouraged that the religious upheavals of the previous decade were behind them, they repurposed the chapel for the use of visiting preachers. The image obliteration of 1562–3 was followed in 1563–4 by outlays for ‘taking down the rood loft’ and ‘making the seats’. In 1564, the officers recovered the use of the chapel garden. It had been rented out to a townsman, but that August, when Shakespeare was four months old and plague was rife, the council avoided the contagion of confined spaces with a meeting ‘holden in our garden’. In 1568 or 1569, they reconceived the Upper Hall. By night it was an occasional banqueting space; by day it was the schoolroom. Stratford was notable for locating its grammar school, not its gaol, in the Guildhall.73

Robert Tittler has remarked on the unsettled nomenclature of the period: a town’s ‘guildhall’ might concurrently be called its ‘town hall’, ‘market hall’, ‘common hall’, or ‘council house’. The verbal variety was not a symptom of linguistic or functional confusion; the hall accrued its power by consolidating in one place a number of important transactions, adjudications, and events. Civic buildings were meant to be understood as what Clifford Geertz terms ‘concentrated loci of serious acts’. Stratford aldermen came to describe their headquarters as ‘the town hall, council chamber, schoolhouse, or the place called the Guild court or yard’. They thought of their own meetings as a civic space, and, even though they convened in the small chamber that doubled as a jury room, they attached to themselves the spatial name of greater status. The governing orders of 1557 prescribed ‘that there be once every month in the year at the least a hall to be kept in the council chamber, at which hall the bailiff, aldermen, and capital burgesses shall be to commune and consult together of things necessary’ (emphasis added). Stratford’s Guildhall buildings ‘symbolised the principle of self-governance’, says Robert Bearman; town halls ‘legitimated the authority’ of their governors, adds Tittler. In the South Wing were stored the borough’s records, its property documents, its maces, seals, and armour—a ‘collection of stories, ceremonies, insignia, formalities, and appurtenances that’, Geertz concludes, ‘mark the center as center’.74

For the better part of two decades, Shakespeare’s father was at the centre of the centre. He was elected the borough’s chief officer as William Shakespeare turned 4-and-a-half and achieved the age of memory. It may be that 4 September 1568 was the first landmark date of Shakespeare’s imaginative life, with the election followed by a great feast during which John Shakespeare assumed precedence in all borough affairs for a calendar year. Bailiffs were expected to be ‘lanterns in good usage and order’, radiating all the council’s principles and values. Throughout his year in office, the town beadle lived and dined in the Shakespeare family home. On days when the council met, a constable would report to the house to usher John Shakespeare to the Guildhall; on some occasions, the whole body of officers might be required to join the procession wearing their civic gowns. In the Guildhall, the bailiff stood on a footstool in symbolic elevation. Each Sunday, he was escorted to Holy Trinity Church by the beadle and, while most parishioners stood, sat in the first pew. If the young William Shakespeare attended a Court of Record session or was hoisted up to look in through the Guildhall’s street-level windows, he saw his father acting as judge and seated on a dais. Above him, the royal arms would have been displayed, a reminder that John Shakespeare was charged to execute the sovereign’s law and was imbued with its power. For a year’s worth of Thursdays, John Shakespeare also sat at the high cross as Clerk of the Market, taking in tolls and arbitrating controversies. In May 1569, he conducted the annual perambulation of the borders, beginning at the ‘further end of the Stone Bridge’ in the north-east, walking along the Gild Pits, turning at a historic elm tree in the north-westernmost corner of town, going south to two more milepost elms, and then weaving his way through the various closes and grounds that bordered on Old Stratford in order to return to the bridge, having formally and magisterially traced ‘the limits of this borough’.75

During that August of 1569, the Upper Hall, already used for schooling and civic feasts, acquired a third function as a space of theatre. John Shakespeare authorized the first recorded performances in Stratford as two travelling companies visited, the Queen’s Players and the Earl of Worcester’s Players. In neighbouring Gloucestershire, R. Willis, who may have been born the same year as Shakespeare, described a play staged in the 1570s as having made ‘such impression in me that when I came towards man’s estate it was as fresh in my memory as if I had seen it newly acted’. For Shakespeare, this formative experience would have been inextricable from the fact that the companies ‘attended’ his father (in Willis’s term) to seek licence and appointment. We can imagine his excitement when players entered the town with drums, trumpets, and tumblers.76 We might also recognize that even this display may have been overshadowed by the awe and wonder he had already experienced at the civic parades in which his father, costumed and accoutred, was Stratford’s ranking representative of honour and ceremony.

The constable who went before the bailiff brandished an ornate silver-gilt mace. John Shakespeare was expected to uphold the dignity of the borough by donning a gown trimmed with fur. He may also have flaunted a pair of ceremonial gloves, what Tittler calls a ‘virtual wand of office’ (Plate 2). For his son, the family commercial venture that would have been most visible was glove-making, and, in a convergence of personal history and ritual practice, gloves were implements of countless social rituals. They were given as tokens of love and to seal betrothals; they ornamented memorial maidens’ garlands hung in churches; they were funerary tributes. An early modern artificer who achieved the ‘freedom’ of a town or city, and thus both a licence to trade and full enfranchisement, often marked the occasion by bestowing gloves upon his fellows. The gifts signalled his embrace of a civic body and its corporate culture. These associations were sufficiently commonplace that, in his will of 1630, Thomas Tottey referred to the London Painter-Stainers not as a guild, a mystery, or a livery company, but as a ‘glovery’. In Stratford and elsewhere, newly elected mayors and bailiffs received gifts of gloves at their installations.77

Shakespeare would also have seen his father reading a public proclamation to open two annual fairs: the ‘first’ fair of the civic year, in the autumn, when he was 4-and-a-half; and the ‘great’ fair of the spring, when he was 5. We do not know whether Stratford’s were ‘glove’ fairs, a term that refers to the larger-than-life wooden or leather glove that was displayed in many towns in token of their fair’s royal charter. The carved-oak Chester Glove, which has been estimated to date to the late sixteenth century, measured just over a foot from the wrist to the tip of its middle finger. It weighed slightly less than a pound and was suspended, by means of a metal hook and ring, from a pole opposite the main market cross. Chester records of 1687 describe it as a ‘usual custom’ to raise the Glove in token of welcome and as a protection for commerce. The Barnstaple Glove may have been made of leather; accounts indicate that it was replaced in 1569–70 (for a penny). Totnes elevated a pair of gloves. In Hartland, ‘gloves at both fairs’ were an annual expenditure during the Elizabethan and Jacobean years. The Exeter Glove, described as ‘of immense size’, was reportedly carried through the city on a long pole decorated with ribbons and flowers before being displayed. There were three stations of the Glove en route, with a procession of town officers halting at each for the bailiff to read a proclamation that dated back to 1322; one of them also carried a parchment copy of the medieval royal charter. If, as a glove-making centre with a royally chartered fair, Stratford’s was a glove fair, John Shakespeare as bailiff would have raised the ceremonial Glove to open each fair and lowered the Glove to close it.78

When he was 7 or 8, William Shakespeare took his own place in civic society. The precise date of this second landmark day of his youth, in 1571 or 1572, is lost along with the vanished enrolment records of the King Edward VI grammar school. But there can be little doubt that Nicholas Rowe was right in reporting that John Shakespeare had ‘bred’ his son ‘at a free-school’. As a pedagogical designation, ‘free’ had a double meaning in this period: schooling was provided at no charge to the scholars, and it was a venture of and largely for the sons of Stratford’s free, professional men. Maintenance of the school was one of John Shakespeare’s chartered responsibilities as a member of the council; access to the school was his son’s privilege.

The aim of the King Edward VI school was civic renewal. It was intended to prepare young artificers to succeed their fathers as worthy members of society, office-holders, and contributors to profit and order. ‘It is good for me’, each schoolboy learned from the grammarian William Lily, ‘to read Virgil’, because Virgil was known to inculcate lessons in what Thomas Elyot called ‘virtuous manners of policy’. For Shakespeare, the connection between civic power and forward thinking could not have been more material. In many towns, schooling was conducted in or near the parish church; at Crediton, for example, the Lady Chapel was converted to educational use, and in Winchcombe the vestry was enlarged for the same purpose.79 But in Stratford civic buildings sheltered the classroom as well as the council chamber. There would have been times when father and son walked together through the streets of Stratford to the Guildhall.

It may well have been, as has been suspected, that John Shakespeare could not write. In Snitterfield, his childhood home, the vicar could have convened a petty school in the parish church, but a grammar-school education was four miles away, in Stratford. If John Shakespeare’s education was limited by his farm-boy youth, that of his town-dwelling oldest son would have been useful to him. For the in-kind and cash exchanges that were operated out of shops and market stalls, literacy was not much needed. But for property transactions, wholesaling operations, and other aspirational ventures, records and documents were vital.80 At Stratford’s grammar school, William Shakespeare developed skills that were useful to an upwardly mobile family. By the time he was 10, he may have thought of himself as his father’s partner.

Shakespeare was at another critical age, nearly 13, on a third landmark date, 23 January 1577. A usury charge had been lodged, a brogging charge followed, the wool trade was frozen, the Burbage lease had gone bad, Asbyes had been mortgaged, the Snitterfield tract was on the block, officers’ assessments had risen, writs of arrest were being issued, and John Shakespeare became an absentee alderman. Evidences are that he spent years practising the protocols and subterfuges of debt. The ways of ‘hiding’ were strategic and seem to have been limited to keeping away from certain buildings, institutions, and interactions. For Shakespeare’s father, it was a matter of avoiding the church where he had once occupied the lead pew. At times, he eschewed the streets he had formerly walked with his son; at times, he sheltered behind doors that he had once opened to a mace-bearing constable; at times, he was gaoled. The ongoing burdens of business would have fallen on Shakespeare’s shoulders, as, along with his mother, he became a sometime surrogate for the father who was in hiding or in the town lock-up.

At least twice a year, however, John Shakespeare experienced freedom from fear and freedom to trade. The merchanting revolution threatened what Alan Everitt has called ‘an honoured phrase’: the ‘open market’. In a market town, bargaining was conducted in the open air of public observation and common knowledge. Even the shops that fronted many houses were closed-off work and storage rooms; sales were conducted where goods were set out on window ledges and trestle tables, in the streets outside the shops and in full view of a townful of witnesses. These were ‘not simply commercial transactions’, says Everitt; ‘they formed part of the network of human intercourse which held society together’. The old principles were endangered, however, by the new ‘secrecy of dealing’ among speculators and wholesalers whose operations were not anchored in a nucleated rural community. The quintessential example of the private trader was the brogger.81 In his heyday, John Shakespeare conducted some aspects of his business in disdain of the communal traditions of the public market. During his low points, he avoided the sunshine spaces of the Guildhall and the church porch altogether.

But the fair would always be open to him. All fairs were glove fairs in spirit. They were spaces where a man who was reduced to retailing might try to right his failing fortunes without fear of apprehension. As stated in a surviving proclamation from Exeter: ‘The Lords of the Fair do give you further to understand that all and every person and persons coming and resorting to this fair shall have free coming and going to and from the same, as well for themselves in person as for their goods and chattels, without molestation, arrest, attachment, or other troubles whatsoever.’ This was a further folklore of the Glove. In Honiton, the opening cry was, ‘Oyez! Oyez! Oyez! The Fair’s begun, the Glove is up. No man can be arrested till the Glove is taken down.’ Gloves were not raised in York, but sheriffs surrendered their rods of office in token that they had abdicated their power to arrest for the duration.82 John Shakespeare’s retrenchment was not only from Greenhill Street to Henley Street; it was from merchantry to market. He was one of the ‘new’ men of the sixteenth century who came to need the protections of the old systems of trade.

In 1577, William Shakespeare was within range of commencing the sort of apprenticeship that would lead to his becoming a free man in his father’s mould. Having succeeded in raising himself from farmer to artificer, John Shakespeare would have contemplated nothing less for his oldest son. Shakespeare thus confronted a life in trade just as that of his tradesman father failed. He would pass other landmarks: in November 1582, he married; on 26 May 1583, his daughter Susanna was baptized; on 2 February 1585, his twins Judith and Hamnet were baptized. On 26 September 1587, one of the few days for which we know precisely where he was and why, he joined his parents for a meeting with John Lambert. Lambert had asked for ‘writings and proofs’ of the arrangement for Asbyes to which, by allegation, his father Edmund Lambert had agreed. Shakespeare’s literacy may have again seemed advantageous, but he was not listed as party to further Asbyes litigation of 1597 and 1598. His learning did not salvage the land that had long been regarded as his principal inheritance.

By 1597, he had found an independent way of establishing himself as a man of property in Stratford. He purchased a house that was as close as was possible to the site of his father’s best years and his own formal education. New Place stood directly across Chapel Lane from the Guild Chapel and the other buildings of the Guildhall complex. Shakespeare’s route to freeholder status was entirely unlike that of his father. He would perforce have learned the lessons of Virgil that the King Edward VI school was bent on teaching him. But the grammar school’s was not a single-author curriculum. Even as William Shakespeare had before him the object lesson that the teachings of Virgil had proved inadequate for his father, he encountered an alternative: Ovid.
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27 November 1582

Shakespeare’s Wedding

As a boy, Shakespeare encountered Ovid at the King Edward VI grammar school in Stratford-upon-Avon. As a man, he was lauded in London for an Ovidian talent. ‘The sweet, witty soul of Ovid lives in mellifluous and honey-tongued Shakespeare’, wrote Francis Meres in 1598; ‘witness his Venus and Adonis, his Lucrece, his sugared sonnets among his private friends.’1

How did Shakespeare come to seem less his father’s heir than Ovid’s? The key was his wedding to a woman named Anne. He was just 18 and would have been expected to marry a full decade later. The very idea that Shakespeare could himself have made a positive life choice flies in the face of settled opinion, which is that Anne Hathaway, older than he by eight years, entrapped him sexually. When she became pregnant, the prevailing story goes, her kin arranged a shotgun wedding by procuring a special licence from the bishop. With that, he lost forever his chance of a university education and a crafts apprenticeship. As early as 1832, it was agreed that, ‘among the very few facts of his life that have been transmitted to us, there is none more clearly proved than the unhappiness of his marriage’.2 We can never know the nature of Shakespeare’s emotional relationship with Anne; this is a privacy that will remain intractable. But we might consider that there was purpose in the union, in part because its consequence was his translation to London. With a wedding that was licensed on 27 November 1582, the glover’s son was set free to become a poet and playwright.

To understand the full significance of Shakespeare’s marriage, we must turn back to the year before his birth. In 1563, the second Elizabethan Parliament adopted ‘An Act Touching Diverse Orders for Artificers, Labourers, Servants of Husbandry, and Apprentices’. Generally known as the ‘Statute of Artificers’, the Act established national standards for employment practices. Its stated aim was to ‘banish idleness, advance husbandry, and yield unto the hired person both in the time of scarcity and in the time of plenty a convenient proportion of wages’. All England was required to adopt ‘the custom and order of the City of London’, with children contracted to terms of training and service that lasted at least seven years. Town officials were instructed to maintain registers of the placements. Like most record bases, these have shaped history. Surviving indentures and apprenticeship registers help us recapture knowledge transfer and work policies in the municipal ‘mysteries’ of cloth working, grocery provision, glove-making, pewter manufactury, and other occupations. (There were nearly a hundred recognized handicrafts and mercantile crafts in Tudor London, sixty-nine in Stratford.) What can fall out of some historical accounts is the extent to which the statute aimed to ‘advance husbandry’—that is, to maintain a labour force for agricultural production. Even those already apprenticed as artisans were required at harvest time ‘to serve by the day for the mowing, reaping, shearing, getting, or inning of corn, grain, and hay’. Crafts apprentices who refused to assist in ‘avoiding of the loss of any corn, grain, or hay’ might spend two days and one night in the stocks.3

Of paramount concern were lifelong defections from country to town. No century before the sixteenth, with its open property market, expanding trade ventures, and proliferating professional demands, had permitted as many dreams of upward mobility. Peers might resent the audacity of ‘new’ men who amassed great fortunes as merchants and lawyers, but government officials also feared ambition among the rural labourers for whom craftwork was a known means of advancement. The authorities reasoned that, with too few farmhands, there would be food shortages causing widespread starvation; with too many craftsmen, there would be overproduction followed by businesses gone bankrupt and traders turned vagrants. Thus, the 1563 statute directed that an urban artificer could take as his apprentice only ‘the child or children’ of ‘any free man not occupying husbandry nor being a labourer’. A ‘free’ man had already achieved his licence to practise his trade in a city or borough; those born into farm work were not to be permitted to decamp to craftwork. It was said that ‘each sort of such children should be applied to the trades that their parents were of before them’.4

Having left his father’s farm behind to pursue the risks and rewards of mercantile ambition, John Shakespeare had made a place in Stratford for his first-born son. In one sense, then, William Shakespeare was born into possibility. Another way of talking about apprenticeship was to call a placement a ‘preferment’, and he possessed vital inherited capital as the child of an artificer. In another sense, however, he was born into destiny. For the children of artificers, the occupational path was so predictable that it has been described as ‘enforced’. The 1563 statute provided that those refusing to be indentured, whether boy or girl, could be committed to ward until they were ‘contented’ to be bound to serve, and indeed, in 1613 a Stratford woman was advised by the burgesses and aldermen that her son should not linger at home: ‘if he get him not into some service he shall be sent to the house of correction’.5

Shakespeare’s allotted fate was to be apprenticed for at least seven years, from around age 17 to age 24. According to a central government memorandum of 1573, seven years were necessary for trainees to achieve ‘good and perfect workmanship or knowledge’. (With shorter stints, moreover, the number of artificers might ‘so multiply that one of them do as it were eat out and consume another’.) Terms could be longer for those apprenticed younger; ‘until a man grow unto the age of twenty-four years, he—for the most part, though not always—is wild, without judgment, and not of sufficient experience to govern himself’.6

Just as Stratford archives fail us with respect to Shakespeare’s education, so they do again with respect to his apprenticeship. The school’s registers and the indenture registers are both lost. The handful of Stratford contracts that remain seem to follow from the acts ‘for the Relief of the Poor’ of 1598 and 1601. The poor-relief statutes empowered local officials to organize placements for children, including very young ones, when they were left without parents or suitable guardians. The Stratford orphan John Atwood was just shy of 11 when he was bound in 1603, the churchwardens and the specially commissioned Overseers of the Poor giving a tailor 35s. to take him as an apprentice for eight years. Atwood’s 9-year-old sister Joan was placed in a household where she would learn to knit and weave bone lace for seven years, her position secured by the overseers’ payment of 40s. By statute, the terms for charity cases could be extended until the ‘man child’ was 24 and the ‘woman child’ either turned 21 or married. In Suffolk, officials explained that they arranged the apprenticeship of the orphaned Peter Gaye ‘for the discharging of the township of Peter Gaye’ (in other words, to avoid having to provide charitable support in future), as well as ‘for the care they have’ for the child himself, that ‘he may hereafter be able to gain his living with honesty and truth’.7

Evidences are that the Stratford overseers observed nationally prescribed procedures. The indenture for John Atwood indicates that he should be provided for ‘after the manner and custom of the like of London’ and that his binding was to be ‘enrolled’ with the town steward. Contracts for George Badger and Roger Glover make explicit reference to ‘a certain statute for such a servant lately made and provided’—the Statute of Artificers—and apprenticeship ‘according to the statute in that cause provided’. Although most Stratford livery companies did not deposit copies of their ‘orders’ before the early seventeenth century, a rare survival from 1572, the regulations of the Company of Weavers, directs that apprentices should serve terms of ‘seven years at the least’, and that the indenture should be ‘enrolled by the town clerk’ (for each enrolment, the clerk was to be paid 12d.).8

Lacking Shakespeare’s own indenture, we do not have hard evidence for the date of his binding or the term of his apprenticeship. An old notion holds that the godfathers for whom boys were christened were also to be the masters to whom they would become bound. This has led Shakespeare’s biographers to conclude that he must have been apprenticed with William Smith the haberdasher, William Smith the mercer, or William Tyler the butcher. But while it seems clear that for aspirational parents the intended spiritual responsibility of the godparent could sometimes be subordinated to social and economic calculation, there is little cause to believe that Shakespeare was therefore named for a William with whom he was to be placed. Surviving enrolment registers from elsewhere in England fail to demonstrate significant name correlations between apprentices and their masters.9

With Stratford’s vanished registers have gone not only the identity of Shakespeare’s master but also the discipline of his master’s craft. The skills in which Shakespeare was to have been trained may nonetheless survive in evidence of an apocryphal kind. The early apocrypha—reports taken within the century following Shakespeare’s death in 1616—require caution of the sort associated with journalistic standards of verification. No one piece of belatedly recorded oral history is probative, but multiple sources of differing derivations can corroborate each other in ways that hint at an evidence cluster.

In the 1680s, John Aubrey provided the kernel for a cluster by recording a Stratford legend about Shakespeare: ‘His father was a butcher, and I have been told heretofore by some of the neighbours that when he was a boy he exercised his father’s trade, but when he killed a calf, he would do it in a high style, and make a speech.’ The story has achieved limited biographical purchase; we know from legal and town records that John Shakespeare was a glove maker and whittawer, not a butcher. But Aubrey’s anecdote has William as a calf-killer, not his father, and, while he may have gotten John Shakespeare’s trade affiliation wrong, Aubrey may have been right about William Shakespeare’s trade training. In 1693 an octogenarian Stratford clerk told another inquisitive visitor, John Dowdall, that Shakespeare ‘was formerly in this town bound apprentice to a butcher, but that he run from his master to London’.10 Glovers like John Shakespeare trafficked with butchers, for whom leather hides were by-products, and it is entirely plausible that John Shakespeare should have arranged his son’s apprenticeship with one of his butcher-partners. The Stratford leatherworker William Trowte did the same for his son (about whom we will hear more).

Aubrey’s and Dowdall’s are not the only anecdotes to suggest Shakespeare’s youthful connection to carnivory. Richard Davies, who drew on the papers of the Gloucestershire antiquary William Fulman, noted in the late seventeenth century that Shakespeare was ‘much given to all unluckiness in stealing venison and rabbits, particularly from Sir [blank] Lucy, who had him oft whipped and sometimes imprisoned and at last made him fly his native country’. Nicholas Rowe, with his own independent local sources, also reported that Shakespeare ‘made a frequent practice of deer stealing’, repeatedly ‘robbing a park that belonged to Sir Thomas Lucy of Charlecote’. An external logic that links poaching to butchery may ground this cluster of apocryphal evidence; in the assize courts, James S. Cockburn shows, ‘the occupation of the accused’ was often ‘closely related to the nature of the goods stolen: butchers stealing sheep or cattle’, for example. Equally, butchers could be witting or unwitting receivers for animals taken by others.11

According to Rowe, Shakespeare was ‘prosecuted by that gentleman, as he thought, somewhat too severely; and in order to revenge that ill usage, he made a ballad upon him’. Both Aubrey’s high-style speechmaking and Rowe’s revenge ballad set eloquence in opposition to animal slaughter. The ballad was ‘so very bitter’, said Rowe, ‘that it redoubled the prosecution against him to that degree that he was obliged to leave his business and family in Warwickshire for some time and shelter himself in London’. Dowdall’s was also an account of how a boy from the provinces, running from his master, found his way to London. Davies added that Shakespeare’s getaway was ‘to his great advancement’. Rowe similarly concluded that while deer-poaching ‘seemed at first to be a blemish upon his good manners, and a misfortune to him’, it ‘happily proved the occasion of exerting one of the greatest geniuses that ever was known in dramatic poetry’.

In fact, the transition from butchery to artistry may have had a different mechanism. Service indentures were premised on the notion that apprentices should be single persons who lodged their undivided allegiance in their masters’ establishments rather than in the competing organizational units of their own families and households. This reflects the interest of the state in clear lines of hierarchy, authority, and deference. Independent persons were likely to become ‘haughty minded, high stomached, and wanton conditioned’, as well as ‘less obedient and serviable [sic] to their masters’. In the handful of Stratford apprenticeship indentures that have survived, a standard proscription reads: ‘fornication he shall not commit; matrimony he shall not contract’. The bonds for women apprentices similarly decreed: ‘matrimony with any man she shall not contract, fornication in the house of her said dame she shall not commit’.12

By marrying at age 18, Shakespeare would have broken the terms of a bond that may have been arranged just months earlier, when he was 17. It is easy enough to imagine what his future would have been like had he done as expected. The streets of Stratford were full of examples of men who followed an artisanal course. Aubrey points the way to one cognate. ‘There was at that time another butcher’s son in this town’, he reported, ‘that was held not at all inferior to him for a natural wit.’ The butcher’s son was Shakespeare’s ‘acquaintance and coetanean’. ‘But’, added Aubrey, he ‘died young’.13 Were we to approach this as another instance in which Aubrey’s sources got a few facts wrong but a kernel right, we might suppose that Shakespeare’s coetanean, or contemporary, was, like him, not the son of a butcher but a butcher-in-training. Make room for some play of fancy, and we might also imagine that, rather than dying young, the rival wit survived to live the life that might have been Shakespeare’s had he remained a butcher boy.

In the Stratford archives, we find just such an alter ego: a butcher named William Trowte. Some elements of Trowte’s story help normalize the gaps in Shakespeare’s that have occasionally misled biographers. Here, too, there are materials that have gone missing as well as records, including even the parish register, that can be unreliable and incomplete. Through Trowte, we encounter another name in the infamous recusancy report of 1592; like that of John Shakespeare, it was unconnected to religious nonconformity. The modest civic profile of Trowte’s father illuminates the brilliance of John Shakespeare’s early career; the vast number of Trowte’s own appearances in Stratford’s Court of Record demonstrates how unremarkable John Shakespeare’s were. Trowte’s extraordinarily well-documented life also deepens our understanding of the context from which Shakespeare emerged. It helps us understand that self-awareness and self-determination were necessary to that emergence.

Trowte’s biography shows, moreover, that there were many opportunities for early moderns to exercise declamatory and thespian talents in the course of everyday life. While the tale of Shakespeare’s ‘high-style speechmaking’ as he calf-killed may have been nothing more than a retrospective mythology—the young Ben Jonson was said by Aubrey to have distracted himself from the manual labour of bricklaying by reciting ‘some Greek verses out of Homer’—butchery was undoubtedly a performative craft in the carving. By regulation, slaughtered beasts were brought to the market with their skins and hides attached, to prevent misrepresentations.14 This made the dressing of flesh a public demonstration, with a stall in the shambles one of Trowte’s arenas for exercising a natural wit. In a career that could charitably be described as chequered, his greater gift was to talk his way out of trouble.

The Misadventures of William Trowte

Like Shakespeare, William Trowte was the son of a Stratford leatherworker. His namesake father was a cordwainer, or shoemaker. Shakespeare may have apprenticed as a butcher; Trowte certainly did. Shakespeare was born in April 1564, Trowte in February 1566. Shakespeare died in April 1616, Trowte in July 1616.15 In Aubrey’s terms, they were coetaneans. Acquaintanceship was unavoidable; all Stratfordians knew William Trowte.

He was his father’s namesake. From her burial record, we learn that his mother’s given name was Margery. Her family name is lost, however, because the wedding of Trowte’s parents, like that of John and Mary Shakespeare, took place before the Stratford clerk opened his new register in 1558. Other pre-1558 events presumably included the birth of Joan Trowte, whose baptismal date is unknown but who died in 1564. There followed Margaret, who was buried, still single, in 1589; Alice, who was christened in 1558 and married in 1581 (but whose burial date is unknown); and Elizabeth, who was christened in 1562, married in 1596, and buried in 1604.16 The last of the Trowte children was born in 1566 and was the only son. While the Trowtes, like the Shakespeares, had lost their first-born Joan, their William would not have remembered her. He was baptized more than a year-and-a-half after she died.

The senior William Trowte was named one of the town’s leather sealers in 1558 and 1559, the dates confirming that he had already established a household at that time. He thereafter lived out Robert Bearman’s observation that this was a low-level office and rarely a stepping stone to local prominence. The paucity of subsequent records, in contrast to those involving John Shakespeare, reflects his comparative insignificance on the civic scene. Midway through his first term in office, the cordwainer was fined for ‘unlawfully sealing leather’ himself. In 1559 and 1560 he joined John Shakespeare as one of the ‘Twelve Men’ known to be ‘substantial and honest persons’ who were jurats at the semi-annual manorial court, the Court Leet. He was also presented in the same court in October 1559, October 1560, and May 1561 for vending unlicensed ale in his home and for hosting ‘unlawful gaming’, as well as in October 1560 for leaving the pavements before his house unmended. He then kept his head down until, in 1573, he was named constable. In 1578–9, he was paid to provide the glutinous size, boiled from animal skins, that would serve as the ground for some decorative painting undertaken at Stratford’s High Cross.17 Otherwise, William Trowte’s father appears in borough records as a regular payer-in of rent on town-owned real estate.

He occupied one of the best locations in Stratford, a High Street property just one burgage plot away from the central junction with Bridge Street, and cater-corner from the High Cross and the town clock (see Figure 1.2). The Trowtes’ courtyard house threw together what had once been two separate residences. The west-facing street façade was four bays (or building units) north to south; behind, the north range was two bays east to west; the two bays of the south range across the courtyard were ‘low’, perhaps just one storey tall; and the rear, easternmost ‘crosshouse’ that enclosed the off-street yard was of three bays. On market days, a string of well-placed stalls or ‘standings’ opened along the Trowtes’ High Street frontage. Their next-but-one neighbour to the north was a building that would eventually be home to Shakespeare’s daughter Judith and her husband Thomas Quiney. It was known as the Cage, even though it was no longer used as the town lockup. When the aldermen vacated the Cage in the mid-sixteenth century, they created a proper gaol near to it by taking back control of a ground-floor hall that was part of the Trowte premises.18

On 28 May 1563, William Trowte’s father renewed his tenancy by signing a lease of forty-one years. The annual rent, payable in four equal instalments, was 33s. 4d. John Shakespeare, then chamberlain, was a counter-signatory to this lease. The arrangement was modified around 1581, after the town reclaimed a parlour over their ground-floor hall in order to enlarge the size of the gaol. John Shakespeare’s successors, who were charged with collecting all designated rents, thereafter observed the protocol of recording the full amount due from the Trowtes by lease and then asking in their final tallies to be ‘exonerated’ for their self-described ‘failure’ to collect 4s. This was an agreed outlay for the use of the upper-level room.19 Giving back the parlour, the Trowtes effectively reduced their rent to 29s. 4d. each year.

The partitioning of penitentiary and domestic spaces seems to have been shoddily done. To begin, the town spent nearly £2 to add a lock, hinges, and an internal staircase joining the two storeys of the gaol. (By 1611, there was also a trap door.) Part of the building fee went ‘for making the pane of the wall between William Trowte and it’—that is, for introducing an upper-level barrier between residence and gaol—but, immediately in the next year, the panel required ‘amending’. One problem may have been that the entire building was out of true; a 1582 survey of town property noted that ‘the gaol hall lacketh a sill on the side towards Trowte’s’. The sill (or groundsel) was the important timber that served as the foundation for a load-bearing wall. Eventually, in 1586, the chamberlains undertook a second major construction project at the gaol, among other things ‘amending the ground work on the backside of Trowte’s house of the gaol hall’. In 1594 they were required to intervene again, paying just short of £1 for ‘a new partition in the gaol hall’. By 1601, they needed ‘a piece of a plank to nail before the hole in the gaol hall next to Trowte’s’—in other words, a breach in the ground-level divider between residence and gaol.20 We might speculate about the effect on the shoemaker’s son of living separated from the town lock-up by nothing more than oddly permeable partition walls. Despite his manifest wit, his escapades would eventually earn him at least one stay on the penal side of that partition.

Shakespeare’s ‘coetanean’ seems to have brought his wife to the High Street house when he married on 8 November 1590. It was an auspicious match, as Joan Newale had served her apprenticeship with the important alderman Richard Hill. She bore Katherine in 1591, Margery in 1593, a stillborn child in 1596, a third-generation William in 1597, Dorothy in 1600, and Thomas in 1602. After the infant Thomas’s burial in late 1602, the family suffered its own pandemic. Margery, William, and Dorothy all died in 1603 over the space of a few months. Katherine’s death may have gone undocumented during the same period, because in 1604 she was succeeded by a second Katherine who was to live long enough to appear in the Stratford church court in 1624. A second Margery, baptized in 1606, was buried before her third birthday. Bridget, baptized in 1609, wed in 1628.21 With at least nine children, the second-generation Trowtes had a much more active reproductive history than the William Shakespeares but, like them, were survived by two daughters.

The Trowte clan missed a rent payment shortly before William wed in 1590. This may have been a sign of transition, as the responsibilities of property and patriarchy were handed from one generation to the next. Soon thereafter, on 16 July 1592, the parish register noted the burial of a ‘Thomas Trout’. So simple an identification—no ‘son of’, for example—was usually reserved for heads of household, and, while there seems to have been another Trowte family in the parish, the name Thomas is otherwise unexampled in the register until the 1602 birth and death of the child named Thomas Trowte. Thus, the 1592 burial record for ‘Thomas’ may have been an error for the older ‘William’ Trowte; in 1594, in the Court of Record, Margery Trowte was identified as a widow. Margery probably continued to live with her son and daughter-in-law until her death in 1602. Elizabeth, the sister with whom Trowte was to remain closest, may also have returned to the High Street house in 1594, after completing an apprenticeship. She did not wed until 1596.22 Shakespeare’s daughter Judith would marry at age 31; Elizabeth Trowte was 33.

Elizabeth Trowte performed her service in London. In 1594, a woman named Elizabeth Hancocks allegedly needled her, ‘I did hear that your master did lend you clothes down, and before you came back with them he was fain to send for them’. Elizabeth Trowte charged Hancocks in the Court of Record for speaking ‘scandalous and hateful words’. Although Hancocks bridled that she had ‘no need nor is she bound by law to endure to reply to them’, she explained that Elizabeth Trowte ‘robbed her master at London after the decease of her mistress of all her mistress’s clothes and came down into the country’. In Stratford, she ‘hid her head for the space of half a year, and afterwards flourished abroad in the said clothes like a gentlewoman’. Somewhat mysteriously, she was ‘taken and carried’ back to London, Hancocks is said to have said, where her master recovered the clothes and absolved her ‘without any punishment’.23 It is unclear what Hancocks found most aggravating: that Elizabeth Trowte had committed theft, that she had flaunted herself above her station, or that she was forgiven. Within a month, Hancocks denied in court having said what she had earlier acknowledged saying. Elizabeth Trowte had also been reared in a house that shared space with a gaol, and she may have developed into an artful dodger.

Her brother certainly was. An early, incomplete run of records from Stratford’s ecclesiastical court corresponds almost exactly to the span of Trowte’s business life: act entries remain for just nineteen of roughly 305 meetings that occurred between November 1590, days after his marriage, and March 1616, about three months before his burial. The surviving materials are analogous to core samplings performed at an archaeological dig, and they produce evidence of Trowte in five of the nineteen tests. On his one-month wedding anniversary, he was charged with ‘opening his shop windows on Sabbath and holy days in time of divine service and sermon time’. The butcher Richard Heath alias Swan, accused of a similar transgression, defied the presiding vicar: ‘You have been the cause to part me and my wife asunder!’ Swan was excommunicated for his insolence, and in March 1592 he would be named on the first Warwickshire recusancy roster with John Shakespeare. For threat-assessment purposes, Swan’s category of offence was another comparatively innocuous one: ‘We present these for not coming to the church for that they have been excommunicated near a year since and yet seek not to be restored’. By September, Swan had conformed, his loyalty to the established faith having never really been in doubt. In October 1592, both he and Trowte were summoned anew, Trowte for having violated the Sabbath again. Trowte was also charged in 1600, 1607, and 1608.24 Trowte had a different style than Swan. He confessed his faults with sufficient humility to placate the authorities, and then he continued to commit them.

Warwick quarter session records before 1625 are lost (as also are assize records before 1652). Nor are there proceedings from Stratford’s manorial Court Leet from Trowte’s time, between 1590 and 1616. Many traces of his life will have vanished with these missing calendars and minutes. But he appears regularly in the reports of Stratford’s borough sessions, a quarter session court that was established in 1601. This court first convened on 13 January 1602; with four hearings a year, there would have been fifty-eight in Trowte’s working life. Only fourteen of the fifty-eight are documented, sometimes just with lists of the pertinent court officers and jurors, but nine of the fifty-eight preserve the names of tradesmen either summoned to the court or fined there. Trowte was presented in every one of the sessions for which records survive, sometimes on multiple counts, and was notably required to ‘behave himself well towards all the king’s liege people wheresoever or whomsoever’ in 1603. He was charged six times as a butcher who unlawfully slaughtered calves fewer than five weeks old and who trafficked in flesh during Lent; six times as a tippler who sold ale and beer in ‘small’ and ‘unlawful’ quantities; and at least three times for misbehaviour. In 1608, his presentment for violating standard measurements was cancelled along with other market infractions, perhaps to indicate that he had paid his fine.25

Records for the court of the clerk of the market are especially patchy, but in the three surviving lists of presentments, from 1606, 1607, and 1615, Trowte is cited for seven infractions involving ‘underage’ calves, unlicensed tippling, and false measures. Fines in the borough sessions and market courts, which for Trowte ranged from two pence to a shilling, have been described as routine, unacknowledged tariffs—in effect, the costs of doing business. There must have been more to the story, however; Stratford presentments show purveyors who were amerced on some occasions and not others. Thus, Trowte, who violated the statutes for ‘killing flesh’ in April 1602, January 1603, May 1603, January 1604 (a double presentment), January 1606, September 1606, and September 1615, was not cited in June 1603, September 1607, or April 1608. In 1613 he was denied bail, required to produce sureties who were willing to guarantee that he would discontinue unlicensed practices, and gaoled for three days.26

The most revealing of the surviving document caches involves the proceedings of the Stratford Court of Record. These are largely complete from 1585 through 1601, and some materials also remain from the following two decades. Here, the complaints of regulatory officials are outshouted by those of Trowte’s fellow townspeople. Between 1591 (immediately after having set up in business) and 1614 (two years before his death), Trowte made some 350 appearances in court records. Amid the procedural matters of logging complaints, summoning parties to trial, assembling juries, and assessing court costs, the clerks also included brief notes about the substance of some cases. They involved goods and property Trowte purchased but did not pay for, goods he sold but did not deliver, and monies he borrowed but did not return: Cecily Bainton for two swine, William Brent for the rent of a slaughterhouse, Henry Wilson for some sheep and various lambskins, John Rydge for twenty stones of tallow, Ann Nash for the rent of a Welcombe close, John Turner for an ox, Richard Taylor for a cloak, William Rogers for wood, Thomas Underhill for three oxen, Francis Smith for ‘five couple of hens’, Thomas Rutter for forty sheep, Joan Farren for a heifer, and Thomas Rawlins for more sheep. John Smith accused Trowte of non-payment for a hat; Trowte countered that Smith owed him for a half of beef, a round of beef, a hinder leg of beef, a bovine head, and two bovine bellies; Smith alleged Trowte’s unlawful possession of a variety of household goods and objects of apparel appropriated from an estate in probate. William Hawkes said that Trowte had confiscated his ‘lost’ cow, and Gilbert Charnock declared that Trowte had cut and torn his cloak. A Snitterfield man named John Tombs employed the name-rhyming version of the word now known as ‘bankrupt’, or wastrel, as he condemned the disreputable butcher: ‘William Trowte, thou art a rogue and a bankrowte.’27

With forty additional allegations for which the grounds of dispute involved more obscure ‘money matters’, it was a long litany of instances in which the hopes of individual Stratfordians triumphed over the known experience of Trowte. Even in Trowte’s countersuits, judgments often went against him. He was charged for penalties and court costs as well as restitution. Filing a grievance against Thomas Tomlinson for beef Tomlinson purchased from his butcher brother-in-law Henry Pretty shortly before Pretty’s burial in 1604, Trowte may have been on sure legal ground for once. He was serving as the Pretty family administrator because his sister Elizabeth had died of plague within days of her husband and two daughters. Meanwhile, however, a will from Gloucestershire shows that Trowte himself carried debt not only within the jurisdiction of Stratford’s Court of Record but also beyond it (see Figure 4.1).28 Through it all, he somehow persuaded people to continue selling to him and lending to him. When he was required to provide sureties, men were willing to stand for him. Many undoubtedly valued the services that officials complained of: he supplied them with tender veal and poured ale on Sundays. But it must also have been the case that his career was prolonged by what would have been characterized as a ‘natural wit’.

The greatest outrage on Trowte’s record was a contretemps with the bailiff for 1600–1, Henry Wilson. Trowte alleged that Wilson had unlawfully released an imprisoned felon, John Biddle. He seems then to have enacted his own wild justice by unlawfully imprisoning Wilson’s apprentice, John Samuel. In Stratford, Trowte and his wife (now described as ‘a common scold’) were presented for having held Samuel in their house against his will. Undaunted, Trowte pursued the matter at the Warwickshire Assizes. In the eyes of Wilson’s fellow officials—and we know the story only through their eyes—this was tantamount to ‘taking away’ Wilson’s life. Wilson had acted entirely ‘according to course of law’, they said, in consigning Biddle to the care of a constable. Biddle may have subsequently ‘escaped’ the constable, but for Wilson’s part this occurred ‘unwittingly and unwillingly’; he was away from Stratford at the time. In their view, Wilson was ‘despitefully and disgracefully’ indicted, and they said that the court agreed that Trowte had ‘wrongfully and injuriously prosecuted’ Wilson. As was characteristic of him in courts of last resort, Trowte eventually admitted contritely that his were ‘diverse and sundry very hard and indirect courses against his own knowledge and conscience’.29

There is no knowing the truth of the controversy. This was the same fiscal year during which the chamberlains were obliged to nail a plank over ‘the hole in the gaol hall next to Trowte’s’. Through their peephole, in other words, the Trowtes may well have witnessed some sort of correctional irregularity. It may even have been that the gap was introduced or enlarged by the prisoner or the constable, to provide the means for an escape that was never otherwise accounted for. Then again, this was also a year during which Trowte ceased paying rent. His default may have been nothing more than the unsurprising delinquency of a notorious ‘bankrowte’. But it could also have been another form of civil disobedience; we catch a hint of an oppositional faction in town politics through the frequent linkage of Trowte and Swan in disciplinary records, along with men named Michael Goodrich and Thomas Burnell.30 In the long run, however, the pretexts and provocations were immaterial. The town council had Trowte firmly in their sights in the matter of property, and by withholding rent he provided them with the opportunity to foreclose on his High Street home.

Trowte believed that he had a right to the house through the year 1624.31 In his telling, his father’s original lease, which probably dated to 1544, was for eighty years. But, ‘seeing his lease to be long and he simple’, in 1563 town officials ‘began to cavil with him’ to accept the shorter term of forty-one years. Trowte said that his father took the precaution of transferring the original covenant and an interest in the full term of his eighty years to a man named Hugh Walford. The idea seems to have been that Walford was to have made it possible for the Trowtes of the second generation to reclaim their rights if, as an Essex man described a similar situation, ‘the world turned’. Trowte was probably correct about the life of the earlier lease; an interim, eighty-year assignment to the master of the old Guild, which survives from 1544, corroborates the intended terms of tenure. And a rent roll from 1561 confirms that his father was already an authorized tenant of the property before the new, 1563 lease was validated by John Shakespeare. But Walford had died in the interim, and, although Trowte claimed to have ‘got an assignment unto him from th’executors of Hugh Walford’, the allegation never achieved legal purchase. The pre-1563 agreement with Trowte’s father does not survive among the expired leases that were returned to town archives at the completion of their tenants’ terms. Presumably, Trowte had not recovered it. In their endeavour to beat back Trowte’s challenge, the chamberlains would also affect not to know whether he was related to his father—which was as much as to suggest that he did not have an heir’s claim to any of the remaining years of title on that lease.32

While the standing agreement was good until 28 May 1604, it included the customary provision that if rents were in arrears by as much as fifteen days the bailiff was entitled to reclaim possession on behalf of the town. Trowte defaulted on all four rent payments between October 1600 and October 1601. In any other year, an extension might have been offered. About this time, however, the council set out to enhance its property revenues. In January 1600, they agreed that ‘from henceforth there shall be no leases granted…for longer time than for twenty-one years’ unless for such a ‘special cause’ as the need for a lengthy contract to incentivize rebuilding on a site wasted by fire. With each new lease the Corporation collected a capital amount known as an ‘entry fine’. Thus, in a private memo of December 1601, the bailiff Richard Quiney noted that he planned to ‘see what leases be expired and how we may speediliest make some fines to bring ourselves out of debt and have money ready for our next business’. Quiney compiled a list: one tenant ‘out of lease’, another with ‘but one year’ remaining, a third in residence ‘at will’ rather than by legal agreement, and, once again sharing transgressive space, Richard Heathe alias Swan and William Trowte. With rent payments overdue, both Swan and Trowte were eligible for eviction. The council had already, in October, put the Swan and Trowte properties in the names of the chamberlains for short, competing leases of three years. Trowte would have been aware that the mechanism for transferring property from one tenant to another could include an interim lease to the chamberlains in a legal manoeuvre ‘for the trial of their title’. A three-year lease in October 1601 was designed to carry the chamberlains to October 1604, safely postdating the May 1604 expiration of Trowte’s effectual lease and bringing the High Street property securely into town control. It would then become eligible for reassignment to a new tenant who would remit the desired entry fine.

Swan, who had resisted the vicar so vigorously in 1590, meekly surrendered his lease in October 1602. He stayed on as a tenant at will until the following January, when his home was partitioned. He and his wife retained just a shop with one room over it, for a reduced rent. The new tenant for the larger part of the premises offered the chamberlains the clear profit of an entry fine of £2. 13s. 4d. Trowte, by contrast, was defiant. The town had thriftily paid a scribe 4s. 1d. to produce a writ instructing the sheriff regarding both Swan and Trowte, but when the rent payers’ reactions diverged an additional 4s. 8d. was required ‘for breaking up the same writ’.33

The ensuing dispute played out over the course of seven years in meetings of the town council, in Stratford’s Court of Record, at the King’s Bench assize sessions in Warwickshire (where the officers brought three suits), and in the Court of Chancery in London (where Trowte complained in November 1607). The case was finally resolved in the Corporation’s favour, but not painlessly. The chamberlains Alexander Aspinall and John Gibbes alleged that the Chancery suit was intended ‘to vex and molest’ them, ‘being both very aged and not able to travel without great danger of their healths’. In addition to their expenses for travel to London and Warwick, they had charges for eviction documents and official seals, as well as fees for lawyers and for the sheriff. There were also the cakes, ale, and candles with which they provided themselves when attempting to claim physical possession of the house. To little avail, they occupied it on the nights of 5 October 1605 and 26 March 1607.

The controversy provided ample opportunity for role-play on both sides. In Chancery, Aspinall and Gibbes reported that Trowte had lived in his High Street house ‘without paying them the rent’, but they neglected to add that, after he remitted owed rent on 13 January 1604, they decreed that they would accept no more money from him even when offered. Trowte had taken in a tenant, Henry Smith, and in October 1604 the burgesses also warned Smith ‘to pay William Trowte no more rent’ while Trowte was still in residence (they themselves asked Smith for 40s. in back rent in 1607). They had to allow that their custom was to extend the lease of a resident tenant rather than to ‘expel and amove’ him. Because they declined to do so when a tenant was ‘misgoverned’, opposed the borough’s good authority, or allowed the property ‘to run to ruin’, they obliged themselves to call Trowte ‘a very contemptuous, turbulent man and a usual detractor and despiser of all good governance within the said borough’, as well as an ‘evil tenant’ for letting the property fall into disrepair. Indeed, in a 1599 survey of town-owned property, they had noted that the roof tiling of Trowte’s house was ‘in great decay’ and that one of the cross-houses was ‘ruined’, but meanwhile other tenants lived on unmolested in buildings that lacked ground sills, chimneys, daubing, and plastering and were ‘far out of repair’, ‘old and ruinous’, ‘altogether untenantable’, and ‘ready to fall for rottenness’.34

Aspinall and Gibbes acknowledged that they had repeatedly succumbed to Trowte’s fluid articulation of what Aspinall came to term ‘obstinacies’. For his part, Trowte demonstrated a performative, improvisational genius. He was his own advocate (he submitted a written petition to the council in 1605). He pled legal technicalities (the town paid 11d. to have a document recopied because ‘Trowte’s name was wrong taken’). He haggled (he requested to take away ‘boards and planks’ that he said he had installed to improve the house). He negotiated postponements (in January 1607, he promised to depart if allowed to stay just ‘till the first week of Lent’), and he did so in bad faith (despite signing a bond agreeing to the new departure date, he did not leave). He was a cat burglar (even after the town took possession of the premises, he managed to ‘go to the gutter and leave and come in again’). He blustered (he said both that he would die in the house rather than relinquish it and that, being ‘already provided of another house’, he cared little for the outcome of his hard-fought dispute with the Corporation). He alleged treachery (he had ‘reposed a great and special trust’ in Aspinall, only to be disappointed). And he was penitent. He performed this last role in December 1607, ‘confessing that the courses heretofore held against him by this company at law have been just and that he is very sorry for his having heretofore used them so ill as he hath and that he hopeth by God’s grace they shall find him a new man and that he will always while he liveth do his best endeavours and then the best service he can to deserve their loves and favours’. He was, he said, ‘misled’ by his legal counsel.

Trowte was finally on message with the officers’ own view that they had responded to his ‘many grievous misbehaviours and wrongs towards them’ with ‘great favour and kindness’, generously allowing ‘sufferance of continuance’. Delivering the epilogue, Trowte was pre-eminently a pragmatist. Whether despite or because of his extensive judicial experience, the deck was stacked against him in the courts. His fallback strategy had been to demand compensation for improvements to the High Street house that he said amounted to £40. But he came to Chancery with two complaints, the second involving a property dispute with a man named John Smith, and the fact that he petitioned for redress from Smith in the amount of £40 left the impression that he was urgently in need not of justice but of £40.35 Both cases were unavailing.

The chamberlains invested £14. 7s. 5d. in the project of evicting Trowte. They also spent 4d. repairing a joint stool that seems to have suffered during the cakes-and-ale occupation of his house. In the end, though, they profited handsomely. They had probably not needed for Trowte to demonstrate that his property’s value had increased, though he had effectively done so by creating the sublease for Henry Smith. Despite Trowte’s repeated requests to take away his boards and planks, council members required him to leave ‘doors, windows, and floors belonging or fixed’ in good repair, and they retained the partitioning that he had introduced to accommodate Smith. In 1607, they executed new leases that brought to civic coffers an immediate windfall of £46. 13s. 4d. in entry fines, as well as the promise of yearly rent grown from 29s. 4d. to 46s. 8d.36

In December 1607, Trowte removed to a house on Wood Street, from which he would soon be summoned to the Court of Record for defaulting on rent. In April 1608 he offered the Corporation his ‘best service’ by informing on fellow townsmen who had violated statutes regarding corn hoarding and malt production. The next month he was charged with causing his neighbours ‘disturbance and trouble’ at an ‘unseasonable time of the night’ (it was ‘after eleven of the clock!’ noted town steward Thomas Greene). When challenged, Trowte employed ‘strong abuse of words and gesture towards the watchmen and other officers of the borough’. In September 1615, ten months to the day before his burial, he was assessed his last recorded fines for malfeasant butchery and devious tippling. Trowte’s probate inventory shows him to have died with goods worth less than £14. Nine years later, his daughter Katherine was charged in the ecclesiastical court with what appears to have been a valid allegation of incontinency with one William Bartlett. Bartlett was required to perform a public ritual of purgation, and Katherine was excommunicated, but, as tended to happen in Trowte environs, her accuser did not escape unscathed. Anne Lane was also excommunicated for slandering Katherine by calling her a ‘whore’. In 1625, Katherine was again brought up for incontinency with another man named Earle. This time, it was her allies Richard and Joan Asken who were held to account for ‘conveying her out of this jurisdiction, she not receiving punishment for her offence’.37

Amid the drama of William Trowte’s scandalous career, it can be easy to lose track of just how conventional the larger arc of his life was. Marrying at 24, when his apprenticeship was completed, he was comfortably, demographically, normative. With parents who seem to have provided him with a home and the ability to launch his butchery business even without additional journeyman years, he had small motivation to resist the path of least resistance. Of the two, Shakespeare would have seemed like the rebellious one. Trowte’s may have been the life of a frustrated wit, but, viewed in contrast with Shakespeare’s, it also represented a failure of creative imagination.

The Found Years

In Gli Hecatommithi, published in 1565, Giraldi Cinthio presents a collection of tales as if they are being told to a group of travellers. One story concerns a Moor who marries and then murders a woman called Disdemona, in Greek ‘the unfortunate one’. Cinthio’s imagined auditors lament the ‘malignity’ of the Moor’s ensign, but they also assign ‘some blame for her father, who had given her a name of unlucky augury. And the party decided that, since a name is the first gift of a father to his child, he ought to bestow one that is grand and fortunate, as if he wished to foretell success and greatness.’38

Disdemona was an unfortunate name; butchery was an unfortunate trade. W. G. Hoskins characterizes it as a rising occupation in the period, but he refers to butcher-graziers, who, like glover-broggers, were more merchants than artificers. Shakespeare’s apprenticeship may have been arranged long in advance, during the family’s thriving years, when his father perhaps anticipated the coming importance of the profession and imagined a career like that of the leading aldermen butchers of Stratford, Ralph Cawdrey and Thomas Rogers. By the time Shakespeare reached the age of indenture, however, John Shakespeare had sublet, mortgaged, or sold off most of the grazing lands that would have elevated his son above the status of a slaughterman. If the apocryphal evidence about Shakespeare’s trade training is true, he was slated to join the ranks not of Cawdrey and Rogers but of William Trowte, ‘a very contemptuous, turbulent man and a usual detractor and despiser of all good governance’; William Perry, ‘a man of an evil, wicked, and contentious spirit’; and Lewis Gilbert, who used a tool of his trade, ‘a long knife’, to stab a man ‘into the belly on the right side’ with fatal, anatomical precision. Referring to another blood assault committed by butcher Henry Rogers, Jeanne Jones describes it as ‘a crime prevalent among the butchers of Stratford’.39 The implication is that it was a brutalizing business.

From indenture to freedom, regardless of the craft or trade, the Shakespeares would have expected to spend between 5s. and £20 to set their eldest son up in business. To begin, there were apprenticeship fees (or pledges) to the town clerk and the designated master. The amount given to a master depended on both the quality of the placement and the degree of competition for the place. While Banbury gentry Thomas and Ann Webb were willing to invest £7 in apprenticing their eldest son Francis, they reserved just £1. 13s. 4d. for each of the younger ones. In Essex, George Sampford arranged for ‘a friese coat and the featherbed to be sold to the putting forth of William’, his own son, ‘to some occupation’, while the bargeman Richard Theward knew how difficult it would be for his brother’s family to place their son; he contributed 12d. ‘to the making of his indentures’. With a modest contract, the fee was essentially a direct payment to reimburse the master for some of his expenses in housing, feeding, and clothing the apprentice; these were known as ‘finding’ costs. The Stratford Overseers of the Poor paid the glover John Loxley alias Cockes £2 to take on the orphaned Charles Mason. Mason would emerge from his eight years in training with craft knowledge, 2s. in ready money, and two sets of clothing (one for working days and one for holy days). To bind Roger Glover with a tailor for eight years, the overseers again disbursed £2 but arranged for Glover to complete his term with the usual two sets of clothing, 3s. 4d. in cash, and ‘a pair of shears and a pressing iron good and sufficient for his said science and occupation’. In a similar arrangement, Richard Walsall was to be provided with ‘some tools to work withal fit for the occupation’ of plasterer. A butcher might receive a cleaver or a carving knife (in Stratford, Griffin ap Roberts had six of one and four of the other ‘in the shop’).40

More fortunate apprentices realized their terms with better resources for setting themselves up as independent tradesmen. These were persons for whom an initial investment at covenant time (like that of Banbury gentleman Francis Webb) was not a pass-through intended merely to cover their finding. Their masters were given the ‘use’ of generous indenture funds throughout the period of the apprenticeship; the masters could spend the money, invest it, grow it. At the end of the term, the principal was to be returned to the apprentices without interest or increase. Thus, in his will of 1573, an Essex shearman named John Lewes directed his executors to ‘prefer’ his three sons to placements on the understanding that ‘the said masters shall have the occupying of their money all the time of their prenticeship, conditionally that their said masters and every of them shall stand bound with sufficient sureties as my said executors and supervisors shall think good for the preservation and payment of the said money when they or any of them come to the age of twenty-one years’. John Battell’s father allotted his son £3, ‘his master to have the occupation of it till he come to twenty-four years of age’. Holding a £4 debt from the tailor John Arden, the dying John Kempe asked Arden to take his son as apprentice for that amount, the debt to be repaid not to the estate but to the son at the end of his term. Generous masters could add even more; ‘a noble more’ than the ‘covenants’, in one case; £1 ‘over and besides’ the £3 due, in another. For such preferments, initial placement charges could rise to £5, £10, £20.41 If John Shakespeare had planned this sort of arrangement for his principal heir, he may have had to let the agreement go. His cash-poverty, which had first become evident in 1577, was still an urgent matter in the year of Shakespeare’s probable indenturing, 1581.

There remained the cost of the freedom, which was also variable. The amount was set in collaboration with individual livery companies, half going to the company and half to the Corporation, and the town sometimes waived part of its share. Indenturing John Broughton for ten years, the Stratford overseers raised the amount of the finding costs to £2. 16s. 8d. on the understanding that fees to ‘procure him his freedom’ would be supplied by his master. Elsewhere, recorded freedom fees were as low as 20d. and as high as £10.42

All apprenticeships had their discontents. An inherent tension in the system was that the strict hierarchy of master and servant was not reinforced by status inequity; both were generally of the same class, and the apprentice would in due course achieve a standing identical to—sometimes superior to—that of his master. A further stressor was that, at about the midpoint of their terms, men would reach the age of majority. Many, like the three sons of the Essex shearman John Lewes, received their ‘portions’ from their parents when they turned 21. Three further years of service stretched before them. For others, an apprenticeship was a kind of coverture, with inheritances withheld until six years after the majority, ‘at the ending and expiration’ of his term, ‘when he shall come forth’, at his ‘coming out’, and when ‘set clear at his own liberty’. It followed that lines of authority and obedience were maintained by surveillance and corporal punishment. Francis Langley, who would go on to build the Swan Theatre, was charged by his London master with stealing his own indenture papers and running away. He complained of his master that ‘he took occasion to be offended with me and did beat and pummel me about the head more like a boy than otherways’. Langley was one of the few to air his grievances with the governors of his livery company, and they elected to whip him into submission with birch rods. He subsequently ran away again. In Stratford, the burgesses admitted that, because relations between the baker John Smith and his apprentice William Morrys had broken down so far that they could not ‘be ordered by any reasonable persuasion to continue any longer together . . . William Morrys shall be discharged of his apprenticeship’.43

Deserters were called ‘runagates’, presumably a vernacular conflation of ‘renegade’ and ‘runaway’. Where records survive, we discover that the rate of broken indentures was astonishing: 60 per cent in sixteenth-century London, 75 per cent in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Norwich, 83 per cent in sixteenth-century Bristol, and 79 per cent in early seventeenth-century Salisbury. While the failure rate was undoubtedly higher in cities, where many were distanced from their families, apprentices everywhere could recoil from their assigned tasks. Butcher boys, for example, collected the animal fats with which others would dress leather and make candles and soap; they cleared the shambles and streets of blood and the discarded ‘garbages’, heads, and ‘bellies’ of beasts that had been stripped in the market stalls of their comestible parts. Some runagates disliked the trade in which they were training; some complained of beatings and feared punishment; some went to sea and some to war; some wished to wed.44 The idea that Shakespeare had ‘run’ from his master may have been based in local memory, but, because so many apprentices abandoned their contracts, it may also have been nothing more than a way of making credible sense of a discontinuity in his story.

A rough chronology would have Shakespeare in petty school from the age of 4 or 5 (1568 or 1569 to 1571), at the King Edward VI grammar school between the ages of 6 or 7 and 14 (1571 to 1578), and undertaking an apprenticeship at 17 (1581). Nicholas Rowe said that Shakespeare was removed from grammar school sooner than was normal: ‘the narrowness of his circumstances, and the want of his assistance at home, forced his father to withdraw him from thence, and unhappily prevented his further proficiency’ in Latin. We owe what may be the most credible of the subsequent histories to John Aubrey, who was told that Shakespeare was ‘in his younger years a schoolmaster in the country’ (which also meant that ‘he understood Latin pretty well’).45 In either scenario, Shakespeare completed his school years (of whatever length they were) and then spent four or five of his mid-teen years contributing to the family resources, whether in his father’s leatherworking business or as a modestly salaried teacher. At the end of this interval, he would have become a drain on the family income, transferring his labour and loyalty to the household of an artisan master. An indenture would have mapped out the better part of the following decade, with seven years of apprenticeship between 1581 and 1588 followed by two or three as a journeyman or hired hand until, having reached the age ‘of sufficient experience to govern himself’, he could open his own commercial premises.

Surviving records are taken to show Shakespeare in Stratford between November 1582, when he wed, and February 1585, when his children Hamnet and Judith were christened. If both of Aubrey’s tales are true, Shakespeare tried out two careers—school teaching (see Plate 3) and butchery (see Plate 4)—before surfacing in London in 1592 as an ‘upstart crow’ on the theatrical scene. The years 1585 to 1592 have been called ‘lost years’ because, except for a day in 1587 when he joined his parents in the attempt to salvage something from the forfeited mortgage of Asbyes, we cannot know with certainty where he was and what he was doing. In fact, all his early life is obscure. But this was not unusual; it is only because John Shakespeare and William Trowte were known as glover and butcher in their late twenties and early thirties that we can confidently assume that their preceding years were devoted to apprenticeships in those trades. If we were similarly to judge Shakespeare’s interim years from their end point, we would conclude that he had employed the larger portion of them developing his skills as a player and poet.

For example, he could have spent even the ‘gap’ years between schooling and apprenticing with a travelling company rather than as a glover or schoolmaster. It happened in Essex, where the dying husbandman Richard Nicolle entrusted the ‘governance’ of his son Hugh to two friends ‘until such time’ as Hugh came to ‘leave his common playing’ and ‘serve his covenants with his master’. Between 1568 and 1585, Stratford hosted the Queen’s Men, the Earl of Worcester’s Men, the Earl of Leicester’s Men, the Earl of Warwick’s Men, the Lord Strange’s Men, the Countess of Essex’s Men, the Earl of Derby’s Men, the Lord Berkeley’s Men, the Lord Chandos’s Men, the Earl of Oxford’s Men, and the Earl of Essex’s Men. Shakespeare could have journeyed to London with any of these companies. Christopher Beeston, an actor who was the son of a Lord Chamberlain’s Man and who was interviewed by Aubrey, was probably Aubrey’s source for the information that Shakespeare ‘came to London I guess about eighteen, and was an actor at one of the playhouses and did act exceedingly well’. This put Shakespeare in London as early as 1582, the year he wed and rendered himself ineligible for a conventional indenture. 1585 is often seen as the first of the ‘lost years’ on the unexamined theory that Shakespeare was occupied domestically until the birth of twins Judith and Hamnet. But he need have made just one brief visit to Stratford some nine months before February 1585 to have played his part in that event. According to Aubrey, Shakespeare ‘was wont to go to his native country once a year’.46

What are ‘lost years’ to us were found years to him. He would have been reared to take for granted that he would invest a decade developing craft knowledge and the right to become an independent actor in the local economy. In Rowe’s words, he would ‘have given entirely into that way of living which his father proposed to him’, knowing that his takeaway would be two sets of clothing, perhaps some starter tools, and the prospect of wage work to secure his freedom fees. But, again as Rowe says, he left ‘that way of living which he had taken up’.47 It seems clear that he desired a different kind of licence than the privileges of provincial citizenry. By marrying, he reclaimed a decade of setting-up years.

He is rarely believed to have travelled to London on his own initiative. Instead, there are two stories of enforced departure. The first, which inspired increasingly unlikely embellishments across more than a century, was that he was a fugitive poacher of deer. Late in the seventeenth century, the visiting Cambridge don Joshua Barnes recovered Shakespeare’s purported ‘revenge ballad’ against Sir Thomas Lucy (Barnes paid the price of a gown to an obliging elderly woman who claimed a long memory). A man who was neighbour to the descendants of one of Shakespeare’s sisters recalled the ballad’s first stanza for the editor Edward Capell and said that it had been posted on Lucy’s park gate for all to see. In 1790, John Jordan feigned to have discovered a written version of the entire poem either in an old chest or among some waste paper. About twenty years later, Sir Richard Phillipps reasoned that Shakespeare had purloined the deer to serve at his own wedding dinner. A further variation had Shakespeare hiding the stolen buck in an outbuilding that was eventually to be known (and shown) as ‘Shakespeare’s barn’. Another fable involved his confinement to a keeper’s lodge, where he allegedly compounded his crime by seducing the keeper’s daughter. Eventually, it was said that he was pardoned by intervention of Elizabeth I personally.48

Washington Irving encountered the legend in full flower. Caught in the act, Shakespeare was imprisoned in the ‘doleful captivity’ of the keeper’s lodge. It was so ‘galling and humiliating’ to be subsequently brought before Lucy that he was moved ‘to produce a rough pasquinade’. Further provoked by the ‘flagitious attack’, Lucy then hired a Warwick lawyer to bring the full force of the law to bear upon the ‘rhyming deer stalker’. Irving was also shown the ‘shattered stock of the very matchlock with which Shakespeare shot the deer’. Outside the tourist trail, however, the poaching tale had already lost momentum. Edmond Malone, for one, was sceptical.49 Richard Phillipps’s speculation about a lavish wedding dinner signposted the direction that fabulist energy was next to take.

As the new narrative had it, Shakespeare fled not an angry Lucy but a despised bride. William Oldys had sown the first seeds a few decades earlier, positing that ‘So shall I live, supposing thou art true, / Like a deceived husband’, from Sonnet 93, ‘seems to be written to his beautiful wife under some rumour of inconstancy’. Malone knew that the ‘fair youth’ sonnets were ‘not addressed to a female’, but still he wondered whether Oldys had not had some undisclosed evidence for the doubt that, with shifts of vocabulary, verb tense, and agency, he misremembered as having ‘been addressed by Shakespeare to his beautiful wife on some suspicion of her infidelity’. To Malone, the proof was in the plays, which showed Shakespeare’s experience of spousal jealousy. Reading the rediscovered will, Malone construed the bequest to Anne of a ‘second-best bed’ as a mark of vanished esteem. In 1763, Philip Nichols had been willing to believe that in marrying the daughter of ‘a substantial yeoman’ Shakespeare ‘had an eye to his interest in the match, especially if we consider her age’, but from there archival finds were consistently interpreted gynophobically. John Britton, noting the burial record of a ‘Thomas Greene alias Shakespeare’, assumed this to have been a byblow who justified all Shakespeare’s alleged misgivings. Sir Thomas Phillipps revealed the marriage bond that, set against the baptismal record for Shakespeare’s first-born Susanna, proved his wife to have been three months’ pregnant at the time. Biographers could not but believe that it was a shotgun wedding, performed ashamedly and furtively, boycotted by Shakespeare’s family members. Thomas De Quincey surmised that ‘the youthful husband . . . would soon come to appreciate the sort of wiles by which he had been caught’. Through ‘four years’ conjugal discord’, he must have been ‘ruminating every hour on the means of his deliverance’.50

Whether he absconded because he transgressed by poaching or because he transgressed by fornicating, both myths made Shakespeare a victim of his own ill-considered roguish behaviour. We should be clear: the tale of William Trowte is the tale of a rogue. Trowte improvised, blustered, and apologized his way through a life lived within reasonably conventional demographic and occupational parameters. His small rebellions are readily recoverable in the sort of documents that are amply available from the early modern period: court registers, corrective actions, financial records for fees and fines. If he had been, in Aubrey’s terms, ‘not at all inferior’ to Shakespeare ‘for a natural wit’, Trowte was a case study in thwarted talent.

William Shakespeare was nearly invisible in the disciplinary archives. He was once ordered to keep the peace, along with Francis Langley, Dorothy Soer, and Anna Lee, in an obscure connection with William Wayte that probably involved the Swan Theatre in London. He defaulted on some London tax payments, perhaps because he invoked residence in Stratford instead. He sued two men for debt but seems never to have been sued himself. He was called to court as a witness to a disputed betrothal; his own marriage was never challenged.51 The record is nearly impeccable and, in the face of it, Shakespeare’s larger, life-choice rebellion has escaped us. Perhaps we might allow that the poet who imagined his way into so many vicarious experiences was fully capable of reimagining his own private life.

Enter Anne Shakespeare

Identifying Shakespeare’s mother was fairly straightforward; for Shakespeare’s wife, however, we must acknowledge continuing uncertainty. Shakespeare famously made his deathbed bequest to ‘my wife’ without naming her, and in the Stratford parish register entry of 1623 she was buried as ‘Mistress Shakspeare’. Her given name was first known from her Holy Trinity grave marker: ‘Anne wife of William Shakespeare’.

William Dugdale transcribed the memorial inscription in his monumental Antiquities of Warwickshire, published in 1656. In 1836, The Gentleman’s Magazine published a bond filed in connection with the prospective marriage of ‘William Shagspere’ to a woman named Anne. In 1847, Sir Thomas Phillipps brought to light the 1601 will of a Shottery shepherd, Thomas Whittington, who left ‘unto the poor people of Stratford 40s. that is in the hand of Anne Shaxspere wife unto Master William Shaxspere’. In 1886, T. P. Wadley found the episcopal wedding licence giving the bride of ‘William Shaxpere’ as Anne. The ‘copy’ of Holy Trinity’s burial register that was submitted to the diocese, and that is full of variations on the register, amplifies the Stratford entry from ‘Mistress Shakspeare’ to ‘Mistress Ann Shakespeare’.52 If this last record has not previously been introduced into biographical history, it is presumably because it confirms information that was already received as settled knowledge—the given name of Shakespeare’s wife—without telling us anything new. He married a woman named Anne.

For early biographers, the next step should have been to turn to the Holy Trinity register, on the assumption that, since Shakespeare wed so young, his ‘Anne’ was likely to have lived nearby. The home parish was large geographically, comprising Bishopton, Bridgetown, Bushwood, Clopton, Dodwell, Drayton, Luddington, Ruin Clifford, Shottery, Welcombe, Wilmcote, and other area hamlets, as well as Stratford and Stratford Old Town. A search for any Anne baptized between 1558, the opening year for the register, and 1569, an outside date for her to have been of age to conceive the child she bore in 1583, would have thrown up twenty-eight candidates for Mistress Shakespeare. There are twenty-six Annas (from the years when the scribe used Latin) and three Annes (entered in the vernacular). While one of the Annas is untraceable outside the register (the parish clerk failed to capture her surname), none of the rest has ever been mooted as Shakespeare’s wife.53

Trawls of the archives might have been more thorough were they not pre-empted by Nicholas Rowe’s report that Shakespeare had wed ‘the daughter of one Hathaway, said to have been a substantial yeoman in the neighbourhood of Stratford’.54 Rowe’s record as a biographer was mixed. His declared agent Thomas Betterton derived a good deal of accurate information from the parish register: Shakespeare was born in Stratford in April 1564, he was an eldest son, his father’s name was John, John Shakespeare was of sufficiently ‘good figure and fashion’ to be called a gentleman, Shakespeare’s daughter Susanna married John Hall and had one daughter, his daughter Judith married Thomas Quiney and had three sons, his granddaughter Elizabeth married Thomas Nash, his Quiney grandsons died without themselves having children. The fact that Shakespeare wed ‘very young’ was likely deduced from the record of Susanna’s baptism when he was aged 19. While at Holy Trinity to consult church records, Betterton also copied the curse from Shakespeare’s grave site and observed that, dying at age 53, Shakespeare was memorialized by a monument placed on the north wall of the chancel. Betterton presumably learned that John Hall was a ‘physician’ from Hall’s gravestone: ‘Hallius hic situs est medica celeberrimus arte’. Simple misreadings of the register probably account for Rowe’s most obvious errors, that Shakespeare’s parents had ten children and that Shakespeare himself had three daughters.

But we do not know the source for and cannot authenticate others of Rowe’s stories: that Shakespeare left school early, stole a deer, fled local justice, rose in a playing company as an ‘excellent writer’ rather more than an ‘extraordinary actor’, received £1,000 from the earl of Southampton, was asked by Elizabeth I to show Falstaff in love, played the part of Hamlet’s Ghost, recognized Ben Jonson’s talent, retired to Stratford, favoured Susanna over Judith, and wrote an epitaph for a man named Combe. There is, however, information that does not trace to Holy Trinity and its archives but that has since been verified: John Shakespeare dealt in wool, there was the eventual ‘narrowness of his circumstances’, Shakespeare himself established a good estate, Susanna’s daughter made a second marriage to Sir John Barnard of Abington, and Susanna’s daughter had no issue. (In Abington, Elizabeth Nash Barnard had passed out of the range of Stratford and its parish register.) With these facts, thus, we may detect the existence of a credible local informant who was knowledgeable about Shakespeare family history and genealogy. Rowe also had reliable London sources, who knew that Shakespeare’s plays had been performed at court.

On balance, the name ‘Hathaway’ is most likely to have been good information. It would seem to be borne out by the marriage bond attesting on 28 November 1582 that there was no impediment to the marriage of ‘William Shagspere’ and ‘Anne Hathwey’, both of Stratford-upon-Avon. Admittedly, the biographical plot thickened a half-century later, when T. P. Wadley revealed that the register of the bishop of Worcester licensed the union of ‘William Shaxpere’ and ‘Anna Whateley’ of the village of Temple Grafton. The discovery caused a flurry of speculation that Shakespeare may have wed a woman named Anne Whateley, but it was short-lived. There was no unknowing the woman with the bipolar biography, romanticized in popular culture and reviled in literary culture. Among sentimentalists, a farmhouse in Shottery was already known as ‘Anne Hathaway’s Cottage’ and Shakespeare’s courting site. Among condemners, an explanatory myth emerged: Shakespeare had been deeply in love with Anne Whateley until compelled to wed Anne Hathaway.

The discrepancies between ‘Whateley’ and ‘Hathwey’ and between Temple Grafton and Stratford cannot be resolved in any other records. The licence itself, which would have been presented to the vicar who performed the ceremony, has not survived. There is no wedding entry in the Stratford parish register, and the 1582 registers for Temple Grafton and other nearby parishes are lost. What seems most likely is that the bishop’s clerk created a Whateley ghost by means of a scribal slip. While the bond was a unique document created in real time, the register was a compilation produced after-the-fact from either a rough draft or a collection of original licensing materials. In the register, twenty-one authorizations covering the period from 24 October to 7 December are entered on a tidy page by a single hand and in the same ink. Ever since Joseph William Gray discovered that a vicar named William Whateley had been in the bishop’s consistory on 27 November, many have assumed that the clerk erred in entering ‘Whateley’, unconsciously recalling the Crowle vicar, rather than ‘Hathwey’, for the Stratford bride. The confusion seems entirely plausible, given the aural echo in the two surnames and the shared given name of vicar and bridegroom. Gray also discovered that a few weeks later the match of John Baker and Joan Barbar (according to their bond) was entered as John Baker and Joan Baker (in the register); the next year, Robert Bradeley (in a bond) was listed as Robert Darby (in the register); shortly after, Humfrey Elcock (in a bond) was given as Humfrey Edgock (in the register).55

Gray’s sensible solution regarding ‘Whateley’ still leaves ‘Temple Grafton’ unaccounted for and, even though that parish was linked to the name Anne Whateley, nonetheless some have speculated that Anne Hathwey may have been in service there.56 Alternatively, the registry listing may have been caused by an eye skip from one match to another, the two linked only by the coincidence that both women in a rough-list sequence were named Anne.

Item eodem die similis emanavit licencia inter Willelmum Shaxpere et Annam Hathaway de Stratford.

Item eodem die similis emanauit licencia inter [name unknown] et Annam Whateley de Temple grafton.

[The surviving entry reads: ‘Also on the same day’, that is, on the same day as the preceding entry for 27 November, ‘a similar licence’, that is, a marriage licence, ‘was issued between William Shakespeare and Anne Whateley of Temple Grafton’.]

With a jump from the first Anne to the second in a common copying error known as ‘haplography’, the clerk would have omitted Shakespeare’s bride Anne Hathwey as well as Anne Whateley’s unknown groom. (Then, with two licensing fees taken in for what appeared in his register as a single entry, he would have had an accounting problem—or not.) In the end, what we can most safely conclude is that the known contingencies of scribal production make ‘Anne Whateley’ a red herring.

Since Rowe could not have seen the marriage bond for ‘William Shagspere’ and ‘Anne Hathwey’, the bond reinforces his apocryphal report. These are two independent witnesses to a Hathaway lineage. Unfortunately, however, the hunt for Shakespeare’s wife does not end with ‘Anne Hathwey’. In Stratford parish alone, there were Hathaway families headed by a George, a Thomas, a John, a William, and a Richard. If the weddings of ‘Georg Hathaway’ and ‘Thomas Hathaway’ in 1570 and 1575 were not first marriages, they may have been old enough to have fathered Shakespeare’s wife in a previous one. About John Hathaway, we know little save that he had a child named Richard in 1573. We can probably assume that ‘William Hathaway’ and ‘William Hathaway de Bishopton’ referred to one man rather than two. According to the Holy Trinity register, the former buried a child named John in 1558 and the latter buried a child named William in 1561—in both cases, age-appropriate for the Hathaway we seek. We also take ‘Richard Hathaway’, ‘Richard Hathaway of Shottrey’, ‘Richardi Hathaway alias Gardner’, ‘Richardi Hathaway alias Gardner de Shotery’, and even ‘[blank] Gardner of Shotrey’ to be the same man, in part because all these variants are associated with children whose baptismal names are the same as those of children mentioned in the 1581 will of a ‘Rychard Hathway of Shottree’. The register does not reveal the parentage of ‘Anne Hathaway of Shotterye’, who married a ‘William Wilsonne’ in 1579 (not a William Shakespeare in 1582). There were also other Hathaways in the larger region; Edmond Malone focused on a man from Weston-on-Avon.57

Revising Rowe’s description of Hathaway as ‘a substantial yeoman in the neighbourhood of Stratford’, the eighteenth-century vicar Joseph Greene identified the ‘neighbourhood’ as first Luddington, then Shottery. When subsequent biographers followed Thomas Whittington’s will back to Richard Hathaway, Shottery would emerge as the lasting association. Whittington, who in 1601 bequeathed ‘40s. that is in the hand of Anne Shaxspere’, himself appeared in Richard Hathaway’s 1581 will as well as in the will of Richard’s widow Joan, first as his shepherd and then as hers. Fulke Sandells, one of the two men who endorsed the marriage bond for William Shagspere and Anne Hathwey, was also named by Richard Hathaway as one of two supervisors designated to see his will ‘truly performed’; John Richardson, the second on the marriage bond, has been identified with the John Richardson who was one of four named witnesses to the will. In 1624, Richard Hathaway’s son Bartholomew made Susanna Shakespeare’s husband John Hall an overseer of his own will, and Hall helped arrange the marriage of Bartholomew’s presumed granddaughter Isabell.58

Whittington’s will is thus the lynchpin of the complex structure that is Anne Shakespeare’s putative identity. It is, however, far from dispositive. Whittington’s 40s. bequest is described in full as ‘in the hand of Anne Shakespeare wife unto Master William Shakespeare and is due debt unto me’ (emphasis added). Most biographers imagine that Whittington was an itinerant shepherd who relied upon a bond of familiarity when entrusting Anne Shakespeare with his hard cash for safekeeping. In fact, as Whittington makes clear, Anne Shakespeare was not his banker; she was his borrower. He could have loaned money to anyone of his acquaintance. In like fashion, Fulke Sandells and John Richardson may have been intimate with more than one Hathaway family. With several John Richardsons in the area, we cannot even be certain that the signatory to the bond was the witness to the will. And Bartholomew Hathaway’s designation of John Hall was not necessarily based in affinity. There is no familial confirmation to be found from Shakespeare or John Hall, neither of whom mentions a Hathaway in his will. Richard Hathaway’s principal heir Bartholomew, who predeceased his supposed sister Anne, made no testamentary reference to her.

Shakespeare’s granddaughter Elizabeth and her first husband Thomas Nash both included bequests to Hathaways whom she described as ‘kinsmen’, but these Hathaways seem not to have been descended from the Richard Hathaway who is presumed to have been the father of Shakespeare’s bride. A new Thomas Hathaway had arrived in Stratford around the time Elizabeth’s father John Hall died in late 1635, and he took up residence a few doors down from the Nash house and New Place on Chapel Street. This is the Thomas who is remembered in the 1647 codicil to Nash’s will. In consequence of a property dispute after Nash’s death, Thomas and yet another Hathaway, a later generation William Hathaway of Weston-on-Avon, were named trustees in a complex legal process by which Susannah Hall and Elizabeth Nash retained their life interests in the Shakespeare estate. In her own will of 1670, Elizabeth left gifts to Thomas’s daughters Joan, Rose, and the suggestively named Judith, Susanna, and Elizabeth.59 Judith Quiney, Susanna Hall, and Elizabeth Nash were one and two generations removed from the Shottery circle of Anne Shakespeare and her siblings. Thus, the possibility arises that these Hathaways were Elizabeth’s kin by virtue of her marriage to Nash—that is, that they were Nash’s relatives rather than those of Elizabeth’s grandmother Anne.

The cluster of contemporary documents that is anchored in Thomas Whittington’s will and that recreates networks purportedly centred on Richard Hathaway is, in the end, of less evidentiary value than a cluster anchored in the apocryphal evidence of Rowe’s ‘Account’ and subsequently sustained by the marriage bond and the bond’s comparative authority. Rowe gives us ‘Hathaway’ but neither Rowe nor Whittington tells us which Hathaway. Finally, however, and despite the existence of an alternative, Nash-based Hathaway network, we cannot rule out the Richard Hathaways as Shakespeare’s in-laws. Just as Thomas Whittington, Fulke Sandells, and John Richardson could have known more than one Hathaway family, so, too, Shakespeare’s granddaughter Elizabeth could have had connections to more than one Hathaway family. For lack of other compelling possibilities, and pending further evidence, we have little choice but to circle back to Richard Hathaway alias Gardner of Shottery as the most plausible candidate to have been father to the object of our search, Anne Shakespeare.

The family alias is not otherwise accounted for, except as an example of an alternative name that may have had an occupational genesis. In the accounts of the Petre family of Kent, Thomas Gryffith, cook, was generally called ‘Thomas Coke’, and there were also ‘John Buttlare’ and ‘Richard Horsekeeper’ (sometimes known as ‘Richard of the stable’), as well as ‘John Gardyner’. In Stratford, we find William Mahowe alias Fletcher. Richard Hathaway’s alias does not imply that he was himself a gardener. His father was John Hathaway alias Gardener, and for the Stratford innkeeper Thomas Dixon alias Waterman, known also in one record as ‘Thomas Dickson otherwise Waterman’, there seems to have been a similar multi-generational transfer. Some aliases acknowledged paternity (Hugh Holland, the son of Robert Holland, was ‘Hugh Roberts’ at the Westminster School and ‘Hugh Holland alias Roberts’ at Trinity College, Cambridge), matrimony (Anne Thorneworke alias Reade was married first to Richard Reade and then to William Thorneworke), or nationality (Richard Davyes wrote his will as Richard Davyes alias Welshman). Some alternates seem to have been employed strategically, to muddy an accused’s identity in courts of law. For others, the alias was an early form of the compound name; after making a second marriage to Margery Celye, Robert Lawson alias Edmondes referred to his son (but not himself) as ‘Robert Lawson alias Edmondes alias Celye’. It could also be a simple nickname or abbreviation, as for the York Herald known as Ralph Brooke alias Brokesmouth.60 For Richard Hathaway, the alias may have been nothing more than a means of distinguishing one Hathaway from another in an area in which there were many Hathaways. Then and now, the ‘alias Gardner’ makes it easier to track through local records the Richard Hathaway whom we assume to have been Anne Shakespeare’s father.

His 1581 will gives the names of his wife, Joan, as well as of children Thomas, John, William, Agnes, Catherine, Margaret, and Bartholomew (the last described as his ‘eldest son’). In the parish register we find the baptisms of Catherine in 1563, Thomas in 1569, Margaret in 1572, John in 1575, and William in 1578, as well as those of two Richards in 1559 and 1562 and a Joan in 1566.61 Baptismal records are missing not only for Bartholomew but also for Agnes.

‘Agnes’ is where biographers believe that they have located ‘Anne’. The names are generally described as ‘convertible’, as also were Mary and Margaret or Edward and Edmund. Philip Henslowe remembered his wife Agnes in his will, but she wrote her own will as Anne; the Stratford vicar William Gilbert married an Agnes who was buried as an Anne; a Stratford ‘scold’ was charged as Anna and buried as Agnes. The bridge is that ‘Agnes’ was often pronounced ‘Annis’. Thus, Robert Arden’s second wife was Agnes in her first husband’s will, Annis in his will, Agnes in her own will, and Annis in her probate inventory. Presumably it was an excess of legal caution that provoked the Essex yeoman Richard Glascock to make his bequests ‘unto Agnes or Anne my wife’. The confusion was even registered in Richard Hathaway’s family: the Bartholomew Hathaway who is presumed to have been Anne Shakespeare’s brother had a daughter who was christened as Annys but identified as Anne in his will.62 Were we to return to the years between 1558 and 1569 in the Stratford parish register, we could lengthen our list of twenty-nine Annes with the addition of twenty Agneses. Two lack surnames, but none of the rest was fathered by a Hathaway.63

The missing baptismal record for Agnes Hathaway is usually explained with reference to Anne Shakespeare’s memorial brass: ‘Here lieth interred the body of Anne, wife of William Shakespeare, who departed this life the 6th day of August 1623, being of the age of 67 years.’ This would make her birth year 1556, and the register for Stratford commences too late to capture a 1556 baptism. (Bartholomew, the ‘eldest’ son, was also presumably born before 1558.) But, for lack of a baptismal record or any other confirmation, there is no evidence cluster on the subject of Anne’s age. Our sole source is the brass, and it must be noted that early moderns were often imprecise about their own chronologies. Even the highly literate Warwickshire poet Michael Drayton swore in the Bishop’s Consistory of London that he was aged 60 when we know from his baptismal record that he was 64. Cambridge-educated Samuel Purchas was documented as 27 on his marriage licence; in fact, he was 24.

Family members who commissioned memorials could, of course, be more fallible. Edmond Malone cites the example of Joyce Acton, wrongly described as 63 ‘in an elaborate epitaph’ composed for her grave by her husband Sir Thomas Lucy. The monument for Thomas Crofts, esquire, indicates that he was buried in 1595 ‘being about the age of fourscore years’. In most law courts, witnesses and deponents were required to give their ages. These were regularly recorded with the boilerplate qualifier ‘or thereabouts’ to avert the complications that could follow from unintentional misrepresentation. The legal language was so routinized that it followed King’s Bench judge Sir Edward Fenner to his grave, with his extravagant and imposing funerary monument indicating that ‘He lived threescore and eighteen years or thereabout’.64

While Anne Shakespeare’s memorial brass may have been installed immediately in the year of her death, 1623, when her daughters’ memories were at their freshest, it may have been fixed to her stone sometime later. The second earl of Southampton, who died in 1581, willed that his heirs should build a family memorial featuring the father who had predeceased him by thirty-one years. Alice Barnham commissioned a monument to her parents in 1592, many years after her father’s death in 1546. The tomb of Isaac and Ann/Agnes Barrow, who died in 1616 and 1589, respectively, was erected by their granddaughter in 1631. Shakespeare’s inscription was recorded by John Weever around 1618, not long after his burial, but no one remarked Anne’s brass for years. Even if Anne Shakespeare’s survivors provided correct information, moreover, we cannot be certain that the commissioned workmen engraved the brass correctly. In the sculpture court at Cadhay in Devon, for instance, a recarved ‘6’ in the date 1617 cannot obscure the fact that it was initially made backwards, presumably with a misapplied stencil. The tomb inscription of Sir William Dethick, the herald who drafted Shakespeare’s coat of arms, indicated that he was son and heir to Sir Gilbert Dethick, who died in ‘1584, aetatis suae 48’. An unamended switch of digits has lastingly misrepresented Sir Gilbert, who lived to 84. We can also see why modifications were not always attempted: the stone cutters for Sir John Northcote of Devon, for example, when required to add an ‘vs’, turned a line that originally read ‘Death tried his hand to part’s again’ into ‘Death tried his hand to part’svsagaine’. Countless other grave markers feature mistranscribed letters and squeezed-in corrections.65

Malone was entirely uncritical of Anne Shakespeare’s funerary inscription, though with respect to the garbling of Joyce Acton Lucy’s history he commented that ‘This is not the only instance in which I have found tombstones inaccurate’. Characteristically dispassionate, Joseph William Gray observed that ‘tombstone inscriptions are not always trustworthy records’. Gray further remarked that the brass ‘recording Anne Shakespeare’s age can hardly be admitted as evidence sufficiently conclusive to bear the weight of the many assumptions based upon the disparity it indicates’—disparity, in other words, between an 18-year-old Shakespeare and a 26-year-old Anne, which ‘disproportion’, Malone had earlier asserted, ‘seldom fails, at a subsequent period of life, to be productive of unhappiness’. Pointing out that the numbers one and seven are easily confused, Gray speculated that Anne Shakespeare could have died ‘being of the age of 61 years’ rather than 67, which would have narrowed the gap to two years.66 Gray may have faltered here: in many hands, the descender on a ‘seven’ would have clearly set it apart from a ‘one’. If Anne Shakespeare was indeed a Hathaway alias Gardner daughter born sixty-one years earlier, in 1562, the clerk would have had to mistake both the name and the sex of the single-birth child baptized that year as ‘Richardus filius Richardi Hathaway alias Gardner’.

Gray might have considered instead that the engraver could have introduced a six in error for a five—that is, that Anne Hathaway may have died ‘being of the age of 57 years’ rather than 67. It would not have been the only time that one wrong number made a difference of a decade. Daniel Nicholas, like Shakespeare called as a witness to a complaint in the Court of Requests, on 11 May 1612 gave his age as 52 and, little more than a month later, on 19 June 1612, as 62—or so the scribe set down. Alexander Nowell, the dean of St Paul’s Cathedral, was buried in his 85th year with an inscription indicating that it was his 95th.67 Given a similar slip on Anne Shakespeare’s grave inscription, she would have been two years younger than her husband rather than eight years older.

An Anne Shakespeare who died aged 57 would have been born in 1566 rather than 1556, and in fact there was a Hathaway alias Gardner girl baptized that year. According to the parish clerk, she was christened Joan: ‘Johanna filia Richardi Hathaway alias Gardner de Shotery’. If the given name was an error, it would not have been the only one in the Stratford register. The keeping of records for English baptisms, marriages, and burials was first mandated by Thomas Cromwell in 1538, with a further proviso that the register should be updated each week in the presence of the parish’s churchwardens. The directive was renewed in 1547 and 1559. ‘I shall keep the register book according to the Queen’s Majesty’s injunction,’ each clergyman was obliged to subscribe. In 1597 came a fresh requirement that registers should be preserved on parchment rather than paper, because it was longer lasting. It was allowed, however, that the recopying of old paper records could commence with the first year of Elizabeth I’s reign, 1558, rather than with 1538. Effectively, this was a licence for twenty years’ worth of documents on paper to be discarded. In Stratford, as in many other parishes, surviving registers are the products of a recopying process that took place within a few years of the 1597 decree and that went back only so far as 1558.68

This compromised history of production is in full evidence in the Stratford register. Errors almost inevitably follow from recopying, but there are also slips that were undoubtedly transferred whole from the original paper rosters. Notations made by the week (rather than by the day) yielded some chronological disorder; in 1565, for example, two baptisms on 15 September are followed by one on 7 September, one on 12 September, then another on 15 September. Between 1558 and 1600 there are at least seventy-six lacunae, both unremarked omissions and also intentionally created blank spaces that were never filled in. Among them are the untraceable Anna and Agneses. Giving the date and then the full listing ‘Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere’, the entry for William Shakespeare is complete (if grammatically problematic with respect to what should read ‘Johannis’). Elsewhere, however, listings may miss out the given name of the child, the gender of the child, the given name of the father, or the surname of the father. For 8 April 1571 there is a girl remembered only as ‘una de Drayton’.

An imperfect entry of some interest is for Margaret, christened on 17 August 1572 as the ‘daughter to [blank] Gardner of Shotrey’; she is probably what we would call a Hathaway. She fits the regular pattern of births in that family, and Richard, in his will, mentions an otherwise unrecorded Margaret among his children. The history of second-generation Richards is even more confused. A ‘Richard Hathaway’—no father specified—was baptized on 6 August 1559, and ‘Richardus filius Richardi Hathaway alias Gardner’ was baptized on 4 January 1562. In the interval, ‘Richardus filius Richardi Hathaway alias Gardner’ had been buried on 29 March 1561. But ‘Richardus filius Richardi Hathaway alias Gardner’ was also buried on 1 April 1561. It may be that there is a missing baptismal record for a male child born between 1559 and 1561 to whom the name Richard was hastily (and informally) passed when the first Richard died in 1561, and that this second Richard died almost immediately thereafter, eventually to be succeeded in 1562 by a third Richard. Or it may be that the twin burial records were a muddle. (It seems surely to be the case that there is an absent burial entry for the Richard of 1562, who did not live to appear in his father’s will.) Elsewhere, the child Joan Yeat was baptized on 5 March 1566 as the daughter of ‘Richard’ Yeat and buried on 2 April 1566 as the daughter of ‘John’ Yeat. On an unspecified day in September 1571 the burial record for ‘Thomas’ Smart of Luddington is probably an error for ‘Richard’ Smart, who wrote his will on 18 September of that year and whose probate inventory was compiled a month later.69 The faults continue, apparently taking in ‘Thomas’ Trowte for William Trowte the elder, as well.

Notably, there are emendations in the register; names have been rubbed out and overwritten, some in different ink and some in a variant hand. For example, the parchment was scraped down for an alteration to ‘Richardi Roberts’ on the page recording Shakespeare’s baptism, and three years further on both the given name and surname of ‘Edwardi Winett’ were corrected. The royal injunctions specified that clergy and churchwardens were to examine each page and attest to its accuracy by signing at the bottom. For the pages recopied in 1600, however, the churchwardens Francis Smith, James Ellettes, John Sheffill, and Robert Munmurth were required to review seventy-three pages of baptisms alone. A 1568 listing for ‘Johanna filia [blank] Ellets De Shatery’ probably refers to the Richard Ellis of Shottery who appears five years later as father to another ‘Johanna’.70 James Ellettes signed off on this entry having neglected either to contribute the given name of a kinsman or to correct a surname supplied incorrectly as his own.

The register is at its most incomplete between 1565 and 1570, with fifteen blanks in 301 entries. Joan Hathaway was among twenty infants christened in the spring of 1566:


Agnes filia [blank]

Johanna filia Mathei Bromley

Nicholaus filius Hugonis Ap Johnson

Johanna filia Roberti Sperpoynte

Antonius filius Gulielmi Bell

Francisca filia Richardi Sponner

Elizabeth filia Thomas Hicks De Byshopton

Johanna filia Thomae Allyn, notha [i.e. a bastard]

Johanna filia Henrici Russell

Anna filia Rogeri Green

Johanna filia Richardi Hathaway alias Gardner de Shotery

Johannes filius Thome Aston De Drayton

Humfredus filius Johannis Hearing

Thomas filius Rogeri Bowld

Johanna filia Johannis Hannis

Elizabeth filia Johannis Combes

Anna filia Johannis Heyper, stranger

Humfredus Smart filius Gulielmi Smart

Johannes filius Nicholai Coope

Margareta filia [blank] nata in Shotrey



‘Johanna’ Hathaway was the fifth of six Johannas, among them a ‘Johanna filia Johannis Hannis’, and there were also two Johanneses, two Annas, an Agnes, and three other Johannis fathers. It was a challenging sequence both for the original clerk and for the copying clerk who sometime around 1600 transferred the old records from 1566.

In the Latin of the parish clerk we hear the rhyme between ‘Johanna’ and ‘Anna’. The clerk may also have retained the befuddling knowledge that Hathaway’s wife was named ‘Joan’. Across the Stratford archives, ‘Johanna’ Hathaway exists solely as baptized. Never married, never buried, she makes no further appearance in local records. Nor is there a Joan in Richard Hathaway’s will, which was written on 1 September 1581, about fifteen months before William Shakespeare procured a licence to wed. If Hathaway’s Agnes was Anne and Anne was born in 1556, her baptismal record disappeared among the paper registers discarded between 1597 and 1600. But if Agnes was Anne and Anne was mistakenly listed as Joan, then her baptism was recorded where we have not known to look for it, in 1566.71

Richard Hathaway alias Gardner left his property and major legacies to his eldest son, Bartholomew. He also made bequests to his other surviving children, as seen in this extract taken from the copy of his will made for registry in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury:

Item, I give and bequeath unto Thomas my son £6. 13s. 4d. to be paid unto him at the age of twenty years. Item, I give and bequeath unto John my son £6. 13s. 4d. to be paid unto him at the age of twenty years. Item, I give and bequeath unto William my son £10 to be paid unto him at the age of twenty years. Item, I give and bequeath unto Agnes my daughter £6. 13s. 4d. to be paid unto her at the day of her marriage. Item, I give and bequeath unto Catherine my daughter £6. 13s. 4d. to be paid unto her at the day of her marriage. Item, I give and bequeath unto Margaret my daughter £6. 13s. 4d. to be paid unto her at the age of seventeen years.

Like most testators, Hathaway seems to have listed his children in birth order within their gender categories: ‘Thomas the sonne of Richard Hathaway’ was baptized in 1569, ‘John son to Richard Hathaway’ was baptized in 1575, and ‘William sonne to Richard Hathaway of Shottrey’ was baptized in 1578. Thus, by naming Agnes before both the ‘Caterina filia Richardij Hathaway alias Gardner’ who was baptized in 1563 and the ‘Margret daughter to [blank] Gardner of Shotrey’ who was baptized in 1572, Richard Hathaway alias Gardner would seem to have militated against the possibility that Agnes was baptized as ‘Johanna’ in 1566. The further indication that Margaret was not yet 17 may also suggest that Agnes, like Catherine, already was. But the tidy version of Hathaway’s will made by the registry clerk suppresses evidence of confusion in the original:

Item, I give and bequeath unto John ^Thomas^ my son £6. 13s. 4d. to be paid unto him at the age of twenty years. Item, I give and bequeath unto William ^John^ my son £6. 13s. 4d. to be paid unto him at the age of twenty years. Item, I give and bequeath unto William my son £10 to be paid unto him at the age of twenty years.72

Richard Hathaway alias Gardner was on his deathbed; he was buried within the week. When he jumbled the sequence of his sons, correction was required because he intended the largest cash gift for his youngest son. If he made similar mistakes with his daughters, these could stand. The girls’ portions were identical.

For all this, Shakespeare’s wife was most probably not the ‘Joan’ Hathaway baptized in 1566. It must also be acknowledged, however, that she may not have been the ‘Anne’ of the accepted narrative, either. Speculation has always been part of her biography, both to place her in the Shottery family of Richard Hathaway alias Gardner and to identify her with his daughter Agnes. Clerical error has already been invoked, as well, in order to reconcile the marriage licence for Anne Whateley of Temple Grafton with the marriage bond for Anne Hathaway of Stratford. In the face of so much uncertainty, and pending any further archival discoveries, those who seem unable to regard Shakespeare as matrimonially precocious might ask themselves whether the evidence for Shakespeare’s marriage would have clustered differently had it involved an 18-year-old William and a 16-year-old Anne.

Just as William Trowte is a device for thinking differently about Shakespeare’s occupation, Joan Hathaway is a device for thinking differently about his marriage. This is to challenge a storyline that has dominated literary biography since the eighteenth century, when William Oldys originated it with no other evidence than his misreading of a simile in a sonnet.

A Licence to Wed

Who knows the truth of another’s marriage? For all the speculation on the subject, we will never know the truth of Shakespeare’s. About the wedding, though, we can move beyond speculation to evidence. This takes us from time to place, from canon law to debt practices, and from standing suppositions about family disapprobation to a different surmise about Shakespeare’s family attachments.

Shakespeare’s nuptials were not celebrated in Stratford’s Holy Trinity Church. A wedding licence from the bishop authorized a marriage elsewhere. Biographers have explained this irregularity with reference to Anne’s age and her pregnancy: the calculating older woman, having snared the innocent young man sexually, entrapped him in a hasty solemnization of their match. It is said to follow that the wedding was performed covertly, outside Stratford, either because her parents were ashamed of her disgrace or because his parents did not approve. Sandells and Richardson brought the bond on behalf of Anne Hathaway’s family to enforce the union, and in Worcester Shakespeare was obliged to renounce a star-crossed love for Anne Whateley. The prevailing narrative is shadowed by spectres of the clandestine and the coercive.

One light that has been shone on this story is marital law. Weddings were disallowed during three ‘prohibited’ seasons on the ecclesiastical calendar. The first, Lent, lasted from the ninth Sunday before Easter (Septuagesima Sunday) until eight days after Easter (the Octave of Easter, or Low Sunday). The second, Rogation, lasted from the fifth Sunday after Easter (Rogation Sunday) until the Sunday after Pentecost (Trinity Sunday). The third, Advent, lasted from the fourth Sunday before Christmas (Advent Sunday) until eight days after the feast of the Epiphany (the Octave of Epiphany, or 13 January). Altogether, 144 days were ruled out—that is, conventional weddings were disallowed for roughly 40 per cent of every calendar year. In 1582–3, the penitential season of Advent lasted from 2 December to 13 January.73 The fact that his licence was issued on 27 November 1582 flags up that Shakespeare had just five days to wed (27, 28, 29, and 30 November, as well as 1 December) before ceremonies were forbidden until 13 January.

The dates of the prohibited seasons varied with the date of Easter, which could fall on any Sunday between 22 March and 25 April. ‘Movable times’ were reproduced in the almanacs that were printed annually in the hundreds of thousands. To observe the prohibited periods, early modern clergy seem also to have relied on mnemonic devices that they recorded in their parish registers and elsewhere, some in Latin and some in English, here in prose and there in rhyme, occasionally mingling the legal (Hilary term) and the liturgical. As one variation had it:


When Advent comes do thou refrain,

Till Hilary set thee free again.

Next, Septuagesima sayeth thee nay,

But when Low Sunday comes thou may.

Yet at Rogation thou must tarry,

Till Trinity shall bid thee marry.



Clergymen who lost track of their mutable calendars, or who willingly violated the seasons, could be called up for correction, as happened in Sussex in 1583 (‘for solemnizing matrimony last Lent’), in Oxfordshire in 1584 (for ceremonies performed in Advent), and in Essex in 1587 (for a wedding ‘in the time exempted’, on Shrove Monday).74

Exceptions were allowed, but only with episcopal licences of the sort that Shakespeare procured. David Cressy describes the late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century years in terms of ‘exceptional cultural discipline’. While relevant canon law was revisited in 1584, in 1597, and in 1604, this was less to enforce observance, which was widespread, than to engage theological debate. Radical protestants believed that licensing fees were reminiscent of the indulgences of the old religion, and in 1575 Archbishop Edmund Grindal drafted a canon permitting marriage ‘at all times of the year’. It was cancelled by the queen. A rare instance of non-compliance in Stratford reflected the controversy: Abraham Sturley, who wed during the Advent season of 1575, was a puritan. Nine years later, the lower House of Parliament quoted Grindal in petitioning the lords to authorize ‘liberty to marry at all times of the year without restraint’. With the conforming John Whitgift having meanwhile been seated as archbishop, however, calendrical traditions again prevailed. There remained the loophole of licensing; a great benefit, it was agreed, to society.75

Wedding regulation had two parts: the ceremony and the precursor banns. John Frith, the errant vicar of nearby Temple Grafton, known to be ‘unsound in religion’, was required in 1580 to give his bond to the bishop of Worcester that he would not perform nuptial services ‘at any times prohibited by the ecclesiastical laws’ and that he would not marry ‘without asking the banns in the church three Sundays or holy days solemnly’. Called in the home parish of both the bride and the groom (if they differed), on three successive Sundays or holidays, the banns ‘published’ the fact that a couple intended to wed. It was an ancient ritual that allowed for members of the community to declare such obstacles to the union as competing pledges of marriage, alternative marital claims already under litigation in church courts, evidence of fornication with other partners, forbidden consanguinity, and lack of consent from parents or guardians: ‘If any of you know cause or just impediment why these two persons should not be joined together in holy matrimony, ye are to declare it’. In 1584, for instance, a rector was censured for authorizing a marriage even though the bride’s mother had disallowed the banns; that same year, a planned wedding was halted in Oxfordshire so that an investigation could be conducted into allegations concerning a rival compact in London.76

Obtaining a licence on 27 November, Shakespeare was self-evidently prepared to wed by 27 November—safely before Advent. But he could not have done so without a licence unless he had already arranged for the first calling of the banns at Holy Trinity Church on Sunday, 18 November, at the latest. The second calling would have followed on Sunday, 25 November; the third, on the feast day of St Andrew on 30 November. He would then have been able to wed on 1 December, narrowly avoiding the prohibited season of Advent. Were the calendar the sole governing concern of his nuptials, it would appear that he fell afoul of canon law with respect to the banns, not the ceremony. Licences allowed for weddings to be celebrated in the prohibited seasons, not for banns to be called then.

An episcopal licence could stand in for the banns because the bishop’s office developed a bureaucratic procedure to ensure that church and community standards of approbation were nonetheless met. As Joseph William Gray outlines the warranting process, each couple made an allegation providing, on oath, their names, places of residence, occupations, and reasons for requesting a licence. They filed a certificate stating that there were no impediments to the marriage and verifying parental consent. They procured a bond signed by sureties who were prepared to validate the allegation and certificate and to assume any damages should impediments later emerge. The couple paid a fee, which Gray concludes would have totalled 3s. 8d. (2s. for the judge who reviewed the materials, 1s. 4d. for the register entry, and 4d. to the keeper of the seal). When all these requirements were satisfied, the couple received a licence endorsed to the minister of the parish in which they intended for the ceremony to be performed. The entry in the bishop’s register completed the episcopal paperwork.77

As emphasized in 1584, bonds were even more effective than banns for confirming that the couple had the consent of their ‘governors’, were not contracted to others, and were not parties to a matrimonial suit in the church courts—in other words, that their match was allowable. In 1597, Parliament was advised that ‘Licences to marry according to the form set down, without banns, are no cause of disordered marriage but rather the contrary. For they . . . add to the prohibitions of the law a restraint by a bond also.’ As in Shakespeare’s case, bonds survive from this period in the Worcester archives, as do register entries, while allegations and certificates do not. The earliest certificate Gray found was from 1601, and it declared ‘that their parents on both sides are consenting and agreeing that a marriage should by your worship’s licence be had betwixt them’. A 1611 letter written by the curate of Bishopton to a Worcester official similarly reassured diocesan officials that ‘There is no danger in the granting of your licence. . . . Parents of both sides are fully agreed.’78 Bonds and certificates were calculated to indemnify the bishop from harm should a match subsequently be challenged legally, and they were held in his office against this eventuality. Because of the bishop’s concern to limit his own risk, the process was not a reliable device for circumventing the usual consents, validations, and sanctions surrounding marriage.

Bond guarantors did not compel reluctant matches; they facilitated desired ones. Some of Shakespeare’s biographers have been mystified that Fulke Sandells and John Richardson, not John Shakespeare, were signatories to his bond. They assume that Sandells and Richardson were the Hathaway family’s henchmen or that they stood in because the disapproving Shakespeare family stood back. Both readings are flawed. Suretors were expected to be creditable and credit-worthy in the assessment of the bishop and his officials. John Shakespeare, for whom writs of arrest were still being issued, was not of good name in November 1582 and not in a position to provide a guarantee in the amount of £40. More to the point is Gray’s exhaustive survey of licensing practices in the office of the bishop of Worcester. Out of 166 bonds deposited in 1582 and 1583, he found, just twenty-four included sureties with the same surname as the groom. These may have been kinsmen of the husband-to-be but could not have been fathers; in the extant examples Gray uncovered, the burden for suretors was to attest to parental consent.79 As Shottery men with Hathaway connections, Sandells and Richardson may have been particularly appropriate for assuring the bishop’s officers of Hathaway approbation, but a ruling provision was that guarantors should be known to both families.

The bond read as follows:

The condition of this obligation is such that if hereafter there shall not appear any lawful let or impediment by reason of any precontract, consanguinity, affinity, or by any other lawful means whatsoever but that William Shagspere on th’one party, and Anne Hathwey of Stratford in the diocese of Worcester, maiden, may lawfully solemnize matrimony together, and in the same afterwards remain and continue like man and wife according unto the laws in that behalf provided, and moreover if there be not at this present time any action, suit, quarrel, or demand moved or depending before any judge ecclesiastical or temporal for and concerning any such lawful let or impediment, and moreover if the said William Shagspere do not proceed to solemnisation of marriage with the said Anne Hathwey without the consent of her friends, and also if the said William do upon his own proper costs and expenses defend and save harmless the right reverend father in God, Lord John, Bishop of Worcester and his officers for licensing them the said William and Anne to be married together with once asking of the banns of matrimony between them, and for all other causes which may ensue by reason or occasion thereof, that then the said obligation to be void and of none effect, or else to stand and abide in full force and virtue [emphasisadded].

In short, Sandells and Richardson verified to the diocesan office headed by John Whitgift (in the years before his elevation to the archbishopric of Canterbury) that there was no impediment to the match, that neither bride nor groom was implicated in a marital court case, that Shakespeare had the consent of Anne’s kin, and that there would be one calling of the banns before the ceremony was celebrated. If all these conditions were met, and if no subsequent challenge were made to the bishopric, the bond would become void and the sureties were relieved of financial responsibility.

Over the course of the seventeenth century, licences grew more popular among the prosperous, but Gray finds farmers, tradesmen, and craftsmen turning to the bishop of Worcester between 1580 and 1600. Diana O’Hara also documents textile workers, builders, butchers, bakers, grocers, carriers, barbers, chandlers, plumbers, and gardeners securing episcopal licences elsewhere. The licensing fee was not out of reach for people of Shakespeare’s station, although, given his father’s financial difficulties, it may seem curious that he would not have preferred the more economical measure of a conventional service. The curate who performed a ceremony following the banns also received a fee, but it was about half the cost of a licence. To some, it has seemed that only a need for secrecy or a sense of urgency can have justified the expense in Shakespeare’s case. Even here, however, there may be an alternative rationale. The calling of the banns was a ritual of community, and members of the community expected to join the celebration of any new partnership. With a Stratford ceremony, the Shakespeares would have been liable to provide a feast commensurate with the standing they were struggling to maintain, behind doors they sought to keep closed against creditors, collectors, and capturers. In 1604, an Essex couple received a licence to hold their nuptials in London solely on the grounds that the bride’s brother was prepared ‘to give them their dinner’, relieving them of the customary costs of sociability.80

The income that accrued from licensing helps explain another variable in Stratford: jurisdiction. The pre-Reformation College of Stratford, which was founded as a house of chantry priests, was an ecclesiastical ‘peculiar’ and held episcopal authority. After the College was dissolved, the lord of the manor, the bishop of Worcester, was persuaded to cede his rights in the manor and to accept a land exchange with the Crown. He was compensated with episcopal (and pecuniary) privileges in Stratford for one year in every three. For two out of three years, the vicars of Holy Trinity Church retained their ‘peculiar’ power to excommunicate, to conduct visitations, to discipline curates in the parish, to prove wills, and to grant licences for marriage. Across the country, peculiars were known as sites of clandestine weddings, offering, as Cressy says, ‘a speedy solemnization of matrimony with few questions asked’. But Stratford, where the vicar Henry Heicroft sought a licence for his own unorthodox wedding in 1571, was not that kind of peculiar.81 From the very fact that Shakespeare obtained dispensation from the bishop of Worcester, we learn that he did not seek to exploit Stratford’s motley ecclesiastical status for covert or nefarious purposes. He and his family—he was, after all, a minor—lawfully navigated the complexities of episcopal prerogative as well as those of the liturgical calendar.

Shakespeare made no reappearance in a parish register until, in Stratford, his first child was christened on 26 May 1583. If Anne’s pregnancy went to full term, Susanna was conceived in late August 1582; if it was an early birth, conception would have occurred in September. It may be, in other words, that the couple learned beyond a doubt that Anne expected a child just as they arrived at the prohibited season of Advent. For committed partners, pregnancy was a call to adulthood and the sign that it was time to take an economic leap that could entail setting up their own households. Estimates vary as to the number of early modern women who were pregnant at their weddings: one-fourth, by one calculation; one-third, by another. Of the fourteen women who were married at Holy Trinity Church in 1582, five bore children inside nine months. Having analysed the Stratford parish register for the years 1580 to 1624, J. M. Martin concludes that 30 per cent of all first children were baptized within eight-and-a-half months of their mothers’ marriages. Moreover, as Martin Ingram points out, premarital pregnancy was rarely mentioned in slander suits, which indicates that it was not associated with bullying, shaming, or social stigma. When a single woman gave birth, terrible actions were initiated, including interrogating her for the name of her sexual partner, charging both her and the accused father in church courts, and expelling her from the parish for fear that her fatherless child would become a charge to it. But such concerns would not have obtained for the Shakespeares, who by observing the regulations of canon law ensured a legitimate baptism for Susanna. Keith Wrightson observes that moral ‘restraints upon sexual activity . . . crumbled once marriage was in sight’.82 Common belief to the contrary, in these respects Shakespeare’s nuptials were neither unorthodox nor scandalous.

Licensed weddings were finalized with one last document: an attestation from the officiating celebrant, intended for the newly-weds’ home vicar, which ensured that they would be received again into their parish church. Examples of this notification do not survive from Shakespeare’s time; it was not until the 1620s, and the incumbency of Thomas Wilson, that a collection of such papers was preserved in Stratford. Wilson (or his churchwardens) archived letters that illustrate the form:

This is to certify you to whom this certificate shall come that John Durye of Stratford and Isabell Shynye of Welford were married at our parish church of Haseley in the county of Warwickshire with a sufficient licence from the ordinary the 11th of June between the hours of eight and twelve of the clock in the forenoon, anno domini 1624.83

Delivering their own validation to Stratford vicar Henry Heicroft, the Shakespeares would have achieved exculpatory recognition of their marital status in the local community. With this, they were inoculated against public disgrace.

Anne’s pregnancy should not in itself have been a cause for urgency, because Shakespeare and his bride could have waited until the Advent season ended on 13 January and wed immediately on 14 January (as Stephen Tart and Frorence Clarke did that same year). Set aside the myth of a shotgun wedding, and we may find different occasions for the couple to have moved forward. It could have been that late November of 1582 brought Shakespeare his first chance to join a travelling company of players. Let us imagine that he was determined to break the terms of his apprenticeship; he would have wanted to do so before he was so thoroughly integrated into his master’s establishment that John Shakespeare would have been assessed penalties for his default. It may even be that some of his finding fee was restored, as was the case for a Banbury boy, apprenticed in London for £10, whose father ‘received again’ £4 ‘when he runned away from his master’. Were self-governance Shakespeare’s goal, Anne’s pregnancy served his intent. The marital licencing fee would have proved its worth as the catalyst for breaking the terms of his apprenticeship and catapulting him, even as a minor, into independence. If his bride was 16-year-old ‘Joan’ Hathaway, not yet at the end of her own apprenticeship, the wedding would have performed the same function for her. If she was ‘Agnes’ Hathaway, whether 16 or 26, it would also have enabled her to claim her marriage portion, the ten marks (£6. 13s. 4d.) bequeathed to her in Richard Hathaway’s will. This seems to have been a motivation for Agnes’s brother Bartholomew, who wed on 25 November 1581, hard upon his father’s burial on 7 September of that year.84

The ecclesiastical calendar was only one of the reasons for resorting to the bishop, however. Yes, as Cressy summarizes, a licence ‘allowed a couple to marry in haste, when time was of the essence’, and ‘it allowed them to marry during religious seasons when matrimony was otherwise prohibited’. The proximity of Shakespeare’s wedding to a penitential season, clustered with the baptismal record for his first-born child, has trained our attention on haste as the most probable of the provocations. But, as Cressy adds, licences also permitted couples ‘to marry in a parish away from home, in the church or chapel of their choice’, and, in the allegations that Gray has uncovered, the more frequent concern is a preference for place. He cites a London couple who wished ‘to be married at Brainford aforesaid where all her friends that she hath alive do dwell’; a St Albans pair who chose St Bennett Paul’s Wharf ‘for that their friends are come up to London for the same purpose’; and the Essex folk whose London brother was ‘to give them their dinner’. Licences were sometimes granted, Gray remarks, ‘for very trivial reasons’.85 Presumably, the reasons were not trivial to those who acted on them, completing paperwork, securing bondsmen, paying fees, and travelling to a diocesan office.

Shakespeare may have had better cause than most: a licence would have made it possible for his father to attend his wedding. Another case study points the way. In a church court deposition of 12 July 1582, the Worcestershire vicar Robert Robinson recounted that he had been summoned to the house of one Edmund Hall. ‘Upon his coming thither he was requested to solemnize matrimony between the said Thomas Winsore and Anne White’. He did so ‘by virtue of a licence granted to him’ and ‘in a chamber of the said Master Hall’s house . . . using the due order and form set down for marriage in all points, and both the said parties most willing and consenting thereunto’. Among those in attendance were men named Thomas Winsore and John White, who were presumably related to the groom and bride, respectively, and whose presence verified their sanction of the ceremony. Robinson continued:

He was requested to solemnize matrimony between them privately in the said Master Hall’s house because the parties alleged that if it were known that the said Anne White were married, diverse would sue her for debt, which her former husband stood indebted for, which debts she might not so easily compound if it were known as she might otherwise.

From the reports of the Warwickshire commissioners in 1592, attesting that John Shakespeare avoided his parish church ‘for debt and for fear of process’, we know that the practices and subterfuges of debt culture were common culture in early modern England. A decade earlier, in the year of his son’s marriage, he was still ‘in hiding’ from agents of the Queen’s Exchequer and their old complaints of usury and brogging. Even as he absented himself from council meetings in the Guildhall, he avoided also a place of more peril. No location put him so much in danger of arrest as Stratford’s Holy Trinity Church. On 29 September 1582, just two months before his son sought a licence to wed, John Shakespeare was scheduled to repay a creditor, William Burbage, ‘at the sign of the Maidenhead’. His creditor and his arbiters understood that he could not engage the risks of the usual payment procedures, which would have brought him to the church porch.86 In Worcester, where a sworn allegation to the bishop was made, the family was required to explain why they requested a licence. Like Anne White, the Shakespeares may have raised the spectre of debt.

The lost licence would have indicated the location of the wedding. Edmond Malone proposed that it may have been Weston in Gloucestershire, as he believed that Anne’s family lived and owned property there. With records dating no earlier than 1680, he could not confirm his theory, and it was later rendered moot by discovery of the marriage documents archived in the diocese of Worcester rather than that of Gloucester. E. K. Chambers thought Temple Grafton the most probable site, given its introduction into the licensing book. The further fact that Temple Grafton vicar John Frith was presented for being ‘unsound in religion’ and for violating marital law has resonated with others who believe the ceremony to have been clandestine. But the particulars of Frith’s ministry have vanished; the earliest Temple Grafton register is from 1612. Joseph William Gray speculated that the Worcester churches of St Michael and St Martin were likely locations because of their proximity to the bishop’s office. St Martin’s has excited added attention as the rare case for which a sixteenth-century register survives, but with the page for 1582 missing, as if confiscated by a souvenir-hunting bardologist who found Shakespeare’s name there. An ancient resident of Luddington claimed to have herself seen an entry for the Shakespeare wedding before a curate’s housekeeper burned the pre-1617 register to boil her tea. Relevant records are also missing for the chapel of Billesley, which has seemed an implausible setting for Elizabeth Hall’s wedding to her second husband unless she chose it in nostalgia, knowing her grandparents to have wed there decades earlier. A Wootton Wawen legend has it that Shakespeare would have asked the vicar John Mascall to officiate for him because Mascall had earlier employed Shakespeare to teach in the village school.87

While we may not know where the wedding took place, we should consider the full import of its having been some place other than Holy Trinity. In another church or chapel, at a time not made public by three callings of the banns, John Shakespeare would have been able to join the celebration. The bishop’s licence set a higher bar for family approval than did the banns, and surely it is worth conjecturing that it may have been motivated by family feeling.

This is the final piece of a new narrative of Shakespeare’s wedding. He was undoubtedly meant to serve out a craft apprenticeship, as dictated by convention, as compelled by civic regulation, and as arranged by his father for an eldest son. After seven years of training, he was to have learned a craft, to have been rewarded with two suits of apparel, and, in due course, to have achieved the freedom to trade in Stratford. But seven non-remunerative years were surely difficult for him to entertain in light of his family’s financial straits, and he knew that he had other skills. Perhaps he entertained the usual ideas of complaining about ill treatment, disobeying his master, or turning runagate. He found a way out that was at once more creative and more socially acceptable, exploiting a condition of his indenture that forbade fornication and marriage. In short, we might understand that there was purpose to the union. The ceremony licensed outside Stratford was a first step in Shakespeare’s journey away from Stratford on an entirely original life path. It was not his father’s path, but this does not mean that he turned his back on his father. Whether it was in Temple Grafton, Weston, Worcester, Luddington, Billesley, Wootton Wawen, or somewhere else entirely, a ceremony removed from Holy Trinity Church was a wedding that all the family would have been able to celebrate. And William Shakespeare, as his subsequent career shows, remained a family man.
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4 May 1597

Shakespeare’s Home

The sole surviving letter to Shakespeare was addressed to him in London (Figure 3.1). Written by another of his Stratford contemporaries and dated 25 October 1598, it brought a request for help securing ready money in the amount of £30. Employing the epistolary salutation ‘Loving countryman’, the letter’s author Richard Quiney may have been strategic, seeking to re-anchor a London lodger in his native town. Or Quiney may have reflected back to Shakespeare the way in which Shakespeare preferred to represent himself. Shakespeare had made his first property purchase, the big Stratford house known as New Place, just a year and a half earlier, on 4 May 1597. Within months of this acquisition, he was recorded as having defaulted on tax payments in London; if he continued for personal reasons to think of himself as a Stratford man, he may have believed that he could now make a probative claim of it for official purposes, too. Meanwhile, Quiney’s friend and correspondent Abraham Sturley repeatedly referred to Shakespeare as ‘our countryman’ in passages that had no suasive function, being intended for Quiney’s eyes alone.1 Perhaps both Quiney and Sturley had themselves received letters from Shakespeare with signatures in which he styled himself ‘Your loving countryman’.
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Figure 3.1 Richard Quiney’s autograph letter to William Shakespeare, dated 25 October 1598, with original fold lines still detectable. The small scrap torn out on the left of the sheet was adhered to the seal, as shown in Figure 3.4.





Shakespeare would continue to purchase property in the area and, when counter-claims and enclosures threatened some of his land rights, to protect his investments. From this if from nothing else, we know that he maintained currency in local matters as Stratford’s story went forward.

Much of the story can be traced through the parallel life of Richard Quiney. Like Shakespeare, Quiney had been reared in a household of commercial ambition and civic activism; unlike Shakespeare, he carried on in these arenas. Elected a burgess in 1580, he would grapple for years with ongoing fallout from the problematic provisions of the 1553 royal charter. As established by the charter, the borough of Stratford incorporated only the medieval market town created by John de Coutances. Old Stratford, where Holy Trinity Church was located, remained a separate entity and part of the larger parish of Stratford. The continued distinction between borough and parish removed such area hamlets as Bridgetown, Clopton, and Ruin Clifford from the town’s income base for poor relief and other corporate charges. Amid the ‘decay’ of what had once been a rich cloth-making industry, Stratford’s undercapitalization was worryingly evident.2

Quiney cut his professional teeth on the town’s struggle to survive and to thrive. He was chamberlain in 1588, when the Clopton Bridge was badly damaged by flooding; he supervised the rebuilding. Although Holy Trinity Church was in the charge of the parish, its chancel, which was tied to tithe incomes, was the borough’s responsibility, and it had deteriorated. In 1593, Quiney went to London to seek Burghley’s help in compelling the tithe holders to pay their shares and then oversaw the chancel restoration. Following the fire of 1594, Quiney travelled throughout Northamptonshire, Oxfordshire, and Gloucestershire collecting contributions for victims; after the second fire of 1595, he worked the relief circuit in Norfolk and Suffolk. In London, he also secured copies of the wills of William Underhill, a delinquent tithe holder, and of Humphrey Brace and Robert Perrott, whose heirs withheld monies that had been bequeathed to the borough. Stratford burials doubled in 1597, the worst of several years of bad harvests and widespread suffering, and demands on the borough’s resources for poor relief increased. Quiney returned to London to appeal a parliamentary ‘Act to Restrain the Excessive Making of Malt’, on the grounds that malt-making was an irreplaceable source of revenue for a community that had recently lost to fire 120 houses and £12,000 of moveable goods. In Stratford, he took part in a survey of trees, with an eye to harvesting some for sale. Another of his revenue-enhancing schemes was to turn over town rental properties in order to generate more entry fines.3 William Trowte was one object of this initiative.

The 1553 charter had also failed Stratford by neglecting to rationalize governance structures. While it authorized the borough Court of Record, with the bailiff and chief alderman as justices for small-claims cases, the twice-yearly manorial Court Leet continued in operation. In other towns, ancient manorial courts were retired or absorbed; in Stratford, the new borough council was entitled to devise rules and regulations that for lack of its own disciplinary arm it had little power to enforce. The lord of the manor retained the right to validate or veto both elections of the bailiff and nominations of vicars and schoolmasters.4

For nearly a decade following receipt of its charter, the Corporation had been spared the worst of these constraints. The lord of the manor, John Dudley, duke of Northumberland, was executed for high treason on 22 August 1553, about two months after the charter was granted, and the lordship reverted to the Crown. Mary I’s government interested itself in the advowson of Holy Trinity Church but otherwise seems to have left the town more or less free to adopt procedures that it would come to think of—and subsequently to claim—as customary. The burgesses convened the Court Leet and took in market and fair tolls. A nine-year interregnum ended when Elizabeth I restored the manor to Northumberland’s son Ambrose Dudley, earl of Warwick, in 1562. Dudley reclaimed the traditional rights. In 1565, Richard Quiney’s father Adrian was one of two aldermen delegated to ‘make suit to the Earl of Warwick for th’obtaining of such liberties as the said Lord of Warwick hath within the borough of Stratford’. In 1572, Adrian Quiney was authorized again to pursue further ‘causes now in variance’, with John Shakespeare as his second. Both times, Warwick denied them. With his death in 1590, the manor was once more returned to the Crown, and the burgesses immediately appealed to Whitehall. A petition for the council to name vicars and schoolmasters was heard, but the Corporation lacked the resources to purchase the privilege before, in 1591, the manor was acquired by Sir Edward Greville.5

Greville immediately put the council on warning by withholding his ‘consent and good liking’ for the election results of 1592. These had made Richard Quiney bailiff. Sir Fulke Greville, the town’s appointed legal adviser, interceded with his cousin: if there was disapproval for ‘the man himself’, Quiney was ‘desirous to satisfy you in all objections’. And if disapprobation represented an attempt to exercise the ‘power you claim against their election’, Sir Edward should ‘suspend the taking of that advantage for this year’, pending further negotiations and knowing that to do so would not ‘prejudice your right’ in future. Edward Greville yielded, but in 1601, when Quiney was elected bailiff again, he objected again. While he was willing to support the town’s call for a new charter—he would benefit, too, if the town were better resourced—Greville was also determined to enlarge his revenues. In that, he and Quiney would always be at odds. Greville laid claim to Stratford’s riverside Bancroft and its trees, built rent-generating dwellings on town commons, and demanded the borough’s incomes not only from fairs and markets but also from dunghills. (Waste revenues, said Quiney, had belonged to the town ‘past man’s memory’ and ‘in no lord’s time before him was ever challenge[d]’.) To objections, Greville replied that he would proclaim his prerogative in court if it cost him £500. He added that he held more sway with Edmund Anderson, Lord Chief Justice, and with his uncle John Fortescue, Chancellor of the Exchequer, than did any of the burgesses. The officers turned to Greville’s wife Joan, promising her first £10 and then £20 if she would intercede and ‘make the peace’. She arranged a meeting at the Greville home in Milcote, but Sir Edward ‘answered us then that we should win it by the sword’. The burgesses again sought help from Fulke Greville, to no avail. When they offered to be bound by the decision of two independent mediators, Greville refused to go to arbitration. He also showed his ‘oppression’ in nearby Rowington, Honeybourne, and Preston on Stour, Quiney noted.6

In London in 1597, Quiney launched the council’s attempt to secure a new charter. Amidst continuing challenges from Greville, he compiled a roster of names for those who could testify to borough rights that had become habituated through their repeated exercise; his father, Adrian, was on the list, and so was Shakespeare’s father, John. In 1598, with a broader charter still on the agenda, he began the process of securing relief from Crown taxes and subsidies. He reported that 400 Stratford residents, one-third of the population, were in need of poor relief; by 1601, the number would grow to 700. Quiney also petitioned Warwickshire justices of the peace for exemption from charges for the provision of trained soldiers and the relief of injured soldiers. Escalating tensions with Greville sent him back to London in November 1601. He made the Corporation’s appeal for the borough to take in the full parish, in order to ‘repair’ the number of qualified burgesses as well as to increase revenues for maintaining the bridge, the almshouses, and the schoolhouse. The bailiff should be acknowledged as the Crown’s lieutenant, he argued on behalf of the council, and the recorder, town clerk, chamberlains, head boroughs, bridge wardens, tasters, leather sealers, sergeants, and constables should become chartered officers. The Court of Record should meet weekly, rather than bi-weekly, and with expanded powers.7

During Quiney’s second term as bailiff, Stratford won the right to convene a court in which the borough could prosecute breaches of the peace. Its earliest sessions were chronicled in a memorandum book kept by Quiney’s ally Daniel Baker. Greville lost the power to review elections and nominations and to receive tolls and fees. Securely in borough control once more, the restored revenues were allocated to the bailiff to help offset charges of office that, as had been observed, could be ‘crushing’. This last of the new provisions came just too late to be of much help to Quiney himself. He died in office and was buried on 31 May 1602. The new charter would not be executed until 1610, when, in the course of settling some of his many debts, Greville relinquished the lordship of the manor.8

Had success come earlier, Quiney’s personal papers would not have been preserved (see Appendix II). A year and a half after his death, however, with the town’s governance disputes still unresolved, some seventy documents were collected from the closet or study of his High Street house and transferred to the Corporation’s ‘cupboard of boxes’. This standing chest of twelve drawers, built in 1594 or 1595 to store borough records, can still be seen in Stratford today (Figure 3.2). Quiney’s papers were labelled ‘A bundle of letters and diverse other matters concerning suits, petitions, and other matters concerning the Corporation, Sir Edward Greville, unsorted, bound up January 7, 1603’ (that is, in New Style, 1604). Further clerkly annotations indicate that surviving town officers, in dispute with Greville till the end of the decade, would consult Quiney’s ‘breviat of Sir Edward Greville’s and the Corporation proceedings’ and his notes ‘concerning the toll corn and other matters in question’.9
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Figure 3.2 The ‘new cupboard of boxes’ in which key Shakespeare documents and Quiney papers were preserved among the minutes, accounts, expired leases, and other records of the Stratford-upon-Avon Corporation. The oak cabinet, made in 1594, has a pair of eight-panelled doors mounted on wrought-iron strap hinges, three iron key-plates, and twelve drawers (some replaced c.1650–1750) with iron ring handles. The Corporation paid just over £3, most for the iron fittings but with 16s. to the joiner Lawrence Abelle for his labour for sixteen and a half days.





Quiney was in the habit of keeping draft copies of his various petitions, rough versions of the expenditure accounts that he submitted for personal reimbursement, agendas for the council meetings he chaired, and aides-mémoires for other plans and activities. One long and finely detailed report gave a list of the ‘menaces’ committed by Edward Greville. The papers were dated between 1597 and 1602, with the heaviest concentration from Quiney’s time in London in 1597 and 1598. Compiling their bundle, town officers evidently aggregated packets Quiney had himself created in those years. ‘These letters and writings concern our town business’, he tagged them; ‘these letters perused and belong most to our town business’; ‘concerning the town’; and ‘Matters concerning our town causes’. To papers in his own hand were added twelve letters from Abraham Sturley, six from Daniel Baker, five from Quiney’s father Adrian, and a handful from other correspondents. The town clerk’s curatorial ‘unsorted’ is more accurate than Quiney’s own notational system.10 Adrian Quiney wrote not about town business but about family business. Baker’s interest in anything other than his own trade troubles was perfunctory. While Sturley, a fellow alderman, kept Quiney informed about municipal developments in his absence, he relayed news of Quiney’s household as well.

Also gathered up was the ‘Loving countryman’ letter addressed to Shakespeare and eventually rediscovered by Edmond Malone. Malone was excited in the moment but came to disdain his find: ‘it is impossible not to express an unavailing regret that while this minute memorial of an obscure bailiff of Stratford has come down to us after the lapse of two centuries uninjured by the accidents of time, we are not in possession of a single manuscript from the pen of his illustrious correspondnet [sic]’. Shakespeare’s response, said Malone, would have been far more welcome.11 Today, however, we know the letter to play a part in Shakespeare’s biography: it suggests that his hometown neighbours believed that his name would carry weight with London lenders. Given the debt history of Shakespeare’s natal family, it was a signal achievement. And in the rest of the Quiney papers, which illuminate the private life of a fellow traveller between the provinces and the capital and similarly aspirational, we learn ways of reading the handful of records that document Shakespeare’s life in Stratford (see Appendix I). Quiney is another of Shakespeare’s cognates. His notes and correspondence help us understand the all-hands-on-deck way that the son of a bankrupt father was able to assemble a considerable estate and to inhabit the honorific ‘William Shakespeare, gentleman’.

The Story of the Shakespeare Letter

In the year he achieved the first of his contested bailiwicks, Quiney commissioned a small conical seal matrix inscribed ‘R Queeney Sigillum Stratford Vpon Auon 1592’ (Figure 3.3). ‘Queeney’ was an alternative spelling of his name and likely reflects a preferred pronunciation. The ‘R’ floated above the ‘Queeney’ on the slope of the implement’s short gripping handle, to help Quiney orient the imprint correctly when pressing it into wax. Applied, the die reproduced the crest of Stratford-upon-Avon, a shield with a chevron and three leopard’s faces, set within a bead-edged oval. Less than an inch in all three dimensions of width, length, and height, the silver matrix remains among town artefacts and may have been deposited there with his papers. From the 1598 letter to Shakespeare (Figure 3.4), we know that Quiney had another matrix that similarly imprinted a beaded oval framing a shield. In this case, the image produced the initials ‘R Q’ resting atop the shield with its bend (or diagonal band) featuring three fleurs-de-lis.12
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Figure 3.3 The seal matrix Richard Quiney used as bailiff of Stratford-upon-Avon in 1592–1593. The small hole on the gripping handle, which allowed for a string or thong to be threaded through, suggests that Quiney wore the seal like a pendant.
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Figure 3.4 Richard Quiney’s letter to William Shakespeare, as originally folded, sealed, and addressed for dispatch. When Captain James Saunders drew this facsimile, front and back, Edmond Malone had already opened the letter by tearing the paper around Quiney’s personal seal.





The loan request, addressed for dispatch to ‘my loving good friend and countryman Master William Shakespeare’, was discovered in town archives but was folded and closed with the personal seal. Opened, it read:

Loving countryman,

I am bold of you as of a friend, craving your help with £30 upon Master Bushell’s and my security, or Master Mytton’s with me. Master Rosswell is not come to London as yet, and I have especial cause. You shall friend me much in helping me out of all the debts I owe in London, I thank God, and much quiet my mind, which would not be indebted. I am now towards the Court in hope of answer for the dispatch of my business. You shall neither lose credit nor money by me, the Lord willing. And now but persuade yourself so, as I hope, and you shall not need to fear but with all hearty thankfulness I will hold my time and content your friend. And if we bargain farther you shall be the paymaster yourself. My time bids me hasten to an end, and so I commit this [to] your care and hope of your help. I fear I shall not be back this night from the Court. Haste. The Lord be with you and with us all, amen. From the Bell in Carter Lane the 25 October 1598.

Yours in all kindness,

Richard Quiney

Most biographers have wanted to believe that the letter is to be found among Quiney’s effects, undelivered, because he met with Shakespeare and put the request in person. Two later letters are generally held to be corroborative. On the same day he wrote Shakespeare, Quiney wrote home. Quiney’s lost letter indicated that ‘our countryman Master William Shakespeare would procure us money’, according to Sturley’s response of 4 November. In fact, however, Sturley reacted sceptically to news ‘which I will like of as I shall hear when and where and how’. And Adrian also put the initiative in the conditional—‘If you bargain with William Shakespeare’—while allowing for the possibility that Quiney might ‘receive money there’—that is, in London—from some other source.13

What did it mean that ‘Master William Shakespeare would procure us money’? Was Sturley’s ‘us’ the town, on whose business Quiney was employed? Sturley knew that ‘had you but advice and company and more money present, much might be done to obtain our charter’ and pursue other civic goals. Did Sturley introduce the ‘us’ himself, an authorial plural because he understood Quiney, as has sometimes been assumed, to be borrowing money on his behalf? A year earlier, Sturley had written that ‘I have withdrawn or hidden myself’ from one debt collection process; in January, he had described himself as being ‘I assure you, in the greatest need of £30 that possibly may be’; ten months later, still underwater with debts amounting to £25, he lived in hope that with Quiney’s ‘good labour and leisure’ monies might be ‘procured’ for him in London. Or with ‘us’ did Sturley refer to himself and Quiney as friends and business partners of long standing? Together, they managed the tithe lands of Clopton, and Quiney perhaps encouraged Sturley to imagine other joint ventures. A lease purchased with £30 or £40 would return annual rents. ‘Who will not bear thirty or forty shillings’ of loan interest ‘towards such a match?’ enthused Sturley. ‘I pray let not go that occasion’—a stock of cash—‘if it may sort to any indifferent conditions’. For his part, Adrian Quiney also thought in terms of using new money for private investment. Both father and son were mercers, and Adrian had scouted a promising new market commodity. Having observed the ‘great buying’ of knit stockings in nearby Evesham, he was certain that Quiney would ‘do good if you can have money’ and ‘bring your money home’.14

With Shakespeare, by contrast, Quiney was at pains to specify that the £30 would be spent in London. Shakespeare could ‘be the paymaster’ himself, dispensing the loan monies directly, if he had any concerns about how they were being disbursed and to whom. Nor would the funds be used to clear Sturley’s accounts or underwrite new ventures. They were required to retire ‘all the debts I owe in London’ and ‘much quiet my mind’.

Even if he had been the one to accumulate them, still the debts were not personal—or so Quiney wanted Shakespeare to believe. For one thing, he could not have guaranteed a loan to himself—‘craving your help with £30 upon . . . my security’—even with Thomas Bushell and Richard Mytton as partner guarantors. For another, he was in London on the Corporation’s behest, and ‘dispatch of my business’ took him ‘towards the Court’ to present Stratford’s petitions for relief. He must have thought that there was strategic value in appealing to Shakespeare as a ‘countryman’ with a shared interest in the well-being of their hometown and, for good measure, he repeated grandly that ‘I fear I shall not be back this night from the Court’. With ‘Master Rosswell is not come to London as yet’, he implied that the loan would be nothing more than an advance, to be repaid upon Rosswell’s arrival. Thus, Shakespeare could be all the more confident that he would ‘neither lose credit nor money’. Bushell, Mytton, and Peter Rosswell were all Sir Edward Greville’s men, and Shakespeare may have known that Greville had agreed to underwrite appeals for a new charter.

Quiney asked Shakespeare to borrow funds for him, not to lend money of his own. Pledging ‘I will hold my time and content your friend’, Quiney may not indicate, as has been proposed, that he had already put the request on an earlier occasion. ‘I am bold of you’ does not suggest an initiative previously mooted, nor does the careful, present-tense preliminary that the writer is ‘craving your help’. Moreover, the request is grounded in the immediate circumstance of Rosswell’s advent. The familiarity implied by ‘your friend’ seems instead to suggest a different kind of prior experience: Quiney knew (or believed he knew) that Shakespeare had an established source of ready money. Quiney may not have been aware of the identity of the lender, who goes unnamed, and, with the suggestion that Shakespeare might be ‘the paymaster’, he was perhaps also offering to let Shakespeare protect the lender’s anonymity. But if the letter hints at any shared history, it would be only that Shakespeare may have arranged a loan on Quiney’s behalf before. As others of the Quiney letters show us, even to know an individual capable of lending £30 was a valuable commodity. Just £5 had warranted newsflashes from both Sturley and Adrian earlier the same month, when they discovered that a Stratford man named Lane had come into possession of that ‘round sum’ (per Sturley) and ‘a great sum of money’ (per Adrian). By way of reference, Adrian also considered it important to advise Quiney that Elizabeth was once able to send him a single shilling by courier, and £30 was half the purchase price listed on the documents associated with Shakespeare’s acquisition of New Place.15

There is always the possibility that Quiney’s letter was not received by Shakespeare because Shakespeare was not, after all, in London at the time. It seems more likely, however, that the letter was held back because Quiney’s intentions changed in the wake of fresh intelligence. ‘For money’, Sturley wrote him on 22 October, ‘so that the necessity and cause of it may reasonably appear, doubt you not but it will be supplied. . . . Master Bailiff or myself will come unto you speedily with the rest of the tax.’16 The professional carriers usually took three days travelling between Stratford and London, and Sturley’s letter may have arrived just in time, on 25 October, to persuade Quiney that he need not dispatch the appeal to Shakespeare that he had drafted on 25 October. He was now encouraged to believe that the Corporation would help him out of ‘all the debts’ he owed on Stratford’s behalf in London.

If Sturley’s intervention removed Shakespeare from the story of Quiney’s debts in October 1598, it was probably without Shakespeare’s ever having known that he was briefly part of it. Alas for Quiney, and in spite of Sturley’s undefined assurances, the story did not end there. On 27 October, Sturley wrote again, clarifying that it was the bailiff, John Gibbes, who was ‘coming unto you. He sayeth he will bring you up the rest [of] the tax money’. Gibbes, however, brought just £10. Sturley may have thought of a Shakespeare-secured loan as private investment money in the anticipation that the town’s £10 would answer Quiney’s London needs. But Quiney’s later ‘accompt of expenses laid out about the suit for the discharge of the tax and subsidies’ reveals how far short the Corporation’s cash allocation fell. Quiney paid £15 in the office of the Court of Requests alone (to Masters of the Court Julius Caesar and John Herbert), and there were additional fees to the Chancellor of the Exchequer John Fortescue, the Remembrancer of the Exchequer Thomas Fanshawe, the Queen’s Solicitor, the officers of the Privy Seal, clerks, a porter, and a man ‘to follow this suit in my absence’, among others. With personal expenses including Quiney’s ‘carriage to and from London of my apparel and necessaries’, his own travel three days each way, and his ‘diet’ for eighteen weeks, the total came to £44. 1s. 8d.17 Subtracting the £10 ‘received of Master John Gibbes’, he remained £34. 1s. 8d. out of pocket.

Suitably discharged, Caesar, Herbert, Fortescue, and Fanshawe endorsed the royal warrant issued on 27 January 1599 to exempt Stratford from an assessed tax and to relieve it of three parliamentary subsidies. But while the burgesses may have been grateful for Quiney’s achievements, they also understood him to be working off a debt to the Corporation. In 1591, Quiney had been authorized to withhold £70 of monies due them from an agreement with the tithe owner Ralph Hubaud. A year and a half later, he repaid £20. In January 1596, he requested reimbursement for £10. 1d. he had spent on behalf of the town, and the inconvenient subject of the outstanding £50 arose. The expenditures were held against his debt, reducing it to a penny less than £40. Quiney promised to return the rest of ‘the money that is in his hand’ within months, before Whitsuntide. Three years later, he still had not done so. The £34. 1s. 8d. he spent in London on tax and subsidy relief in the autumn of 1598 was from the burgesses’ point of view a partial pay-down. He would not retire the debt entirely until January 1600, when he itemized a further £4. 4s. 6d. disbursed on Corporation business and paid in £1. 13s. 10d. in cash.18

This global perspective on Quiney’s civic debts and credits did not relieve his need for immediate cash in October 1598. Over and above the £34 laid out on town business, he had also been delegated to pay down a family debt to a London purveyor, Mistress Pendlebury, with an instalment of £10. After Gibbes arrived with just £10, Quiney may have thought again of sending Shakespeare the letter of supplication that remained in his possession. Then, however, probably on 29 October, he received a letter from Daniel Baker dated 26 October. Baker told him that, even as he wrote, Sir Edward Greville was travelling to London. Greville was another potential source of ready money. It had already happened earlier that year, in January, when Quiney ‘had of mine own due from Sir Edward Greville in London £3. 10s.’ and ‘borrowed of him £3’.19

Relations between the Quineys and the Grevilles were strained by personal debt as well as corporate politics. Stratford’s spendthrift lord of the manor would become notorious for dissipating an estate of 10,500 acres that was once described as ‘stretch[ing] from the Avon to the Stour’. Lands that were said to be worth £35,000 when Greville inherited them in 1589 would be reduced, at his death in 1634, to goods valued at £27. In 1598, the Grevilles were already en route to their bankruptcy, with unpaid bills littering the local landscape. Lady Joan Greville was in ‘arrearages’ to Quiney’s wife, Elizabeth, for malt she had purchased, and Sturley wrote Quiney on Elizabeth’s behalf that this ‘hindreth and troubleth her not a little’. Baker cited Lady Greville’s debt to him, which ‘hath caused me to want money this year’, as a principal reason for his own financial difficulties.20

The cautionary tale of the Grevilles’ debts, like also the appeal to Lady Greville in the abortive early negotiations over the town’s rights and privileges, introduces us to husbands and wives as independent actors on the early modern scene. One of Quiney’s further debt problems in October 1598 was that the £3 he had borrowed from Sir Edward in January was only part of the story; he was now obligated to Sir Edward for £20. But, as Adrian Quiney noted in one missive, Richard and Elizabeth Quiney had separate ‘credits’, and Joan Greville evidently owed Elizabeth Quiney more than Richard Quiney owed Edward Greville. In the same letter of 27 October in which Sturley promised ‘Master Bailiff is coming unto you’, he wrote also of Elizabeth’s interventions on Quiney’s behalf. She had taken the strategic decision not to write Sir Edward herself; instead, she ‘hath been with my Lady Greville’ to deliver a letter from Quiney. Lady Joan ‘did not then believe’ him, and Elizabeth’s trip seemed to have been ‘to no purpose’. Then, learning that Rosswell had ‘seconded’ whatever it was that Quiney had written, Elizabeth had again, a day later, travelled the three and a half miles from Stratford to Milcote. Joan Greville still had ‘no money’, but she would not have wanted her supplies of malt cut off, and Elizabeth proposed a solution. As Adrian Quiney described it, ‘she hopeth that Sir Edward will accept the £20 which you owe in part of her debt’.21 By holding Quiney’s debt to Sir Edward as a credit against Lady Joan’s debt to herself, Elizabeth found a way for Joan Greville to settle the remaining amounts owed. Elizabeth recruited Lady Joan to be the intercessor with Sir Edward, and Lady Joan persuaded Sir Edward to top up the rest of the monies due for malt.

From other sources, Elizabeth had already stockpiled £10 that she promised to send Quiney on 4 November. Soon, there was Greville’s £20 to add. On 18 November, Adrian wrote that Elizabeth ‘hopeth that my Lady Greville hath writ to Sir Edward concerning the £20 which she hopeth Sir Edward hath allowed you’. On 23 November, Sturley reported that Elizabeth ‘said that Sir Edward Greville should pay you £20’. On 24 November, Baker verified that ‘My aunt Quiney’—Elizabeth—‘telleth me that you are to receive £20 or £30 in London’.22

With £10 brought by Gibbes, £10 collected by Elizabeth, and £20 repaid by Greville, Quiney could pay his expenses of £34. 1s. 8d. and had no further need of the supplication letter to Shakespeare. It was folded away in the packet of papers he took home to his closet, where it would remain until bundled up by town officials. The answer to the questions of how and why the Shakespeare letter survived would seem to be that Elizabeth Quiney entered the story as Quiney’s debt manager. She had secured the cash for Quiney to cover his travel costs, to redeem his London debts, and—in what was probably, given her independent mercantile ventures, her own highest priority—to repay the London vendor and lender Mistress Pendlebury.

The Occupations of Elizabeth Quiney

Richard Quiney has always been of interest to Shakespeare biographers: he wrote the only surviving letter to Shakespeare; three letters addressed to him mention Shakespeare by name; his son Thomas married Shakespeare’s daughter Judith. Elizabeth Quiney has received less attention. As the Pendlebury transaction helps us understand, however, Elizabeth Quiney represents the solution to another persistent biographical puzzle: how a Stratford household could prosper when the head of household was absent in London. The astonishing detail of the Quiney papers fills in the gaps in many Shakespeare records.

Elizabeth Quiney was born into a family so firmly established in Stratford-upon-Avon that she was undoubtedly baptized there. Although records have failed to capture the event, it was probably a near miss. The parish register commences on 25 March 1558, and Elizabeth’s father Thomas Phillips mentioned her by name in his will of 9 September 1556. She is likely to have been an infant at the time: 24 is a suitable age for her to have married Richard Quiney, as she did in January 1580, presumably after completing her apprenticeship (and having also waited, unlike the Shakespeares, until the end of Advent). In April 1600, she bore the last of eleven children who were christened in Holy Trinity Church.23

The match with Quiney was a union of power and property. Thomas Phillips, a leading mercer in town, had been elected Master of the Guild of the Holy Cross in 1536 and was an inaugural alderman when the borough was created by the charter of 1553. He accumulated fifteen long leases on manorial and guild properties that passed to his daughters Mary and Elizabeth. His bequest ‘to either of them’ meant that one would inherit all if the other died without heirs, and by 1590, presumably following Mary’s death, the holdings had devolved to Elizabeth alone. Quiney’s mercer father Adrian was another of the inaugural aldermen and would be elected bailiff in 1559, 1571, and 1582. Of the 132 men who served on the town council between 1553 and 1625, thirty-four are said to have been Quineys and their allies and connections. Adrian Quiney also held leases on sixteen area properties; as time passed, he added more town-owned burgages to real estate holdings that Quiney would inherit.24

Quiney followed his father into Stratford’s Mercers’ Company. By definition, their trade was fine fabrics. Adrian Quiney sold the Corporation a measure of ‘Southwich’ cloth in 1578 or 1579, and he may have been delegated to market the old church vestments in 1571 because of his specialist knowledge and networks. There were full suits of red velvet and white damask, for example, as well as additional copes, stoles, and gloves. Adrian also provided the town with timber and bricks, building lime, gutter and roofing tiles, crests for roof ridges, red lead. Perhaps these supplies were by-products of property ownership; when he secured the lease of a building in the Middle Row that bifurcated Bridge Street, he was required to ‘re-edify the said tenement’. In a similar vein, the ‘load of stone’ sold to the Corporation by the Shakespeares in 1596 or 1597 is usually presumed to have been left over from renovations at the recently acquired New Place. Inasmuch as Adrian Quiney purchased £7 worth of bell metal from the town, however, he may well have maintained a second mercantile specialty, trafficking in construction materials.25

When he married his second wife in 1557, Adrian Quiney is also presumed to have taken on the business of her first husband, Laurence Bainton. This included grocery as well as mercery. In towns such as Stratford, ‘mercer-grocers’ acquired standing and significance in the local economy as importers of a variety of necessary and luxury goods, including spices, fruits, sugar, and all the comestibles that were not reserved to such closely regulated trades as butchery, baking, and brewing. Thus, Adrian Quiney appears in Corporation accounts as a purveyor of sugar, salad oil, and other provisions. Because the town’s recording officers frequently paid out for foodstuffs and liquors without specifying their providers, Adrian Quiney probably traded to the town more extensively than we can now know. The same was true for his son. A 1588 purchase of sugar was from Quiney specifically, but other exchanges were documented only indirectly. In 1587–8, as lead chamberlain, Quiney recorded twelve instances of ‘wine and sugar’ (and occasionally bread and meat) dispensed to visiting dignitaries. A personal account for 1593 documents gifts he made on behalf of the town: sugar (nearly eleven pounds in thirteen portions), wine, figs, and Jordan almonds. He may well have drawn on the family stores, as he did in 1600 with ‘many gifts of mine own provision bestowed upon courtiers and others for the better effecting of our suits in hand’.26

Quiney’s extended portfolio included income from his role as joint ‘farmer’ of Clopton tithe hay. He and Sturley received shares of the tithes, rents, and farm fees they gathered. By 1596 Quiney and Thomas Combe had secured the assignment to collect revenues on behalf of another tithe-owner, Ralph Hubaud. In a 1598 letter to Quiney, Sturley relayed Adrian Quiney’s suggestion that perhaps William Shakespeare could be persuaded to purchase ‘some odd yardland or other’, even tithe lands: ‘we think it a fair mark for him to shoot at and not unpossible to hit’. Tithe settlements were of interest to the borough because some returns came to the town. But, writing Quiney that a Shakespeare purchase ‘would advance him indeed and would do us much good’, Sturley probably expressed the more personal hope that he and Quiney might ‘farm’ for Shakespeare, as well. (When Shakespeare finally invested in some Old Town acres in 1602, his tenant farmers were Thomas and Lewis Hiccox; when he purchased tithe rights in 1605, he made Anthony Nash his collections agent.)27

Mercery, grocery, land management: as should already be apparent, Quiney’s real profession was governance. On behalf of the borough, he conducted surveys, supervised repairs, searched archives, chased revenues. During his bailiwicks, he sometimes minuted sessions himself. He attended thirty-seven of the forty-four council meetings that took place between 1599 and 1602. When we allow for his frequent absences on Corporation business, he kept a perfect score. Between October 1597 and December 1601 Quiney journeyed to London at least six times, with stays varying from sixteen days to the ‘hundred days’ of 18 October 1597 to 26 January 1598 and the eighteen weeks of October 1598 to February 1599. He also travelled extensively throughout the Midlands, all ‘in our town affairs’.28

We might once have assumed as a matter of course that when Quiney was away his father managed his commercial enterprises. Adrian Quiney, widowed for a second time in January 1591, lived in his son’s home and was sufficiently active to continue on the town’s board of aldermen. But the Quiney letters of 1597 and 1598 show that, while Adrian involved himself in some of the family’s financial and legal matters, he had by that time ceased trading. Even as an adviser, his role was limited. Sturley, not Adrian, promised the absent Quiney that ‘all the other particulars of your private letter to me shall be dispatched according to your heart’s desire’. Sturley’s pledges of assistance were undoubtedly genuine because the relationship was reciprocal; he often asked Quiney to represent him in London and, as we have seen, assist him with debt. But neither Adrian Quiney nor Sturley was so directly involved as to have had full access to Quiney’s papers and evidences; each complained that Quiney was in the habit of taking the key to his closet away with him.29

When Adrian reported on the family enterprises, he described Elizabeth’s activities. The Quiney letters show her not as her husband’s deputy but as a professional woman in her own right. She made the business decisions for a remarkably diversified collection of occupations and investments. From the assortment of evidence rehearsed in what follows, these took in a large household establishment with servants and boarders, mercery as well as grocery, malt-making, vintnery, entertainment services, property management, and money management.

The first surprise is the size of Elizabeth’s household: in a survey conducted in 1595, the Quiney residence was documented as numbering ‘sixteen persons’. These presumably included Elizabeth, Quiney, the widowed Adrian, and the seven children who were alive at the time (all still young enough, at 12 and under, to be at home). That leaves six others unidentified. Typically, the added individuals would have included apprentices. While Stratford apprentice rolls have not survived from this period, there is no evidence that Quiney himself took any on. None of his correspondents makes reference to a male assistant. His father travelled to Warwick and Salford Priors to pursue the sort of legal and financial business that a Quiney apprentice might otherwise have performed, and Quiney could also rely on Sturley in borough affairs. In a letter of 18 January 1598, however, Sturley wrote approvingly not only of ‘thy wife’s industry’ but also of ‘the labour of the maids’. He was at the Quiney table when one of these labouring maids suggested a cheeky postscript to a later letter: ‘If Joan Ainge could write’, quoted Sturley, she would say, ‘ “You should not forget the wenches.” ’ Ainge presumably hinted at the gifts and remembrances Quiney was known to send back; Sturley once thanked him for the treat of a pomegranate. In the summer of 1601, Quiney jotted down a series of reminders including a note to speak ‘with Bess Quiney’—that is, his wife—‘concerning a maid’. To the extent that we are able to reconstruct it from this evidence cluster of three references to maidservants, the Quiney household had a female labour force. The trainer and supervisor of girls would have been Elizabeth.

From Sturley’s comments on ‘maids’ and ‘wenches’, we can assume that there was more than one trainee in 1595, but there would not necessarily have been as many as six. The Quineys appear also to have taken in lodgers. The letter that carried Joan Ainge’s message included Elizabeth’s report, taken down by Sturley, about a series of debts she had paid and monies she was owed. Referring to the latter, Elizabeth dictated that ‘the great chamber rent is not’, unhappily, ‘in hand’.30 In other words, the tenant in the Quineys’ best bedroom was in arrears. Elizabeth spoke as the rent collector and building manager.

She was also a mercer in a family of mercers: her father; her husband; her father-in-law Adrian Quiney; his second wife’s former husband Laurence Bainton; eventually, her son-in-law William Chandler. For Quiney, the trade designation was likely to have been little more than a ticket to the ‘freedom’ of the town, a right of citizenship. Although his was the name of record in a 1593 lawsuit involving fine fabrics and buttons, he seems not to have been the family’s principal retailer in textiles and notions. During one of his trips to London, Sturley wrote on Elizabeth’s behalf that she was in need of supplies for resale, requisitioning ‘Holland’, a linen cloth. She specified that Quiney should ‘be not too dear, for it is but for cases for handkerchiefs and such’. She might not have needed to detail the order nor to direct him to an appropriate London vendor, Alice Badger, had the business been his. The most conclusive evidence of Elizabeth’s work in the trade came four years after Quiney’s death in 1602, when she was herself formally identified in borough records as a ‘mercer’. The widows of free men were entitled to operate feme sole if they remained unmarried, and Elizabeth lived as a widow for thirty years.31

Her commerce was of the mercer-grocer type. When he travelled to London, Quiney carried her goods with him, and during the longer stays she renewed his sales stock. Repeatedly, she dispatched cheeses: thirty pounds in one shipment and 120 pounds in another. She also sent tobacco, with Adrian, perhaps fearing pilfering by the carrier, adding the advice that it should be weighed upon receipt. On one occasion the tobacco was put to double use as a packing material for some saleable silver. Not all of Elizabeth’s goods were headed to market; she couriered Quiney three ‘collars of brawn’, probably boar meat tied up in a compact roll, ‘to bestow [on] your friends’ as he cultivated influence in the capital. The Quiney letters reveal some of the difficulties of the traffic in grocery; Adrian wrote with respect to yet another brawn collar that ‘your wife can by no means get one’, and two hens Elizabeth meant to send ‘prov[ed] nought’ when killed and gutted. One collar and a cheese were designated for Mistress Pendlebury, to acknowledge Pendlebury’s patience with a delayed payment.32

Elizabeth also asked Quiney to purchase goods for her to resell in Stratford. Sometimes she welcomed any grocery he could obtain, ‘if the prices be reasonable’ and if conveyance was affordable. At other times she put in requests, as for raisins, currants, pepper, sugar, pie, and porridge. Adrian acknowledged on one occasion that Elizabeth had received Quiney’s shipment of pomegranates, oranges, and oil. Quiney himself documented London purchases of woollen cloth, ‘Lubeck’ cloth, and cambric; stockings, boot hose, garters, purses, boots, hats, and hat boxes; paper, sealing wax, and a book; fish and pepper; tobacco boxes and a jagging iron for imprinting pastry decoratively. Altogether, the records suggest that Elizabeth specialized in the procurement of commodities that were not produced locally, and she continued to offer personal buying services after Quiney’s death. She may have donated the bundle of her husband’s papers to the burgesses, but she charged them 2s. 6d. for a parliamentary ‘statute book’ he had acquired. On 6 November 1605, immediately following discovery of the Gunpowder Plot and in fear of further unrest, Stratford officers refreshed their armoury, purchasing from ‘Mistress Quiney’ two pounds of gunpowder and a pound of match.33

While we know from the Greville negotiations that Elizabeth Quiney sold malt, another cluster of evidence reveals that she produced it. The 1595 household census was compiled as part of a Privy Council-mandated survey collecting ‘the names of all the maltsters, buyers, and sellers of corn . . . within this borough . . . and of the quantities of all sorts of grain in every of their houses, barns, or elsewhere so far as we have either seen or can learn’. From the number of residents, the surveyors could calculate whether a household was storing, processing, or hoarding more ‘corn’—the collective term for cereal grains—than was needed for its occupants’ consumption. The surveyors’ ‘True Presentment’ shows the Quineys with forty-seven quarters of barley, thirty-two quarters of malt, and eleven-and-a-half quarters of pease (there were eight or nine bushels to a quarter), as well as ten strikes (or bundles) of wheat. This was well in excess of what was needed for a household of sixteen. Quiney was also said to have stored an additional twenty-three quarters of corn for provincial neighbours. The surveyors were unable to learn how many of his own acres he had seeded for grain, ‘by reason he is now at London’, but they knew that he had purchased a hundred quarters of barley and pease from Leonard Bennett of Preston on Stour and had twenty more quarters on order from a man named Grime of Tysoe. The general accuracy of the ‘True Presentment’ is corroborated by an account appended to one of Sturley’s later letters to Quiney showing purchases of beans, barley, and wheat amounting to more than £56. Quiney was, in sum, one of Stratford’s ‘great corn buyers and buyers of wood and such like’.34

Elizabeth may have persuaded the surveyors that her absent husband was responsible for acquiring raw materials—of course, he may have been—but she could not have disclaimed responsibility for processing them. It was a female-led industry. Describing malting methods in his Description of England, William Harrison paused for the rhetorical question, ‘But what have I to do with this matter . . . wherewith I am not acquainted?’ His tutor was his wife, who with ‘her maidservants’ produced a batch every month. When four men were presented at the Stratford borough sessions in 1604 ‘for buying of barley and turning it into malt’, it was because each was ‘a bachelor and no housekeeper’ and thus in violation of the statute allowing malt-making for household use exclusively. In 1608, Joan Ainge was presented at the Stratford borough sessions as a ‘singlewoman’ who was ‘mak[ing] much malt’.35 The cheeky apprentice who had once diverted Sturley by asking that Quiney remember her from London was now in business for herself as a maltster. She had trained in the Quiney household, under Elizabeth’s supervision.

Quiney’s chief contribution to Elizabeth’s malt-making was most likely to have been an effort to protect her labour. Legislative attempts to prevent ‘grind[ing] for money’ appear in the Corporation’s earliest records from the 1550s, but grain prices rose so dramatically in the 1590s that by November 1595 forty-four Stratford maltsters were bound over to cease production. Among them was the bailiff, Thomas Rogers, who ‘did buy a cartload of barley the 30th of October (and what more we know not) before it came into the market, and did forestall the market’. For those who had the means to hedge and hoard, malt was sufficiently profitable that Rogers professed that he ‘careth not a turd’ for official injunctions. But those who were unable to afford beer or its companion grain-product, bread, besieged the local squire Sir Thomas Lucy in 1598 ‘to complain of our maltsters’. Investors who stockpiled corn, barley, and malt before they reached the ‘ordinary markets’ were called by Privy Councillors ‘a number of wicked people in conditions more like to wolves or cormorants than to natural men’. The town’s petition against the ‘Act to Restrain the Excessive Making of Malt’, which argued that Stratford houses were ‘fitted to no other uses’ than malt-making, with ‘many servants among us hired only to that purpose’, may look like good social policy.36 In fact, its primary beneficiaries were those of comparative privilege, such as the Quineys, who had surpluses to invest in commodities trading as well as space in their many properties for grain storage and processing.

Elizabeth’s own priorities were clear: ‘in barley is the surest profit’, she once reminded her husband sharply. The three-piece cluster of evidence documenting her role as a marketer of her processed grains begins with Sturley’s report, from January 1598, that Joan Greville had ‘run in arrearages’ with her ‘for malt’. That November, Adrian also related that with others of her customers Elizabeth was having considerable success ‘selling wheat and malt’. In 1608, William Trowte informed against her in the borough sessions her husband had inaugurated. A Bromsgrove mercer had bought large ‘quantities of corn’ in Stratford, Trowte said, ‘a great part whereof is now at Mistress Elizabeth Quiney’s’.37

An additional cluster of evidence shows that her stock also included wine. The family was first associated with these stores among inaugural presentments for the new borough sessions in April 1602, when Quiney was identified as one of two licensed vintners. In January 1603, following his death, ‘Mistress Elizabeth Quiney’ was listed in his stead. This may have been another instance in which Quiney’s was the name of record for a trade in which she had long been engaged; the second Stratford vintner was her kinsman Thomas Dixon alias Waterman. Between 1603 and 1607, she was charged four times with selling wine ‘at excessive prices’, in ‘unsealed measures’, or ‘by small measures contrary to the statute’. (On a fifth occasion, when she neglected to provide her ‘weights’, she may have fallen afoul of standards for measured provisions other than wine.) Tellingly, though, the town officials who cited her also purchased from her. On 7 November 1605, the night after they bought her gunpowder, they ordered wine for the justice of the peace who came to inspect Stratford’s armour and weapons, and in 1607 and 1608 they again ‘paid Mistress Quiney for wine’. Among the Corporation’s orders was a stipulation that, if any of the burgesses should have a falling out, they were not to end a meeting ‘unreconciled’. Elizabeth was called to bring wine ‘to the Chamber’ following a contentious council session, with the aim of ‘making Master Baker and Master Smith friends’.38

In 1609, there was another reconciliation ritual through which the vicar John Rogers and the neighbouring curate Richard Wright were ‘made friends’ at Elizabeth’s home rather than in the council chamber. Her parents had run an alehouse, and hospitality was in her blood. Her kinsman, Thomas Dixon, kept one of the three inns in town, and they were both, in their separate establishments, accused of having hosted ‘unlawful games’ in 1603. Stratford did not have the physical infrastructure of a city, but its inhabitants had comparable business to conduct, and private homes fulfilled this function. For lack of a purpose-built company hall, for example, the Stratford Company of Weavers specified that their annual meetings would take place ‘at some convenient house’ that ‘for the time shall be called the Weavers’ Hall’. Each September, elections to the council were accompanied by a sermon in the Guild Chapel and a ‘drinking’ afterwards, the festivities conducted ‘at the bailiff of the said borough his house for the time being’. Elizabeth hosted her first election dinner in 1592 and her second in 1601. The sack, sugar, and claret wine ‘bestowed on Sir Edward Greville at Master Quiney’s’ cost the Corporation 2s. 2d. when he made a short visit in 1597, and ‘Mistress Queeny’ was paid 6s. ‘when the justices sat about the subsidies’ in 1607. Robert Perrott had designated that his reparative gift to the Corporation should be used to fund a sermon and feast each Whitsuntide; in 1607 and 1608, Perrott’s banquet was held at Elizabeth Quiney’s house. In 1610, she hosted a general gathering that involved ‘the eating of the buck’, an annual event.39 The records are so variable, with pay-outs registered but hosts often going unnamed, that we can never know how many times Elizabeth Quiney staged community events. What we can conclude, though, is that the family’s High Street house generated income in this way as well as from room rents, malt manufacturing, and commodities storage and sales.

The Quineys’ other holdings included at least thirty houses, barns, and gardens on Bridge Street, Middle Row, Sheep Street, Walkers Street, Church Street, Ely (or Swine) Street, Henley Street, Meer Street, Rother Street, Windsor Lane, Greenhill Street, and Mill Lane. In widowhood, Elizabeth collected rents from tenants and remitted ground or ‘chief’ rents to both the town and the manor. Very rarely, and despite accounting habits so engrained that ‘Master Richard Quiney’ was listed paying in rent for two years after his death, the records allow us to glimpse Elizabeth at the same business while he was still alive. Some town rent rolls carried enough property history that they acknowledged when a building was hers by inheritance, even if his by the doctrine of coverture. It was ‘Mistress Quiney’ herself who paid the borough 9s. 1d. ob. in 1598, according to a roll. While official records do not admit it, she was also, occasionally if not regularly, a tithe farmer. When Adrian wrote Quiney on 29 October 1598 that ‘Your wife hath paid . . . Master Hybbott’s rent, £8. 10s.’, he was describing a quarterly instalment of the £34 that Combe and Quiney, as farmers of record, owed annually for the Hubaud tithes.40

From Quiney’s personal notes in the summer of 1601 we get glimpses of the occasional dramas of private property management: ‘RQ leaseth to SB a messuage JR hath goods in’. ‘RQ’ is Quiney himself, and Edgar I. Fripp has identified ‘SB’ as his tenant Simon Biddle and ‘JR’ as Biddle’s neighbour John Rogers. Prevented from access to his goods ‘at his own pleasure’, Rogers took the street key to the Quiney messuage and used it to lock Biddle inside while he assembled a posse consisting of his wife, a son, and one or two daughters. With these reinforcements, he unlocked the door, seized Biddle, ‘and thrust him out of his possession’. Rogers then secured the door again and took away the key so as to deny Biddle the access that was his right as Quiney’s renter. Quiney also documented controversy at another family property, a small courtyard occupied by Cecily Bainton. Bainton held tenancy rights as wife and then widow of Adrian Quiney’s stepson; she lost those rights when she entered into a second marriage with Richard Collins. Quiney wrote as if with litigation in mind, but it was Adrian who lodged the legal complaint that Collins kept the property ‘without rent paying’.41 We must suspect that Quiney took notes of these landlord difficulties because he had not directly experienced them; more likely, he learned of them from Elizabeth’s reports.

It should not be supposed, however, that Elizabeth was relegated to the tactical matters of rent collection while strategic planning was reserved to the Quiney men. In October 1598, family financial discussions turned to a property known as ‘William Walford’s house’. Adrian, and perhaps Quiney himself, thought to put it on the market. But they all deferred to Elizabeth, Sturley writing Quiney that ‘your father hath sent you the particulars of so much as my Sister’—that is, Elizabeth—‘will willingly pass’. In his own letter, Adrian acknowledged that ‘your wife is not willing to sell William Walford’s house’. She planned instead to ‘sell the barn in Page’s occupying’. Adrian had come around to his daughter-in-law’s way of seeing things, with one variation: ‘I think good you depart with the lease of the yard and orchard’ as well, ‘which barn, yard, and lease is much better than Walford’s house, considering the years which are to [run] in this lease.’ Even so, he allowed that in the end the decision would be Elizabeth’s. He expected that Quiney would ‘know her mind concerning the house’.42

In fact, it was Sturley who told Quiney what Elizabeth had in store for the house: ‘she hath desired it for her daughter Elizabeth, which she will not alter as yet’. The younger Elizabeth was just short of 16 at the time and would not marry the mercer William Chandler until November 1603, five years later. Her mother took a long view in providing for the Quiney children. Eight survived into adulthood, and Elizabeth settled at least five of the eight in houses, businesses, or both. Quite how she may have helped Richard, William, and Mary is not known, although all seem to have prospered. Richard grew wealthy as a London grocer and New World investor before he and his wife, hometown girl Eleanor Sadler, made a brief return to Stratford, baptizing two of their children there in Elizabeth’s later years. William became a freeholder of manor land in Henley-in-Arden. Mary moved to Harbury with her vicar husband Richard Watts. Meanwhile, Elizabeth advanced her first-born, Adrian, by making him co-owner of a Wood Street property they sold in 1611 for £131. Adrian either continued to live at Elizabeth’s High Street address after marrying Eleanor Bushell a year and a half later, in 1613, or returned after Eleanor’s death in 1616. The short list of goods in his 1617 probate inventory, all bequeathed to Elizabeth and to William Smith as joint executors, was insufficient to have furnished an independent household. Smith, a haberdasher, had married Elizabeth’s daughter Anne in 1614. In 1617 Elizabeth confirmed to the council that she wished to transfer her lease for a Chapel Lane home to him as her son-in-law. The youngest son, George, seems also to have returned to the family home after graduating from Balliol College in 1621 and becoming assistant minister at Holy Trinity Church. He died unmarried in 1624. Elizabeth also provided a house for her son Thomas, who married Judith Shakespeare and whom she established in the vintnery business.43

The Quiney correspondence shows Elizabeth to have been a money manager, as well. As a townsperson born and bred, Elizabeth had undoubtedly had some schooling. The roughly formed ‘EQ’ with which she signed a property document was aspirational; she entered majuscules rather than a mark. But the characters were shaky, and the one surviving letter Elizabeth sent to her husband was dictated, with Sturley as her scribe. While she seems not to have written easily, she could probably read and could certainly count. The family’s leases ranged from twenty-one to ninety years and had varying payment schedules. Some chief rents were due on a quarterly basis, others annually. Tenant fees ranged from a penny and a half each year to 26s. 8d. Managing the family holdings, Elizabeth was responsible for complex calculations and tallies. When one of Quiney’s loans came due, Adrian advised him to write his debtor that ‘he must needs provide and pay it to your wife’.44

Like the Shakespeares, the Quineys were ambitious. They grew money by lending, invested by borrowing, and constantly juggled the funds payable against those due in (as well as those despaired of). They were always overextended. Any early modern person with a degree of liquidity was set apart from those who lived at subsistence level. And a principal qualification for civic office was prosperity; indeed, civic office was an obligation of the prosperous. But the Quineys’ economic importance obscures how tough their scramble was, day to day. Their properties and their farming ventures were the hard-won results of unrelenting efforts to improve themselves. This, far more than the town’s projects, is the theme of the Quiney letters.

‘Oh, how can you make doubt of money?’ Sturley once wrote Quiney feelingly. ‘Good things in hand or near hand cannot choose but be worth money to bring to hand.’ It could seem that no network was as useful as the one that conveyed news of an infusion of cash. At the time that the man named Lane received his ‘round sum’ of £5, Adrian was aware that Elizabeth faced pressing needs; ‘she hopeth to make provision to pay Master Combe and all the rest’. But Lane did not want his new assets widely advertised—he ‘will not be known of it’—and he ‘denied to lend your wife any’. Undeterred, Elizabeth activated her own networks. ‘His wife said that he had received £5 . . . and wished him to lend that to your wife, which’, Adrian subsequently reported with satisfaction, ‘he did.’ The loan secured by Mistress Lane enabled Elizabeth to retire a £10 bond. About two weeks later, Adrian verified that ‘by borrowing’ she had ‘discharged’ Julius Shaw and others as well as Combe. Although Sturley had dismissed as ‘much twaddle’ the threats of Combe’s angry wife to ‘arrest you for it as soon as you come home’, Elizabeth’s intervention may nonetheless have averted Quiney’s prosecution and detention for debt. Scrupulous repayments also validated her own credit standing and made further borrowing possible. She ‘is very careful for to pay his borrowed money’, Adrian had written of the debt to Combe. She ‘doth carefully care for all things which she hath to do both for your credit and her own’.45

No letters are as pungent with the anxieties, contingencies, and necessities of credit and debt as the six sent to Quiney by Daniel Baker in October and November 1598. The first three end with cursory assurances that ‘my aunt, your father, children, and household are well’, ‘are all well’, and ‘are in health, God be praised’, but such gestures towards civility were abandoned as Baker’s tone grew increasingly frantic and his demands importunate. One of Baker’s suppliers was a London draper named Edward Kympton with premises at the sign of the Black Boy in Watling Street. Leonard Bennett had ‘firmly promised’ to pay Kympton £4. 7s. on Baker’s behalf, but Baker saw no evidence that Bennett had done as pledged. So, on 17 October, he asked Quiney to advance Kympton the £4. 7s. or, if Quiney himself lacked funds, to go to a Master Spencer to borrow at least £4, if not the full £4. 7s., in order to pay Kympton in part or in whole; ‘in any case, leave it not unpaid, I pray you’. By 26 October, Baker knew that Bennett was in London. He asked Quiney to seek out Bennett, to urge Bennett to pay Kympton, and to convey Baker’s own letter to Bennett to the same effect. The letter remained among Quiney’s papers, undelivered. Nor had Quiney performed the renewed request to ‘get that paid if you borrow it for me of Master Spencer’. On 7 November, Baker was more peremptory: ‘I desired to know whether Leonard Bennett or yourself had yet paid the £4. 7s. to Master Edward Kympton, draper . . . but yet I heard nothing from you. Therefore I pray you, let me have answer by this bearer.’ On 13 November, he again wrote reproachfully: ‘Neither do I know whether by your means or Leonard Bennett’s the £3. 7s. be yet paid to Master Kympton.’ The slip with the ‘£3’ was probably occasioned by the next piece of news: he had turned to a man named Barber ‘to pay £3 for me to Master Kympton this week’. But he still required Quiney to reassure Kympton to that effect and to ‘pay him the odd 7s.’ By 24 November Quiney had sent a message to Sturley that failed to reassure Baker. ‘I much marvel’ that Kympton had still not received his £4. 7s., Baker wrote; Barber had apparently paid a Master Woolley £3, and that should have meant that ‘Master Kympton was paid before’. Again he asked Quiney to seek out Kympton and, if need be, to ‘pay him speedily’. Finally, Baker was brought to the extremity of allowing that he might himself send money to London, so ‘ashamed’ was he that Kympton was ‘so long unpaid’.46

Elizabeth had her own Kympton in Mistress Pendlebury. Pendlebury had given £20 to secure a debt involving the money man and grain provider, Leonard Bennett. In January 1598, when Pendlebury had ‘friendly borne’ the loan ‘till Friday last’, Elizabeth sought ‘to offer her consideration for the forbearance’ with a gift of brawn and cheese (but not, as she had planned, two hens). Quiney was reminded on 27 October that, ‘if you can take up money, you must remember Mistress Pendlebury’, but by 4 November, perhaps advised that Gibbes had brought only £10, Elizabeth recognized that intervention was required. ‘If it be so that you cannot be provided for Mistress Pendlebury’, she would relay £10 via the next courier to London. By 23 November, she had dispatched funds borrowed from fellow malt-maker John Tomlins, telling Quiney that £9 of the £18 Pendlebury was still owed ‘must be repaid on Saturday’. She also warned that ‘she meaneth to pay Master Tomlins notwithstanding’ other demands. She may not have required the object lesson of Sturley’s less far-sighted example to know what was required to maintain her good name. A year earlier, Sturley had complained peevishly that James Pendlebury was, ‘against reason’ suing him in the Court of Arches; had he not ‘made it known that I am willing to satisfy him’?47

Mistress Pendlebury’s loan was just one strand in the close weave of Elizabeth’s concerns about procuring goods, securing cash, and making payments that would maintain her pipelines of supply. Because so many of the Quiney letters are clustered in the autumn of 1598, we lack the wider evidence base that would allow us to test whether this was, as it seems in the reading, a time of unusual stress or whether it was just business as usual for the family. Adrian’s trips to Warwick and Salford Priors had proved unavailing: Master Edward Bushell had not returned the 33s. he owed; William Parsons had honoured a debt to Thomas Hacket but not the £3. 13s. 4d. he was due to pay the Quineys (and meanwhile they were advised of Parsons’s ‘hard dealings’); Warburton had restored William Wheat with interest but, having removed to Wales, avoided Adrian. Adrian Quiney compiled records concerning the defaults of a man named Harrington and presented the sheriff’s deputy, a man named Yardley, with a capias warrant against one Harry Upton; Yardley demanded a fee of 2s. 4d. For her part, Elizabeth was able to tick off the debts she had successfully met: ‘Shaw, £20; Master Hybbott’s rent, £8. 10s.; of your mother Walford’s rent, 35s.; Master Gibbes, £3; John Page, £5; and others of whom she borrowed’.48

Because Baker was unable to rely upon a familial shorthand in writing to Quiney, his letters are useful for demonstrating how complex the mercantile interlace of names, places, amounts, and eventualities could be when fully detailed. Edward Kympton seems always to have remained a loose thread, but he was not Baker’s only creditor. Having blamed much of his debt difficulty on Lady Greville, Baker wrote Quiney on 26 October that Sir Edward Greville would bring £50 to London and Greville’s man Rosswell would convey an additional £20. The first £50 were for three more drapers in Watling Street: £30 to Master Randolf Woolley at the sign of the Star and Pheasant, £14 to Master Francis Evington at the sign of the Checker, and £6 to Master John Weston at the sign of the King’s Head. Rosswell’s money was for two drapers who shared another Watling Street shop called the Woolsack, £7 to Master William Linford and £13 to Master William Niccoles. Baker asked Quiney to call on each of these men to learn if Greville had done as directed. He made no reference to Quiney’s own vexed relationship with Greville when directing him to ‘entreat Sir Edward’ if needed. Baker also hoped that Leonard Bennett, who had already disappointed him with Kympton, might yet have more ‘spare money’ for Master Thomas Hacket at the Two Cats in Cannon Street. Quiney was to deliver a number of letters on Baker’s behalf, one to Bennett among them; to seek out the Greville associate Richard Mytton, who would lend money if all else failed; and to reply to Baker in a ‘sevennight, if you cannot before’. On 7 November, Baker wrote that Quiney was to find Mytton or a man named Patrick; either could direct him to one Robert Catesby, and Quiney was to ‘move him’, that is, Catesby, ‘in such sort as you think fit’ to pay Quiney the debts that Catesby’s father owed to Baker. Catesby was another person who had ‘caused me to want money’.

There was yet more. As long as he was on Watling Street, Quiney should ‘get me three or four patterns of fine cloth and of the colours now most in use’ from Woolley and Linford; ‘use your best skill in choosing the cloth that the colours be perfect and the cloths fine’. If Greville had not compensated the drapers and they were unpersuaded by Baker’s reported assurances, Quiney was himself to sign a bill guaranteeing payment in six months’ time (‘I will see you honestly discharged’, Baker added, ‘God willing’). By 13 November, Quiney had sent word that Greville had paid out only £40. Baker knew that John Weston had received £20, but he needed Greville to give an additional £20 to Woolley and £10 to Evington. Again, Quiney should intervene with Greville, ‘or’, Baker was laughably inspired to add, ‘if you can hear of any spare money to be taken up there . . . I pray you get £10 more paid for me to Master Woolley or £13 rather, if it may be.’ There remained Evington, who should receive £10 from Quiney if Greville had paid him only £10, and £15 or even £20 from Quiney ‘if your money will hold out. And then if you have any more spare money, leave £10 for me with my cousin Underhill upon Ludgate Hill. And I will write to him where to pay it for me.’49

Baker was not the only Stratfordian who would seem to have needed his own factor in London. Robert Allen dispatched Quiney 50s. to give to his brother Rafe to pay to a Master Hamshawre—‘I could not possibl[y] get it return[ed] before’—and Quiney secured a receipt for the transaction. William Walford sent instructions that Quiney was to relay to Walford’s attorney about a suit in the King’s Bench, then a letter to the attorney that Quiney was to deliver, and finally a request that Quiney should convey the attorney’s reply; ‘I pray you to see to this my business there as far as shall be needful for me’. William Parsons asked Quiney to straighten out a debt that involved nine other people, four letters, two notes, a letter of attorney, lost bills, and a new accounting ‘that I may see how my debt doth rise’. Henry Wilson suggested that Quiney should seek legal advice for Wilson’s ‘own private matter’, since Quiney would be taking counsel on town business anyway. Isabell Bardall wanted Quiney to find a London apprenticeship for her son, as he seems already to have done for Abraham Sturley’s nephew. Sturley expected Quiney to confirm—indeed, to exaggerate—the value of property he had put up as collateral for a loan, to dissuade two creditors bound on suing, to pay a William Patrick £11, and to speak to a Master Goodale on his behalf. Sturley cajoled him, ‘I know it doth you good to be doing good’.50

Then, ‘George Badger his wife meaneth to be at London the next week’, Adrian wrote his son on 18 November. Elizabeth dictated that ‘she would you did for her what you can but hopeth you will not enter in bond for her husband’. As Quiney and Sturley dreamed of purchasing new leases without having retired old debts, Elizabeth remained the voice of caution. ‘She prayeth you that you disburse no more of that money than of necessity you must’, she had once asked Sturley to convey; ‘she is much afraid lest you will bestow it on such things as will increase your trouble more than your profit’.51

Quiney would have persuaded himself that his efforts on behalf of the town worked to the family’s advantage. He capitalized on his official roles in order to float himself an enormous loan, the £70 he held back from town coffers in 1591. He had the use of the full £70 until 1593, £50 until 1596, £40 until 1599, and the final £6 or so until 1600—making recompense on what seems to have been his own idiosyncratic schedule and all without anyone suggesting that there might have been interest owed. Although he, Sturley, and Hamnet Sadler succeeded in raising fire relief funds of more than £75, their travel expenses consumed all but £21. Some of the remaining contributions were granted to the Quiney family for damages their own properties had suffered. Quiney could also congratulate himself that, with a 2s. per day allowance for living expenses, the town underwrote trips to London that benefited the family business. London was a market for goods that Elizabeth sourced locally; London was the entrepôt for goods that Quiney sent back. It seems likely that a man known as William Smith the younger might have been less willing to lend Elizabeth £7 in Stratford, and to ‘bear’ the loan for three or four weeks, were it not that she could then direct Quiney to pay out £10 to settle Smith’s own debts in London.52

Nonetheless, she suggested as early as 18 January 1598 that ‘if you had been at home, you should have gained more than by all your travel’. The reimbursement of direct charges for lodgings, horse hire, stabling, and meals did not redress what was known to be ‘hindrance and loss in his employments at home the while’. All of Quiney’s regular correspondents complained of his inattention. In the month of November 1598, Quiney was asked four times, repeatedly in Elizabeth’s name, if her vendible goods had arrived: from Sturley, ‘It seemeth they have sent you up diverse things but have received no answer of the receipt’; from Adrian, ‘Whether you have received any of these things? She hath not received answer’; from Sturley again, ‘My sister sayeth she sent five cheeses. Twice you have writ of cheeses but not how many or how often or what.’ Elizabeth also wanted to know how his business was proceeding, according to Adrian; she ‘longeth for some answer, hoping well’. Sturley received four letters from Quiney in the autumn of 1598, but still he grumbled that, ‘I have answered every one of them and by mine every clause and point of yours. But in none of yours any mention of mine.’ On 20 October, Adrian advised, ‘I pray you write earnestly’ to William Parsons regarding a debt; he urged him again on the 29th. Trying to manage legal matters on his son’s behalf, Adrian also drafted a letter to Edmund Hall that he sent Quiney for review on 20 October; on 29 October and 18 November he asked repeatedly for Quiney’s approval. Adrian wanted to take Hall, Nicholas Hill, and Parsons to court; as Sturley reported, he ‘keepeth no little ado, because you will not do as everybody else doth’—that is, sue. Other men had succeeded with the claims they pressed against Parsons, Sturley argued, recovering monies owed ‘with advantage’. Adrian cited ‘good reason, law, and conscience’ in observing that ‘If you had put your bond in suit, you had been sure to have been paid with recompense’. Elizabeth, who would not as a married woman take action herself, was undoubtedly frustrated in her own right. Quiney also ignored Baker’s message of 26 October that Elizabeth ‘desireth you to come home or else’.53

Quiney lingered in London until the end of January 1599, the stay prolonged by ill health; ‘I was sick a month’, he noted in his reimbursement account. His death in late May 1602 is generally attributed to a fracas with Greville’s men the previous autumn. They, ‘being drunk, fell to brawling in their host’s house’ and ‘drew their daggers’. ‘Being late abroad to see the town in order’, Quiney tried to intervene in ‘that hurly burley’ and ‘had his head grievously broken’. But he lived to add the incident to his list of Greville’s ‘menaces’, and he continued pursuing borough business, drafting yet another town petition as late as 13 April and presiding at the borough sessions of 27 May. He would not, however, write a will, even though he seems to have suffered not a fatal accident but a long decline. In June 1601 he had again mentioned his ‘want of good health’ in a letter to Thomas Greene. Two weeks before he died, he consulted a physician who, learning that ‘he could not eat many times for his meals the value of a sparrow’, prescribed ‘China broth’ and medicinal tablets. The diagnosis was that Quiney’s ‘weakness of appetite and such other distempers of his body came through his much use of tobacco’. Sturley had known enough to warn ‘Take heed of tobacco’, but the family’s traffic in the new crop commodity would seem to have exacted its penalty.54

After Quiney’s death, Elizabeth came further to the fore as herself a person of consequence in Stratford. Her home was a centre for crisis meetings as well as civic festivity. In the wake of the Gunpowder Plot, an emergency late-night conference was held not in the council chamber but instead, ‘by the appointment of Master Bailiff and others’, ‘at Mistress Quiney’s’. Within a year there would be another dinner at her High Street house ‘when the justices sat about the subsidies’, and on 24 January 1611 a session involving the consistory’s apparitor. On 21 September 1612, in the most impressive piece of evidence in the cluster that made her home a municipal headquarters, council members executed a Chancery Commission there. As they prepared to sue Warwickshire magnate Sir Edward Conway over tithes he controlled in nearby Luddington, they subpoenaed thirty-two persons ‘to appear before us at the house of one Elizabeth Quiney, widow’ at eight o’clock in the morning. Each was required to respond to as many as seventeen possible interrogatories. Successfully establishing that ‘the village of Luddington and the fields thereof are and have been within the parish of Stratford-upon-Avon’, the town earned the authority to sell its rights to the ‘petty’ tithes. Conway finally acquired these rights by purchase, not appropriation. The long investigation at Elizabeth’s house brought £210 to Stratford coffers.55

In the winter of 1615, William Combe enclosed some Welcombe tithe lands. Shakespeare took care to ensure with Combe’s man William Replingham that his own tithe incomes would not be affected. The private arrangement did not protect those who had been accustomed to using the ground as commons, however. In January a group of women and children are said to have walked out to the fields, knocked down a hedge, and filled in some boundary ditches. Germaine Greer, who recognizes Elizabeth Quiney’s merit as a biographical subject, is of the opinion that she must have been the ringleader for this rough protest. But it is surely a mischaracterization to call the widowed Elizabeth the ‘de facto leader of the Quiney gang’ and instigator of disorder, when borough officials had hosted so many civic meetings and events at her house. On 12 January, Replingham met with town leaders to hear their concerns and to ask, for his part, that the ‘women diggers’ should be disciplined. Having been assured by those assembled that ‘justice should be done’ on them, he ‘showed a note of names’ for those to be bound ‘to their good behaviours’. Elizabeth was not in the ditches or on the list; she was at the council table. She joined her fellow tithe farmers, including her kinsmen William Chandler and William Walford as well as Shakespeare’s agent Lewis Hiccox, in ‘expressly to Master Replingham’s face’ opposing the enclosures. She and six men detailed the ‘many reasons’ that Combe’s enclosures ‘would be hurtful to the town’.56

The alderman William Parsons ‘would not have it said in future time that they were the men which gave way to the undoing of the town’. He was of the opinion that ‘all three fires’ they had suffered ‘were not so great a loss to the town as the enclosure would be’. The third of Stratford’s disastrous fires had occurred in 1614, and Quiney properties were once more among the fifty-four houses, barns, and outbuildings burned, along with their grains, hay, firewood, and other stores. Again there was a public collection. Elizabeth, who placed a claim for £40, was one of those threatened by the profiteering of the collector Richard Tyler, who was said to put ‘his own private benefits before the general good’. As the burgesses divided up the relief circuit, William Wyatt took Cambridgeshire but signed that he was willing for Ananias Nason, Nicholas Jevyns, and Isaack Hitchcock to appeal in Norwich only ‘if Mistress Quiney be contented’. She added her ‘EQ’ of approval against the name ‘Elizabeth Quyney, widow’.57

Although Elizabeth was shut out of council meetings on account of her gender—the confrontation with Replingham was an unusual occasion—she had her agents. Richard Quiney protected her interests before his death; later, her influence was extended by the marriages of her children into other important families in town, including the Shakespeares. William Chandler, named a burgess in September 1608, acted for the Quineys even after his wife, Elizabeth’s daughter, died in 1615. In 1617, for example, he assured the council that Adrian Quiney’s yearly bequest to the poor would be honoured. Elizabeth’s son-in-law William Smith, made a burgess in June 1615, also represented her in the Chamber. On 28 August 1617, her son Thomas Quiney was elected a burgess; as chamberlain for 1621–2, he recorded a payment issued ‘to my brother Chandler’.58 All these men understood themselves to be members of Elizabeth’s family firm.

She continued till the end to buy, sell, and transfer property. Within days of her husband’s burial she sold a Henley Street burgage to Thomas Allen for £60; this may have helped her settle Quiney’s debts at death. In 1611, like Shakespeare, she was pegged to contribute for repairs to local highways. (There were also two other women on the roster of seventy-two persons.) Thomas Combe, either the Master Combe she had been so careful to ‘discharge’ in 1598 or his kinsman, stood surety for her for another loan in 1615. Three years later, she was challenged in court for a debt to John Ingram of £8. 8s., but she nonetheless pledged to donate 2s. yearly to support the almsfolk. She paid into the church poor box in her own name. When in 1617 it looked as if some of the town’s expected rental income would fall short, she directed William Smith to advise the council that ‘if Arthur Walker . . . will not pay the 5s. yearly rent heretofore intended out of the same in fee towards the repair of the great bridge . . . that she will perform the same out of her own land’. In March 1618, she confirmed her gift to the Corporation of one of her houses and its garden.59

Thus, to Elizabeth’s roster of identities—heiress, wife, mother, maltster, mercer, grocer, vintner, municipal host, trainer of servants and apprentices, administrator of properties, and manager of finances—can be added yet another: civic philanthropist. Having made what many would consider end-of-life donations, having distributed much of her property among her children, having seen her second son commemorate his father with the gift of a gilt mace to the borough, having her affairs well in order, she left no will.60

The Occupations of Anne Shakespeare

As a good citizen of Stratford, Richard Quiney is a wonderfully accessible biographical subject. (As a bad citizen of Stratford, so is William Trowte.) James Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps was able to compile the year-by-year chronicles of John Shakespeare; for Quiney, the archives are even more ample. Quiney played a larger part on the civic stage, and some of his private papers survive.

The contrast to Shakespeare seems stark. We can assemble a rudimentary narrative out of entries in the Stratford parish register, which indicate that his daughter Susanna Shakespeare was baptized on 26 May 1583 and the twins Hamnet and Judith Shakespeare were baptized on 2 February 1585. Susanna married John Hall on 5 June 1607 and christened her own child, Elizabeth, on 21 February 1608; Shakespeare’s godson William Walker was baptized later that year, on 16 October 1608; Judith married Thomas Quiney on 10 February 1616. Shakespeare was presumably attendant on these occasions. We know also that he was in Stratford-upon-Avon on 26 September 1587, for the disastrous conference with the Lamberts about Asbyes, and he was probably present when the Replingham agreement was signed on 28 October 1614 in Stratford. But we have no reason to believe that he was at home for any of the family funerals before he came to retire to New Place. He may have attended the burials of his brother Gilbert on 3 February 1612 and his brother Richard on 4 February 1613, but he is unlikely to have been present for those of Hamnet on 11 August 1596, his uncle Henry Shakespeare on 29 December 1596, his father John on 8 September 1601, his niece Mary Hart on 17 December 1607, or his mother Mary on 9 September 1608.61 The bodies were probably already in the ground by the time news of these deaths reached him in London; even a professional courier leaving immediately would have needed three days to travel there, and his own trip home would have taken from four to six days more.

John Aubrey was to say that Shakespeare ‘was wont to go to his native country once a year’, but we have neither dates nor seasons for the timing of his trips. The schedule of his performances at the Globe, at the Christmas-tide Court, and in the provinces is often conjectural. We can feel fairly certain that he was away from Stratford on 1 May 1602, when Gilbert collected a deed for him there, and he may have attended James I’s coronation ceremony on 25 July 1603, for which he was awarded a royal allocation of cloth for a scarlet gown. Shakespeare is also known to have been in London on three other occasions. He was deposed regarding a disputed marital contract on 11 May 1612 (when he described himself as a resident of Stratford). He completed a property purchase in the Blackfriars on 10 March 1613 (perhaps, it has been said, with the intent of establishing a second home in London following his retirement to New Place). He consulted with his fellow tithe holder Thomas Greene on 17 November 1614 (presumably at the Blackfriars premises).62 Shakespeare was back in Stratford when his will was written on 25 March 1616—and he was buried there a month later—but we cannot otherwise tie his movements to the calendar as is so often possible with Quiney.

Aside from property papers and the Quiney letters, there are just a handful of hometown ‘Shakespeare’ documents that give any promise of intelligence about his life there (see Appendix I). The earliest is for 10d. ‘paid to Master Shaxspere for one load of stone’ in 1597–8, but this, written when the honorific ‘Master’ (with no given name) was associated with Shakespeare’s father as a past bailiff rather than with himself as a new gentleman, probably refers to John. It was William Shakespeare specifically, however, who owned ten ‘quarters’—eighty or ninety bushels—of malt in 1598. In a 1601 will, a Shottery shepherd named Thomas Whittington indicated that his executors should fulfil his charitable bequests by collecting 40s. from ‘Anne Shakespeare, wife unto Master William Shakespeare’. In 1605, Shakespeare sued Philip Rogers in the Stratford Court of Record for a quantity of malt not paid for, and in 1608, he sponsored a return to the same court to charge John Addenbrooke with a debt of £6. In 1611, Shakespeare’s name was added to a list of those prosperous Stratfordians who might contribute to a parliamentary petition regarding area highway maintenance. In 1614 and 1615, town steward Thomas Greene made notes of his conversations with Shakespeare about the proposed enclosures at Welcombe. Having located Shakespeare in New Place, we are able to widen our evidence base to add three more records: a 1609 report that Thomas Greene meant to live in the house for a year, as he had previously done for some unknown length of time; Greene’s later note that amid an enclosures controversy he looked for William Replingham there; and a 1614 account that the town spent 20d. on wine served in Shakespeare’s home to a visiting preacher.63

Conflate all the procedural reports for the Addenbrooke suit, and we have a dozen scattered records. Most seem obstinately trivial. And yet, with the Quineys as our guides, there are ways of making biographical sense of them. Affinities between the two men are finally less illuminating than those between their wives. Anne Shakespeare had her cognates, too, and when we bring what we have learned about Elizabeth Quiney to bear on the Stratford-based ‘Shakespeare’ documents, we can see Anne as a woman of business in a similar mould.

To begin, it is important to distinguish the ways in which Elizabeth Quiney was unusual from the ways in which she was not. She achieved adulthood with the gifts of an established name, substantial holdings of revenue-generating properties, inborn familiarity with the occupations of mercery and hospitality, and marriage into a family with comparable standing and assets. Men like Adrian and Richard Quiney had a considerable head start on a betterment migrant like John Shakespeare. Quiney’s withholding of £70 worth of the town’s tithe revenues is a case in point. He was aware that, for those collecting incomes on behalf of the Corporation, an amount of self-dealing was tolerated. John Shakespeare, by contrast, seems not to have taken great advantage of the municipal income that passed through his hands. The records repeatedly show the Corporation owing him rather than the reverse, and earnings of his own to which he did not have access were monies he could not spend or invest. Corporation funds that lingered in Quiney control helped Elizabeth grow the family businesses. No Shakespeare, including Anne Shakespeare, enjoyed comparable benefits.

Elizabeth Quiney was not unusual, however, for being a working woman. This fact has been obscured from us by the record-keeping habits of the period. Ironically, the borough archives can make it easier for us to rediscover the many poor, unskilled labourers, who were paid direct fees by the Corporation, than professional women like Elizabeth Quiney. Margaret Smith, variously identified as ‘Margaret’, ‘Mother Margaret’, ‘Old Margaret’, and ‘Lame Margaret’, was paid 16d. a year ‘for sweeping before the Chapel’. She once picked up a penny more ‘for sweeping the street after the tiler’ had completed some repair works. The task of ‘keeping the way before the Chapel and Guildhall clean’ was then taken up by ‘Mother’ Elizabeth Ashwell, George Clemson’s wife, and the Widow Baker. Anthony Bee’s wife and Goodwife Green shared 12d. ‘for sweeping down the cobwebs in the Chapel and making clean the seats’ after a roof renovation in 1604. Bennett’s wife tidied the Guildhall. Margaret Conway and, later, ‘Bald Hewes’s wife’ cleaned the gaol. Conway was also one of the many women who did various other unskilled jobs that were not controlled by the trade companies, often involving the very heavy work of carrying loads of lime, sand, coal, fuel, chips, thorn, stone, straw, tiles, and gravel. Among them were Jane Salt, Empson’s wife, Weaver’s wife, Jane Plumer, Alice Earl, Goodwife Henshaw, Goodwife Mills, and Maunton’s wife. The wife of Nicholas Hughes helped him temper mortar, fetch horse dung to mix with clay, patch walls in the almshouses, and repair the Clopton Bridge. Elizabeth Smith cleaned up by ‘carrying out all the stones and clay’ after ‘the masons and tilers had finished their work’ in the Guildhall. John Coates’s wife, John Coates’s stepdaughter, Widow Napton, Widow Napton’s daughter, Elinor Salmon, Isabell Whitebread, and Parker’s wife were each accused of selling stolen furze and other plant fuel to alehouse keepers. All these women, familiarly identified in the chamberlains’ accounts across the four decades from 1574 to 1614, constitute what Olwen Hufton has called the ‘economy of expedients, multiple-makeshifts which together permitted some kind of existence’.64

The regular economy is impossible fully to reconstruct. There are no records for market transactions and, except for the few scattered notes among Quiney’s papers, none for household transactions. The Corporation accounts are incomplete. Sometimes listing goods and services without specifying their providers, town records create the illusion that women’s work was always as casual and marginal as for ‘Lame’ Margaret Smith and ‘Bald’ Hewes’s wife. But while Rose Palmer was recorded to have brought buttered beer to the Guildhall only once, the burgesses would not have summoned her had she not had a reputation for buttered beer. Katherine Salisbury died in possession of many grains (including thirty-three quarters of corn), 160 farm animals, five flitches of bacon, and twenty-two cheeses, the bacon and cheese undoubtedly betraying years of commodities production. Margery Astley was recognized after her husband’s death as a butcher in her own right. Other women marketed farm goods and malt. Dozens dispensed ale, beer, and, like Elizabeth Quiney, wine. Some were licensed tipplers, some were not. In the first full records of presentments at the borough sessions, we encounter innkeepers Joan Dixon and Dorothy Bellars and victuallers Isabel Wotton, Joan Biddle, Margaret Roberts alias Griffin, Margaret James alias Taylor, and Elizabeth Rogers—all widows. Anne Shaw was a brogger of wool, and Isabel Wotton was a weaver as well as a victualler. Among all of these women—single, married, and widowed—only Elizabeth Quiney and Alice Smith surface often enough in the archives to have left trails for their long and coherent careers. After her husband died in 1612, Smith carried on with a blacksmithing business, on six different occasions in the 1620s selling nails, hooks, and hinges to the borough. In 1614, she was identified in a rental report as ‘Mistress Smith, ironmonger’.65

As we have seen, the picture is murky even for male heads of households. There is no record confirming that the glover John Shakespeare produced and retailed leather goods, and for the mercer Adrian Quiney we have just one sale of ‘Southwich’ cloth. Thus, without the Quiney letters, we would not know how to interpret a lone entry in the chamberlains’ accounts that in 1577 ‘Mistress Quiney’ sold the town ‘a pound of ginger’.66 This was Adrian’s second wife, Elizabeth Bainton Quiney, not the Elizabeth Phillips Quiney who married Adrian’s son Richard in 1580, but the career of Elizabeth Phillips Quiney should teach us to suspect that grocery was not a business that Adrian took over when he wed. Elizabeth Bainton Quiney may have been the practising mercer-grocer through both her marriages, herself acquiring the sugar and salad oil that Adrian is said to have sold to the town. Just so, while Richard Quiney is documented vending sugar, the Quiney letters show Elizabeth Phillips Quiney directing her husband to procure it. Official archives so rarely leak information about women’s work that we have not known to interpret a seemingly random record regarding a pound of ginger as evidence of a sustained mercantile enterprise.

Elizabeth Quiney is unusual in an additional way: the evidence clusters richly for her because she was a public personage by both design and happenstance. Her husband was a civic activist with a high profile in borough records; the twinned calamities of a governance breakpoint and his untimely death brought family correspondence to municipal archives. Yet, even for her, the traces of an active earning life are sufficiently scattered that we must piece together a collection of witnesses from different records classes in order to recognize larger patterns. The parish church kept the register book that includes entries for Quiney baptisms, marriages, and burials. Richard Quiney’s closet was the source of about seventy salvaged letters, memos, and financial reckonings. The town archives preserve dozens of references to the Quineys across the categories of minutes for council meetings, the officers’ fiscal accounts, judicial records, property agreements, and leases. While documents from the early years of Quiney’s borough court are so direct as to name Elizabeth Quiney a ‘mercer’ and a ‘vintner’, we must tease clues out of other disparate materials in order to deduce all the roles she performed in addition to those licensed pursuits.

Shakespeare, by contrast, celebrated a wedding that took place out of the reach of the Holy Trinity register. The contents of his study are lost, and he probably never saw the one letter written to him that has survived. His disengagement from civic activities would have worked to obscure parts of his wife’s life as well as his own. And yet, set aside archival celebrities like William Trowte and Elizabeth Quiney, and the Shakespeares nonetheless figure in no fewer town records than most of their neighbours. The challenge is to understand the implications of the dozen references that remain. We need the interpretative model represented in Elizabeth Quiney’s history in order to construe that more than half the surviving local records are likely to tell us about Anne rather than William. For Anne Shakespeare, we have more evidence than the sale of a pound of ginger.

We can be confident, for example, that like Elizabeth Quiney she ran a malt-producing household. In August 1597, the Privy Council instructed all justices of the peace nationwide to make ‘diligent inquisition’ into malt-making in their jurisdictions. They asked for the names of those who were ‘engrossing’ grains ‘into their private hands’, with the aim of apprehending them and seizing their supplies. Stratford’s ‘Note of Corn and Malt’ was compiled by Richard Quiney in 1598.67 It differed from the 1595 ‘True Presentment of the Names of All the Maltsters’ in three key respects. First, the stores of the ‘great corn buyers’ were greatly diminished. For example, the Quineys’ forty-seven quarters of barley, thirty-two quarters of malt, eleven-and-a-half quarters of pease, and ten strikes of wheat were reduced to fourteen quarters of malt, eight strikes of barley, and ten strikes of mill corn. This may have reflected seasonal variation (the 1595 ‘True Presentment’ was made in December and the 1598 ‘Note’ in February) but has often been seen as a calculated under-representation to protect local interests. Second, Quiney did not document the numbers of household occupants. This deprives us of census information that would have been especially interesting because, third, he included more households. Quiney seems to have been determined to demonstrate that malt-making was, as he had reported in his petitions, a core industry in Stratford, with most houses ‘fitted to no other uses’. He chose not to limit himself to the engrossers in whom the Privy Council was interested. The decision to list residents with just one, two, or three quarters of malt throws into starker relief how excessive were the Shakespeares’ ten quarters—especially if the reported counts were seasonally or strategically depressed. Their store was worth more than £10.

Malt-making required time, space, labour, and, because raw materials were costly to transport, proximity to supplies. Cereal grains were harvested and brought to a processor to be thoroughly soaked in a cistern or vat, then piled in a heap until they sprouted. The next step was to spread them out in a shallow layer on the floor of a barn or malt room, to be turned periodically with wooden shovels until, perhaps three weeks later, they were transferred onto a haircloth for drying under a gentle heat in a kiln or oven. This step retarded further germination and prevented weevil infestation. The grains were then mashed, wheat meal and ground oats were mixed in, boiling water and hops were added, and the mixture was strained. The liquors produced were poured into hogsheads, ready for brewing and for sale in Birmingham and Banbury as well as to country gentry like the Grevilles, the Lucys, and the Conways. The Shakespeares were able to graduate into an upper rank of malt producers because the purchase of New Place had brought them the processing and storage room of barns described in the sale documents as duobus horreis, two outbuildings that had been used not for animal shelter but for grain warehousing.68 Within a year of commencing production at New Place, the Shakespeares were stocking just four fewer quarters than the Quineys.

‘William Shackespere’ appears on the 1598 survey in the same manner that ‘Master Quyney’ did, as the grain hoarder of record. Again, however, malt-making was a business conducted by women and their assistants, and the fact that Shakespeare would come to will his ‘wearing apparel’ to his sister rather than, as was more common, his manservants, could hint at another all-female household staff. Anne may also have trained young Stratford women in the follow-on business of brewing; excavations at New Place have turned up stone pads which, archaeologists suggest, are likely to have supported the vats or cauldrons of a brew house. Anne may never have stored the malt of ‘strangers’, as the Quineys did for the Hubauds and others, but her malt was manifestly not intended for family use alone. In the Stratford Court of Record, Shakespeare sued his neighbour Philip Rogers for non-payment of twenty ‘measures’. Rogers, an apothecary by trade, with his wife maintained a victualling house that served ale and beer. The court complaint specifies that Rogers purchased malt from the Shakespeares on 27 March, 10 April, 24 April, 3 May, 16 May, and 30 May. He had paid 6s. but owed 35s. 10d. more, as well as, it was claimed, 10s. in damages for the lost use of the money due.69 This is an instance in which the records for Anne Shakespeare are more informing even than those for Elizabeth Quiney, showing us how malt was vended to a customer-driven establishment on a regular, bi-weekly schedule, in amounts worth no more than 8s. per sale.

The house, two barns, and two gardens mentioned in the New Place property conveyances of 1597 had become a house, two barns, two gardens, and ‘two orchards’ (duobus pomarijs) by 1602, and the orchards were remembered again in documents throughout the seventeenth century. Eight years after Anne Shakespeare’s death, Sir Thomas Temple of Stowe in Buckinghamshire sent a man to gather a few buds from some well-established New Place vines.70 They may have been harvested for grapes, raisins, or fermented fruit wines. We have no evidence one way or the other about whether Anne Shakespeare took advantage of her husband’s travels, as Elizabeth Quiney did, or used the regular carriers to transport her fruits and herbs to London. While she may have been one of Elizabeth Quiney’s suppliers, the Rogers case suggests that she trafficked her own goods.

In addition to the outstanding payments for Anne Shakespeare’s malt, Rogers also owed 2s. in monies lent him. Shakespeare pressed one other case in the Court of Record, in 1609 charging John Addenbrooke with a debt of £6. While the nature of Addenbrooke’s business with the Shakespeares is unknown, the round number—elsewhere, Juliana Smith used the term ‘perfect sum’ for her loans—suggests that he borrowed rather than bought. Together, the Rogers and Addenbrooke cases open a window onto the Shakespeares as creditors and debtors on the Stratford scene, as well as in London. A third piece of the evidence cluster indicating that Anne Shakespeare balanced cash accounts comes from the 1601 will of Shottery shepherd Thomas Whittington. Whittington indicated that he had £2 to bequeath ‘unto the poor people of Stratford’. His executor would have to collect the £2, which were ‘in the hand of Anne Shakespeare, wife unto Master William Shakespeare, and is due debt unto me’.71

The ‘due debt’ has been widely misinterpreted. Some have assumed it to be part of complex family or friendly relations. Whittington tended sheep for Richard Hathaway, presumed father to Anne. Richard Hathaway died in 1582 owing Whittington monies that neither his second wife nor her sons repaid; instead, the sons fell deeper into arrears with him. Nearly two decades later, a roster at the foot of his will itemized among ‘debts due to me the said testator’ £5. 19s. 11d. from John Hathaway and William Hathaway together. With £14. 1s. 8d. owed by John Barber of Shottery, Thomas Fletcher of Lighthorne, Richard Pinke of Stratford, William Perry of Stratford, and ‘one Leonard of Bidford’, Whittington listed a total of £20. 1s. 7d. outstanding. In the inventory submitted for probate, all £20. 1s. 7d. were described as ‘desperate debts as appear set down and subscribed under the will of the testator in his life time’. Anne Shakespeare’s £2 is not listed among the debts that Whittington and his executor knew to be ‘desperate’, or unrecoverable. What set this loan apart was not the nature of the transaction but rather that Whittington was sufficiently certain that ‘William Shakespeare or his assigns’ would return the money lent to Anne Shakespeare that he asked for it to be paid on as a charitable bequest.

Whittington employed a language that was common in Stratford probate documents. The will of Robert Harvey, similarly bequeathing owed funds, left ‘unto my kinswomen Philip Hickes and Anne Hickes 20s. which is in the hands of their father Alexander Hickes and is due debt unto me’. Again, a closing roster of each person who ‘oweth me’ confidently omitted Alexander Hickes. Richard Baylis included in his testamentary list of debts that he himself owed 4s. to a woman identified even as Anne Hathaway had been identified: ‘Cecily Collins wife to Richard Collins’. The probate inventory of Abraham Allaway listed monies ‘in the hands of Thomas Palmer’ and ‘in the hands of Master Hall’ (that is, the Shakespeares’ son-in-law). Barbara Cotton also described varying amounts of her monetary assets as being ‘in the hands of’ or ‘now in the hands of’ five men. Most pertinent to the Whittington bequest are the probate documents of another shepherd, Richard Cowper. Cowper’s will took the bifurcated form of the Whittington and Baylis documents, with a narrative testament followed by an itemization of eight debtors. The inventory named ten persons in whose ‘hands’ his credits rested: Robert Cowper (‘my kinsman’), William Greene, Richard Buckley (‘my master’s servant’), Humphrey Watton, John Groves, Thomas Tyrbett, Richard Dyson, David Jones, Thomas Lemster—all between 12s. and £2—as well as, in the sizeable amount of £22, ‘one debt in the hands of Abraham Sturley’. Cowper tended sheep for Richard Hill, whose daughter Anne had married Sturley thirteen years earlier. If Cowper demonstrated friendly forbearance with Sturley, it was in having trusted him with so large an amount.

The £22 was a Cowper asset, like all his other ready money out on loan in the expectation that the principal would come back with interest. Barbara Cotton specified that one of her beneficiaries was to receive not only her £8 principal ‘now in the hands of John Edwards’ but also the ‘considerations thereunto belonging’. Whittington had similarly put his cash to use with Anne Shakespeare, and his forward assignment of the money suggests that he expected Anne to be, like Elizabeth Quiney, ‘very careful for to pay’ her debts. As Sturley remarked to Quiney, who would not ‘bear’ interest payments for the chance to invest in social and economic betterment? The Quiney story helps us understand the full significance of Anne Shakespeare’s ‘due debt’ to Whittington. In her family, too, it would have been a challenge to balance earnings and expenses, credits and debts. For all these middling-sort strivers, every significant advance required a forage for ready money, with lenders, as Richard Quiney’s letter shows, the most likely sources. New Place was probably purchased at least in part with borrowed money.

For the Shakespeares, the prestige of New Place was potent. Its builder, Hugh Clopton (c.1440–96), was as legendary in Stratford as was Dick Whittington in London. Until Clopton funded the ‘great and sumptuous bridge’ over the Avon that is still known by his name, ‘there was but a poor bridge of timber’ that was prone to flooding. When the river was up, buyers and sellers stayed away (‘or, coming thither, stood in jeopardy of life’). Even in 1611, when townsmen began planning some highway improvements, Clopton’s successor owner of New Place would have seemed a natural contributor, because Clopton was still remembered for having upgraded other bridges and roads in the region. Facility of transport, Clopton knew, was essential to Stratford’s viability as a market town. He located his ‘pretty house of brick and timber’, named in an early sixteenth-century legal document as ‘Le New Place’, directly across Dead (or Chapel) Lane from the Guild Chapel. In another act of civic beneficence, he had ‘re-edified’ the chapel’s nave, tower, and porch. Shakespeare may have felt a sympathy of association: Clopton went to London to seek his fortune (and to become, in succession, alderman, Sheriff, and Lord Mayor), but he continued to think of Stratford as home. For Shakespeare, the house would always be ‘the New Place’.72

As property purchasers, however, the Shakespeares would not have been motivated solely by pride or prestige. There were livelihoods to be earned. The ever-dependable malt market demonstrated Elizabeth Quiney to have been right that ‘in barley is the surest profit’, but the Shakespeares needed more from New Place than malt-making and brewing. Clopton had created a conventional urban variation on the country manor house, with the traditional great hall set well back from the western frontage on Chapel Street (Figure 3.5). Given more yardage, the building would have been H-shaped, the hall in the cross wing. Here, the archaeological evidence suggests, Clopton eliminated the northern stem wing on his narrow burgage plot in order to create a main house that was instead roughly L-shaped. The southern stem, which ran at right angles to the hall along Dead Lane, came to connect to a separate range along Chapel Street that was more characteristic of the market town than the country and that turned the entire messuage into a collection of buildings that together were U-shaped. As a Clopton house, New Place was described as ‘opposite the Chapel’ he had rebuilt, fronting onto Dead Lane. But, recreating or refacing the Chapel Street range, the Shakespeares oriented the house to the mercantile rather than the ecclesiastical. Continuing on from the High Street and running to the Guildhall (and beyond), Chapel Street was perfectly positioned for market sales. The Chapel Street wing probably housed a string of shops or, since the Clopton family friend Richard Grimmitt later remembered ‘a brick wall next the street’, may have served to stage the sort of temporary ‘booths’ and ‘stall gear’ erected throughout town every market day. There would have been a means of access to the main house (George Vertue was to call it a ‘gate and entrance’), but it need not have been as wide as the through passage introduced at the house on Henley Street. The Shakespeares had the old approach off Dead Lane for family use and service deliveries. This left them nearly 60 feet to rent out on market and fair days; some spaces may even have been let on long-term leases.73

The evidence that Anne Shakespeare hosted market vendors is oblique, following from general custom in market towns. The evidence that New Place was also vendible as a centre for hospitality is more direct, with a cluster of confirming records. Given his standing, Clopton was undoubtedly the first to entertain important town visitors, but the documentary trail begins with the Underhills, who immediately preceded the Shakespeares as owners of New Place and who hosted Sir James Dyer in 1587. Dyer, based about nine miles away in Grove Park, had been named Stratford’s salaried recorder to represent the town in instances when legal knowledge and gentry connections were useful. On one visit, the burgesses authorized a charge of 5s. 10d. ‘for wine and sugar for Master Dyer and another gentleman that lay at Master Underhill’s when Master Wilson was sworn bailiff’. Civic custom may thus have been another factor in the calculations that made New Place seem to the Shakespeares like a productive investment. With its proximity to the Guild Chapel, it was also a convenient place to house the guest preachers who were brought to town on three occasions each year with funds left by philanthropic bequest. Just one account of related hospitality survives—in 1614, the chamberlains paid out 20d. ‘for one quart of sack and one quart of claret wine given to a preacher at the New Place’—but the record may witness a regular practice.74

The chamberlains’ accounts document many occasions for which the site of hospitality is not specified; 3s. 4d. ‘for a pottle of claret wine and for a pottle of sack’ that were ‘bestowed upon’ the King’s Surveyors on 12 August 1605, for example. When locations are given, they are often the Swan and Bear inns. Presumably, there were civic occasions conducted ‘at the bailiff of the said borough his house for the time being’. But the only private homes mentioned specifically in Corporation records are the Quiney establishment and New Place—this, even though Anne Shakespeare did not have as substantial a civic platform as Elizabeth Quiney. A local legend that Queen Henrietta Maria stayed at New Place in 1643 suggests that its reputation for housing distinguished guests was durable.75

Thomas Greene lodged at New Place for as many as six years. When he became town steward in August 1603, he was probably obliged to establish residency in Stratford. (It was explicitly required for his successor, Francis Collins, whose appointment in 1617 was made contingent on his agreement to ‘come and dwell amongst [us] so long as he continueth in the said office’.) By September 1609, Greene was ready to purchase his own home in town. But the property transaction was delayed, and he was relieved to note that ‘I perceived I might stay another year at New Place’ until matters were resolved. We cannot know how Greene was accommodated. With his boards and his planks, William Trowte had partitioned his house when he took in the subtenant and rent payer, Henry Smith; the Shakespeares may have done the same. Wills of the period give ample evidence of compact houses divided either side to side or front to back to accommodate sibling heirs; of single rooms reserved for widows; and of kitchens, wells, and gardens treated as common or shared areas.76 In New Place, with its quasi-autonomous wings, an entire range of rooms could have been set apart for a second family. Greene and his wife Lettice had at least two daughters.

Too often, Greene is imagined to have been a friend or a guest rather than, like the occupant of Elizabeth Quiney’s great chamber, a payer of rent. The misapprehension about Greene may have been encouraged by references, among others of his papers, to ‘my cousin Shakespeare’. Since no blood ties have ever been found, the term has been taken to signify strategic alliance or personal attachment. It may have been a standing joke. In 1597, amid a crisis of homelessness following the fires of 1594 and 1595, the burgesses ruled that no householder could ‘receive or take into any part of any of their house or houses a tenant or inmate’ without official approval. Perhaps it became conventional for householders and their lodgers to adopt, with a wink, languages of kinship. Or, encountering members of another Greene family in the area sometimes called ‘Greene alias Shakspere’, the Shakespeares and the Greenes may have amused themselves imagining tales of a distant connection.77 Nonetheless, and although they had come to have shared interests in local tithe properties, Greene was not enough of a friend that Shakespeare remembered him in his will.

Even after he removed to the Old Town house known as St Mary’s, in the summer of 1611, Greene returned often to New Place. He seems to have thought of it as a business centre. We have observed that private homes were pressed into professional service (on the model of any residence that ‘for the time shall be called the Weavers’ Hall’), and New Place may have been known as an ad hoc site of management meetings and financial dealings. When in 1614 Greene had enclosure matters to discuss with William Combe’s agent William Replingham, he looked for Replingham first at the Bear Inn and then ‘at New Place’. In 1617, when Greene decided to relocate to London, he sold the Corporation both St Mary’s and his tithe rights. The purchase was possible only because individual burgesses loaned money to the town, and Greene asked for nine of these lenders to pay their monies ‘at Master Hall’s at New Place’. Some funds would be received by Greene himself, but some by John Hall and some by the attorney Francis Collins. Perhaps especially tellingly, Elizabeth Quiney and her son Adrian executed the 1611 sale of one of their houses in a deed that was endorsed by another attorney, Edmund Rawlins, by Thomas and Lettice Greene (then living at St Mary’s), and by Judith Shakespeare. Germaine Greer, who imagines the signing to have happened in the Quiney house, takes the document as evidence that Judith was living there as Elizabeth’s assistant or employee. Perhaps the Quineys went to Judith instead. Just as some business was transacted in the church porch because it was a ready source of witnesses, some may have been conducted in New Place because it was a known site of literate signatories. In the early 1630s, the vicar convened his ecclesiastical court in the house then occupied by Shakespeare’s heirs.78

With the turn of the seventeenth century, the Shakespeares’ property portfolio grew. The family houses on Henley Street probably came into their control in part in 1601, after the death of John Shakespeare, and in full in 1608, after the death of Mary Shakespeare. They maintained John Shakespeare’s reconfiguration of the three original buildings, with the smaller, westernmost part reserved as a house for Shakespeare’s sister Joan, her husband, and their children. The remaining sections were leased to Lewis Hiccox, who converted them into an inn and eventually added an outshoot in the rear. (The sixty-three-year lease still had enough years to run at Hiccox’s death in 1627 to be worth £65.) One of the far Henley Street barns, standing ‘against the Gild Pits’, was separately rented to Robert Johnson. (At Johnson’s death in 1611, the lease was valued at £20.) In 1602, the Shakespeares acquired 107 acres of arable land in Old Stratford that were worked by Hiccox and his brother Thomas for a return that Robert Bearman estimates at £16 to £25 annually. The same year, they bought a cottage across from the New Place garden, on Chapel Lane, that may have allowed expansion of Anne’s domestic industries or may have been another tenanted property that brought in rent. In 1605, they secured a thirty-one-year lease of the great and privy tithes of Stratford, Old Stratford, Welcombe, and Bishopton. Shedding regular income of at least £40 annually, the tithes returned Shakespeare his principal in about ten years and from there offered profits that outperformed any loan. The final purchase, a gatehouse in the Blackfriars in London, was also tenanted.79

Shakespeare’s brothers are generally assumed to have handled the Stratford tithes and tenancies for him, especially because Gilbert signed the 1602 deed for Old Stratford properties in his absence. But, if Shakespeare’s brother was the ‘Gilbert Shackspere’ found practising haberdashery in London in 1597, he may have been a regular traveller like his brother. For the Chapel Lane property, also purchased in 1602, Gilbert was not available. No Shakespeare family member appeared at the manor court to enact the personal handover that usually ratified formal paperwork. We should bear in mind that Elizabeth Quiney, surrounded as she was by sons, father-in-law, and sons-in-law, was the property manager in her family. The same may have been true of Anne Shakespeare.

For all these assets and acquisitions, Shakespeare could never have relaxed fully into the leisure of the landed gentry. As late as 1613, we find him in the expedient economy. Francis Manners, sixth earl of Rutland, contracted with Shakespeare and his theatrical partner Richard Burbage to produce an impresa, probably an emblematic shield, of a genre that was elsewhere described as ‘a demonstration and manifestation of some notable and excellent thought of him that conceived it and useth it’. Shakespeare devised the emblem, Burbage ‘made’ and painted it, and each man was paid 44s.80 This is a rare surviving indicator of Shakespeare’s willingness to turn his hand to such remunerative odd jobs (and status associations) as arose. If Richard Quiney had recommended the yardlands and tithe lands to Shakespeare, as his father and Sturley urged him to do in January 1598, the suggestion lay fallow until 1602 and 1605. With the Henley Street houses requiring rebuilding and New Place only just purchased, new assets were a distant ‘mark for him to shoot at’ that would be ‘unpossible to hit’ for some years. In the interim, the Shakespeares had malt to make and beer to brew—as well as plays to write, stages to act upon, and piece work and patronage to cultivate.

Shakespeare’s story differs markedly from that of the many playwrights who died impoverished or in debt: George Peele, Robert Greene, Thomas Kyd, George Chapman, Christopher Marlowe, Thomas Nashe, Thomas Dekker, Ben Jonson, Thomas Middleton, and William Rowley. Crucially, he was a shareholder in his company rather than a ‘hired man’. But he also differed from Kyd, Chapman, Michael Drayton, Marlowe, and Nashe in another respect. Having never married, these men were not based in household centres of production and, unlike Shakespeare, were not sustained by female labour forces. Shakespeare located his household in Stratford while all the others—Peele, Greene, Kyd, Chapman, Drayton, Marlowe, Dekker, Jonson, Thomas Heywood, John Marston, Middleton, and Rowley—spent their adult lives in London and died there, many in rented lodgings. Shakespeare was enough his father’s son to have followed the model not of his fellow playwrights but of the colleague entrepreneurs and shareholding partners he would remember in his will: Richard Burbage, John Heminges, and Henry Condell. Each of these men invested in property outside the City, with Burbage’s brother Cuthbert describing Burbage’s ‘pains, cost, and labour’ to ‘leave his wife and children some estate’.81

We, however, should know Shakespeare’s wife to have been a partner in building his estate. For Elizabeth Quiney, the evidence comes in clusters that take shape like constellations. Anne’s visibility in the archives is more occluded. It is only by mapping her scattered stars onto the same night sky that we can recognize analogous patterns suggesting that she, too, was a woman running a family business in her husband’s absence: taking in lodgers, leasing out market space, producing malt, brewing beer, harvesting fruit, hosting civic occasions and business meetings, handling credits and debts, and managing the properties that she and her children would inherit.

The Shakespeare Investments

When Richard Quiney encouraged Adrian Quiney and Abraham Sturley to believe that Shakespeare would broker a loan of £30 for him, their responses revealed the difference in their approaches to economic advancement. In one day, Quiney received two letters. His father had concrete ideas about consumer goods: ‘I see how knit stockings be sold. . . . I think you may do good if you can have money’. His friend had more expansive dreams about real property: ‘If money might be had for £30 or £40, a lease, etc. might be procured.’ Having already established their commercial enterprises in the malt, beer, and fruit of New Place, the Shakespeares seem to have thought about further investment as Sturley did, in terms of regular, reliable returns from property. Unlike the town-bound Quineys, they looked to the land. It was as important a signifier of gentility as the acquisition of arms.

In addition to New Place, on the record as costing £60 in 1597, they acquired the Old Town acreage, purchased for £320 in 1602; the great and privy tithes, purchased for £440 in 1605; and, finally, a Blackfriars gatehouse, purchased for £140 in 1613: a documented total of £960. Shakespeare’s share in the Lord Chamberlain’s Men is estimated to have required a buy-in of between £50 and £80 in 1594; his share in the Globe playhouse, £100 in 1598. Cuthbert Burbage would later say that sharers in the Globe received shares in the Blackfriars playhouse ‘for nothing’, but had there been another buy-in in 1608, it might have been another £100: a projected total of as much as £280.82

How did they manage it? The labours of Anne Shakespeare, which were certainly more substantial than we have known and which would have been more legible to the family’s neighbours than to us, still fall short of explaining it all. Some years later, in 1611, a list was drawn up of potential contributors ‘towards the charge of prosecuting the bill in Parliament for the better repair of the high ways’ of Stratford. Two long, left-aligned columns give seventy names—many of them now familiar to us, including Thomas Greene, John Gibbes, Henry Wilson, Daniel Baker, John Sadler, Abraham Sturley, William Wyatt, Julius Shaw, John Combe, Richard Tyler, John Hall, Thomas Dixon, Lewis Hiccox, James Ellettes, Richard Pinke, John Wheeler, William Chandler, ‘Mistress’ Quiney, and Thomas Rogers. The roster is largely though not flawlessly rank-ordered. Floating free of the list, in empty space to the right on the sheet but in the environs of the upper ranks of those titled ‘master’, is the seventy-first name, ‘Master William Shackespere’.83 He is presumed to have been an afterthought, and the anomalous placement seems oddly fitting. Shakespeare, who was often in London, fell out of all the usual status categories of landed gentry, provincial merchant, town official, professional man. Folk in Stratford appear not to have known quite what to make of him. From ambiguity followed fantasy: Adrian Quiney and Abraham Sturley imagined Shakespeare to have been capable of investing in substantial property holdings—‘a fair mark for him to shoot at and not unpossible to hit’—within months of his having bought New Place.

A hundred years on, Shakespeare’s first biographer had his own way of accounting for his subject’s comparative affluence: Shakespeare ‘had the honour to meet with many great and uncommon marks of favour and friendship from the Earl of Southampton’. Had the story not been ‘handed down by Sir William Davenant’, Nicholas Rowe would have hesitated to provide the implausible detail that Southampton once gave Shakespeare ‘a thousand pounds to enable him to go through with a purchase which he heard he had a mind to’. Henry Wriothesley, third earl of Southampton, has since been the subject of much speculation in Shakespeare biography, especially among those who would like to identify him with the ‘Fair Youth’ of the sonnets. Shakespeare dedicated both Venus and Adonis (1593) and Lucrece (1594) to him. Within the decade, Sir Robert Sidney’s sometime agent and frequent correspondent Rowland White was to write that ‘My Lord Southampton and Lord Rutland’ neglected the Court; ‘they pass away the time in London merely in going to plays every day’. But, despite his later work on an impresa, nothing in the intersections of Shakespeare with Southampton and the Rutlands corroborates a commission or a benevolence in the amount of £1,000. Shakespeare had no ‘mind’ to expend as much as £1,000 in any of his property purchases; these amounted to something less than £1,000 altogether. That this enticing number nonetheless circulated freely in Stratford may also lie behind a latter-day report in the notebook of the vicar John Ward, dated to 1662 or 1663: ‘he spent at the rate of £1,000 a year, as I have heard’. Shakespeare’s own annual earnings would by Robert Bearman’s calculation never have amounted to more than £270.84

Attempting to reconstruct Shakespeare’s material life from this distance, we might take three lessons from the Quiney papers. First, although it may appear to us that Shakespeare was absent from the lives of his wife, his children, his parents, and his siblings, the opposite was probably true. Implausible as it may seem for a man who married at age 18 and who for years spent most of his time in London, we might understand him to have become the head of the larger family as early as 1597, when he purchased New Place. In the Quiney family, we observed that Adrian Quiney had stepped back by 1598. He played a supporting role in some legal and financial matters, but he deferred to his son and his daughter-in-law in decisions involving even the businesses and properties on which his had long been the name of record. This was despite the fact that Richard Quiney was so often gone. We saw a similar if less dramatic transition in the Trowte clan, when the younger William took over the rent payments for the High Street home he inherited. The successions of Richard Quiney and William Trowte followed the usual developmental stages of completing apprenticeships, earning the freedom of the town, and making marriages in their mid-twenties. In the Shakespeare family, decapitated by John Shakespeare’s debt troubles, the changeover was undoubtedly accelerated.

It may also have been advanced by the calamity that necessitated the rebuilding of the Henley Street houses. Stratfordians made homeless by the fire of 1594 sheltered in barns, outbuildings, even the church, and any damage on Henley Street is likely to have displaced not only William and Anne Shakespeare but also his parents and siblings. Gilbert was 27, Joan was 25, Richard was 20, Edmund was 14, and all remained single. Shakespeare’s brothers are assumed to have spent their adult lives in other households, whether with their parents, with unidentifiable masters, or as lodgers, because none is known to have married. Edmund was buried in London on 31 December 1607, aged 27 (not long after the death of his ‘base born’ son); Gilbert was buried on 3 February 1612, aged 45 (labelled in the parish register as adolescens, a still-single man); and Richard was buried on 4 February 1613, aged nearly 39. In 1594, as well as for some years after, Shakespeare’s birth family was still largely intact.85 They may all have needed the roofs of New Place over their heads.

If so, the acquisition must also have been a family project. This is a second lesson from the Quiney papers: how large and mutually constructive the circle of ‘family’ was. Shakespeare could rely on Anne to run his household, as Quiney relied on Elizabeth, but marital partnerships were extended by connections to blood kin and in-laws. The wills of the shepherds Thomas Whittington and Richard Cowper demonstrate that working bachelors were able to accumulate significant sums by husbanding their wages, and Richard and Gilbert, without dependents of their own, may similarly have had cash to contribute to the cause of buying New Place. Even John and Mary Shakespeare may have done. Father and son had already collaborated in the previous year on an application for a coat of arms. Neither of them would have managed it alone; Shakespeare needed John Shakespeare’s entitlement through civic service (‘the herald must not refuse to devise to such a public person, upon his instant request’) and John Shakespeare needed Shakespeare’s earnings and creditworthiness (to appear ‘of good substance and ability’).

The grant, drafted by William Dethick on 20 October 1596, was probably under way before the burial of Hamnet on 11 August 1596. Biographers have puzzled over the decision to pay fees of £10 or £20 when Shakespeare had no realistic hope of a son to succeed him. But his aim may have been to restore his father’s lost dignity, and John Shakespeare, whose civic honorific was not hereditable, may also have wished to advance his son. With their pedigree established, the Shakespeares returned to the College of Arms in 1599 to request impalement with the arms of Arden.86 This amendment has been seen as status-jumping but may have been another act of filial piety. Even if the impaled version was approved, Shakespeare did not himself adopt it; the application perhaps served its purpose during his mother’s lifetime. For us, a main message should be that his life continued to be closely intertwined with the lives of his parents.

Interactions with the College of Arms would seem to indicate that John Shakespeare had recovered somewhat between 1592, when he was still avoiding church ‘for debt and for fear of process’, and 1596, when he was able to pick up again the application that had first been attempted just before things went wrong twenty years earlier. In the year Shakespeare bought New Place, John and Mary Shakespeare were demonstrably intent on raising cash. With the glove-making business undoubtedly suffering in the town’s ruined economy, they had small choice but to plunder their remaining assets. In Henley Street, they sold one strip of land to George Badger for 50s. and a square plot to Edward Willes for an unknown sum. Either the purchase of New Place or the rebuilding on Henley Street may have prompted them finally to give up on Asbyes; they needed a home more than they needed the land. Their lawsuit, which was premised on ideas of equity appropriate to the Court of Chancery, sought redemption, but John Lambert replied that their real purpose was ‘to wring from him this defendant some further recompense for the said premises’.87 Having failed with Lambert in 1597, John Shakespeare tried for £21 from John Walford in 1599.

Another contributor to the purchase of New Place may have been John Shakespeare’s tenant-farmer brother. We have assumed that Henry Shakespeare, who was buried in Snitterfield in late December 1596, died bankrupt. A persistent debtor, he had been excommunicated in 1581 for failing to pay tithe duties on his produce, in 1587 had defaulted on a loan for which John Shakespeare stood suretor, and in 1591 was gaoled for monies owed Richard Ainge. Surprisingly, however, a man named John Blythe maintained in the Court of Requests that Henry left behind stores of corn and hay in his barn ‘amounting to a great value’ as well as £6. 13s. 4d. (ten marks) in cash. Henry owed Blythe that amount for two oxen and had the coin ‘provided in his house against the day of payment’. But, Blythe alleged, Henry’s neighbour William Meades ‘ransacked’ the house, stripped it of ‘all the goods and household stuff’, and ‘broke open’ Henry’s money box. Meades admitted in court that he had gone to Henry’s house for recompense—he was owed £4. 6s. 8d.—but he professed to have left empty-handed. Demonstrating what was undoubtedly considerable experience defying claimants, Henry’s wife Margaret told Meades that her husband had left no deathbed direction for any debts to be repaid. Moreover, deposed Meades, one William Rownde, ‘standing bound to John Blythe jointly with Henry Shakespeare’, had seized the oxen when Henry was in debtors’ prison and, fearing that he might become liable for the full charge, returned them to Blythe himself.88 On Meades’s account, Blythe had no further claim. For Shakespeare’s story, the most tantalizing element of the enigmatic controversy is that there may have been ten unattached marks in Snitterfield, as well as saleable commodities. Henry Shakespeare’s death was followed closely by that of his wife, the couple’s two children had predeceased them, and, as Henry’s next of kin and lifelong partner, John Shakespeare was his likely heir.

If John Shakespeare had achieved a partial recovery in 1596, and if he had indeed succeeded in compiling cash funds in 1597, it would have been for him as for the Quiney lender named Lane: ideally, he would ‘not be known of it’. A Lancashire rector, Abdy Asheton, explained the peril more fully in his will of 1635. Estimating that, after distributing his bequests, his executors would be left with £60, Asheton asked them to spend the £60 providing his brother Richard with ‘meat, drink, apparel, lodging, and necessaries in a moderate and fitting manner as you think meet’ for the rest of Richard’s life. Asheton knew that ‘all my estate’ was too little to redeem the debts Richard had accumulated with ‘drinking and other his riotous courses’. He knew also that if Richard’s creditors learned that he had ‘any sum of money or part of my estate in his own power’, they would take him to court for it. ‘It would be a means’, said Asheton, ‘to cast him into prison’.89 John and Mary Shakespeare could have contributed handsomely to the purchase of New Place and still, for safety’s sake, the transaction would best have remained in their son’s name. The Shakespeares may have allowed other explanations to circulate—perhaps even the rumour of a distant angel named Southampton. When Quiney wrote Shakespeare regarding a ‘friend’ who was able to ‘help with £30’, he could have imagined a friend in aristocratic circles.

Joan Shakespeare, who married sometime before 1600, eventually moved back to Henley Street. John and Mary may have done so as well, perhaps creating room for the Greene family to take up lodgings in New Place. The innkeeper Lewis Hiccox seems not to have opened his inn in Henley Street until after John Shakespeare’s death in 1601. Thus, in 1602, some of the cash that Shakespeare used to buy the Old Stratford acreage and the cottage on Chapel Lane may have come from an inheritance from his father and some from an entry fine for Hiccox. The 1613 purchase of a gatehouse in Blackfriars is often correlated to the fire that destroyed the Globe that same year. Shakespeare sold his Globe shares, it is supposed, rather than subsidize a rebuilding. But he signed the conveyance for the gatehouse on 10 March 1613, well before the fire occurred on 29 June. If, as seems likely, he was heir to both his brothers, the money he had assembled might more plausibly be connected to the burials of Gilbert and Richard on 3 February 1612 and 4 February 1613, respectively. To read the records this way is again to see Shakespeare, for all his years in London, as a family man.

With the Blackfriars acquisition, paid in instalments and involving a property where he had no local representative, Shakespeare assembled a group of three trustees. At least two were London-based, and they helped him secure a mortgage of £60 on the sale price of £140. A February 1612 bequest from Gilbert may have made possible Shakespeare’s initial payment of £80 in March 1613, and a February 1613 bequest from Richard may have helped him settle the outstanding amount. The agreed deadline for the Blackfriars was 29 September 1613. The Shakespeares are known also to have staggered their purchase of the tithe rights from Ralph Hubaud. Although the documents exchanged on 24 July 1605 acknowledged payment in full of £440, when Hubaud died in 1606 Shakespeare still owed him £20.90

Repeatedly, in other words, the Shakespeares got ahead by getting ahead of themselves. He had his earnings, as did Anne, and they may have received contributions from his family members as well as some windfall death benefits, but another essential ingredient was borrowed money. This, the third lesson of the Quiney papers, takes us back to the letter with which we began. Asking Shakespeare to help with a loan of £30, Quiney believed Shakespeare to be creditworthy in 1598. Shakespeare may have demonstrated his ability to secure a loan with the purchase of New Place in 1597, or, given some continuing mysteries about the transaction, even earlier.

To understand the property’s complex ownership history, we should begin with Hugh Clopton’s death in 1496.91 New Place was then let to tenants, in 1532 to one of Richard Quiney’s ancestors and in 1543 to the royal physician Thomas Bentley. When Bentley died, Clopton’s heir evicted his widow, claiming that Mistress Bentley had defaulted on her rent and ‘left the said manor place in great ruin and decay’. William Bott (who had been John Shakespeare’s predecessor alderman) allegedly took possession without permission from the absentee owners. Bott eventually settled his controversy with the Clopton family by purchasing New Place and Clopton manor lands for £140. In 1567, Bott split up the legacy, selling only the house and its garden to William Underhill for £40. Underhill’s son and heir, a recusant also named William and elsewhere described as a ‘subtle, covetous, and crafty man’, soon fell afoul of the Stratford Corporation by failing to pay them their share of the tithes his father had leased. By 1596, Underhill’s debt to the Corporation had mounted to £16. 13s. 4d., and the burgesses sued him in both the Court of Common Pleas and the Court of Chancery. While the Shakespeares, in need of a new home, may have made a fire buy, Underhill, in need of funds to resolve these and undoubtedly other claims, made a fire sale. He would not have found many purchasers in a town where people were walking away from the leases for their ruined houses with small alternative but to squat in barns.

The sale to Shakespeare was executed by final concord, a record of agreement, rather than by title deed. Shakespeare may have believed that a final deed would follow, but Underhill is known also to have withheld the deed from an unrelated transaction with a man named Walter Clarke. Then, in July, Underhill was murdered by his minor son Fulke. Had Shakespeare’s purchase not been finalized and legitimate, New Place would have been a felony forfeit to the Crown (along with the rest of the Underhill property). As it was, Underhill’s surviving heir, Hercules, retained the legal right to contest Shakespeare’s ownership when he came of age in 1602. Shakespeare took the precaution of securing another final concord with Hercules (as did Clarke), but Hercules seems to have regarded the New Place sale as so much a formality that he neglected even to keep his copy of the paperwork. The indenture was in three parts, one properly filed with the Court of Common Pleas, one for the buyer, and one for the seller, but Shakespeare received Hercules Underhill’s part as well as his own.

An important feature of final concords, as Robert Bearman describes them, is that they did not always represent purchase prices accurately. Having surveyed Stratford property values in the period, Bearman concludes that New Place was more likely to have cost £120 than the £60 recorded. The 1540s complaint against Thomas Bentley for leaving New Place ‘in great ruin and decay’ has also been cited to justify a bargain-basement purchase price but, as we know from the story of William Trowte, such allegations were readily exaggerated and often disingenuous. Nor do we have reason to suppose that Bentley’s successors would not have undertaken needed repairs in the intervening half-century.

The unorthodox method of transfer and the amount of the transaction may instead introduce a new variant to the New Place story. If the rebuilding on Henley Street was mandated by fire, the Shakespeares may have been obliged to remove there immediately in 1594. Underhill, pursued across the decade by both creditors and recusant hunters at his residences in Idlicote, Coventry, and London, is known not to have been living in New Place at the time, and with Bott we have the record of another New Place occupancy that commenced before a formal purchase was effected. Underhill’s roughly contemporary property sales to Walter Clarke and to a Thomas Huntbach called for payment in instalments. The New Place concord for £60 looks less puzzling if it represents the completion of an agreement launched with rents or deposits made in prior years. Had there been a title deed, it might have demonstrated that the Shakespeares had negotiated a staged process of purchase. In short, the acquisition of New Place may fit the pattern we have seen with the tithe and Blackfriars purchases, showing their strategic readiness to take investment risks.

If Shakespeare’s shares in the Lord Chamberlain’s Men have so far dropped out of this records-based review of his investments, it is because there are no documents for either purchase or sale. He is assumed to have bought in to the company, which was organized as a joint-stock syndicate on a property model, by 1594, when he was listed as a shareholder. He was one of five men who together owned a half-share on a twenty-one-year lease; the two Burbages had the other half. Shakespeare is also presumed to have released his share before 1616, since it is not mentioned in his will. Similar arguments are advanced for the Globe and the Blackfriars Theatre, for both of which he was also listed as a shareholder. But perhaps we should ask whether no documents exist because Shakespeare neither paid in nor sold up. With Venus and Adonis, Lucrece, and some early plays to establish his bona fides with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, the Burbage brothers may have decided to invest in him rather than asking him to invest in them. He was the sole playwright among the initial shareholders, and he was to prove himself especially gifted at writing plays that found success in performances at Court.92

An exclusive commitment to the Burbages would have been a forward leap of the sort that was characteristic of him, with Shakespeare mortgaging his future by promising the company and the theatres his labour as a playwright and as an actor for a specified number of years, plays, or performances. In the end, the most valuable of Shakespeare’s assets was his talent, as he and also the Lord Chamberlain’s Men may have recognized even in 1594.

Shakespeare’s Study

Oral history collected by the vicar John Ward in the 1660s indicated that ‘in his elder days’ Shakespeare ‘lived at Stratford, and supplied the stage with two plays every year’.93 A last question for New Place is where, in this hive of production, among family members and servants and apprentices and lodgers, Shakespeare wrote. Our best evidence is from a burglary that took place nearly two decades after his death.94

Shakespeare’s son-in-law John Hall died in 1635 owing £77. 13s. 4d. to a Stratford mercer named Baldwin Brookes. In the Court of Chancery, Brookes indicated that Hall was entirely capable of repayment, being worth £2,000 in goods and chattels; £600 or £700 of this total, he hazarded, was ‘in ready money’. But the will that Hall had dictated hastily on his deathbed did not name an executor, and Susanna Hall, in the formidable tradition of her great-aunt Margaret Shakespeare, forestalled claimants by declining to probate the estate. Brookes alleged that Susanna’s daughter Elizabeth, Elizabeth’s husband Thomas Nash, and one William Smith had collaborated with her in postponing the post-mortem inventory and administration in order to ‘secrete and conceal’ family assets ‘by carrying and disposing of the same to unknown places’. Nash went so far as to file a ‘caveat’ in the Prerogative Court ‘to hinder and prevent’ Susanna from ‘taking forth of any administration of the goods’, as if to protect his own interests. Frustrated, Baldwin Brookes enlisted the under-sheriff Edward Raynsford, who, with William Harrison alias Cutler, Giles Tompson, Oliver Woode, and James Newell, proceeded ‘violently and forcibly to break open the house in Stratford aforesaid where these defendants dwell and inhabit’.

As Susanna Hall would subsequently describe it, Brookes’s men ‘did then and there break open the doors and study of the said house and rashly seize upon and take diverse books, boxes, desks, moneys, bonds, bills, and other goods of great value’. Having refused to organize an inventory, Susanna could not plausibly assign a precise value to these items, though she estimated them to be worth £1,000 ‘at the least’. The story seems more cogent today than it would have been at a time when books could be listed in probate inventories, uncatalogued, merely as ‘other lumber’. Brookes was likely to have wished for his crew to seize more vendible goods like linens and plate. But linens, we know from inventories elsewhere, were stored in chests in bedchambers, and plate was displayed on cupboards in halls. While the very wealthy could have whole closets dedicated to these goods, the study plundered by Brookes’s burglars was a different kind of closet.

Surely they ransacked the study not because its contents were especially valuable to Brookes but because they were accessible to his men. The hall and bedchambers of New Place stood in Clopton’s original manor house, set back from Chapel Street and separated from Shakespeare’s entry range by what Richard Grimmitt would remember as ‘a small kind of green court’ and what George Vertue heard described as ‘a little court yard, grass growing there, before the real dwelling house’ (see Figure 3.5).
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Figure 3.5 Richard Grimmitt’s `memory’ of New Place, as recorded by George Vertue in 1737. Vertue included sketches of the front and side elevations, facing west and south; reminders of the proximity of the Guild Chapel; and a plan showing the recessed dwelling house, the street range along Chapel Street, and the yard between them. Excavations indicate that the message was not enclosed by a wing to the north as drawn by Vertue. The house and two street ranges made for a U-shaped collection of buildings.





The ‘outside’ range along the street was, Vertue was told, ‘only a long gallery, et cetera, and for servants’. At New Place, Shakespeare had a full sixty-foot frontage to dedicate to the gentlemanly fashion for covered recreational walking. His long gallery would have been on the upper level and, like others of these aspirational spaces, may have been ‘more window than wall’. The rooms below, ‘for servants’, could be as blank-faced as the ‘brick wall next the street’ recalled by Grimmitt and now seen in such entrance wings as those at Cadhay and Gosfield Hall. Grimmitt also remembered a ‘kind of porch’. In fact, the most common ‘et cetera’ of a long gallery was a study created by closing off the alcove of a bay window, and in front-facing elevations bays were located directly, symmetrically over entry porches. William Aubrey turned a whole gallery into a study, but the Oxford scholar John Rainolds had a ‘study over the porch’, William Cecil also had a ‘study over the porch’, and the Warwickshire antiquarian Sir William Dugdale kept his ‘books in the study over the porch’.95 For Brookes’s men, a study in the entry wing of New Place, underused since the deaths of both Shakespeare and Hall, was more quickly entered and more easily plundered than the hall and bedchambers that were a courtyard away and populated by the family’s surviving women.

With Rainolds, Cecil, and Dugdale, Shakespeare seems to have liked his household aeries. At New Place, he appears to have built one, remodelling the street range. In the Blackfriars, he bought one, a residence ‘erected over a great gate leading to a capital messuage’ in the old priory complex. If he kept some living space there, this is how we might imagine him. We will never know whether his New Place study, left undisturbed by Edward Raynsford and his crew, would have been a treasure house even richer than Richard Quiney’s cognate closet. John Hall’s manuscript notebooks, said in his will to have been kept in his ‘study of books’, survived the raid to be sold to James Cooke for publication. Shakespeare’s papers did not. But it was here, if John Ward was right, that Shakespeare penned two plays a year after he retired to Stratford. How many of his characters and episodes developed out of the scenes that unfolded on the streets below him as he wrote in the western light of the study window? In Stratford, men, women, and children passed before the porch on Chapel Street, on their way to and from the market stalls, the market cross, the Guild Chapel, the Guildhall, the King Edward VI school, and the almshouses. For those passers-by, the playwright himself would have been a familiar sight as he looked up in reflection, quill in hand.
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Shakespeare’s Will

In 1904, the Nebraskans Charles and Hulda Wallace spent the first of six summers in the London Public Record Office. Between 1909 and 1916 they were there year-round. What made them ‘cross the ocean eleven times’, Charles Wallace would say, and ‘travel far enough to have put a belt twice about the world’s middle, spend annually more than my salary, and work fifteen to eighteen hours a day’, was ‘merely to find out the truth and set it right in the world’.1 He would estimate that he and his wife consulted five million records in their search for Shakespeare.

The Wallaces joined a transhistorical team of antiquaries, archivists, and scholars who scoured early modern documents in the belief that there is a ‘Shakespeare’ to find: William Oldys (1696–1761), Edmond Malone (1741–1812), Robert Bell Wheler (1785–1857), John Payne Collier (1789–1883), James Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps (1820–89), Charlotte Carmichael Stopes (1840–1929), Leslie Hotson (1897–1992), and Mark Eccles (1905–98), in addition to the great records aggregators E. K. Chambers (1866–1954), B. Roland Lewis (1884–1959), and S. Schoenbaum (1927–96). For his life of Shakespeare, Oldys made notes on slips of paper that he dropped into subject-specific parchment bags hung from his ceiling. Halliwell-Phillipps left behind 186 volumes of notes and correspondence, 183 scrapbooks, and forty-three scrapboxes. In the boxes, he grouped his letters, maps, printed clippings, and illustrations into 296 topics from ‘Acting’ to ‘Windsor’ and including ‘Assumed Professions’ and ‘Unprofessional’, ‘Deer Stealing Danger’ and ‘Horse-holding Story’, ‘Brief Plagiarisms’ and ‘Character Names’, ‘Old Pastimes’ and ‘Doubtful Traditions’, ‘Convivial Qualities’ and ‘Treatment of Wife’, ‘Religious Indifference’ and ‘Secret Affection for the Old Religion’. Oldys died without ever producing a biography, and the ambitious Halliwell-Phillipps, having been coerced into attempting a Life of William Shakespeare in 1848, thereafter adopted the modest title Outlines of the Life of Shakespeare for his most lasting and consequential publication. Through eleven editions of the Outlines issued between 1881 and 1907, he declined to impose a narrative structure on his collection of transcribed documents and assorted case studies.

James Orchard Halliwell adopted a double-barrelled surname after marrying Henrietta Phillipps, the daughter of a man who made double-barrelled discoveries. Sir Thomas Phillipps located Shakespeare’s marriage bond and the Thomas Whittington will. Arguably, Halliwell-Phillipps would outdo his father-in-law: he produced evidence that Shakespeare was among the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, performing at court, as early as 1594; he showed that Shakespeare was a shareholder in the Globe and Blackfriars playhouses; he introduced many other legal and municipal records of biographical import. But, speculating that there might be lost playscripts hidden behind the panelling at the house where Shakespeare’s granddaughter died, and keeping a scrapbox labelled ‘Shakespeare’s Manuscripts’, Halliwell-Phillipps betrayed secret hopes that were never to be fulfilled. John Payne Collier was so frustrated by the intransigence of the archive that he falsified whole records and inserted Shakespearean references into extant ones. Collier’s subject was generally Shakespeare’s professional life, while William Henry Ireland (1775–1835) specialized in fabricating the private life. He pretended to uncover love letters from Shakespeare to Anne Hathaway, a thank-you letter from Shakespeare to Southampton, and a new will.

Charles Wallace, however, remained sufficiently certain of genuine prizes in the offing that he persuaded his University of Nebraska employers to grant him repeated leaves of absence; if he were obliged to return to teaching, he warned, a Harvard sleuth might ‘wrest the palm’ from Nebraska. The ‘Harvard’ man was a fictional provocation; in the search room of the Public Record Office, the Wallaces were more alarmed repeatedly to encounter the fiercely competitive (and routinely condescended to) Stopes. She and also Albert Feuillerat would accuse the Wallaces of poaching. It was a race and, as the Wallaces introduced key documents about the Globe, the Blackfriars playhouse, and the children’s playing companies, English journalists lamented that native ‘scholarship and research’ had ‘been beaten again, even as we were beaten in the race to the north pole’. Charles and Hulda Wallace would make what Schoenbaum termed the ‘discovery of the century’, the record of a Court of Requests deposition provided by Shakespeare, signed by Shakespeare, and describing Shakespeare’s experiences as a lodger and matchmaker in the London house of Christopher and Marie Mountjoy. In the moment, though, they were curiously unmoved. ‘I saw by the look on her face that she felt as I did,—glad, but disappointed in a measure. We were aware of the bigness of what we had. But we were looking for bigger.’

Wallace rallied, allowing Harper’s Magazine to pronounce the Bellott v Mountjoy depositions of 1612 ‘the most important addition to our knowledge of Shakespeare’s life which has been made in the past one hundred and fifty years’. He also dubbed the refound papers of a 1615 lawsuit involving the Globe and Blackfriars theatres, which named Shakespeare as a leading shareholder, ‘the most valuable records discovered since the Rev. Joseph Greene, of Stratford-on-Avon, in 1747 found the Poet’s will’. The will had always been Wallace’s touchstone. But ‘it has sometimes been said that a man’s last will and testament best expresses his character’, he came to temporize. ‘Does it? Do we not rather know a man best from the simple act, look, or speech of daily life when the consciousness is unaware?’ Wallace also declared fellow feeling with Greene: Shakespeare’s description of his attempt to persuade the Mountjoys’ apprentice Stephen Bellott to wed the Mountjoys’ daughter Mary ‘is of no high literary quality and the manner is lacking in imagination and style, as the Rev. Joseph Greene in 1747 complained of the will’. Indeed, Greene had unhappily observed that Shakespeare’s ‘legacies and bequests’ were ‘undoubtedly as he intended; but the manner of introducing them appears to me so dull and irregular, so absolutely void of the least particle of that spirit which animated our great poet, that it must lessen his character as a writer to imagine the least sentence of it his production’.

Disappointing as it is universally agreed to be, the will is nonetheless the most famous of Shakespearean remains outside the plays and poems, and the ‘second-best bed’ is as much a fixture of common parlance as ‘To be or not to be’. The bed, Anne Shakespeare’s sole declared legacy, has helped ground the prevailing understanding of Shakespeare’s marriage. It is typically read as his last insult to the older woman whose suspect pregnancy had trapped him in a loveless union. Worse, the bed was conferred in an interlineation; as Edmond Malone would come to say, ‘he had forgot her’, and then ‘so recollected her, as more strongly to mark how little he esteemed her; he had already (as it is vulgarly expressed) cut her off, not indeed with a shilling, but with an old bed’. In full, the interpolated clause reads: ‘Item: I give unto my wife my second-best bed with the furniture’. Not, ‘my wife Anne’, it has also been pointed out, much less ‘my beloved wife Anne’. For many, the final incriminating aspect of the will is that Shakespeare had too little trust in his wife to name her his executor.2 But the will can be taken for a confirming piece of evidence in the cluster regarding an unhappy relationship only when it is itself considered in isolation—that is, independently of other examples of a records class with its own vocabulary, practices, and legal contexts and concerns.

As encountered, a will is a more congenial genre than the stiffly formulaic property documents and financial transactions that otherwise occupy so much of the written record for Shakespeare’s private life. Further, with Shakespeare’s will we enjoy the rare instance in which we have not less than we might look for, but more, because it survives in multiple transcriptions. What Greene discovered was a later copy—made, just as were the Underhill, Brace, and Perrott testaments commissioned by Richard Quiney, for consultation in a subsequent property dispute. This one probably took place between 1635 and 1647. But in 1616, the year of Shakespeare’s death, three more important versions were made. The original will was dated 25 March 1616 and signed by Shakespeare on each of its three loose sheets. As one of Shakespeare’s executors, John Hall took these sheets with him to London to be proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury. There, on 22 June 1616, the administration of Shakespeare’s estate was entered for probate, and the will was copied twice. The Court retained the original will. If this original had been returned to the survivors, as was to happen with the 1617 will of Shakespeare’s attorney, Francis Collins, it would have vanished with others of their papers.3 Instead, the court scribe entered a register copy onto the parchment pages of his Will Register book, and Hall went home with a family copy.

The register copy would be the easiest for antiquarians to recover. As is true also of the 1630s Stratford copy discovered by Greene, it smoothed out all the original’s irregularities, entirely eliminating any text that had been written and then deleted, suppressing the carets with which new text was added, and obscuring the evidence that not all parts, sentences, phrases, or words were taken down in a single sitting with Shakespeare. These signs of second thoughts and revision show themselves only in the original, which may have been a sickbed declaration.

That the tone of the will seems ‘sour’ and ‘brutal’, as has been said, is largely an effect of its conditions of production. In the early scribal copies (the register copy of 1616 and the Stratford copy of the 1630s or 1640s), ‘Item: I give unto my wife my second-best bed with the furniture’ is integrated silkily into the text, betraying no sign that it had been an addition or afterthought. Greene, who privately shared the Stratford copy with his correspondents, never knew that the bequest of a bed was an interlineation. The will was first made public in 1752, when it was added to the third, posthumous edition of Lewis Theobald’s Works of Shakespeare: in Eight Volumes. There, it was described as ‘Extracted from the Registry of the Archbishop of Canterbury’. In 1763, Philip Nichols also included the register copy in his Biographia Britannica entry on Shakespeare. These mid eighteenth-century transcriptions made several errors, however, at one point understanding ‘received, perceived’ to read ‘reserved, preserved’ and at another placing lands bequeathed to Susanna Hall in Bushaxton rather than Bushopton (currently known as Bishopton). As they read it, Shakespeare gave Elizabeth Hall ‘all my plate that I now have, except my broad silver and gilt boxes’ rather than, as is correct, ‘except my silver and gilt bowl’. More consequentially, they interpreted the bequest to Anne Shakespeare as ‘my brown best bed’.4

Thirty years later, when Malone recovered the original will, he revealed what seemed like a guilty secret: it was not a brown best bed bestowed as directly and forthrightly as the faulty transcription of a clean scribal copy had suggested but instead the second-best bed added belatedly and apparently grudgingly in a much-emended original. In fact, however, there is nothing unusual in a messy will—see, for example, Figure 4.1—and there is undoubtedly more truth in Joseph Greene’s disappointment at this will’s ‘dullness’ than in Malone’s conviction of its animus. Shakespeare’s story has been burdened with the suspicious readings of men like Oldys and Malone for centuries now. Take his will as it is, informed by other wills of the period, and we discover a document that understands its purpose to be to settle an estate, not to settle scores.
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Figure 4.1 The heavily rewritten will of Thomas Taylor of Preston in Gloucestershire (3 August 1587), one of many messy examples from Shakespeare’s time. The verso of this will features a list of ‘Debts owing to the said testator’, including £12 due from ‘William Trowte of Stratford’.





‘My Last Will and Testament’

The penultimate line of Shakespeare’s will revokes ‘all former wills’. We might have dismissed the provision as lawyerly boilerplate except that in the document itself we detect the traces of testaments past. What remain are three sheets, at least one of which was written before the given date of 25 March 1616 and all of which are fouled by corrections, deletions, and insertions (Figures 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, and Appendix III). Absent a testator’s unexpected and sudden death, the written draft of his will was customarily read either aloud or silently to allow for any final emendations to be made before he confirmed the contents. Shakespeare did so by signing each of the three sheets. If a fair copy was never made, it was perhaps because he was no longer capable of validating it. The untidy original preserves three of the six known Shakespeare autographs.
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Figure 4.2 The first page of Shakespeare’s will.
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Figure 4.3 The second page of Shakespeare’s will.
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Figure 4.4 The third page of Shakespeare’s will.





Page one opens with a headnote giving the date on both Christian and regnal calendars. A conventional formula follows, professing the ‘perfect health and memory’ of the testator and his wish to leave his soul to his Maker and his body to the earth. Shakespeare does not specify a burial place, as many others do, nor does he give oft-included directions for a funeral ceremony or funerary monument. Instead, he turns swiftly to complex arrangements for his younger daughter Judith. Within a year, she is to receive £100 with interest of 10 per cent accruing across the year for as long as the principal is delayed. An additional £50 is payable to her upon her surrender to the older daughter Susanna of all inheritance rights in Shakespeare’s cottage in Chapel Lane. A further £150 is also in play. Judith is to receive annual interest on this amount (£15) for at least three years, until 25 March 1619. The use accrual will continue thereafter, payable to her as long as she is alive and under coverture of marriage or payable to any children she may have if she dies. She will, however, receive the principal if, after the three years have elapsed, she finds herself unmarried. She may also claim the principal as a married woman, if her husband settles property worth £150 on her and her heirs. In that case, the matching £150 is to be released to become a joint marital asset, like all her assets legally within the husband’s control. If Judith dies childless within the three-year period, however, the £150 will be divided unequally between others of Shakespeare’s heirs. His granddaughter Elizabeth Hall will receive £100 and the children of his sister Joan Hart, £50. Joan herself is bequeathed £20 outright, all Shakespeare’s wearing apparel, and life tenancy in one of the Henley Street houses for an annual remission of 12d.

The second page designates that, regardless of Judith’s circumstances, each of Joan’s three children will receive £5 within the year. There are bequests of £10 to the poor of Stratford; £5 to Thomas Russell; twenty marks to Francis Collins; a pound to Shakespeare’s godson William Walker; and two marks apiece to seven men who are meant to buy themselves memorial rings. These are Stratford neighbours Hamnet Sadler, William Reynolds, Anthony Nash, and John Nash; and London ‘fellows’ John Heminges, Richard Burbage, and Henry Condell. Except for a broad silver gilt bowl, Shakespeare’s plate is to go to Elizabeth Hall. Thomas Combe receives his sword. Shakespeare then designates his real property—New Place, the Henley Street houses, the Blackfriars gatehouse, and all area lands and tenements—to Susanna Hall during her life and thereafter to the eldest of her sons who has legitimate male heirs. The will allows for possible contingencies of succession through a total of seven potential sons: if not her first son, the second; if not the second, the third; if not the third, the fourth; if not the fourth, the fifth, sixth, or seventh, ‘one after another’.

The third page of the will allows that failures in Susanna’s male line may bring the estate to Elizabeth Hall. If Elizabeth also dies childless, the remaining inheritors are Judith and her male children and, for default even there, any ‘issue to the right heirs of me the said William Shakespeare’. Judith receives the previously reserved silver gilt bowl; Anne, the second-best bed. The rest of Shakespeare’s goods and household stuff are bequeathed to his executors John and Susanna Hall. He names Thomas Russell and Francis Collins his overseers.

Signs of revision to the will begin with the first-page headnote, which reads: ‘Vicesimo Quinto die Januarij ^Martij^ Anno Regni Domini nostri Jacobi nunc Regis Anglie &c decimo quarto & Scotie xlixo Annoque Domini 1616’—that is, 25 March in the fourteenth year of King James’s reign in England, the forty-ninth year of his reign in Scotland, and 1616 in the year of Our Lord. Misreading ‘Januarij’ as ‘February’, Malone noted that the will ‘appears to have been drawn up in February, though not executed till the following month’. E. K. Chambers concluded that there were two wills, that of 25 March 1616 updating another written ‘in or before a January, probably of 1616’. He supposed that the scribe began by copying the original header and went too far before catching himself and correcting the ‘January’ to ‘March’. That this was not a random slip on the scribe’s part is suggested by other indications of reworking; Chambers posited that the clerk rewrote the first sheet entirely.5 In fact, the changes seem to have been even more extensive.

To begin, the name of the month cannot have been the scribe’s sole correction to material carried over from an earlier headnote. James’s ascension in Scotland on 24 July 1567 had introduced a Scottish regnal year running from 24 July to 23 July, and his ascension in England on 24 March 1603 had introduced an English regnal year running from 24 March to 23 March. The calendar year ran from 25 March to 24 March. To indicate 25 January 1616, the scribe would have referred to the thirteenth, not the fourteenth year of the reign of James I and to the date 1615; in the scenario that Chambers imagines, this would have resulted in an ur-header reading ‘Vicesimo Quinto die Januarij Anno Regni Domini nostri Jacobi nunc Regis Anglie &c decimo tertio & Scotie xlixo Annoque Domini 1615’. Meanwhile, a headnote left unaltered and retaining ‘Januarij’ would, with ‘decimo quarto’ and ‘1616’, have indicated what we know as 1617. Scribes did not always give both legal and ecclesiastical dates, even for documents that, like wills, had standing in both secular and church courts, but in this case the year was turning in two of them and an excess of clarity may have seemed prudent. 25 March was the second day in the fourteenth year of James’s English reign and the first day of the Christian year 1616. Although ‘Martij’ was a late-stage correction, made in the same dark ink as the insertions of the final review, it is the only month that aligns with all the other ingredients of the header to pinpoint a plausible date—that is, a date after or in immediate anticipation of Judith’s wedding on 10 February 1616 and before Shakespeare’s burial on 25 April 1616. ‘Januarij’ may well have been retained from an ‘old draft’, as Chambers suggests (as could also have been the case with ‘Vicesimo Quinto’, given the unlikelihood that both wills were written on the 25th of their respective months), and Chambers would like to think that this earlier draft was also from 1616. But with ‘probably’ he allows that it could well have been from years prior. The late-stage correction from ‘Januarij’ to ‘Martij’ may have been nothing more than a simple, otherwise unaccountable, even singular error. The only thing we know for certain is that there was a will written before 25 March, that, for ease of reference, is here referred to as the ‘January’ will.

Chambers noticed that allocations on the first page of Shakespeare’s March 1616 will were undoubtedly more extensive than in the ‘January’ will. The script on the surviving first page grows increasingly small and cramped, suggesting that the scribe was intent on squeezing in as many new provisions as possible so as to avoid rewriting the second and third pages also. He was left with just two lines from the new March arrangements to carry over to the top of the old second sheet. There, three lines that have been invalidated by the March provisions are struck out. Because past conservation efforts have permanently altered the ink at the bottom of the first sheet, archivists cannot confirm that the writing at the bottom of sheet one, the writing at the top of sheet two, and the cross-throughs at the top of sheet two were executed in immediate sequence. But the continuity of content suggests that this is the case. The third page follows the second without apparent lapse, the sense unbroken and the lines and letter formations of comparable spacing and size.

Further material evidence might include the paper, but none of these sheets is from the same quire. Each has distinctive chain lines and laid lines, and the visible watermarks differ. In other critical respects, however, the first and third sheets have more in common than the second and third. With each sheet, the scribe followed the custom of creating a wide margin on the left by folding the paper lengthwise and then writing up against the fold. The first and third sheets are folded at approximately five-and-a-half centimetres, the second at about six centimetres. The second page is also unique in having a page number (‘2’), as the first and third pages do not. Multi-spectral analysis conducted at The National Archives confirms that, Chambers to the contrary, both the first and third pages were rewritten at the same time and presumably in March 1616.6 The last leaf may have been redrafted not because its provisions had altered significantly but because the five witnesses had changed or because, with such major revisions incorporated on the first and second leaves, they would be called upon to legitimate afresh what was substantially a new will. The alterations were so significant that they could not be addressed with a common and less comprehensive alternative, a codicil.

Even after the first and third leaves were redrafted, there was the final review that produced additional emendations, interpolations, and cancellations on all three pages. The last of these altered Shakespeare’s closing declaration from an intention to ‘publish this to be my last will and testament, in witness whereof I have hereunto put my seal’ to ‘. . . I have hereunto put my hand’. Perhaps, as has been speculated, the seal had been misplaced. Or perhaps the scribe, anticipating that Shakespeare would be too weak to sign, had offered a more forgiving alternative. Perhaps Shakespeare had already autographed the second page of the ‘January’ will and, for the sake of consistency and certainty, rallied to endorse the newer first and third pages in similar fashion. Perhaps, though, the perceptible distinctions among the three signatures do not suggest signings on different days amid a deteriorating medical condition, as has also been supposed, but rather the comparative difficulties of his material circumstances. Perhaps the leaves had lain on his bedclothes, as for Thomas Braithwaite (Figure 4.5), where the strong signature of the third page was possible because it was centre-stage on its leaf, while the shakier signatures of the first and second pages shared bottom-corner locations that were less well supported and trickier to execute. Perhaps, we may then imagine, Shakespeare signed on his deathbed, and these were the last words he ever wrote.


[image: image]
Figure 4.5 Thomas Braithwaite of Ambleside Making His Will, oil painting on canvas by an unknown artist. Braithwaite is shown propped against his bed pillows and writing with a sheet of paper or parchment in his lap. The topmost inscription indicates that Braithwaite, a gentleman, was aged 31 when he died on 20 December 1607.





The will could conceivably have spent some amount of time as a private document before achieving its public authority, because endorsements need not have happened on the day of drafting. In Manchester, the widow Alice Pendleton, ‘fearing the hour of death to approach, did call for her will which she said she had made’ some three years earlier, and only after it was ‘read in the presence and hearing of the witnesses’ did she validate it as ‘then and there published’. Shakespeare’s will closes by indicating that he signed on ‘the day and year first above written’, but the area reserved for the dated headnote could have been left blank initially, as was Pendleton’s, to be filled in when he had completed his review and he and his witnesses were prepared to put their names.7 A delayed insertion of the headnote makes it perhaps more plausible that the scribe merely corrected his mistake with the name of the month, rather than starting over on a clean sheet. He knew as he emended it to March that he introduced an already fouled text. On the third page, Francis Collins, Julius Shaw, John Robinson, Hamnet Sadler, and Robert Whattcott were ‘witness to the publishing’ of Shakespeare’s intents.

Amanda Bevan has suggested that the earlier will now represented only in the second, ‘January’ leaf may have been written in the wake of testamentary revisions provoked by the deaths of Shakespeare’s brother Gilbert in February 1612 or of his brother Richard in February 1613. If so, there must have been a will preceding even the ‘January’ will that had earlier made one or both of them beneficiaries. Indeed, a putative prior will could have gone back as far as, say, 1607, the year of Susanna’s wedding. Equally, however, the ‘January’ will may not have been tied to the life passages of any family member at all. It was common for people to write wills when they felt themselves to be in danger of death, like sailors setting out to sea or even, as for Richarde Turnor, travelling to Ireland in ‘service of her Majesty and my country’. We might speculate that Shakespeare had faced some uncertainty, including possibly serious illness, one January. The Essex copyholder John Benton, believing himself to be in extremis, prepared himself by consigning his copyhold leases to the lord of the manor, as was required. He also wrote a will stipulating that ‘if it please God that I recover from this sickness that now reigneth and return to health, that this my surrender’ was ‘to be void and of none effect’. Until provoked by such portentous circumstances, however, many delayed; thus, the large number of wills known as ‘nuncupative’, dictated orally on the deathbed. John Hall, like Shakespeare an educated man and a man of property, left behind nothing more than a hasty nuncupative testament. Our only report of Shakespeare’s death dates to the 1660s, when the local vicar John Ward recorded local lore: ‘Shakespeare, Drayton, and Ben Jonson had a merry meeting and, it seems, drank too hard, for Shakespeare died of a fever there contracted’.8 Shakespeare may have written a number of wills over the years, addressing a series of life changes, and had a final version ready when a ‘fever’ or some other acute illness took him fairly suddenly. Or he may have spent the first months of 1616 in awareness that his end was nearing.

Undoing all the changes on the surviving second page, we can partially reconstruct the ‘January’ will written sometime before March 1616 (see Appendix IV). From an instruction regarding funds put out to use ‘for her best profit until her marriage’, subsequently cancelled, we know that this sheet was originally written before Judith wed Thomas Quiney on 10 February 1616; from the reference to Shakespeare’s Blackfriars messuage, that it was written after the property purchase of March 1613. Susanna was evidently not mentioned on the first page of the ‘January’ will because she is formally introduced as ‘my daughter’ on its second page and only thereafter described as ‘the said Susanna Hall’ and ‘the said Susanna’. In ‘January’, Shakespeare evidently intended to give ‘all my plate’ to Judith but, perhaps because he made such substantial monetary bequests on the new first page, in March he assigned these valuables to Elizabeth Hall instead. Another major change indicates that property originally designated to Susanna unconditionally is now given ‘for better enabling of her to perform this my will and towards the performance thereof’. She and her husband would be responsible for the taxingly large cash pay-outs to Judith that had been introduced with the new first page.

The ‘January’ first page may have treated Joan as well as Judith and if so treated her first, given that Judith is the beneficiary whose bequests are carried over to the second page in its unrevised form. The lines added to the second page in March—‘unto her three sons William Hart, [blank] Hart, and Michael Hart £5 apiece, to be paid within one year after my decease’—were perhaps not included originally. Shakespeare may have forgotten the given name of Joan’s middle child Thomas at one sitting, but it seems improbable that the blank left for that name should have survived uncorrected from ‘January’ to March. In March, moreover, he may have added the children because he had been made aware that they would soon be fatherless. William Hart was buried just a week before Shakespeare, on 17 April 1616. The annual amount that Joan is directed to pay for her Henley Street house, a shilling, is often referred to as a peppercorn; in fact, it was the amount of the chief rent due to the lord of the manor every year for one burgage plot. While Shakespeare’s principal heirs were relieved of this charge, they themselves earned no residential rent over and above it at Joan Hart’s expense. This gift of subvented housing may explain why Joan Hart seems never to have remarried: her independent widowhood was assured. Although the newly interlineated bequests for rings to William Reynolds, John Heminges, Richard Burbage, and Henry Condell may have been bumped from the crowded first page and spliced into the second, they are perhaps more likely to have been original to the March will. We know that Shakespeare was rethinking his memorial gifts because he struck out a ‘January’ remembrance to Richard Tyler and put Hamnet Sadler in his stead. This may have been because Tyler had recently been accused of mismanaging charitable funds; it may have been because Sadler had newly become one of Shakespeare’s witnesses, perhaps even in place of Tyler; it may have been for other actions or services at which we can only guess.9

We can feel fairly certain, however, that in March 1616 the most urgent reason for a fresh will was the recent marriage of Judith. The first page of the ‘January’ will had probably been occupied, as others are, with the customary direction that when she married she should seek the approval of her mother and such other ‘friends’ as the overseers. Testators might withhold marriage portions from children who ‘contract[ed] any matrimony with any manner of person without the good will, consent, and agreement of their mother and other their friends and kindred’. John Palmer, for example, allowed each of his daughters to receive ten marks on her wedding day ‘if she marry unto her mother’s mind’; otherwise, the bequest would be withheld until she reached age 24.10 It is no accident that approbation and portions were linked; a principal reason for parents or guardians to involve themselves in a betrothal was to ensure that the bride’s financial well-being would be protected during her married life and in potential widowhood. Consent, however, was no longer required for Judith, now married, and the will needed no longer stipulate it.

The will is almost invariably understood to demonstrate that Shakespeare nonetheless disapproved of the match she had made. The union is known to have gotten off to a bad start twice over. Judith Shakespeare, aged 31, and Thomas Quiney, aged 27, wed in Stratford on 10 February 1616. The couple ran afoul of ecclesiastical prohibitions by marrying during Lent without having secured a licence from the bishop of Worcester. When he twice failed to appear in the episcopal court as summoned, Quiney was excommunicated. (The entry in the court register is ambiguous as to whether Judith Shakespeare was excommunicated, as well.) Then, on 26 March, Quiney was charged with fornication in the peculiar court of Stratford. He acknowledged that he had committed ‘carnal copulation’ with a woman named Margaret Wheeler, who had been buried with her illegitimate child less than two weeks earlier. Quiney was instructed to perform penance by wearing a white sheet to Holy Trinity Church on three successive Sundays. After he offered a 5s. gift to the poor box, however, his punishment was modified. He was permitted to forgo the public shaming ritual so long as he privately admitted his fault to the minister of a small chapel within Stratford parish, in Bishopton.11

The excommunication record, abbreviated and subsequently annotated into near-unintelligibility, seems to suggest that Quiney was called to answer to the violation of the ecclesiastical calendar and not to any failure to publish the banns. If the banns were indeed asked in Holy Trinity Church in late January and February, Wheeler and those in her circle had just cause to make an unwelcome answer. Her pregnancy was an obvious obstruction, and she could also have declared a pledge of betrothal as an instrument of any seduction she may have alleged. Had Judith and Quiney sought an episcopal licence either to wed elsewhere or to hasten the wedding out of concern for Shakespeare’s health, they may have been unable to find anyone who would promise the bishop, as Fulke Sandells and John Richardson had done for Shakespeare, that ‘there shall not appear any lawful let or impediment by reason of any precontract, consanguinity, affinity, or by any other lawful means whatsoever’. Just how the wedding nonetheless went forward in such circumstances is mysterious, although it was perhaps germane that the minister whose name validated entries in the Stratford weddings register that spring was Richard Watts, husband to Quiney’s sister Mary. It seems likely that Watts performed the unorthodox ceremony.

In Essex, John Westwood had faced a testamentary predicament similar to Shakespeare’s. Westwood’s £20 bequest to his son Robert was to be paid only when Robert ‘shall lawfully be discharged of and from the crime wherewith he is now accused for a base child born by one Margarett Dawsonne and of and from all charges for keeping the same and the judgment in the same case given’ by the local justices of the peace. Outliving Margaret Wheeler and her child, however, Shakespeare also outlived this uncertainty. Quiney would not be charged with fornication until the day after Shakespeare wrote his will, but the matter had essentially been settled a week earlier with the Wheelers’ deaths. Any pre-contract had been rendered moot, and the infant would not become a drain on parish poor relief. Meanwhile, Quiney had made a redemptive marriage that, to the probable satisfaction of Shakespeare’s neighbours, united the scions of two locally important families. The order for penance may have followed diocesan protocols, but in the Stratford peculiar a private confessional was allowed to suffice. Shakespeare had weathered other scandals, his daughter Susanna having wed John Hall in 1607 despite being cited for not receiving communion in 1606; Susanna having faced down the allegation of John Lane, Jr, in 1613, that she had contracted a venereal disease from having ‘been naught’ with a Rafe Smith; and his brother Richard having also been called before the consistory in 1608.12 The will is preoccupied not with any of the moral issues of concern to the church court but instead with the practical matters of Judith’s financial future.

For many, Shakespeare’s lingering distrust of Quiney is signalled in his first bequest on the first page, where ‘I give and bequeath unto my son in L . . .’ is altered to ‘I give and bequeath unto my daughter Judith . . . ’. The cancellation of what was presumably intended to be ‘my son-in-law’ is an inline change, made in the writing or as Shakespeare dictated, rather than an emendation entered on the final read-through. Revealing a train of thought rather than an afterthought, it accords with a ruling premise that eventually comes clear throughout the will, which is that Shakespeare made sustaining bequests to the women in his blood family rather than to their in-law husbands. He gave £20 and life tenancy in a Henley Street house to Joan, not William Hart. He gave his other lands and properties to Susanna, not John Hall. Hall is made co-beneficiary only of Shakespeare’s goods and in connection with his assignment to act as joint executor with Susanna in paying Shakespeare’s debts, legacies, and funeral expenses. Shakespeare had watched his father sell away his mother’s legacy lands, leaving her unprovided of them in her widowhood. He perhaps knew also of stories like that which would eventually befall Susanna. In his own will of 1642, Susanna’s son-in-law Thomas Nash bestowed New Place, the Old Stratford lands, and the Blackfriars gatehouse upon his kinsman Edward Nash, disinheriting both his mother-in-law Susanna and the woman he described as ‘my well-beloved wife’, Elizabeth. Shakespeare’s direct bequest helped Susanna recover her inheritance in court, but Elizabeth’s title seems to have been lastingly compromised. In her will of 29 January 1670, she acknowledged that Edward Nash had a right of first refusal in acquiring New Place and the Old Stratford lands ‘according to my promise formerly made to him’.13

Keith Wrightson observes that parental consent for marriage was especially important to those of the ‘propertied’ middling sort, was more at issue for daughters than for sons, and could be determinative in the distribution of lands as against monies. He cites the case of the Durham yeoman William Ingleby, whose 1632 will indicates that his daughters would inherit substantial properties and funds if they married with the approval of their mother and two uncles but only money, and sometimes additional money, if not. To the extent that this pattern of behaviour is explanatory for Shakespeare—a minor gentleman with no sons who left all his lands to one daughter but just money, albeit a considerable amount of money, to the other—it might appear to suggest his disapproval of Judith’s marriage. In Ingleby’s case, however, the provisions provided an incentive to secure consent, and Judith had already made her match with or without it. Shakespeare, whose further provisions call for a traditional inheritance in the male line, and then to the daughter of a first daughter before the second daughter, was perhaps more attentive to birth order than to marital choice when conveying property. But he may also have been constrained in assigning his lands by a settlement made at the time of Susanna’s wedding to Hall. While the will makes no reference to prior arrangements, a 1620s document relating to Shakespeare’s Old Stratford holdings notes that he ‘gave the said land with his daughter in marriage to Master Hall of Stratford’. If there was a prenuptial accord, it did not or could not take in the Chapel Lane cottage, a copyhold tenancy in the manor of Rowington that, apparently by manorial law, descended to both heirs. For this reason, the cottage was separately designated to Susanna, with Judith allocated monetary compensation.14

‘As for my daughter, Elizabeth Robinson’, wrote the London merchant John Robinson, ‘who of a wilful mind, contrary as well to her duty as to the laudable customs of the honourable city of London, hath bestowed herself in marriage without my consent and privity, my full mind is that in regard of her disobedience she shall enjoy neither part nor portion of any part of my goods’. (He then added that, ‘only in remembrance of my love towards her, I give unto her £10’.) Agnes Bretten had £10 for her daughter, too, but the money was to be held in trust by her executors, for ‘my meaning is not that [Richard] Gowlett, her husband, shall have any part thereof’. Shakespeare’s will betrays no similar disapprobation. However troubled his private life, Quiney’s business life was on an upward trajectory when he wed Judith Shakespeare. Just a year and a half later, on 28 August 1617, he would take the oath of office as a Stratford burgess. He was immediately made constable for a two-year term. In 1621–2 and 1622–3 he filled the important role of town chamberlain, managing incomes and outgoings and filing the annual financial accounts. He ornamented his balance sheets with a French motto that, although misquoted from memory, demonstrated an advanced level of education, and, with an elaborate calligraphic flourish, he played with two different spellings of his name (‘Thomas Quyneye’ and ‘Thomas Conoy’). Like William Trowte, he had assistance in establishing himself as a householder. We may detect Elizabeth Quiney’s hand in a property exchange with his brother-in-law William Chandler, who switched to a small house known as Atwood’s so that Quiney and Judith could occupy the more important one known as the Cage.15

At the same time, however, Shakespeare may have understood the reverses that Quiney was liable to suffer; the pattern would have been all too familiar to him. Like John Shakespeare, Quiney came eventually to miss council meetings. While other aldermen and burgesses, including Chandler, were fined for their absences, Quiney, again like Shakespeare’s father, was never disciplined. As before, this was a sign that he was known to be in distress and, on 27 October 1630, when Quiney ‘requested and prayed the bailiff and burgesses to spare him and to dismiss him of his place’ on the council, in charity they ‘granted him his desire and petition’. Within a few weeks, it would become as visible to us as it had been to them that the cause of his distress was financial. The burgesses authorized him to surrender his only real asset, his lease in the Cage, to Thomas Combe. The family would soon rally; in 1633, John Hall, Thomas Nash, and Richard Watts together established a custodial trust to make it possible for Quiney, Judith, and their two sons to stay on in the Cage despite Quiney’s misfortunes. In 1653, his oldest surviving brother, Richard, succeeded as trustee.16 Richard had thrived in London, but in Stratford the many skills and occupations that Elizabeth Quiney had united in her person were disintegrated among her heirs. Chandler, for example, seems to have inherited the mercery side of the business and Thomas Quiney took up the vintnery.17 In consequence, none was as resilient as Elizabeth. When Chandler was also dismissed from membership of the council on 20 September 1631, the era of the Quiney oligarchy was over.

Richard Quiney the younger, as a free man of London rather than Stratford, would never be made a burgess. He held the tithes of Drayton (as well as investments in Virginia), but otherwise the family’s property portfolio and rental revenues were also much reduced. Some leases, dating to 1596 and 1597, expired in 1617 and 1618. The very long leases that Elizabeth Quiney had inherited, secured in 1544 for ninety years, would expire in 1634. Thomas Quiney, the fifth of eleven children and the fourth son, seems never to have received anything more than his tenancy of the Cage. Shakespeare may not have doubted Quiney’s willingness to settle property on Judith, but he was right to doubt Quiney’s capacity. He need neither have disliked nor disapproved of Quiney to have taken precautions to provide for Judith’s financial well-being during her marriage and, should she outlive Quiney, beyond it.

Shakespeare was realistically aware that both his daughters were, as the Essex knight Henry Fortescue put it, ‘under covert baron and under the yoke of matrimony’, but he did not go on to say of Judith’s husband, as Fortescue did of his daughter Dorothy’s, that this was a man ‘of whom I have no good opinion’ and that, because his daughter could not ‘enjoy quietly anything I should bequeath unto her in certainty’, he would leave her nothing directly. Rather, Shakespeare’s will is in the spirit of others whose principal concern was that a couple should have both compatible and sustaining assets. The knight Anthonie Maxey set aside £500 for his unwed daughter Bridgett, but she would receive only £250 if her husband-to-be did not correspondingly ‘make her a jointure of a hundred marks of his own lands without fraud’ (otherwise, the unallocated £250 would be split between Maxey’s two sons). Each of Thomas Convers’s three daughters was to receive £50 when she married, but only if ‘one month before the solemnization of matrimony’ her ‘intended husband’ committed by bond to leave her ‘worth £100 lawful English money at the time of his death if he happen to die before my said daughter’. If he refused to do so, her legacy was to be ‘utterly void’.18 Any prenuptial settlement for Susanna that involved Shakespeare’s real properties presumably required Hall to bring wealth to the marriage, as well. The postnuptial arrangement for Judith directed that she would inherit £150 over and above the initial £150 if Quiney acquired as a marital asset property valued at £150. In the final revision of his will, Shakespeare added that the monies given to Judith outright were ‘in discharge of her marriage portion’. It is common in wills for fathers to refer to their children’s ‘portions’, recognizing a generally understood obligation but often indicating that, inasmuch as the obligation was ‘satisfied’, the child should not expect and could not claim more. Shakespeare, of course, went on to add more. He made room in case Quiney prospered beyond expectation and acquired property. And, unlike Maxey and Convers, he allowed for Judith to recover the additional £150 even if Quiney did not secure what he termed ‘lands answerable to the portion’, provided that she survived Quiney. The funds would maintain her during a possible widowhood.

Compared to other wills of the period, Shakespeare’s is a curious hybrid. No one model or analogy is sufficient, because he employs some language that is conventional for bequests to unmarried daughters and some that is familiar from bequests to married ones. In other wills, conditionality may be linked to private disappointments, disapprovals, and distrusts. Here, however, Shakespeare does not explain his bequests in terms of personal experience or emotion. His will is an exercise in logic, as he works through the puzzles of possible legal outcomes. We know that he had the advice of his lawyer, Francis Collins, when devising his bequests. We should also know that Margaret Wheeler’s death did not resolve all the uncertainties for Judith and Thomas Quiney.

If Judith’s wedding had been rushed in order to ease Shakespeare’s mind as he confronted death, it failed in its objective because of the censure of the bishop. Quiney and perhaps also Judith were excommunicated for marrying during a prohibited season. The first question facing Shakespeare, thus, was whether the union would be recognized as legitimate. He thought in his will to mention his ‘son-in-law’ but then caught himself; if the marriage was invalid, Judith might either live single or might eventually take ‘such husband’ as was unknown to Shakespeare at the time. A second question was whether any children fathered by the excommunicated Quiney would be legitimate in the eyes of the church. In his bequests to Susanna, Shakespeare emphasizes that the heirs to his lands should be those sons ‘lawfully issuing’. For Judith, he allows for his bequests to pass to ‘any issue of her body’. This distinction may be as much a contributing factor in his decision to reserve all lands to Susanna and her church-blessed offspring as were Susanna’s primacy in the birth order and any possible prenuptial agreement with Susanna’s husband John Hall. It is only because Judith’s first child was baptized in Holy Trinity that we know that the Quineys were indeed taken back into the church. But her son Shakespeare Quiney was baptized on 23 November 1616, seven months to the day after William Shakespeare died.

A third question that similarly bore on the allocation of Shakespeare’s estate was whether Judith would be entitled to her dower. Rights of dower ensured that a woman would be sustained in her widowhood by a one-third share of marital assets, but they applied only to real assets—that is, property—and only when the marriage was church-sanctioned. Shakespeare may have considered settling lands and houses on Judith, but he may also have feared that the irregularity of the wedding would deprive her of dower protection. In that case, any land that he gave her would come into her husband’s sole ownership. It could be sold away, willed away, or seized to satisfy Quiney’s debts, all without Judith receiving further benefit from it in her potential widowhood. Under Shakespeare’s scheme, however, should her husband remain unpropertied and should she predecease him, the encumbered £150 would pass to Shakespeare’s blood heirs and not be attachable by her husband, his family members, or his creditors. Should her husband ‘assure unto her’ and her children ‘lands answerable to the portion’ and, Shakespeare repeats, ‘make such assurance’, presumably in the form of dower’s alternative, a jointure, that £150 would both increase the couple’s joint resources and also provide her with income after her husband’s death. Should Quiney remain unpropertied and should Judith survive him, she would be sustained by a £150 legacy. In a legally murky situation, the best and surest bequest for Judith was a set of monetary grants staged for all the possibilities of single, married, and widowed life, just as Shakespeare organized them for her.

‘To Perform This My Will’

Concluding the list of stipulated bequests, Shakespeare left ‘all the rest’ of his goods, ‘after my debts and legacies paid and my funeral expenses discharged’, to his executors John and Susanna Hall. Written wills may be variable in most particulars, but not in this: they advised executors that the ‘all’ was not absolute, because it constituted only what remained after an estate was settled.

They also reminded executors of their daunting and formidable duties. Executors were obliged to arrange funerals, commission appraisals of goods and chattels, exhibit wills and inventories in courts of probate, secure letters of administration, chase creditors for repayments due, ‘gather up’ cash to redress debts, oversee property transfers, distribute moveables and monies, negotiate competing memories and incomplete records, mount and meet legal challenges, satisfy supervisors and overseers, and (funerals aside) pursue these tasks over a course of what could be many years. Executors waited for children to reach their ages of majority, for marriages to be contracted, for apprenticeships to be completed, for next-generation heirs to be born, and for incomes to be realized, and they responded when unforeseen contingencies redirected a testator’s probate plans. As John West put it, they were to do so ‘as they will answer afore God’.19

Some testators clarified that their bequests to executors were offered in compensation for the labour of assuming these burdens; others, to fund the outlays entailed. The widow Margaret Flud stated: ‘for that my said executrix is to be charged with the payment of my debts which I do owe, I do therefore will, give, and devise all the rents’ due the following Michaelmas for various properties ‘towards the payment of my debts and other charges’ that she was ‘like to pay and lay out for me’. Owen Skott said that ‘in consideration that Katheryn my wife and executrix . . . shall see my debts paid and discharged’, she was to receive a house he owned ‘to enjoy and keep, or to sell towards the payment of my debts’. John Oldam gave his wife ‘full power and authority’ to sell two houses ‘upon this condition: that she the said Frances shall pay my debts of and with such money as the same shall be sold for’. Possessions were conveyed in a similar spirit. William Baker declared that ‘I give and bequeath to Annes my wife all my moveable goods conditionally that she pay all my debts and see me honestly buried.’ ‘For that’, ‘in consideration that’, ‘upon this condition’, ‘conditionally that’: important possessions were not always given freely. As John Dandy said to his wife Joan, ‘I feel myself very sick, and think I cannot live if the pain come once to my heart, wherefore I give to thee all that I have, to pay all.’20

Samuel Newman left his widow and executor Elizabeth ‘all my goods, cattle, and whatsoever, provided that she discharge all my debts’:

In primus, unto Thomas Trapps of Woodham Mortimer, £10 that is already due unto him by bond. Item, to Master William Smyth of Shalford, £30 to be paid at Michaelmas next ensuing, by bond. Item, to Richard Fuller of Lawling, £30 to be paid twelve days before Michaelmas next ensuing, by bond. Item, unto John Waterhouse of Southminster, £30 to be paid at Michaelmas next ensuing, by bond. Item, unto Richard Mannfield of Burnham, £10 to be paid, by bond. Item, unto Henry Johnson of Tillingham, £2. Item, to Master King of Southminster, £1. Item, to John Willson of Bradwell, £5 to be paid upon Easter Monday next ensuing, by bond. Item, unto Everice of Bradwell, 33s. 6d. Item, unto Master Henworth, 46s. 8d.

Elizabeth Newman was also tasked with collecting her husband’s credits: £10 from Robert Newman of Harwich, £5 from Richard Wheeler of Tillingham, £2 from Jonas Stretton of Maldon, and 30s. from William Austin of Tillingham. Newman was uncommonly methodical. But, ‘whereas I have many debts owing unto me by my books of accounts which perhaps in part is paid unto me by diverse persons, and the debts not crossed out of my said debt books’, said the merchant John March, ‘my will and mind is that if any such person being of good name and credit will say and affirm in the word of an honest man, in the presence of three or four of the honest men of the parish where such persons do dwell, that the said debts is satisfied and paid unto me, so that such debts be under the sum of £2, that such debts thereupon shall be released’.21

At his death, the Stratford shoemaker Thomas Roberts was due payments by thirty-two persons, most of them local but some from Berkshire, Gloucestershire, Northamptonshire, and London, for a sum of nearly £28. The executors for a Durham draper, George Walton, were to collect more than £357 scattered across 542 individual accounts. Inevitably, some of these debtors would resist any reckoning; the spinster Thomasine Spiney asked (but could not ensure) that her executor was ‘not to be troubled or in any way molested’ for the ‘recovery’ of £10. 13s. owed her. When John Greenwell set out to gather his father’s owed funds, he learned that his uncle challenged a debt of £31, his brother challenged a debt of £5, another kinsman challenged a debt of 12s. 6d., and his brother-in-law challenged a debt of £8. 6s. 8d.22

George Tabur’s asset distribution was especially complex. First, his master, a man named Lock, had borrowed £9. 7s. 4d. Having already gotten back 35s. 6d., ‘so remains still due unto me £7. 11s. 10d.’ If Lock paid Tabur’s £3. 10s. debt to the estate of the deceased Richard Spede, Tabur would forgive Lock the rest (£4. 1s. 10d.). Second, Tabur’s uncle had bequeathed Tabur ownership of one of his own credits in an unspecified amount, which when recovered was to be paid to Tabur’s friend Thomas Chese. (Tabur also gave Chese 50s. outright.) Third, William Fynch owed Tabur 23s., which was to be paid to Tabur’s brother Richard. (Tabur also gave Richard £4 outright and forgave his debt of 35s.) Fourth, Tabur’s brother Edward was indebted to him for £8; Tabur forgave all but £2, which Edward was to deliver to Tabur’s executor to cover other bequests. Fifth, Thomas Downes still owed Tabur 17s. from a lawsuit, which was also to be transferred to Tabur’s executor. Finally, Tabur asked his executor to repay a 5s. debt to a Goodman Allison and to cancel a £2 debt to his brother-in-law.23 As a single man, Tabur was freer than most to forgive debts. But, judging from the fact that he left his brothers and Thomas Chese more than credits alone, he probably did not entirely trust that the credits would be recovered. With additional gifts he ensured that each of his beneficiaries would be remembered.

The knock-on effects of collection difficulties meant that executors could not always honour other bequests. ‘My will and desire is that all my debts that shall be owing at the time of my decease be justly paid’, said Thomas Williams, ‘before the payment of any legacy or gift’. Administrators divided credits into three categories: some were ‘sperat’, or ‘hopeful’ of retrieval; some were ‘doubtful’, or uncertain; and some were ‘desperate’, meaning that they were likely to represent lost assets. John Paleye left monetary bequests to two sons and three daughters, the legacies for his daughters to be distributed only ‘if my debts’ (what we would call ‘credits’) ‘can be conveniently recovered to pay the same’. Many worked through the unknowns, as did the merchant Richard Lewes for his three sons and two daughters. ‘Forasmuch as’ the £240 he distributed among them were lent out for growth, he had to allow that ‘if any of the debts which shall be due unto me at the time of my death shall prove desperate or unrecoverable, that my executors cannot get in the same’, they would then have to rebalance the bequests. ‘What loss shall thereupon grow shall be proportionably borne by every of my said children . . . the greater legacies the greater part of the loss, and the lesser legacies the lesser part thereof’. But, ‘on the other side, what shall arise more of my debts which shall be owing and accruing unto me . . . shall be equally divided to and amongst all and every of my said sons which shall be then living part and part alike’. George Ridge assigned to an attorney ‘my full and whole authority to demand and receive’ owed monies on behalf of his wife. With any defaults, Ridge’s attorney was ‘to sue, arrest, condemn, and put in prison the said debtors for the said debts’.24 It may be that some obligations were ‘sperat’ because documentation provided a legal enforcement mechanism for redemption and that others were ‘desperate’ because verbal agreements could be unenforceable. Many a debt, however, was written off solely on the basis of the debtor’s unrelenting insolvency; for a creditor, there was little point running up court costs pursuing a hopeless case.

Testators who were all too aware that they left more debts than credits struggled to lay out partial solutions. The husbandman Thomas Ingould suggested that his wife ‘should lop, top, and cut down [cer]tain wood and timber’ to be peddled ‘towards the discharging [and] payment’ of his debts. Ralph Orris directed: ‘I will that the lame mare to be sold to pay charges’, referring to his funeral costs, ‘and the bay colt to be sold to pay Robert Wodward the 40s. that I owe him’. John Braddocke gave his brother Thomas five ewes, all his lambs, and a cow on condition that Thomas would ‘content and satisfy himself’ with the animals in exchange ‘for all my debts that I presently owe unto him’. A fletcher, John Reve, hoped to resolve debts to his son with the bequest of a cupboard. Others acknowledged intractable problems. Elizabeth Arwaker, the wife of a tenant farmer, heard her dying husband describe himself as ‘indebted unto diverse men which have no writings nor specialties to show for the said debts’. He listed names and amounts from memory, leaving little direction save that he was ‘desirous to satisfy and pay unto every man his due’. John Pynchon said simply, ‘I am sundry ways indebted and do leave the said debts to be paid and discharged by Jane my wife.’25

Thus, while we tend to think of the distribution of possessions as the main business of wills, we should understand that goods and debts were deeply intertwined. From 1529 on, it was required that probate documents should include inventories for every man or woman dying in possession of goods worth more than £5. With individual debt a burgeoning product of England’s transitional, increasingly cash-based but cash-scarce economy, the state sought documentation of the personal belongings that were available to restore creditors. Inventories, according to an anonymous commentator of 1589, ‘consist of household stuffs, merchandises, wares, and debts’. Testators themselves generally held some goods apart as specific bequests (like Shakespeare’s second-best bed), leaving various unnamed assets (like those to principal heirs John and Susanna Hall) as commodities with which their executors could redress their obligations and balance their accounts. But debt difficulties could invalidate specific bequests, and the distribution of bequests could proceed only after reckonings were taken. The knight William Golding was so uncertain that his estate was sufficient to his obligations that his wife sought to ease his mind: ‘Sir, I will pay your debts if I sell all that I have to my smock.’26

In this sense, and contrary to our understanding that a testator’s wishes were inviolate, wills were notional documents. They laid out predilections that could be insufficient to all debt conditions. Until John Herde’s probate inventory was taken, there would have been no knowing whether his executor really could afford, as directed, for ‘a sheep [to be] killed and to be distributed with bread, cheese, and drink’ to the poor who came to his burial. William Ayliffe asked his brother, as designated executor, to sell two London houses to their ‘uttermost value’ for the ‘paying, answering, and discharging of all such debts, legacies, sums of money, and funeral expenses whatsoever’ and ‘without any fraud or guile’. If the house sales did not generate sufficient revenue for these purposes, however, his brother was to ‘make sale of all such goods or part of such goods and moveables of mine as shall fully amount to so much money as shall discharge’ all those debts and expenses. Probate documents associated with the Cambridge printer Philip Scarlet showed that he owned goods worth about £4, while the estate was in deficit by more than £370. A long list of the debits and credits of the Essex yeoman Richard Radley ends with the sobering note that his widow would have to sell property because ‘There wants £160 to pay the debts.’ In a detailed will, Joan Peeke indicated that significant monies were due her by bequest from her father and uncle, and, although she was aware that the funds might be recoverable from her uncle’s wife only by lawsuit, she specified gifts to nine persons and to the poor. Her executors declined to pursue the court case or the administration, saying that she ‘had nothing at all besides her apparel (which was most simple)’. The parishioners of St Mary Colchester attested that Helen Frost, who had given out brass, pewter, bedding, linens, tables, chests, forms, stools, and clothing, in fact ‘was nothing worth’.27

Executors to one estate could inherit the task of probating another. ‘Charging him upon my blessing’, John Convin expected his son ‘to discharge a good conscience’ in administering not only his own will but also that of another man ‘whose executor I was’. Robert Lawrence informed his executor that, as himself executor to his brother John, he held £10 from John’s estate in trust until the four youngest of John’s children reached the age of 21. Robert had also been charged to add £8 to this amount by collecting sufficient rental incomes to provide each second-generation Lawrence with a £4. 10s. portion. Robert was to further ensure that the ‘goods, implements of household, and household stuff’ of John Lawrence were ‘indifferently divided’ among these heirs. Since Robert died before the tasks could be completed, they were passed forward. The yeoman Nicholas Lacye itemized a pay-out of £50 obligating his executor across fifteen years ‘after my decease’: in years one, two, and three, five marks per year to Annable; in years four, five, and six, five marks per year to Johane; in years seven, eight, and nine, five marks per year to Mary; in years ten, eleven, and twelve, five marks per year to Agnes; in years thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen, five marks per year to Grace.28

Every piece of apparel, every bedsheet, every kitchen pot fell to executors to distribute. They were also charged to harvest crops, complete building projects, partition houses for shared use by joint heirs, establish charitable foundations. Some executors were expected to locate or allow for vanished relatives and missing assets: ‘I bequeath unto my son Ralph Younge, if he return to Sedgefield any time within the space and time of seven years, all my goods whatsoever within and without’, said William Younge. ‘But if my son come not within the time aforesaid that then all my goods whatsoever shall be given and distributed unto four equal parts, the three parts thereof to be given to the poor of Sedgefield town, the fourth to rest to the poor within the parish. And this distribution to be made within the term of three years next following the expiration of the said seven years’. Thomas Baker left £4 to his son, ‘whom at this present I know not to be alive or dead’. Four of William Whight’s children were to split a £40 bequest and a share of household goods only if their brother Henry, having ‘long time lived in Ireland’, was both deceased and ‘without lawful issue’. Lewis Nottage made a gift to ‘one Ward, a brick maker whose name and dwelling place I cannot call to mind’. William Mathewe bequeathed an heir ‘three sheep which be strayed away, if he can find them’.29

The allocation of goods and property could proceed only with an authorization from the probate court. Most executors reported to the nearest diocesan office; in Stratford, this was either the peculiar court in Stratford (two years in every three) or the bishop’s court in Worcester (every third year). When, however, testators held lands or goods worth more than £5 that were located in more than one diocese (as did Shakespeare), their executors were required to journey to London to prove their wills in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury. As executor for the vintner Thomas Ablestone of Banbury in Oxfordshire, Edmund Farmer of Daventree in Northamptonshire assessed Ablestone’s estate for his costs. He needed travel only so far as the diocesan court in Oxford to secure letters of administration, but when he added in accountancy fees and charges for having Ablestone’s goods inventoried and appraised, he reported expenses amounting to £26. 5s. 1d. Valued at £17. 6s. 1d. in total, Ablestone’s estate fell more than £9 short of his executor’s declared outlay.30

With more substantial estates, like Shakespeare’s, testators were likely to appoint overseers. Thomas Graye called them ‘umpires’, an added layer of administration for the executors who had to satisfy them. Many executors were obliged to sign bonds assuring the overseers that, like the Stratford widow Margery Astley, they would ‘well and truly administer the goods, chattels, and debts’ of the deceased. Bonds were common even for ‘trusted’ wives, given the prevailing concern that they might take a testator’s possessions with them to a subsequent marriage. Executors could also be required to produce a cancelled bond or secure an acquittance for the repayment of every debt of more than £2. With George Hardy, it is difficult to know whether he was more exasperated by money management or by its paperwork. ‘My will and true meaning’, said he, ‘is that my executors take out a [bond] of mine which I stand bound to John Sewell for a payment of the forenamed £10 and to burn it in the fire, and likewise a bill which my godfather Master George Golding hath of mine in his hand for the payment of the foresaid 40s. and burn it likewise that no trouble be made when I am gone out of this wretched and miserable world to my heavenly Father everlasting God forever more.’ Thomas Awdeley, brother-in-law to the tenant farmer Thomas Amatt, wrote to his sister, Amatt’s widow, that ‘for the proving of your husband’s will wherein he hath made me his executor, it would be a great trouble to me and loss of time to take upon me the execution of the same’. He concluded: ‘I am advised to renounce the execution of it. And so I do and will.’31

Left with more debts than assets, the widows of playwrights Thomas Dekker and William Rowley both refused their obligations of administration. Elizabeth Golding, who had eased her husband’s death by promising to sell her smock if necessary, finally declined to act as his executor. When the locksmith Robert Le Treage named his wife executor, he acknowledged that ‘there may diverse troubles rise to her through my reckoning’. Others pled with their wives, bribed them, and threatened them to settle their affairs. Thomas Collen hoped that if he gave his wife one farm, half ownership of another, a stock of cows, and some household goods, she would be ‘the willinger and better able to take upon her the execution of this my testament and last will and to perform the same’. The yeoman Thomas Pakeman said that, if his wife refused to serve as his executor, ‘my will is that she shall not enjoy any thing, gift, or bequest given or bequeathed unto her in and by this my last will and testament’. Myles Lakin ordered that ‘devises’ of land and other legacies should be withheld from his wife if it happened that, ‘by sinister counsel’, she should ‘refuse to prove this my last will’. Some testators, aware that their preferred executors would renounce the responsibility, provided fall-back nominations: if not my wife, my brother, said Thomas Sorrell; if not one son, another, said Maude Craknell.32

In his will of 12 December 1607, William Hall of Acton in Middlesex faulted his eldest son Dive for ‘unkindness’. Dive had already received his portion and had signed a bond that he would demand no more from the estate. Hall turned to his second son, John, ‘to pay the legacies’ he laid out. Like Shakespeare, Hall specified that sustaining bequests of £50 and £120 were to be given to his two daughters not during their marriages but ‘within the space of one half year after the death of her husband that now is’ and ‘within the space of one quarter of a year after the death of her said husband’. Hall also left gifts to other daughters and their children, to his sister, to a maid, to his ‘man’ and fellow astrologer Matthew Morris, to the poor, and even, ‘in regard that he is my son’, to Dive (in the amount of £2). ‘All the rest of my goods, debts as well by bond due as otherwise and all houses, lands, leases, tenements, or whatsoever mine or due unto me, I give and bequeath unto my son John Hall’, Hall dictated, ‘conditionally that the said John shall discharge, pay, or cause to be executed, discharged, and paid the abovenamed legacies according to the true intent, will, and meaning of me the testator, as also to discharge my funeral expenses and debts’ (emphasis added). Hall was aware that his second son might disappoint him as the first had done. If John were to ‘refuse’ the assignment, he would receive £50 outright—no goods or properties—and ‘all my books of physic’.

Six months earlier, John Hall had wed Susanna Shakespeare. He proved his father’s will on 24 December 1607 but renounced executorship, and Dive Hall took up the task. Somehow, presumably after Dive’s death in 1626 and despite Dive’s deathbed directions to the contrary, John Hall nonetheless acquired ownership of his father’s house in Acton, and perhaps more. We know of the Acton house only because John Hall mentioned it in his own will of 1635 (‘my house in Acton’), where he referred also to ‘my house in London’. He bequeathed the first to his daughter Elizabeth and the second to his wife Susanna. The ‘London’ house is often assumed to have been Shakespeare’s Blackfriars gatehouse, although, were that the case, Hall should not have had to will it to Susanna, its surviving heir. He felt no need to name other properties from the Shakespeare estate—New Place, the Henley Street houses, the Old Stratford yardlands—that she had similarly inherited. Just as these were Shakespeare assets that remained after the Halls sold the family’s tithe lands in 1624, so the Acton and ‘London’ houses may have been Hall assets that remained after other sell-offs. If there had indeed been a settlement at the time of John Hall’s wedding to Susanna, and if William Hall had pledged or transferred property to his son to make the match, there may have been too little left among ‘all the rest’ of Hall’s holdings for the executorship to have seemed worthwhile to his second son. The reference to lands, leases, and tenements may even have been a boilerplate provision, because William Hall otherwise made no mention of property. Meanwhile, the legacies required an outlay of more than £218, some presumably involving the collection of ‘debts as well by bond due as otherwise’. Factoring in his time and trouble, John Hall perhaps calculated that the contingency award of £50 was the better value. He informed the probate court of his recusal ‘in regard it would be a hindrance in his profession of being a physician’. John Hall knew an executorship for the burden it was.33

With his father’s estate, John Hall may have established a pattern that he was to observe again when Shakespeare died in 1616. He made the trip to London to prove the will and took an oath to administer Shakespeare’s estate on his own behalf and that of his co-executor, Susanna, but Susanna may have taken up the specific charges laid out in the will. Some things were made easy: there was a bed for Anne Shakespeare, a bowl for Judith Quiney, a sword for Thomas Combe, plate for Elizabeth Hall, and clothing for Joan Hart, but no further itemization of goods and moveables.

Whether handled by John, Susanna, or both, the distribution of funds was far more challenging—not logistically, but financially. The bequests that were payable ‘within one year after my decease’, broke down as follows. Judith received £100 as a marriage portion, £15 for the annual interest thrown off by the additional £150 to be set aside for her, and £50 for surrendering her copyhold rights in the Chapel Lane cottage. (The manor of Rowington seems to have required transfer within the space of a year, given that John and Susanna Hall paid their fine of admittance on 18 April 1617, just days short of the anniversary of Shakespeare’s death.) Joan Hart was bequeathed £20, and her sons shared £15 among them. Francis Collins was given twenty marks, Thomas Russell £5, William Walker a pound, and the poor of Stratford £10. The will is less insistent with a deadline for the seven rings, but it was probably understood that memorial remembrances should follow within the year; together, they amounted to an additional £10. 6s. 8d. The bequest to Elizabeth Hall of ‘all my plate (except my broad silver and gilt bowl)’ indicated that her parents were not to sell these valuables in order to fund the legacies. Even without taking into account debts to be settled and funeral expenses to be paid, Shakespeare’s will demanded that his executors pay out the enormous amount of nearly £229—well more than double what Shakespeare’s properties brought in each year—within the space of twelve months. His protections for Judith came at great cost to Susanna, and in 1624, the Halls sustained themselves by selling off Shakespeare’s tithe rights. In another sign that their fiscal difficulties may have continued, Susanna obstructed the probate process when John Hall died in 1635, seeking to evade at least one large debt—that of Baldwin Brookes—by citing her husband’s failure formally to name her executor.34

‘Unto My Wife’

The first page of Shakespeare’s will was almost entirely new in the spring of 1616, reflecting Judith Shakespeare’s wedding on 10 February 1616 and including the final emendations entered on or around 25 March. Strip away similar, later stage interventions on the second page and its lost, ‘January’, predecessor emerges (Appendix IV). The third page is more ambiguous. It also displays the minor corrections of March: an added bequest to Shakespeare’s wife; the interpolation of a legalism, ‘the said’, before the names of Thomas Russell and Francis Collins, to acknowledge that they had previously been mentioned as legatees; and a switch of authorizing technique from Shakespeare’s ‘seal’ to his ‘hand’. But we have no certain indication of why, even before the last review was conducted, the ‘January’ version of this page required wholesale rewriting. We can speculate that the ‘January’ will had already been signed and witnessed and that the revised will required fresh validation. We can suppose that the names of the witnesses changed because circumstances had changed, a new witness swapped in for a ‘January’ one who happened not to be available in March. We might deduce that the names of the overseers replaced names that had not required a ‘said’, having not been mentioned before. Perhaps we should also wonder whether there was a new executor, as well.

Was this a role originally assigned to Anne Shakespeare? It was a matter of legal exactitude that anyone mentioned in a will should be formally identified, to avert any questions as to which child, sibling, or cousin was indicated, and the practice was so engrained as to have extended to a spouse. Once an identity was clearly set out, however, there was no reason to repeat it, so that a woman introduced as ‘my wife Alice’ would become ‘my wife’, or, if the lawyer or scribe inserted the usual formulaic terms, ‘my said wife’, or ‘my aforenamed wife’. Shakespeare’s unceremonious ‘my wife’ is most likely a legacy of her original introduction on the ‘January’ first page. The earlier reference may have survived as a ghost in his memory and the scribe’s, in which case the bequest of a second-best bed to ‘my wife’ was made as if the fact that she was ‘my wife Anne’ had previously been established. The scribe could have reminded himself that ‘my said’ was no longer appropriate, even while neglecting to add ‘Anne’. A garbled inscription, a minor omission—these are more probable than a comprehensive legal lapse (or a gratuitous and obscure insult).

Other wills suggest that Anne Shakespeare would ordinarily have had a large presence on the two lost ‘January’ pages. One of the most common of testamentary clauses, which involved custodial arrangements for an unmarried child, often carried over to the stipulation that a parent charged with approving a match should act also as executor. Thus, John Palmer, who stipulated that each of his daughters should ‘marry unto her mother’s mind’, made his wife Grace ‘sole executrix’. Leaving two daughters ‘yet unmarried and unadvanced’, Henry Standishe entrusted his wife Margaret to distribute his chattels between his two daughters ‘as she by her motherly love and discretion shall think good’. In Shakespeare’s case, the change in Judith’s status likely brought a change in Anne’s: with Judith’s wedding, Anne’s traditional role was superseded, because Shakespeare was able to arrange Judith’s financial protections himself. Since the ‘January’ version of his second page uses the plural ‘executors’, however, Anne would seem never to have been his ‘whole and sole’ designee. As we have seen in the Quiney family, men were responsible for legal actions even in female-led households, and they also travelled to courts of jurisdiction in Warwick and London. It was undoubtedly for this reason that Standishe made the husband of his wife’s sister joint supervisor with his wife. Palmer’s will flags up another consideration: inasmuch as Grace might ‘decease before the said legacies and portions’ were ‘paid and delivered’, he took care to add the fall-back provision that his overseers would in that case become custodians of the ‘parts and portions’.35 Shakespeare would similarly have been aware that Susanna and John Hall were the more likely to live long enough to see Judith through the various life stages that he was now, in consequence of her marriage, able to imagine. But the March version of Shakespeare’s will carets in the clause that Susanna had received her gifts ‘for better enabling of her to perform this my will and towards the performance thereof’. She had not, in other words, previously been named an executor. At one stage, Shakespeare’s executors could have been Anne and one of his brothers; at another, Anne and John Hall. Finally, with Judith’s wedding, it was Susanna and John Hall.

Early moderns knew how to express distrust in their wills: ‘my wife shall not presume after my decease to open any of my chests or my desk or alter or cause to be altered any thing or things contained in them before my executor hath perused and overlooked the same, for if she do then I will her legacy and gift to be void’, said John Foorde. Shakespeare issued no warnings to or about Anne. More, he did not oblige her to arrange an inventory, settle debts, sign bonds, answer to overseers. She was not required to ‘gather up’ credits, ‘recover’ cash ‘by law’, sell goods and property, or take out loans in order to provide Judith’s marriage portion and make Shakespeare’s gifts to the Hart family, friends and colleagues, and the poor. John Beard was sufficiently concerned that the probate process might leave his wife ‘not like to be able to maintain her charge of housekeeping and pay her rent’, that he allowed: ‘the said legacies before expressed shall not be paid until after the decease of my said executrix (unless she of her voluntary good will shall pay the same)’.36 Executorships were onerous in so many ways that Susanna’s appointment would have been generally understood less as a lack of trust in Anne than as a reprieve. If Judith’s marriage released Anne from other responsibilities associated with Shakespeare’s will, we might recognize that the second-best bed was not his best gift to her.

Anne was also a substantial beneficiary in English law. The will needed not specify that she had unbreakable dower rights of ownership in and income from a third of Shakespeare’s property holdings for the length of her life: a third of New Place, a third of the Henley Street houses, a third of the Old Stratford yardlands, a third of the tithe lands. Her title to the Blackfriars gatehouse has been much debated, because the building was purchased with the assistance of three trustees. Many biographers have adopted the position of the unreliable Charles Isaac Elton, who declared that, in consequence of this strategy, ‘there is no doubt that Shakespeare barred the dower’. But the judicial ruling that there was ‘no dower of a trust’ would not be made until 1733, and even then continued to be debated on equity grounds. One of Shakespeare’s purposes with the Blackfriars trustees seems to have been to assemble a group of guarantors so that he could purchase the gatehouse as was evidently customary with him, with some monies down and other payments deferred. While the mortgage of £60 (of a total £140 purchase price) put ownership of the property in the hands of the trustees for as long as it was outstanding, evidences are that Shakespeare met the agreed deadline of September 1613 to complete the transaction. Moreover, Shakespeare could have died still owing the remaining £60, and, as Susan Staves indicates, the courts would have maintained that his widow’s claim ‘took precedence over the mortgagor’s right to redeem if he had failed to pay on time’. Maria L. Cioni reviews a 1585 case in which a man mortgaged his land to two men: one, the buyer, and a second who ‘did pay no thing’ but who, because the widow’s thirds consisted in properties solely owned by her husband, was named ‘only to take away the title of dower’. Recognizing that the joint tenancy was fraudulent and the husband’s intention was corrupt, the Court of Chancery upheld the wife’s share in the land. Staves indicates that widows were deprived of their thirds when men conveyed property to trustees before their marriage, not while married.37

Elton’s ‘legal opinion’ about the gatehouse has bled into misunderstandings regarding Anne’s rights in all the properties, including those that were in Shakespeare’s exclusive title. Sidney Lee, for example, describes the Blackfriars ‘procedure’ as ‘pretty conclusive proof that he had the intention of excluding her from the enjoyment of his possessions after his death’. As Staves emphasizes, however, no husband could ‘do anything to defeat or to lessen the survivor’s entitlement’ to dower, ‘no matter how much he . . . might wish to’. Widows’ entitlements caused men considerable legal inconvenience; if a man selling property during the marriage did not secure a release from his wife, the purchaser could be troubled years later by her legitimate demand for a third of its value. And a man with, say, thirty acres of land could not pass them whole to his son; as long as she lived, the widow controlled ten of those acres and received their incomes. The 1535 Statute of Uses introduced a first curtailment of dower by prohibiting a widow from receiving both jointure and dower. With this, the courts repositioned jointure as an alternative to dower. By the early seventeenth century the jurist Sir Edward Coke was trying to convince women that jointure was in their interest, even though the jointure that settled land on a bride at the time of marriage deprived her of any assets achieved during the marriage. A premarital agreement of jointure, which was negotiated almost exclusively for wealthy couples with large estates of freehold property, was improbable for persons of the Shakespeares’ station.38 As they accumulated lands and houses, further arrangements were certainly possible. But any jointure given after marriage was by the statute not constraining. Widows were entitled to choose between post-marital jointure and dower, and dower was engaged automatically by church marriage. Shakespeare’s licensing entry in the register of the bishop of Worcester takes on an extended significance in this light.

Women could themselves elect to yield up their one-third claim on all property when their husbands offered them certain tracts of land or specific amounts of income in exchange. As Staves notes, dower was ‘a right against the heir’ that, because the widow could not herself pass her thirds on, eventually reverted to the heir with her death. Widows seem often to have agreed to a stratagem that advantaged their own sons by forestalling the subdivision of lands that would in any case be remade whole after their deaths. Although Johan Wood’s husband let stand the usual terms of inheritance in his tenement, she subsequently agreed with her son to accept 10s. ‘for and in recompense of my thirds which I was to have in the tenement late my husband’s’. More often, testators themselves broached the subject. Thus, John Herde assigned his house and lands to his son, requiring that his wife be paid twenty marks annually out of the income from those lands ‘upon condition’ that she should ‘not take or challenge any dower or thirds out of my said house and lands’. (He also left her some household goods, including ‘a featherbed with the furniture, the best saving one’.) John Richman bequeathed his lands to his son and £5 annually to his wife, ‘but if she do choose rather the third part of all my lands’, then the son would receive the £5. Richard Kynwelmarshe gave his wife a £10 annuity ‘in recompense of her third or dowry’ in his lands, some moveable goods ‘in consideration she claim no third or dowry of any of the lands’ that he had sold in earlier years, and also life rights to dwell in three rooms of his manor house ‘for her thirds of the same manor house’. This was the most common circumvention of all: the assured use of a parlour or bedchamber, on occasion with protected access to the kitchen, a garden, the privy, a well. Some widows received regular supplies of bacon or butter or apples, an allocation of firewood, an allowance. Only ‘in consideration that’ his wife Alice should not ‘challenge any third or dower into or out of’ his house and lands, Thomas Stocke gave her ‘sufficient and necessary meat, drink, lodging, washing, fireroom, and other necessaries meet and convenient for such an aged woman . . . for and during the time of her natural life’, along with ‘my best bedstead I have (saving that in the chamber where I now lie) with the featherbed, bolster, pillows, blanket, covering, and other furniture thereto belonging’.39 When a wife was provided with such alternatives to dower, as was not the case with Anne, it was because she had no other property to inhabit or other income to sustain herself.

Realigning dower, many testators spelled out the underside of these alternatives. John Browne left his wife a bed with the linens, two chests that had been hers before the marriage, £20 in a single pay-out, and £1 a year to her son from a former marriage, but should she ‘demand the third of my land and recover the same by law, then my meaning is my gift to her and her son Henry to be frustrate and of none effect’. Other widows were advised not to ‘make any claim’ or ‘make any challenge’; they should ‘surrender up’ their legal right. Richard Cukcoke required his widow to ‘utterly renounce and forsake her third or dower forever hereafter’ before she received an award of £100; Thomas Peaycoke called for his widow to subject herself to whatever bonds, releases, ‘and other writings as by learned counsel shall be devised’ to ensure the ‘extinguishing of her said title of dower’. Saying that his wife Johan was free to ‘take her best remedy that she can to obtain her dowry or third’ in the courts—and that in the interim his son could ‘possess’ the house and ‘expel her’—William Sulman advised Johan to accept the compensation he offered.40 These and thousands of other testamentary attempts to mitigate the impact of dower law demonstrate its continued power.

To think, as Malone did, that the bequest of a second-best bed was added in order otherwise to ‘cut off’ Anne Shakespeare is to read a will of the early seventeenth century from the perspective of property law of the late eighteenth century, when women’s dower rights had been profoundly disabled. As Staves says, the man with thirty acres who left his wife one acre gave her life rights in ten acres and ownership rights in one acre; the heir could not claim after the fact that the single acre was a jointure and that the widow would have to choose between dower and jointure, ‘because the bequest had not been expressed to be in satisfaction of dower’. This language, like that which declared that Judith’s £100 was given ‘in discharge of her marriage portion’, was of material effect in the law. Dower could not be revoked without being invoked. Were Shakespeare to have wished to ‘cut off’ Anne, he would have had to make this explicit, as the yeoman Richard Mockford did in his will of 1616 when he gave his best bed to his wife on the condition that she should sign and seal a ‘deed of release in the law of all her dower’.41

Malone’s successor biographers, noting a late sixteenth-century variation in the Vale of Oxford, where dower was withheld from widows who remarried, have insisted that regional differences in the law would have exempted Anne from protection. But she was buried as ‘Mistress Shakespeare’, having not remarried and still a gentlewoman, and this two-piece evidence cluster—the disinheriting power of a shilling applied to a bed and an Oxfordshire proscription imported into Warwickshire—disintegrates further when put to the test in wills of two other Stratford men of property who died on either side of Shakespeare chronologically. There we find the familiar provisos testifying to the force of dower: in 1590, Richard Hill bequeathed £2 annually to his widow ‘in name of her dower or thirds’; in 1621, Henry Wilson directed that his wife should receive £6 per year ‘for and in lieu of all such dower as she shall have or may claim to have’.42 Like Hill and Wilson, Shakespeare would have known that his wife had dower rights; unlike them, he did not seek to redirect or subvert those rights.

Occupied as they are with unfinished business, wills generally remain silent on the understandings and arrangements that abided outside them. Shakespeare’s will took care of those in his family who needed taking care of: Susanna, Judith, Joan. Anne’s accommodations, her food and drink, and all things ‘meet and convenient’, as Thomas Stocke put it, ‘for and during the time of her natural life’, had already been assured with every property purchase the Shakespeares made. The will needed not mention them. If we nonetheless want more evidence that she came into her thirds, we should look to the tithe lands. As has already been noted, John and Susanna Hall sold Shakespeare’s unexpired tithe rights to the Stratford Corporation on 9 August 1624. They had waited to open negotiations until Anne’s burial on 8 August 1623 brought whole ownership back into their hands.

‘My Second-Best Bed with the Furniture’

Birth, marriage, and death, the three great rites of passage celebrated in the private lives and ecclesiastical encounters of early modern English persons, were conventionally associated with a single material symbol: a bed. We will never be certain how many meanings a second-best bed may have carried for the Shakespeares. Testators who employ a modifier—‘feather’ bed or ‘joined’ bed—clarify for us whether they refer to a sleeping surface, what we would call a mattress, or to the wooden frame that supported it. Shakespeare does not help us; with ‘bed’, he could refer to either or to both. This is our first indication that he wrote knowing that his survivors would not require further explanation in order to understand him. The multitude of possibilities that play out in other wills help us recognize how many things he was able to leave unsaid.

The necessary component of any bed, and the part that was most often ‘home-made’, was the fabric case containing cushioning stuff of various sorts. Even so wealthy a woman as Lady Anne Drury, who died with goods valued at more than £4,500, possessed a ‘cloth bed of mine own working’ that she bequeathed to a countess kinswoman. Mattresses had long lives because their component parts were renewable. Elizabeth Calye left one daughter a bed with a casing that had just been replaced; ‘new canvassed’, she called it, and she gave a second daughter ‘3s. of money to canvas’ another. Rose Richards’s ‘tick’ casing was new, and she conveyed it with ‘all the feathers . . . to stop it withal’. With ample ‘feathers in the house’—she had probably, like Margery Deane, ‘gathered’ them from her poultry—the Stratford widow Elizabeth Rogers asked her executor to ‘buy a tick and fill and make it up’ so that her second daughter could have her own bed. Feathers and down were the most prized of the fillings. Richard Kitchin boasted of both in his ‘featherbeds of down’, and Marion Baker’s beds ‘of thistledown’ may have approximated that desirable cushiony quality. One of the reputed wonders of the Great Bed of Ware was that it was packed with swan’s down. More commonly, beds were stuffed with tufts or ‘flocks’ of cotton or wool. People also padded their beds with straw, corn husks or chaff, what Peter Preston called ‘mill-flocks’ (presumably the by-products of grain milling), and Walter Bere’s ‘dust’ (which may have been sawdust, ashes, dirt, or a combination). The ‘coarse wool bed’ of Stratford tailor William Adams was for ‘a poor man’ to lie on. There might be a ‘strawen mat’ or ‘straw bed to lie under’ a featherbed, but early moderns also stacked multiple mattresses, Emma Phayland referring to ‘my two undermost beds which I lie on’. The topmost was generally the best, as with a ‘featherbed with a flockbed under it’ or, as John Browne described it, ‘one featherbed which lieth uppermost where I now lie’. Some, like Thomas Myller, were fortunate to sleep on a pile of two featherbeds, while William Vance cited ‘the two flockbeds upon which I do lie’. Anne Spencer bequeathed to a stepson, Edmund, ‘one featherbed, the bed that his father lay on’, and, to another, William, ‘the featherbed that lieth under that that Edmund shall have’. Peter Frances referred to ‘my under featherbed’.43

As references to a ‘bedstead and a bed’ further confirm, the more general term was sometimes reserved exclusively for the mattress. For many, thus, a bedframe was an accessory to what Alexander Warner identified as the ‘featherbed that I call mine own bed’. Ten beds given by a Derbyshire squire to his first-born son were all mattresses (with their linens); in a highly detailed itemization, nary a frame was mentioned. Giles Hardie spelled out that ‘my bed wherein I do lie’ was ‘a straw bed [or mat], a featherbed, a bolster, a pair of blankets, two pillows, and a coverlet’. While Thomas Tybbald and William Brackley had bedsteads, they described these as ‘belonging’ to their flockbeds. But the reverse could also be true. Anne Monck and Margaret Basticke gave featherbeds ‘belonging to’ their ‘bedsteadles’. And when William Sober bequeathed ‘one stand bed with a tester standing in the chamber over the shop, and one featherbed, two coverlets, two blankets, one bolster, and two cods, all the which before recited premises do belong to the same bed’, it seems that his ‘bed’ included mattress, linens, and bedstead (or ‘stand bed’) all together. Roger Gardenar was similarly inclusive with ‘the bed that I lie on: viz., a featherbed, a bolster, a blanket, a bedsteadle, and the ceiling’. Elizabeth Larrett illustrated the confusion of vocabulary that could sometimes merge the mattress and frame, bequeathing ‘my flockbed on the solar called the trundle bed’.44 Beds were often located on, rather than in, their chambers and parlours, just as testators slept on, as well as in, their variously construed beds.

The ‘standing bed’ was a piece of furniture. Most were oak, though wills also throw up examples made of other woods; some of the finer instances are walnut. Robert Payne gave one son ‘so much board as will make one bedsteadle’, but few of these roughly carpentered beds have survived. What remain are generally beds made by joiners: ‘one standing joined bedstead’, in the will of William Holgate, or, because joined bedsteads were constructed with removable pegs rather than nails, a ‘pair of bedsteads that goeth with pins’, in the will of William Bitteredge. While the carpentry beds owned by Alice Canham and John Brokas had ‘boards for the bottom’ and were conveyed ‘with the bottom thereto belonging’, joined bedframes had holes through which string or rope could be laced to create a base that both supported bedding and reinforced the integrity of the structure. Thus, Nicholas Kyrbie bequeathed ‘my joined bedstead and the cord wherewith it is bound’. The probate inventory for Shakespeare’s Stratford contemporary William Smith mentioned that his bed mats also rested on ‘cord’.45

A beautifully preserved four-poster in Agecroft Hall, polychromatically painted, suggests that on other prized beds colour has been lost with time. These standing beds were also known as ‘post beds’, ‘staple bedsteads’, or ‘posted bedsteads’. Matthew White had highly carved ‘wrought poles’. Others had ‘turned’ columns, shaped in the round on a lathe, or simple hewn posts. Posts could be integrated to the bedframe or could stand clear of it as part of an independent superstructure, to make beds more movable. Testators refer to beds ‘not set up’, ‘unset up’, ‘torn up’, and ‘broken up’. In Stratford, Robert Young had, in addition to his two joined bedsteads, joined trundle bed, and ‘old bedstead’, the ‘two sides’ of a fourth bedstead, and in Exeter Richard Goore bequeathed a bedstead still being assembled by his ‘cousin’ William Hedges. ‘The price is 16s. the making hereof’, Goore noted. He had already paid 5s., but he indicated that Hedges ‘must allow back 2s. 8d. for the posts and side posts’.46 Goore had either provided the posts or cancelled them as unneeded luxuries.

In a probate inventory from Devon, ‘two standing bedsteads’ are distinguished from ‘four low bedsteads’, and another from Stratford lists ‘a standing bedstead and a little trundle bed under it’. Trundle beds, which sometimes had wheels, were designed to be slid beneath standing beds when not in use; William Reynoldes described his trundle as ‘understanding’. They were also generally narrow, like Joan Almon’s ‘one truckle bed of joined work with one little featherbed thereupon’. Even these, however, could have stacked mattresses—‘a featherbed and a flockbed that lieth now on my trucklebed’—as per the will of Stratford widow Joyce Hobday. Cuthbert Ellyson’s inventory indicated that his ‘trinell’ beds were ‘for servants’, and Robert Searle gave his son a trundle bed ‘because it is my will he shall bring up Annys my daughter’. Trundles may also have been used for sick care, judging from testator references to the ‘trundle bedstead which I lie on’. The partnership of standing beds and their trundles was a matter of acquisition history or household tradition; although John Cawstone’s ‘best joined bedsteadle’ was in the chamber over the hall and the ‘trundle bedstead’ was in the maids’ chamber, still he described the trundle as ‘belonging’ to the standing bed. Richard Yonger reconfigured his bed pairings when he left his wife both ‘my best posted bed’ and also ‘my trundle bed under my other posted bed’.47

Cawstone’s standing bed had ‘three heads carved and joined in the head thereof’, a wooden headboard ornamented with three portrait busts of the sort that are also familiar on the chest fronts and cupboard doors of the period. In a bed at Astley Hall in Lancashire, three headboard figures have been identified as Faith, Hope, and Charity. Other extravagant headboards displayed ‘inlaid’ or ‘carved’ work. Extant bedsteads can have both, with imported panels of fine inlays in exotic woods framed by comparatively naïve carvings in oak. Inlaid work often showed a generalized architectural scene, like those on ‘Nuremberg’ chests, and carved work frequently featured coats of arms. Richard Marshall referred to the ‘Marshall’s arms’ on his ‘best bedstocks’. Richard Brewar’s ‘£5 in old gold which lieth under my bed’s head’ may have been secreted beneath the floorboards of his chamber, but some headboards, like that which remains at Ford Green Hall in Staffordshire, had their own compartments for valuables. One of William Lee’s beds was a ‘cupboard bedstead’. The decorative elements on headboards tended to be placed high, leaving plain panels where pillows and bolsters would have been piled to support sleepers in the customary posture of semi-recumbency. Bedheads could also be entirely unadorned, like Joan Purse’s best bed with the ‘boards at the bed’s head’. Even a trundle could have a headboard that folded flat to the mattress when the bed was rolled away. Thomas Carter possessed both a bedstead ‘with a whole head’ and a bedstead ‘with a half head’.48

A bed’s ‘ceiling’, a sheltering accessory, could be elevated and supported by four posts (especially in the first half of the sixteenth century) or by the combination of a headboard and two posts at the bed foot (later). The ceiling could also be independently suspended with strings—‘one ceiling to hang over a bed’, in the words of Alice Browne—which made it possible for a bed with ‘half a head’ to have a ‘tester over it’, too, as described by Thomas Bradley. In Stratford, Henry Getley and Thomas Dixon alias Waterman each slept under ‘a painted testern board’, Getley’s hanging over his half-headed, joined bedstead. Alice Phylluppe’s headboard had ‘flowers’. The famous Cotehele Tester, dated to 1532, featured carved biblical motifs and scenes of Welsh hunters and musicians. An archaic term that had become functionally redundant before the sixteenth century, tester and celure, survived until 1584 in the will of Richard Thorpe, who bequeathed ‘one posted bedstead with a ceiling and tester thereunto belonging’. William Thomson’s canopy was a bedseller, or ‘bedsealer’, and, as a variant spelling of sealing, ceiling was widely familiar as a term for wall panelling; early modern rooms were often sealed or ceiled with wainscoting. The ubiquity of ‘ceiled beds’ and of bedsteads that were ‘ceiled over’ may account for the drift of the word ceiled to its modern association not with wainscoted walls but instead with a lining of wood or plaster overhead, closing off roof timbers or upper-level floorboards. Other testators called their ceilings panels (‘one pair of bedstocks with a new panel above it of oak’), covers (‘a postbed as it standeth with a cover of wainscot’), coverings (‘one covering with valance and curtains to the same belonging’), or canopies (‘one bedstead with a green canopy and curtains thereunto’). In Stratford probate inventories, testern was the term most commonly employed: ‘a testern of wainscot’, ‘a wainscot testern’, a ‘testern joined’.49

Bedheads and ceilings had practical purposes but, also being decorative, were recreated in fabric for those who could not afford (or who had not inherited) the built alternatives. Cloth heads have been referred to as ‘dossers’ or ‘dorsers’, a term originating with ornamental hangings in throne rooms and great halls. Henry Michell gave his daughter ‘a herringbone sheet to hang at the head’ of her bed. Thomas Webbe’s ‘posted bedstead’ lacked a headboard, but he bequeathed a ‘stained cloth for the heading of the same bed’. Stratford-area cleric John Marshall had four bedsteads, two with ‘wainscot testern[s]’ and one with a ‘painted cloth testern’. Stratford husbandman Richard Baker also had ‘a painted tester cloth’. A ‘half-headed bedstead’ could be completed by adding ‘a cloth tester over it’, the linen or buckram stiffened with paste. Anne Ashfeilde was proud to have a tester of Bruges satin, and Margaret Hanckin’s ‘over tester’ was made of silk. William Turnour’s ‘best tester of vestment work’ may have been contrived out of repurposed ecclesiastical textiles. Some testers were finished with short valences of cloth that hung from them. Joan Netherstreate specified that hers was a ‘fringed valence’, and Priscilla Webb owned a ‘white ceiling for a bed, with a fringe’.50

Wainscot testers were especially useful for carrying the rods from which bed curtains or ‘hangings’ could be suspended: ‘the ceiling of my bed with the hangings to it’, in the will of John Foster. It was sometimes specified that the rods were of iron, as for a bed ‘with a tester upon the head and irons belonging to it which the curtains should run upon’. The probate inventory of the Shakespeares’ Henley Street neighbour, blacksmith Richard Hornby, itemizes for his bed curtains a pair of ‘curtain rods’ that were probably of his own making. The ‘joined bedstead’ of Stratford baker William Smart had ‘curtains to the same belonging’. Hangings ‘which serve to draw about a bed’ were added even to ‘a woman’s bed that travels’. For lack of a tester, rods could also be affixed to walls and structural ceilings. Thus, where some free-standing beds had five curtains, others, placed against a wall, might have just two or three. Curtains are particularized as hanging ‘at the bed’s head’, at the ‘bed’s feet’, on ‘either side of the bed’—that is, on both sides—as well as on just one side, as a ‘side hanging’ or ‘side cloth’. John Payne had ‘a stained cloth for the bedhead and another for the side’. The fabrics used could again vary: buckram, saye (a twilled wool), silk, and, for Lucy, Lady Latimer, tissue, satin, velvet, and the very fine silk known as sarsenet. Testators described hangings of white, red, green, blue, mulberry, black, red and green, black and red, yellow and russet, yellow and white, green and yellow, yellow and blue, red and yellow. William Archer’s bed ‘commonly called the green bed’ was probably named for its ‘green curtains and hangings’. Lady Dorothy Davenport had curtains hand-embroidered with scenes of the Garden of Eden in a chamber named for them, the Paradise Room. We generally think of painted and stained cloths as wall hangings, but wills are insistent about describing ‘all the painted cloths round about that bed’, ‘a bedstead with posts and the painted cloths hanging thereon’, ‘the bedsteadle and painted tester over it with the painted cloths about the bed’, ‘the painted cloths about the bed’ and ‘the painted cloth over the bed’, ‘a tester of painted cloths’, the ‘painted cloth at the head and over the bed’. A bedstead belonging to Stratford innkeeper Robert Brooke also had ‘painted cloths’. Bed curtains, some of which may have been repurposed from wall hangings, probably shared their imagery: ‘a painted cloth with husbandry painted on it’ (presumably farming scenes), biblical tales including ‘a little story of Tobias’ (also seen as a wall painting in a Stratford inn), and legendary figures such as that represented in ‘a painted cloth called Robin Hood’.51

Shakespeare, bequeathing his bed ‘with the furniture’, employed another familiar term in wills of the period, one used also by Stratford contemporaries John Smith and John Wall. In Essex, Mary Page left her son ‘a little flockbed without furniture’. By ‘furniture’, they meant ‘furnishings’ or accessories, what other testators might also call ‘appurtenances’ or ‘implements’. These were objects ‘pertaining’, ‘appertaining’, ‘serving’, or, in a particularly common locution, ‘belonging’. In the probate inventory of a Stratford man, a cradle had its ‘furniture’; in the will of an Essex sailor, so did a boat. Testators can be so selective about the accessories they detail that it can sometimes seem that mattresses and pillows qualify as furnishings while sheets and pillow-beres do not. But for John Poole, for example, a furnished bed was ‘the bedstead in the parlour with the mattress, featherbed, bolster, two pillows, one pair of blankets, two pair of sheets, one coverlet, and curtains of saye, and so generally all the furniture of the said bed’. The fully furnished bed, fitted out and ready for use, was ‘complete’, ‘full and complete’, ‘whole as it stands’, or ‘performed’. Accoutrements might also include bedstaves, the wooden pins used along the side of a bed to hold its bedding in place. For Thomas Myller, the furniture comprised a chamber pot and a warming pan; for Alice Ashby, a ‘foot bench’.52

Many wills seem to inventory their bed linens and other accessories. In Stratford alone, we encounter canvas sheets, flaxen sheets, hempen sheets, hurden sheets, twill sheets; elsewhere, herringbone sheets, Holland sheets, lockram sheets. One of Rachel Clearke’s sheets was ‘marked with an I’ and a pair of Avice Geslinge’s ‘with an F and A’, while Joan Woodwarde’s were ‘marked with these letters: T, I, and A’. All were likely to have been linens passed down from other owners. Dame Anne Wentworth bequeathed ‘one pair of sheets of my own spinning’, and the parson John Worthe gave his wife the sheets she had herself ‘made of late’. Richard Geslyng’s ‘fine Holland sheets’ were ‘very thin’, and Joan Sowman’s hempen sheets had ‘never came yet in water’. Agnes Brydge reserved one of her best sheets to be interred in, while Joan Cope bequeathed ‘the sheet that shall lie upon the hearse on me the foresaid Joan Cope when I am buried’. Pillows, like beds, had different cases and many fillings (‘one pillow of feathers being covered with fustian’, for example), and most were accompanied by pillow-beres. In the north, pillows were often called ‘cods’. There were also variants for the larger, firm pillows that sleepers leaned against, bolsters (‘a bolster stopped with flocks’) and transoms (‘a new tick for the transom to be filled with feathers’). Thus, Alice Allcock referred to ‘the transom which I now lie on’. Some beds had blankets or, in a term used often in Stratford, ‘hillings’.53

Few objects were described as lovingly as coverlets. They were of many colours; Stratfordian Henry Field had one of ‘yellow and green’, and Joan Dale’s were ‘red, blue, and green’, ‘black and yellow’, and ‘red and green’ (the second and third ‘home made’). William Jonson called out ‘a covering of my bed, not my red one’. Joan Foster owned a ‘shred covering’, probably a patchwork, and Jane Salter had a ‘coverlet with knots’. Often, there were regional associations: ‘a covering of Norwich work’, ‘a Welsh double coverlet’, ‘a coverlet of Bungay work’, ‘a coverlet of Bruges’, or ‘one oversea covering’. Jane Michell, a gentlewoman, bequeathed a coverlet that ‘came from the Court’, and Peter Fyge, a gentleman, left a ‘coverlet of arras, whereon my arms are appensed and set’. The Stratford vicar John Bretchgirdle bequeathed a ‘covering of tapestry work’, and the Stratford carrier William Greenaway had one ‘of arras work’. The German visitor Paul Hentzner remarked in 1598 that in England even farmers’ beds were ‘covered with tapestry’, as was true for the husbandman William Silvester. Robert Kinge’s ‘ten coverlets of tapestry work’ were ‘stained with images’; William Ashen’s was ‘lined with canvas’. A year into the reign of Elizabeth I, Agnes Hals had retained her ‘best covering’ with its image of the Passion; some decades later, Grace Redferne’s had ‘the picture of steeples upon it’. There were also instances of covers with ‘trees and beasts of tapestry work’.54

Testators might identify their beds by location, whether in chamber, hall, solar, parlour, kitchen chamber, buttery, loft, or other households altogether (William Fuller gave his wife the 3s. 4d. that John Everard owed him for the ‘hire’ of a bed for three months). Beds might also be known for their acquisition history: ‘a little featherbed which was her grandfather Willson’s’, ‘one bedsteadle that I bought of Chipperfield’, ‘one bedsteadle that I bought of the widow Bretton’, ‘my featherbed that I now lie in . . . that came from the house of the bailiff’. They were also associated with their habitual occupants, with two sons given the beds they used and others bequeathed a bed ‘that my servants lie in’, a bed ‘with all things belonging which my maidens do lie upon’, ‘the bedstead which now standeth in the guests’ chamber with the featherbed lying now upon it’, ‘my bedstead with the featherbed and bolster and all other the furniture of the same as the same now standeth in my parlour and wherein I and she did usually lie’. Some testators describe ‘my bed which I usually lie in’ and the bed ‘whereupon I usually lay myself’, but many, having observed the custom of moving to the parlour during their terminal illness, make distinctions between ‘my bed with the furniture as I did lie on it in the time of my health’ and ‘the bed with the bedsteadle I now lie on in the time of my sickness’. William Shawe left his wife ‘two featherbeds and two bedsteads, being the best that I have saving that which I lie on’, and Agnes Debnam distributed among three heirs ‘my best bed’, ‘my best bedstead’, and ‘my bed that I lie on’.55

With ‘best’, Shawe and Debnam employed the most common way of naming a bed. The term was situational, in that one man’s best would be another’s second best. Any testator who possessed more than one bed, pot, cloak, or cow understood himself to have a best bed, best pot, best cloak, and best cow. While each of Thomas Knappinge’s two daughters was to receive a bedsteadle ‘after my wife hath taken her choice’, and William Lynsell’s son was to ‘choose the first bed’ and his wife ‘the next’, such directions were rare. Henry Rolf asked his administrators to ‘make one equal division’ of his plate and linens into ‘three equal parts’, record them on ‘three lots or scrolls in parchment or paper’, and then place the lists ‘into one hat, bonnet, or other thing’ so that his three daughters ‘shall not see what is contained therein’. The three were to draw out ‘such of the said lots or scrolls as shall happen unto them’, but Rolf’s beds, which he distributed separately, were exempt from such mystery. It was usually so obvious which bed was the ‘best’ bed that the term was employed even in probate inventories; only in a case like John Britten’s, who asked to have ‘four beds made equally’, was there good cause that his children should ‘cast lots’ for the order of choosing among them. The best bed might have a full headboard, a wainscot ceiling, or a mattress stuffed with feathers, while the second bed would have a half-headboard, a cloth ceiling, or a mattress stuffed with flocks. Describing two featherbeds, Thomas Turner indicated that one was the best, ‘the other of the secondest for servants to lie upon’. In the inventory for Margaret Cottom’s loft, ‘the best featherbed and a bolster’ were valued at 10s., while ‘another featherbed and a bolster’ were worth 6s. The Stratford widow Alice Bell explained the difference in her will, with gifts of her ‘best featherbed’ and her ‘home-made featherbed’ providing evidence for a craft expertise of which we otherwise have no record. Distinction was especially marked in greater households, where a best bed might be dressed in satin and velvet. Christofer Pickering’s was ‘of crimson and rosette velvet, with sarsenet curtains and cushions thereto belonging’.56

William Sumner directed that his son should have ‘the best featherbed saving two, a bolster, two pillows, two blankets, the best coverlet saving one’, while another son would receive ‘the best featherbed saving three, a bolster, two pillows, two blankets, the best coverlet saving three’. Like Shakespeare, Sumner did not mention the best bed directly; it presumably went along with his second-best bed to his principal heir, the oldest of his three sons. The Stratford butcher David Ainge similarly left his son his ‘second bedstead’ and his daughter his ‘third bedstead’, both with furnishings. John Wood dictated that ‘I bequeath to John my said son the best featherbed and to Joan my wife the second, to Robert my son the third, and to Joan my daughter the fourth featherbed’. Elizabeth Gouldyng ranked six featherbeds for her six children. Often, allocations were ‘in order as they are in age’.57

John Thurgood wished to give only the best: the ‘best bed with all things thereto belonging’ to his daughter Agnes, ‘another bed of the best with all things thereto belonging’ to his daughter Mary; and ‘one bed of the best with all things thereto belonging’ to his son Andrew. Each of the three children of the Stratford tailor John Tonge received ‘one of the best candlesticks’ (but, while his two sons also got ‘one of my best platters’, his daughter had ‘a pewter platter of the middle sort’). John Towler wanted his son Benedict to have ‘one of the best kettles in the house’ while another son John was to have ‘the best kettle of all’, and Robert Marley directed that a friend should receive ‘two of my best shirts excepting my best of all’. Francis Hubbard gave each of his two sons the ‘best’ bedstead, the ‘best’ featherbed, a bolster, two pillows, a blanket, sheets, and a coverlet, allowing that one set was the ‘best’ in the parlour and the other the ‘best’ in the solar. The yeoman Francis Archer called each object he gave his son—featherbed, mat, bolster, pillows, coverlet, blankets, sheets, bedstead, pillow-beres, pewter platters, pewter dishes, saucers, salt, candlesticks, chest, brass pot, brass pan, cauldron, posnet, spoons, chafing dish, spit, andirons, frying pan, dripping pan—either the ‘best’ or ‘of the best’.58

For every apparent rule about the language of wills there is an exception, and Thomas Sufdall was the rare testator who, with grammatical precocity, employed the comparative in leaving his daughter ‘the better featherbed’. In alternative locutions, John Brewere bequeathed ‘a bed next the best’ and Isabell Gray referred to ‘my next-best bed’, even as Brian Kymistonne assigned a chest that was ‘next in bigness to the biggest’. For Henry Grigges, sheets were variously ‘of the best’, ‘of the second choice’, ‘of the third choice’, and ‘of the fourth choice’; for William Browning, one bed was ‘the third in value’ and another ‘the fourth in value’; for William Whaples, one bed was ‘the second in goodness’ while another was ‘the third in goodness’. Richard Man distributed six silver spoons ‘of the second sort’. Testators also described ‘middle-sort’ beds that were ‘neither of the best nor of the worst’ as well as those that were ‘indifferent’ and ‘able’. John Damion’s two sons and one daughter each received a ‘sufficient’ bed (with the sons also given ‘sufficient’ cows). George Wood bequeathed one ‘reasonable’ featherbed and one ‘convenient’ one. Stephen Adam assigned his ‘best standing bedstead with the bed thereon and all things thereto belonging except the mattress’ to his son Robert; that left for his wife ‘an honest bedstead’. Each of Richard Gibson’s daughters also got ‘one honest bed with all things to them belonging’. The wife of Gilbert Spence was to have a bed ‘sufficient and reasonably furnished’ with ‘competent bed clothes for one bed, but not the best bed covering, best featherbed, nor best sheets’.59 Otherwise, however, ‘second-best’ was far and away the most popular term for things of secondary quality.

Leaving the best bed to her daughter Dorcas, the second bed to her daughter Agnes, the third bed to her daughter Anna, and the fourth bed to her son John, Gillian Browninge added a clarification that was hardly necessary: ‘the fourth as aforesaid being the worst’. It was a term that few early moderns were afraid of. To ‘the said Mary my wife’, directed William Gallant, should go ‘one featherbed the worst of three with all things thereto belonging’. Many, like John Sutton, gave their wives both the ‘best’ and the ‘worst’ beds. (Sutton had a third bed, called ‘the other bed’, that went to his granddaughter.) Having bequeathed his two daughters ‘the two best featherbeds of all’, George Trafford then indicated that they should also have ‘a featherbed of the worse sort of eight featherbeds and two mattresses of the mean sort’. Richard Kitchinge bestowed on Jane Tindal ‘the worst of the four featherbeds’ and then immediately added ‘another of the featherbeds’, manifestly a better one than that already specifically conveyed. Mark Coppin preferred to distinguish his ‘greatest featherbed’ from his ‘least featherbed’, even as Anne Steven bequeathed ‘one brass pot the least save one’ and John Gosse conveyed ‘my least Bible’. Peter Shelleye thanked his executor with ‘my best gown, my best cloak, and my worst gown’. William Colman set his maid up for marriage with some frocks, some bedding, two marks in coin, and ‘one of the worst coverlets’. In addition to Richard Rawstorne’s ‘worst cloak’, his son also received heirloom furniture (including four standing beds), the best farm equipment, armour, the best horse, and a gentry house.60

Because all goods had use value, ‘worst’ was never an insult. Audrey Homfrey gave her daughter Margaret her best featherbed, bolster, coverlet, bearing sheet, tablecloth, cupboard, chest, posnet, brass pot, rail, and kerchief, as well as two of the best pillows, one of the best blankets, one pair of the best sheets, three of the best pillow-beres, three of the best pewter dishes, and three of the best porringers. For the rest:

To Margery my daughter the best mattress in my house saving one. Item, I will the same Margery to have the yellow coverlet being half linen and half woollen, and a great brass pan the which was given unto her by her grandmother. Item, I give to Margery a great kettle that hath two holes in the band, a little kettle without a band, one kercher, one rail, one pair of the worst sheets, two platters, two pewter dishes of the worst, two saucers of the worst, one old posnet, one bolster, two pillows of the worst, and one pillow-bere. . . . I give to Alice my daughter the worst featherbed, the worst mattress, one bolster, two pillows next the best, one fair cauldron with two ears, one bearing sheet, one chest, one brass pot next the best, two kettles, one pair of sheets next the best, one table cloth next the best, three pillow-beres next the best, one chafing dish and half the table napkins, one kercher, and one rail next the best, three platters, three pewter dishes, two porringers, two candlesticks, two pewter pots, and one salt seller. Item I give unto John my son the best mattress, one bolster and two pillows, one old coverlet of carpet work and one blanket, two platters, one brass pot, one pair of sheets, one kettle the best of the three that were last named, one pewter pot, one pewter basin, the ship chest, and one other chest.

In a similar spirit, John Spratt’s daughter received the best featherbed but his son received the best bedstead. Some made sure that every legatee got the best of at least one item, whether it was a petticoat, a hat, or a hutch. Joan Whitehand assigned to one daughter the greatest kettle, to a second daughter the best brass pot, and to her son the best cupboard. Agnes Hunte pursued another strategy, giving one of her three daughters ‘the best mattress’, ‘the worst bolster’, and ‘the middle table cloth’, among other goods. Joan Newton had three chairs and two daughters; to Anne went the ‘best’ chair and to Judith the two ‘worst’. William Gowers may have given his daughter Helen his best bed and his son Andrew his second-best bed, but he gave Andrew his best mortar and Helen his second-best mortar. Henry Grigges bequeathed his daughter Mary his featherbed, his best sheets, and his third-best hutch. His son John got the best mattress, the third-best sheets, and the fourth-best hutch. Daughter Joan received the best flockbed, the second-best sheets, and the second-best hutch. And son Thomas had the fourth-best bed and the fourth-best sheets, but the best hutch.61

Testators were similarly forthright in imagining afterlives for their damaged goods. John Weston gave his daughter ‘one old featherbed which was mended up this other day’. Robert Payne bequeathed ‘one brass pot with a crack in the side’. Thomas Boucher’s kettle had already been repaired once and needed fixing again; it had ‘a broken band and a piece set on the bottom with tinker’s work’. Margaret Degon’s mother assigned her ‘one joined stool cloven through the middle’. The shoemaker John Wilshire had a ‘liquour pan’ for seething leather. His overseer was to have the use of it but was to pay ‘half the charges of repairing it’ before passing it on to Wilshire’s son. John Bacon kept two cows until his sisters reached the age of 19; he was to compensate them ‘if the said beasts decay or wear out in [the] meanwhile’. The Stratford widow Grace Gregory bequeathed to her daughter Anne ‘my best red petticoat’, ‘my best hat’, and ‘my old gown that is pulled to pieces’.62

In other discourses, we encounter beds that could be ‘an overdetermined site for critical curiosity’, Marjorie Garber says, ‘eroto-historically’. G. R. Potter has pointed out that in his ‘Instructions to his Son’, Sir Walter Raleigh advised against bequeathing the marriage bed to a surviving wife, ‘for if she love again, let her not enjoy her second love in the same bed wherein she loved thee’.63 This passage resonates for those who believe that the bequest to Shakespeare’s wife was an insult and for those who believe that the bequest was nostalgic or romantic, both groups assuming that a bed would have carried more emotional weight than did other goods.

In wills, however, with their own lexicons and their own value systems, we witness testators betraying their lack of sentiment about beds by bargaining with them. John Barker left his best bed to a servant, ‘upon this condition, that she remain and dwell with me the said John and Joan [his wife] during our natural lives or so long as we have no other person dwelling with us’. Agnes Ingould bequeathed her maid a ‘best flockbed’ and its accessories ‘in consideration of her wages’. John Gildne gave his son Thomas the bed ‘which did cost me 20s.’ so long as Thomas did not ‘molest or trouble’ his wife Joan. A person of little worth, like Margaret Cooke, might provide for two children by leaving both the best bed, as the Stratford husbandman Henry Sydnall did with a heifer and the Essex bargeman Richard Theward did with a boat. The intention was for co-owners to split the market value of the bequest. Some said outright that the best bed should be sold. Agnes Burlyng designated that while her executor John Lavor should have her featherbed, he was required to compensate three of her daughters with 8s. each ‘out of the said featherbed’. Take, further, the will of Thomas Cooke, who required that if his wife remarried she should have ten marks and ‘my best posted bedstead with the featherbed and all things belonging to the same bed with two of my best feather pillows . . . and so to go her way and not to meddle nor make with no part of my goods’. For Thomas Warner remarriage was not even at issue; in any case his wife would get the best bed and its furniture, but only if she departed his house within two weeks of his death.64 We cannot assume that any bed is the defining symptom of an early modern relationship—not even a best bed.

‘By Me William Shakspear’

What, then, can we surmise about Shakespeare’s bequest to his wife? F. G. Emmison, a wills specialist with no vested Shakespearean interests, would have found the gift of a second-best bed unsurprising: ‘it is the eldest son, not the widow, who usually gets the best bed’. For all his immersive, qualitative experience, however, Emmison’s conclusion is surely unsustainable. He tacitly assumes a normative household with a husband, a wife, and at least one son. Wills were also dictated by men without wives, by childless men, by men with daughters and no sons, by serving girls, by widows. Sometimes we can persuade ourselves that it is possible to reconstruct a family from a will, and to know that a man has given his best bed to his wife rather than to a son, to his wife rather than to a daughter, to a daughter rather than to a son, to a younger son rather than to the oldest, to a wife for lack of any other survivors, to a son for lack of any other children, to a friend. Often, however, we cannot recover a family from a will, because many will makers name only children they have not already set up in life. To the point, John Shakespeare’s father-in-law Robert Arden mentioned only two daughters when we know that he had eight. Testators also leave best beds to grandchildren, stepchildren, godchildren, other kin, servants, and, like Alice Stonarde, ‘a poor girl that I have brought up’. The will of Thomas Richmond presumably reflects a general bias towards sons: he reserved his best bed and its furniture ‘unto the child that my wife now goeth withal’ rather than to his daughter Agnes, perhaps gambling that the unborn child would be a boy. Was it? All biases could be thwarted by the accidents of demography.65

There remains, further, the matter of what an individual testator meant in bequeathing a ‘best bed’: the bedframe, the mattress, both? William Horam assigned his wife ‘the best featherbed with all things thereto belonging’ and his son ‘my second bed with the best bedstead’; which of these beds was best? John Lewgar decreed that his wife was ‘to have the use and occupying’ of his ‘best featherbed complete’ for ‘so long as she shall live, and at her death to be delivered’ to his son; who should we understand to have received the best bed? Alice Pearce bequeathed a ‘bed with all things belonging of the best that could be made in the house’; might we conclude that she was creating a best bed out of what remained in the home after the best bed from her wedded life had been willed elsewhere? John Edwards gave his son ‘a bedsteadle and featherbed with all that belongs thereunto in the upper chamber being the best there’; can we be sure that he intended to refer to the best bed in his house rather than the best bed in that room? Laurence Oghane specified that his wife Joan was to have ‘my best featherbed . . . and the best bedstead in the solar’ but ‘she shall not have my best bedstead in the parlour’; are we right to presume that the parlour bedstead was the better because the parlour was generally the ‘best’ room for guests? If a testator has just one bed to bequeath, do we count this as a ‘best’ bed? Some best beds, moreover, disappeared into other habits of identification. In Stratford, for example, parlour bedsteads were among designated ‘standards’ in the house of gentleman Hugh Reynolds and ‘standers and heirlooms’ in the house of yeoman George Whateley. They were to ‘continue and stand unremoved’ in the house of the man known as Anne Shakespeare’s father. With beds such as these, the principal heir became more custodian than owner.66 In short, quantitative analysis cannot help us calculate Shakespeare’s unstated intentions.

As principal heirs, John and Susanna Hall received the best bed among what John Walles elsewhere referred to as ‘my goods unbewilled’. But Shakespeare devotes so little attention to his chattels that we cannot recover the nature of that best bed, and there is no inventory to help us. Because his estate included the Blackfriars property, outside his home diocese, it was probated in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury. Most pre-1666 Prerogative Court of Canterbury probate inventories were destroyed in the Great Fire of London. Thus, we have lost the document that would have listed the rooms in New Place and told us whether there was indeed a brewhouse on the grounds. We would have learned how many beds Shakespeare owned, the value of his plate, and where the linens were stored. Had there also been an itemization of goods and furnishings in the gatehouse we might have been able to conclude that he kept his own London lodgings there.67 Many of the wills we have encountered are, in their lavish detail, virtual inventories. For lack of the probate record, we would wish that Shakespeare had written that sort of will.

We might also wish for Shakespeare to have included a bequest like Peter Vavasour’s, commissioning ‘a cup of the value of £10’ for his ‘loving’ wife: ‘I desire to have engraven her arms and mine together in a decent manner, to remain with her as a token of the love that hath been betwixt me and her.’ We might have been sceptical of John Whetacre’s praise for his wife—she was ‘towards myself very dutiful’—but still we would have been happy to read his acknowledgement of the contribution she had made to his family’s well-being: ‘I must needs confess that by the virtuous care and painful and dutiful regard of Anne, my wife, I have received many blessings, and that for her consideration and good ordering my house and goods, under her charge, God hath given good increase and blessed our endeavours the better.’ In truth, we would have welcomed a provision such as Henry Digby’s, indicating that his wife should receive ‘all my bedding except my best bed and the furniture unto the same belonging . . . all my brass except the best kettle and the best brass pot and my pewter except one of the best of every sort’. We might even have appreciated a will like John Mytchell’s, which justifies the request that his wife Beatrice should be ‘clearly excluded and barred of any more part of my goods or lands’ because she had ‘played the whore with diverse and went away from me’.68 Any characterization of Anne, any memory of her, any story about her would have helped fill out the picture of Shakespeare’s domestic life.

He, who in this instance was writing for the private occasion and not for an audience, does not detail the arrangements that he may have made before dictating his will. Other testators also leave us uncertain in asking for ‘that which I have done already either by bond or otherwise’, unspecified, to be executed. Neither does Shakespeare explain any of his bequests or the relationships and experiences behind them. He is not alone in this: declaring that ‘Nicholas Francke my eldest son shall have no part nor parcel of any of my said goods, household stuff, ready money, implements, or utensils whatsoever’, the gentlewoman Alice Norton provides no hint whether she was estranged from Nicholas or whether he had already been provided for in her husband’s will. She had eleven more children to consider. When testators made a point of demonstrating family feeling, it was often because they were justifying unexpected gifts, like John Robinson, the man who disinherited the daughter who had wed without his consent but who then gave her £10 ‘only in remembrance of my love towards her’; or William Hall, who recalled the ‘unkindness’ of John Hall’s brother Dive before bestowing £2 on Dive ‘in regard that he is my son’. John Palmer offered the unusual note that his wife and one son had promised to pay his daughter Anne ten marks ‘because I did swear I would give her nothing’.69 Shakespeare’s is not an expressive will.

But nor is it a suspicious one. Other men transferred what they could, the law of dower permitting, to the charge of next husbands. ‘If my wife do fortune to marry again after my decease, that then that the rest of my children do enter upon the rest of my goods and displace my wife thereof forever’, said William Prentice. Even a ‘beloved wife’ could be told that she would have ‘no benefit or profit of this my will nor of any gift or legacy’ should she wed. Shakespeare declined to prescribe alternatives should Anne not maintain her ‘pure’ or ‘absolute’ widowhood. Many testators worried that their survivors might not coexist happily. Richard Parker allowed his wife a bullock, but ‘if my said wife shall not like to dwell and continue in the house with my said son Thomas’, then Thomas should make his mother an annuity of two marks and Isabell should give Thomas the bullock. Shakespeare did not remind his daughters that they must not ‘disquiet’ their mother or ‘be froward’ with her.70

Some wives were known to have removed household goods before neighbours arrived to conduct the required probate inventories, but Shakespeare did not therefore plead, as did Edward Hubard, that even though he had always found his wife Elianor to be ‘honest and dutiful’ and ‘to have a good conscience’, yet she should not ‘hide or keep any thing of mine from my executors’; she had ‘a very good jointure out of my small living’, said Hubard, and should ‘take that which of right appertaineth to her and no more’. Unlike Thomas Reignoldes, Shakespeare expressed no concern that Anne might ‘embezzle or convey away any part or parcel of my goods’. He indicated that his gift to Judith satisfied her portion and that as executor Susanna was obliged to perform his will, but he did not say of either, as Rowland Johnson did of his son Cuthbert, that if Cuthbert ‘do at any time cavil or trouble any of his brethren for any portion that I have given them, then upon the same suit begun by him then I do revoke this my gift’. Many testators advised their heirs not to ‘demand’ more; ‘if they make any debate, my will is that they shall have nothing’. Thomas Vessy charged that were his second son Francis to ‘sue, implead, or otherwise by any suits in law temporal or civil directly or indirectly either by himself or [with] any other molest or trouble’ his principal heir, Francis should be disinherited.71

Testators instructed their executors and overseers to withhold legacies from children who were ‘unthrifty or wasteful’, William Swift saying that ‘in case either of my daughters shall use themselves wantonly or lightly’, his executors could ‘stay in their hands’ the women’s marriage portions, ‘for surely it would me grieve to know that any of my goods should be wasted with youthful and dissolute persons’. Thomas Cottysforthe named four neighbours who were to monitor his son lest he ‘neglect or refuse to live in the fear of God by haunting or using of any suspicious company or by wasting of his goods unlawfully by neglecting of his business in his vocation that God hath or shall appoint him unto’; after two warnings, the neighbours should conduct a ‘trial’ and, ‘immediately upon his conviction’, assess a £40 penalty to be shared out among the children of Cottysforthe’s three daughters. Joan Gosse was to receive a bequest from her father only ‘by the condition that her husband Donton do not play at dice nor at cards’. Shakespeare did not say that his sons-in-law ‘shall have nothing to do with the money’ he left their wives or were ‘not to know of’ the gifts the women received.72

In all its messiness, Shakespeare’s will is formally trusting, too. Elsewhere, those at the bedside wrote of ‘the interlining between the seventeenth and eighteenth line that was done at the request of the said John Bucke’; or, ‘that which is interlined by a contrary hand was done before the death of the said Richard Levett, and it was his will so to have it’; or, ‘look for a more plain writing of this interlined clause on the next page’. These were the additions of heirs, witnesses, and scribes who were anxious that a will might be challenged at administration—John Marshall’s son declared that ‘the words blotted out of this will was done by the consent of his father’—or, later, in the church courts—where even a petticoat could be the subject of a protracted dispute.73 None of Shakespeare’s survivors showed a similar concern. His interlined will is at its least suspicious when neglecting to provide Anne’s name. The register copy demonstrates that the will was accepted with revisions adopted, and we have no indication that it was ever contested.

The emendations that were introduced during the final review were of three sorts. First, there were legal clarifications. The initial £100 that Judith received outright was explicitly ‘in discharge of her marriage portion’. The additional £150 set aside for her was to be put out to use ‘by my executors and overseers’, and she was not to receive the principal, ‘the stock’, while married. The properties bequeathed to Susanna were ‘for better enabling of her to perform this my will and towards the performance thereof’ in her role as executor. New Place was specified to be ‘in Stratford aforesaid’. Minor particularizations included an ‘of’, a ‘that she’, and a ‘the said’. Second, there were outright alterations. The date was changed to ‘Martij’. The plate that had previously been given to Judith was now set aside for ‘the said Elizabeth Hall’. The commemorative ring intended for Richard Tyler went instead to ‘Hamlet Sadler’; and a bequest to John Nash was modified from 26s. to ‘26s. 8d’. Shakespeare authorized the will with his ‘hand’ rather than his seal. Third, there were additions that appear to have been entirely new, like the subdivision of the plate with an ‘except my broad silver and gilt bowl’ and the remembrances ‘to William Reynolds, gentleman, 26s. 8d. to buy him a ring’ and ‘and to my fellows John Heminges, Richard Burbage, and Henry Condell 26s. 8d. apiece to buy them rings’. The last of the pre-signing bequests was ‘I give unto my wife my second-best bed with the furniture’.

We can imagine this final interlineation to have been inserted after Anne Shakespeare’s name was displaced from the first page of the old ‘January’ will along with admonitions about overseeing Judith’s spousals. Or we may account for the interpolation by recognizing its kinship to other bequests introduced during the pre-publication read-through when, with real property disposed of and wealth distributed, Shakespeare finally had room to make smaller gestures.

He remembered Heminges, Burbage, and Condell in a way that was conventional for men of his station: respect for peers and betters was generally shown with new money rather than repurposed possessions. Sometimes, even the design of a memorial ring would be specified: ‘with a death’s head in it’, directed the merchant Thomas Peaycoke; ‘with my name therein to be written’, said the gentlewoman Jane Johnson. In a testament that Susan Brock rightly characterizes as ‘a Warwickshire will’, these few bequests conspicuously recall Shakespeare’s London life. He may have awarded rings as did the gentleman John Bucke, ‘in token of the familiarity and natural love and affection which we have had mutually one with another’.74 The younger members of the King’s Men seem to have fallen away, however. He named the more entrepreneurial men of the company, two of whom would publish his collected works in 1623, as those he regarded as ‘fellows’ in 1616.

The keepsakes signpost another silence of the will. Men who moved between jurisdictions remained confident in commending their souls to God but were conditional about the disposition of their bodies. Both Hugh and William Clopton, for example, directed that they should be buried in St Margaret Lothbury if they happened to die in London, and Shakespeare’s lawyer Francis Collins specified Holy Trinity Stratford and St Mary’s Warwick as his possible alternatives. Andrew Blunden dictated: ‘I give my body to the earth to be buried in the chancel of Burghfield by the body of my late wife who lieth buried there if I die in Berkshire’; if not, ‘otherwise by and at the discretion of my executors’. For Henry Savile, it might be Oxford or it might be ‘any other the next place where I shall die’.75 But London does not re-enter Shakespeare’s will in his preamble. Perhaps he knew that death would come to him in Stratford.

By contrast to the memorial rings, Shakespeare’s bequests of owned objects seem to pulse with something like personal meaning. The effect is only the more pronounced in a will that does not read like an inventory of all owned goods, ticked off. Some biographers have suggested that the second-best bed must have been the marriage bed, because the ‘best’ bed would have been reserved for the use of guests. In a house like New Place that seems to have been a centre of hospitality, it is perhaps especially likely that the best bed inherited by John and Susanna Hall would have stood in the parlour where their visitors stayed. Others have speculated that the bed had been Anne’s before she wed, as again is entirely possible. William West allowed for his daughter to have a featherbed and its furniture ‘at her age of twenty-one years or at the day of her marriage’, a starter piece of equipment for a new establishment. William Beales indicated that his daughter should have a featherbed ‘when she keepeth house’, and Margaret Hawarden said simply ‘to her marriage a mattress’. Such beds were often returned to the widows who had owned them before, as in the will of the Stratford yeoman Robert Perrott, who gave to his wife ‘the bed which she brought unto me (with all furniture thereunto belonging)’. In the bequest of John Bredg, who assigned ‘three of my beds that [were] hers the said Margaret at our marriage’, the doctrine of coverture courses, ‘hers’ having become ‘mine’ by virtue of ‘our’ marriage.76 If this was true for the Shakespeares, however, again Shakespeare does not say so. He adopts the first-person possessive, ‘my second-best bed’, because that establishes his authority to make the bequest, but he gives it no biography.

The principal oddity of his remembrance to Anne is not that it was a bed—no household objects were more often cited, more often described, more often ranked, and, it must be said, more often consigned without discernible emotion—but that it was a sole gift. When it comes to chattel goods, however, Shakespeare’s was a will of singular bequests: his wearing apparel to Joan Hart, the sword to Thomas Combe, and the bowl to Judith, along with the bed to his wife. He had himself worn the apparel he gave Joan. The sword he designated for Thomas Combe was a symbol of their shared standing as gentlemen. As a frequent baptismal gift, the silver-gilt bowl that Shakespeare withheld from the rest of his plate may also have had special significance to its legatee, Judith. A bowl was not out of reach for Hamnet and Judith Sadler as probable godparents to Hamnet and Judith Shakespeare, and we might venture that recollection of that occasion inspired Shakespeare to add a commemorative ring to Sadler. Had he been more forthcoming, he might have explained himself in a similar spirit to the Suffolk wheelwright John Driver. ‘My said son Thomas’, directed Driver, ‘should have two pieces of pewter which were given him at his christening’. In both their singularity and their cultural associations, all Shakespeare’s bequests hint at the possibility that there was a sentimental significance in the second-best bed, as well. While beds were not necessarily objects of meaning, they could, like all objects, accrue meaning. This is most legible to us in such bequests as the bed ‘which his grandfather died out of’, ‘the bed which my daughter Margett died on’, and ‘the bed wherein he departed out of this life’.77

Shakespeare’s will is full of secrets and silences—his feelings about Anne, his opinion of Thomas Quiney and John Hall, the servants he did not recognize, the Hathaway kin he did not acknowledge, the neighbours he omitted, the books he neglected to distribute by title—and still the greatest silence of his private life dates to a burial in August of 1596 rather than to that he foresaw in March of 1616. How he mourned Hamnet’s death we cannot know. If he confided those feelings to paper, the words are lost. What we conclude about Shakespeare’s second-best bed will always be conjectural, but perhaps the last question we might ask of it is whether it shares with every other named gift the imprint of an unnamed grief: the apparel that Hamnet should have grown into, the symbolic sword that would by rights have descended to him, a bowl that could have been his christening gift, a bed in which Anne may have given birth to three children and from which one of them, some eleven years later, was taken to his grave.
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25 April 1616

Shakespeare’s Monument

In the ‘Burials’ section of the parish register for Stratford-upon-Avon, the interment of ‘William Shakspere gentleman’ is dated to 25 April 1616. A later hand has added an ‘X’ to the right of the entry, so as to mark an event that was not originally distinguished among forty deaths on the page. Listed there together are two sets of twins who died before they could be christened and, also sharing a line, at 15 March, ‘Margret Wheelar and her Child’. A second ‘X’ marks the burial of Shakespeare’s brother-in-law, ‘William Hartt hatter’, on 17 April. Further down, we find ‘William Trowt butcher’ buried on 6 July.1

Shakespeare’s monument in the chancel of Holy Trinity Church notes that he died two days before his burial, on 23 April. This is the portentous date with which his legend generally begins, the double intersection of presumed birth and recorded death with the feast day of England’s patron saint. The monument, an elaborately architectural construction of alabaster and marble made to be affixed to a church wall, feeds the legend, too (Plate 5). Its tall base, supported on three blunt corbels, creates the frontal surface space for a touchstone plaque bearing Shakespeare’s commemorative inscription. Two jet columns flaunting Corinthian capitals rise from the base to support an entablature that shelters a rosette-studded niche. Within appears the half-height figure of a man, sculpted from head to waist in painted limestone. Shakespeare’s effigy is bare-headed, with a moustache and goatee, wearing a black gown over a red doublet, the shirt showing as a white falling collar and white cuffs. He stands before a broad cushion, its upper half sage green, its lower half wine red, with gilded cording and gilded tassels. The figure’s left hand rests on a sheet of paper or parchment draped across the cushion; the right hand holds a quill. Above the cornice, a pedimental topper is grounded by two sandstone putti flanking a block that displays the Shakespeare coat of arms. Surmounting this block is another entablature supporting the crown of the pediment and its uppermost element, a sandstone skull. Shakespeare’s armorial shield and helmet, the bases and capitals of the columns, the rosettes, and the inscription are, like the piping and tassels of the cushion, tricked out in gold.

The inscription consists of two lines in Latin and six in English, with a miniaturized addendum giving the date of death:


Ivdicio Pylivm genio Socratem, arte Maronem,

Terra tegit, popvlvs mÆret, Olympvs habet

Stay Passenger, why goest thov by so fast,

read if thov ganst, whom enviovs Death hath plast

with in this monvment Shakspeare: with whome,

qvick natvre dide whose name, doth deck ys Tombe,

far more, then cost: Sieh all, yt he hath writt,

Leaves living art, bvt page, to serve his witt.

obiit ano doi 1616.Ætatis.53 die 23 ap.

How authentic is the monument to its moment of creation? We know that there have been repairs and renovations over the years, some of them carefully documented. And when we try to turn back the clock by consulting the sketches and transcriptions of early witnesses John Weever, William Dugdale, and George Vertue, we discover inconsistencies. These have provoked some to suppose that the bust does not represent Shakespeare at all. One persistent argument is that it originally honoured John Shakespeare rather than his son, and that it was modified to change the genuine likeness of a merchant into a fraudulent representation of a writer. For the sceptics who question whether a glove maker’s son from provincial Stratford-upon-Avon could have authored what are generally accounted to be the greatest poetic works in the English language, the monument is a flash point.2

Their misdoubts fly in the face of a body of evidence that has so far gone unexplored: cognates from the specialized genre of which Shakespeare’s monument partakes. Similar ‘demi-figure’ depictions authenticate his memorial as one of a type that accords with his time, with his travels, with his practices of performance, and with his writerly connections to books and knowledge. Here is where the search for Shakespeare brings us: to a monument that he most likely commissioned himself with these other monuments in mind. If this was the case, then nothing we have encountered heretofore is as autobiographical as the artefact in Holy Trinity Church—a design for death that gives evidence of a life of learning and literature.

Interventions

Funerary monuments do not survive unmodified by age or intervention. In Holy Trinity, for instance, we encounter cautionary examples among installations in the Clopton Chapel. The commemoration of William and Anne Clopton was more traditional than that of Shakespeare; they are depicted in a medieval style, as full-length, recumbent effigies on a monumental stone chest that houses their entombed remains. As for nearly all funeral markers, there is no exact date of creation. We know only that William died in 1592 and Anne died in 1596. We also learn, from an inscription added to the wall-mounted frieze bearing images of their children and their heraldic shields, that ‘The right honourable Dame Joyce, Countess of Totnes, their eldest daughter, caused this their monument to be repaired and beautified, Anno 1630’. A tablet posted below indicates that ‘Sir John Clopton, Knight, their great-grandson, caused this again’ in 1714, and we discover that Sir Arthur Hodgson funded another refurbishment project in 1892.3 (Despite all this attention, the tomb inscription suffered sufficient damage over time that it is now partially unreadable.)

Less than four decades after its creation, the Clopton tomb required renovation. It was roughly the same for the Kerwin family sepulchre in St Helen Bishopsgate, London. A daughter, Joyce Featly, said that ‘in this passage of thirty-nine years’, the monument had become ‘somewhat defaced and withered’. She ‘raised, repaired, beautified’ the tomb chest, and protectively surrounded it ‘with iron bars, in a fair and graceful manner’. We do not know whether Shakespeare’s monument was tended by his sister Joan, who survived him by thirty years (dying in 1646); his daughter Susanna, who survived him by thirty-three years (dying in 1649); his daughter Judith, who survived him by forty-six years (dying in 1662); or his granddaughter Elizabeth, who survived him by fifty-four years (dying in 1670). It would seem, however, that at least one of them was willing to invest in Shakespeare’s commemoration in these after years. William Dugdale required as much as £5 from ‘the immediate heirs or nearest relations’ of the deceased before including their monuments in his 1656 Antiquities of Warwickshire, as he did with Shakespeare. The subvention was for Wenceslaus Hollar to turn Dugdale’s onsite sketches into proper print illustrations.4

When a renovation was first documented in 1749, Shakespeare’s monument was about 130 years old and had already been a tourist destination for more than a century. Dugdale visited Holy Trinity Church in July 1634; a month later, a man known as ‘Lieutenant’ Hammond recorded his own trip to Stratford in his travel diary. He saw ‘a neat monument of that famous English poet Master William Shakespeare, who was born here’. Dugdale and Hammond were probably preceded by John Weever, who may have been in Stratford as early as 1618; by the King’s Men players who visited in 1622; and by Leonard Digges, who referred to Shakespeare’s ‘Stratford monument’ in his commendatory poem for the 1623 First Folio.5 There would be many others to come, all providing incentive for the careful and continual maintenance of a site of pilgrimage.

Joseph Greene, the vicar and schoolmaster who discovered the ‘Stratford’ copy of Shakespeare’s will, also documented the renovation project of 1749. The monument was found to be in need of ‘repairing and beautifying’, he said, his language echoing that of the countess of Totnes. Greene explained that the architraves of Shakespeare’s two entablatures, both of ‘white alabaster a little vein’d with red’, were ‘much shatter’d and decay’d’. Visitors were wont to chip away at them; years later, Robert Bell Wheler made a gift of one fragment of stone said to have come from the monument. With the ‘material intention of strength’ning the monument’, the architraves were recreated in white marble. Greene declared that ‘care was taken, as nearly as could be, not to add to or diminish what the work consisted of, and appear’d to have been when first erected’, adding, ‘and really, except changing the substance of the architraves from alabaster to marble, nothing has been chang’d, nothing alter’d, except the supplying with the original materials (sav’d for that purpose), whatsoever was by accident broken off’ (emphasis original).6

Shakespeare’s writing implement may always have been a removable part, as were John Stow’s feather quill in St Andrew Undershaft, London (see Figure 5.13); John Combe’s staff in Holy Trinity, Stratford; and Edmund Colles’s leather skull cap in St Edburga Leigh, Worcestershire. But in 1769 Shakespeare’s right forefinger was also lost. The reputed culprit was David Garrick, who, pointing to the quill, dramatically ‘raised his walking-cane’ to strike out, saying, ‘He has written enough!’ The hand was repaired in 1790, when ‘some other parts’, unspecified, were also ‘mended’. Again in 1835, with the pen and a finger once more at issue, there was a public appeal for ‘the preservation of the monument of Shakespeare’. The record is unclear not only on the full measure of these mediations but also on how many times moulds were taken of the effigy. George Vertue, whose onsite sketch is an important historical document, commissioned a local specialist in ‘statuary’ to ‘make me a cast from the bust of Shakespeare’s head on his monument’ in 1737. ‘About a month’ before the renovation work of 1749, Joseph Greene pulled the bust down ‘and laid it exactly in a horizontal posture before we made the cast’. Edmond Malone secured a cast in 1793. In 1814, George Bullock described both himself and John Britton as ‘delirious to possess a cast’; writing on 5 December, Bullock said he would ‘begin as early as possible’ the next morning ‘to take the mould’. When he did, he found the effigy in a ‘decayed and dangerous state’; he warned that ‘it would be risking its destruction to remove it again’. There may also have been structural consequences when Holy Trinity’s chancel was fitted with stained glass in 1891.7 The bottom third of the monument is set into a stone wall, but the upper two-thirds back onto stone mullions and the interpolated glazing. At some point, perhaps then, the putto on the left lost the back of his skull and the putto on the right required repairs for an accidental beheading.
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Figure 5.13 Funerary monument for John Stow (d. 1605) in the Church of St Andrew Undershaft, London. Stow is represented sitting at a cloth-covered table and writing with a replaceable quill in an open book. Two closed books are suspended to either side of the effigy’s head, clasps out.





As recently as 1973, Shakespeare’s effigy was found dislodged from its housing, sitting on Holy Trinity’s communion table. The damage was publicly described as minimal because the vandals were said to have been ‘tidy-minded and considerate’. They had entered the church in the night and, under the apparent assumption that the base was a reliquary in which they would find lost manuscripts, had chiselled the sculpture out of its setting. Their exertions suggest that some sort of repairs had been undertaken earlier in the century. In 1911, a German team, meaning to take careful measurements, had been cautioned that the figure was ‘loose’.8

We might conclude from this long history of intervention that Shakespeare’s memorial was much modified over the years. Instead, we find evidence that, as with Joseph Greene, so with all its custodians: great ‘care was taken’. Our principal witness, William Dugdale, dated his drawing of the monument to 9 July 1634 (Figure 5.1). Because Dugdale also recorded inscriptions from monuments to Cloptons who were buried in 1642 and 1643, as well as epitaphs for John Hall (who died in 1635), Thomas Nash (who died in 1647), and Susanna Hall (who died in 1649), it has been argued that 1634 cannot have been right. Dugdale is known to have returned to the neighbourhood in early September 1649, for example, and, while acknowledging that the itinerary in Dugdale’s travel diary does not include Stratford, Tom Reedy points out that the route to his destinations of Binton and Temple Grafton would undoubtedly have taken him through Stratford. Even though the creation date for gravestones and monuments is rarely recorded, on balance it seems unlikely that Susanna’s stone would have been in place, with a July 1649 death date indicated, as early as September 1649. More likely, Dugdale was in correspondence with a local contact, first to enquire whether a return visit was called for and then to solicit a transcript of the later epitaphs. His record of the inscriptions, which include Susanna’s, appears on his work pages not as rough notes but in fair copy. It might also be objected that Dugdale must have come back to Stratford to sketch the installation to George and Joyce Carew, the earl and countess of Totnes, who died in 1629 and 1637. But Lieutenant Hammond recorded having seen the monument in 1634, even with the ‘Lady yet living’. It had probably been built in 1630, when the countess ‘beautified’ the Clopton chest tomb by pulling it from a central position in the Clopton Chapel into a corner, stripping off the obscured side and back panels, and mounting them on the church wall. Thus, she made way for an unobstructed view of the newer memorial to her husband and herself. In his manuscript notes, Dugdale wrote above his sketch of the side panel, ‘This below represents the other side of the monument, but is set upon the wall over it’.9 Everything Dugdale illustrated in The Antiquities from Stratford—the Clopton monument, the removed Clopton panels, the Totnes monument, some ‘arms in the window of the church’, and the Shakespeare monument—was available to him when he recorded the date 1634 for his onsite notes.
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Figure 5.1 Sir William Dugdale’s drawing of Shakespeare’s monument (1634), showing some pencil sketching subsequently reworked in ink. The full text of the inscription plaque is transcribed elsewhere in Dugdale’s notes.





Admittedly, the drawing is clumsy. It is at its most definitive where Dugdale used a straight edge to create the architectural structure, but he got the proportions wrong. By widening the edifice, he made the effigy seem slighter and, with its arms held oddly akimbo, less substantial. No sleeves are visible in the gaps introduced between the narrowed body and the turned-out elbows, and the garment over the doublet becomes unreadable as a gown. The hands, empty of quill and paper, rest idly and awkwardly on the cushion. Dugdale at first drew the cushion on its platform and then tilted it up, apparently to help fill the gaping vertical space created by his initial miscalculation in fashioning an undersized portrait head. The gilded shield above the head, which should have been the smaller of the two elements, is wrongly much larger. Gone are the rosettes on the underside of the arch. The heraldic arms are unfinished, their mantling ignored, and the putti both pull away and turn away from the block that stands between them. They show evidence of Dugdale’s reworking, from pencil to ink, as he puzzled over his representation of their posture and implements. Finally he left each with legs dangling and an arm extended, the better to display a spade and, in error for an inverted torch, an hourglass. He was particularly hasty with the topmost pediment, which looks shallow and spectral. Dugdale did not notice such unusual details as teeth bared by parted lips.

Despite all the variations, there can be little doubt but that Dugdale drew the monument that survives today in the Church of the Holy Trinity. A persistent mistrust of the piece centres on the effigy and its accoutrements—the reshaped cushion, the missing quill, the absent page—even though Dugdale is imprecise about all aspects of the monument, not just the portrait. We must allow, further, that visual acuity can be compromised in church settings. One reason Shakespeare’s monument is so difficult to capture accurately, whether with words, pencil, or camera, is that it hangs well above any viewer’s head. Three hundred years on, the astute monuments specialist Katharine Ada Esdaile described the elevated mural marker that is aesthetically most like Shakespeare’s in all England—that of William Butler, ‘the famous physician of Cambridge’ who died in 1618 (Plate 7)—in detail that was photographic and nonetheless flawed. The effigy has his hand on a handkerchief, she said; it is an open book. A putto stands on a platform ornamented with what she called trumpets; they are torches. In Stratford, Nikolaus Pevsner mistakenly noted a book on Shakespeare’s memorial rather than a loose sheet.10

Dugdale, meanwhile, misinterpreted even the memorials that stand at eye level in Holy Trinity. In his view of the Totnes installation, three horizontal inscription plaques change to a single vertical one, again introducing vacant space that should rightly be fully ornamented, and two flanking angels become two obelisks. Amid an artistic jumble of military implements on a frieze at the base of the tomb, a long musket mounted horizontally turns into an architectural corbel, cannons are redirected, a cannon mounted on wheels acquires a twin, the furls of cloth on a banner staff thin into unintelligibility, and a new firearm is inserted to one side; just two shot barrels, a pile of cannonballs, and a halberd are sufficiently on theme to reassure us that, for all his inaccuracies, Dugdale nonetheless saw what we see. On the Clopton memorial, Dugdale omits one panel of heraldic shields, separates other shields from the Clopton children who present them, reverses the helmet on which Clopton rests his head, suppresses the gauntlets near his feet, moves the tilt of his praying hands to the vertical, and fails to show both the ring on Clopton’s hands and, perhaps most significantly of all, the small prayer book that Clopton clasps. Dugdale, we must allow, was not the most gifted illustrator. He captured armorial schemes with competence, says Marion Roberts, but he ‘drew figures and faces with difficulty’. Citing small heads, vanishing shoulders, elongated torsos, and anatomically clumsy putti, Diana Price and Tom Reedy have exhaustively traced apparent inconsistencies in the Shakespeare monument to Dugdale’s ineptitude as a draftsman.11

For this reason, says Price, ‘Hollar’s improvised engraving consequently carries no evidential authority’. Wenceslaus Hollar, who according to Roberts was fully ‘capable of embellishing or improving’ his sources, was charged to convert Dugdale’s unskilful sketch into an engraving that could be published in the Antiquities (Figure 5.2). Perhaps instinctively, Hollar gave more mass to the effigy, in part by adding some perspective framing to the niche. His Shakespeare appears larger in the narrowed space, and truer. Others of Hollar’s struggles to make sense of Dugdale’s sketch were less successful, however. Dugdale may possibly have recognized that the putti are perched on mounds of earth—and this may have been why he had such difficulty seating them—but he did not make it legible to Hollar, who placed their naked bottoms directly on the cornice. Converting loose squiggles above the Corinthian capitals into leopards’ heads, Hollar patched in elements from the town’s heraldic arms. Commendably, he was able to conjure his subject’s baldness, side hair, beard, and moustache from Dugdale’s indistinct strokes, but he also contrived a sombre and abstracted facial expression. Hollar’s interpretation was to live on in illustrations used by the editors Nicholas Rowe (in 1709) and John Bell (in 1788), but they both arranged for Shakespeare to direct a franker, friendlier gaze towards his viewers, with his lips turned upwards into a small smile.12
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Figure 5.2 Wenceslaus Hollar’s engraving of Shakespeare’s monument for Sir William Dugdale’s Antiquities of Warwickshire (1656). The engraving was based on Dugdale’s onsite drawing but displays the interpretative licence exercised by Hollar.





In his edition of 1723–5—well before the renovations of 1749—Alexander Pope introduced a new image engraved by George Vertue (Figure 5.3). Although he was fairly accurate in architectural terms, Vertue worked some changes on the sculptural details. On the one hand, he corrected the pictorial record by lowering the cushion to the horizontal and restoring the paper and quill. On the other hand, he flattened the cushion, narrowed the columns, altered the articulation of the entablatures, and rotated the monument-topping skull slightly on its axis. His representation of the putti was mixed. While he knew that they did not sit on the bare plane of the cornice, that their legs did not stray beyond its contours, and that they looked towards their setting rather than away from it, he erred in giving them identical implements. He reinstated a previously unnoticed skull at the base of the putto on the right, but, in an apparent zeal for further regularization, added to the putto on the left an hourglass in a matching position. Most marked of all Vertue’s inventions was his interpretation of the effigy, where antiquarian authenticity was abandoned. Vertue switched in a version of the Chandos portrait, showing a Shakespeare not yet balding, wiser-eyed, turned towards his right, and sporting an earring. It may have been Pope who demanded this revision, seeking to rescue Shakespeare from the appearance that John Dover Wilson was later to characterize as that of a ‘self-satisfied pork butcher’. Or Vertue may simply have adverted to an image he knew well, having himself consulted the Chandos painting in 1719 for a series of engraved poets’ portraits.13
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Figure 5.3 George Vertue’s engraving of Shakespeare’s monument for Alexander Pope’s edition of The Works of Shakespear (c.1723). Having not yet secured a cast of the effigy, Vertue interpolated a figure modelled on the ‘Chandos’ portrait of Shakespeare.





Vertue’s drawings for the 1725 illustration do not survive. In 1737, he produced a new set of sketches, completed in Stratford (Figure 5.4). The coat of arms and the instruments of the putti are missing, and the crowning skull is suggested merely by rapid strokes forming a rough diamond. Still, in Vertue’s practised hand, the monument is recognizable. The portrait is no more detailed than was Dugdale’s, but it gives a better sense of the effigy’s character. If Vertue meant to have produced a closer likeness, however, it would not be on the basis of first-hand observation. He would rely upon the local sculptor: ‘I commissioned him to make me a cast from the bust of Shakespeare’s head on his mon[umen]t’. Meanwhile, he indulged himself in drafting a Shakespeare who seems to be writing with his quill, not just holding it. Vertue devoted his most careful attention to the monument’s location and environs in the Holy Trinity chancel. Staging the scene by adding a depiction of the earl with whom he travelled, he may have intended to give a sense of scale.
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Figure 5.4 Drawing of the north wall of the chancel of Holy Trinity Church by George Vertue (1737), with supplementary notes. The visitor shown standing on the gravestone for Shakespeare’s wife and marvelling at Shakespeare’s monument is probably Edward Harley, second earl of Oxford and Mortimer (1689–1741), whose artistic and antiquarian tours Vertue accompanied and chronicled.





When using early sources to evaluate the preservation of the monument, we must bear all these factors in mind: the elevated siting, Dugdale’s limited skill, Hollar’s free hand, and Vertue’s artistic licence. Those who have doubted its authenticity have been selective in their criticism. Vertue, for example, produced a Shakespeare as seen in the Chandos portrait; sceptics have not therefore concluded that the Shakespeare effigy was originally as Vertue showed it, nor have they suggested that the ‘pork-butcher’ physiognomy was a later invention. The buttons on the effigy’s doublet have been altogether more controversial, sometimes held to a higher standard than the portrayal.14 The monument we see today has twenty-nine of them. Dugdale has eleven or twelve; Hollar has thirteen or fourteen; the engraver for Rowe, relying on Hollar in 1709, has eleven; Vertue has twelve in 1725 and five in 1737; and Charles Grignion, following Hollar in 1786, has, ambiguously, six, seven, or eight. No matter the number, the iconographic message is the same: the doublet is fastened with a row of small, closely spaced buttons. These are permissive graphic representations, not evidentiary ones.

In the end, the only evidence of significant structural alteration is from 1749, when the architraves were repaired and the blocks over the capitals may have been simplified. It was also at that time, when the effigy was pulled down for a thorough cleaning, that Joseph Greene reported: ‘I can assure you that the bust and cushion before it (on which as on a desk this our poet seems preparing to write) is one entire limestone’—that is, they were carved from a single block of stone.15 The writer’s integral writing cushion and adhered arms do not lend themselves to the sort of reshaping that monument-sceptics have imagined.

But while there is little reason to mistrust the sculptural integrity of the monument, the colouring and gilding are admitted reworkings. Here is where we might direct our doubt. None of these earlier witnesses made note of colour, and we know that the painting was renewed, not for the first time, during the renovations of 1749. The limner John Hall was advised to take ‘care, according to his ability, that the monument shall become as like as possible to what it was when first erected’. He was paid £12. 10s. Then, however, in 1793, the editor Edmond Malone performed what he called ‘a public service’, covering up polychromy that he assumed had been introduced during the renovation and painting the bust ‘a good stone-colour’ all over. It was a violation of the governing conceit of these sculptures as life portraits. As soon as 1818, the vicar James Davenport indicated that he would like to see a return to polychromy, and he is reported to have declared on his deathbed, in 1841, that ‘if there was any one circumstance connected with the memory of Shakespeare that ever caused him regret, it was his having allowed that miserable pretender to good taste, Malone, to disfigure the bust’. It was not until 1861 that Simon Collins was called from London to recolour the Shakespeare monument (but not that of the nearby monument to John Combe, which had also been white-washed to the best neo-classical standards of Malone’s day).16

To his credit, Malone had ‘caused an exact copy of the coloured bust to be taken’ back in 1793. Whether Collins used this record as a guide is unknown; he is said to have discovered the old colour ‘in fairly good condition’ after stripping away Malone’s overpainting with solvents. He effected repairs by ‘stippling the bare patches and ragged edges into harmony with the rest’. These were, however, the colours of 1749. John Aubrey, who had visited Holy Trinity in the mid-seventeenth century, said that the doublet was painted to resemble ‘tawny satin’, a brown colour. Collins made it ‘scarlet’, with the cushion ‘green above and crimson below, the cord and tassels gilt’.17

Today, the doublet and the base of the pillow are of the same shade, the cord and tassels regilded. These are hints that we cannot be sure how true the colours are to the original and how much they reflect not only the interventions of 1749 and 1861, but also retouchings that followed after. Small attention has been paid to the fact that in 1793 Malone limited his preservationist precautions to the ‘bust’ alone. Joseph Greene had written in 1749 that ‘the capitals and bases of the columns (which are of the Corinthian order and gilded) are of common free or sand stone; and so are the two painted naked boys’. The skull ‘which forms the apex of the monument’ was of the same stone, said Greene, but ‘not gilded’.18 Without Malone’s guidance, the post-restoration putti were left as bare and unpainted as the skull.

Malone’s legacy extended to the inscription plaque. Holy Trinity’s vestry minute book refers to his 1793 project not only as ‘painting Shakespeare’ but also as ‘writing the letters’. These had originally been lightly incised on the plaque, not as outlines to be filled in with gold leaf but as guides for a painter.19 That the text, too, would have needed refreshing is knowledge that sends us back to the early witnesses again. First among them was John Weever (Figure 5.5). Showing small concern with tombs and memorials as painterly, sculptural, and architectural artefacts, Weever documented the history of ecclesiastical institutions, genealogy, and, above all, sepulchral inscriptions. His Ancient Funeral Monuments, published the year before his death in 1632, preserves hundreds of epigraphs from London, Essex, Norfolk, and Kent that would otherwise have been irretrievably lost. He also gathered information that would never see print. In one of the workbooks from his wider travels, under the header ‘Stratford upon Avon’, Weever recorded the words on Shakespeare’s wall-hung monument.
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Figure 5.5 John Weever’s notes from ‘Stratford upon Avon’ (c.1618), recording inscriptions for ‘William Shakespeare the famous poet’, ‘upon the grave stone’, and for ‘John Combes a bachelor, a great usurer’. A later hand has added other marginal annotations, including references to Dugdale and a manicule.





The transcriptions of Dugdale, an independent observer who had no access to Weever’s notes, similarly antedated all known restoration and ‘writing’ projects. When we compare the four versions given below—as now seen on the monument, from Weever’s notes, from Dugdale’s notes, and from Dugdale’s published Antiquities—we encounter small but sometimes telling disparities:
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Together, Weever and Dugdale open up the meanings of an inscription that has baffled many. At line 4, for example, they are correct that ‘GANST’ should be ‘CANST’. On close inspection, underlying incisions show that a later overpainter missed out the terminal spur of the ‘C’ and introduced the closing bar of a ‘G’. The error has gone unremarked, unlike that in line 7, where, as has been widely noticed, the original craftsman introduced a ‘SIEH’ that should read ‘SITH’, meaning ‘since’. Whether consciously or unconsciously, Weever and Dugdale cleaned up after him by recording ‘sith’. We also see them reaching for meaning in line 6, where the spelling ‘DIDE’ obscures a significance that becomes clearer with their ‘dy’d’ and ‘dyed’. The poem is not about what, with Shakespeare, ‘quick nature did’ but instead that with Shakespeare’s burial ‘quick nature died’.

Weever and Dugdale help us rediscover a mark of punctuation that survives only as indicated by the etcher, not as now painted. The comma they show after the first two words sustains the discipline and balance of the opening, Latin lines. With congruent pointing, we better appreciate the verbal parallels of three gifts (judgement, mind, and artistry) possessed by three great men (Nestor, Socrates, and Virgil) to whom Shakespeare is implicitly analogized, then three arenas (the earth, the populus, heaven) and their three actions (covering, mourning, holding) in the wake of his death.20 In the following lines, another act of poetic concision is clarified contrariwise, where Weever and Dugdale register lighter punctuation than was initially indicated. The inscription’s delicately incised colon denucleates a passage that without it turns on ‘Shakespeare’ as at once the destination for one clause and the origin of another. We first encounter the name as our object, learning ‘whom envious death hath placed within this monument’: Shakespeare. The object then turns subject: Shakespeare ‘with whom quick nature died’, and Shakespeare ‘whose name doth deck this tomb far more than cost’. Stripped of a grammatical sign of separation that may have been neglected by the original limner, the lines become a multi-vectored performance of English poetry that is nearly as compact as that in Latin. The still centre and motive force of its movement is ‘Shakespeare’.

The syntactic unit that hinges on Shakespeare’s name is resolved at line 7 with a colon. This is the last break for both Weever and Dugdale (who make it a comma). Even knowing as we do that Renaissance punctuation is an unreliable indicator of either grammar or sense, we can find it difficult to unsee the misleading appositive upon which the inscription focuses our attention. It signals a passage governed by a pun on page that, with the compatible infinitive ‘to serve’, figures an imaginary attendant or, in Sidney Lee’s term, ‘menial’. With Lee’s anthropomorphic page we imagine that Shakespeare was ‘the acknowledged master, and all other writers were his servants’.21 Without the commas, however, another pivot point becomes more legible to us. The signifying majuscules and unpunctuated lines of Weever and Dugdale concur: the poem’s second hinge word is Art. In the initial clause, it is a noun: ‘all that he hath writ’ leaves behind a ‘living art’. In the subsequent one, it is a verb: what Shakespeare has writ ‘leaves living’, and there is (or ‘art’) nothing more than a page to serve, in the sense of ‘preserve’, the once-quick wit. Here, the dominant pun is on ‘leafs’ or ‘leaf’s’, a word that arches beyond its native clause to kiss the ‘page’ in the next. Both terms are textual surfaces, though with a temporal distinction: the leaf is paper or parchment on which a writer writes, and the page is created by the imprinting, folding, and trimming that transmits a writer’s private invention to public culture. The time-marking of a complex and bi-directional sentence anchored by ‘Art’ is a minor variation on the monument’s major metamorphic theme. The epitaph moves from a celebration of Shakespeare’s creations (they are ‘living art’) to mourning that, having left living, he leaves just the page. If there was ever doubt that the sheet carved on the monument’s cushion was original, the reverberations of leaf and page should resolve it.

Misreadings of the putti have suppressed the further ways in which the monument plays out the contrast between the death of Shakespeare and the life of his art. They represented ‘emblems of Tragedy and Comedy’ to Joseph Greene, writing in 1749. But Dugdale had already shown that they are not theatrical creatures; he drew the putto on the left with a spade and the putto on the right with an object that he rationalized as an hourglass. Robert Bell Wheler knew the supposed ‘hourglass’ to be an inverted, extinguished torch, and M. H. Spielmann identified the putti as ‘Labour’ and ‘Rest’. In a surviving contract for the 1619 tomb of Roger Manners, fifth earl of Rutland, the sculptor Nicholas Johnson had described a pair of cherubs he created as a ‘portraiture of Labour, the other of Rest’.22 Johnson, whose brother Gerard was said by Dugdale to have been the maker of Shakespeare’s monument, was commissioned to build the tomb of Roger Manners by his brother and successor Francis Manners in 1618; Francis Manners had already contracted an impresa from Shakespeare and Richard Burbage in 1613. The web of connections could not seem more irresistible.

Finally, however, it is not directly explanatory. The Rutland putti stand erect as column toppers, one shovelling and one pausing, while neither of Shakespeare’s labours. They sit at rest and, as Spielmann said, both are created ‘in one piece with the little mounds on which they sit’. The keys to their meaning reside in the differing implements more than the matching poses, and in folk sources such as the 1496 will of Hugh Clopton. Builder of New Place and, until Shakespeare, Stratford’s most famous citizen, Hugh Clopton dictated that ‘my body be brought of ground with four torches and four tapers and no more’. In his own will of 1637, Robert Fludd asked to ‘be interred in the night time’ with fifty torches ‘or more’. Relief carvings on the columns of Thomas Archer’s mural monument (c.1629) interweave torches and shovels with bare bones.23 In short, Shakespeare’s putti are emblems of funerary ritual: the bringing of the corpse to the ground with torches and the digging of the grave with spades. They sit on grave-disturbed soil, one of them having turned up in that soil a skull.

The skull at the apex figures in the cleaved consciousness of Shakespeare’s monument: in keeping with the essential conceit of the polychromatic effigy, the poet is depicted as he was when creating his living art; the sepulchral surround acknowledges that death has now placed him in the domain of the gravediggers. The double time scheme is also a theme in the printed pages of the First Folio. Leonard Digges, whose mother’s second marriage to Thomas Russell, esquire, of Alderminster brought him within easy viewing distance of the Church of the Holy Trinity, wrote:


Shakespeare, at length thy pious fellows give

The world thy works. Thy works, by which, outlive

Thy tomb, thy name must. When that stone is rent,

And time dissolves thy Stratford monument,

Here we alive shall view thee still.



It was through the plays, Digges predicted, that Shakespeare’s name ‘must’ outlast burial markers—gravestone and memorial—that would decay with time. His fellows John Heminges and Henry Condell may have compiled Master William Shakespeare’s Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies ‘at length’ and after his death, but in the Folio he would yet be seen, alive still to those still alive. In his own commendatory poem, Ben Jonson disdained Westminster memorials to Chaucer, Spenser, and Beaumont: by contrast, ‘Thou art a monument without a tomb’, better remembered in the works than in a funereal installation, ‘And art alive still while thy book doth live’.

The Shakespeare Family Graves

Poetic fancy aside, a grave exists in the Holy Trinity chancel that, we generally presume, is just as Weever and Dugdale and Digges (and perhaps also Jonson) saw it. Dugdale described Shakespeare’s marker as ‘a plain free stone underneath which his body is buried’, and both he and Weever recorded the legend:
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The notes that Weever took in Stratford are flagged in his workbook with three marginal annotations (see Figure 5.5). The first tag is ‘William Shakespeare the famous poet’, for the monumental inscription. The second, ‘upon the grave stone’, identifies the four-line curse. Weever punctuates these transcriptions with a long rule, a separator, before copying a stanza accompanied by a third label in the margin: ‘John Combes a bachelor, a great usurer’. ‘How ere he lived judge not’, the short poem begins, ‘John Combes shall never be forgot’, his life of money-lending redeemed by the philanthropy of his dying bequests. A different, more acerbic Combe lampoon was published by Patrick Hannay in 1619: ‘Who then must be interred in this tomb? / “Oh”, quoth the Devil, “my John a Combe”’. Around 1650, Nicholas Burghe entered both pieces of Combe doggerel into his commonplace book and attributed them to Shakespeare. ‘Master William Shakespeare writ this’, the caustic verse, at the request of Combe himself, ‘while he was yet living, for his epitaph’. The kinder one followed when, after ‘making the poor his heirs’, Combe died. Lieutenant Hammond, visiting Holy Trinity in 1634, also heard that Shakespeare ‘did merrily fan up some witty and facetious verses’ about Combe. Hammond regretted that ‘time would not give us leave to sack up’, or take away a copy of, the rhymes he saw at Combe’s monument.24

Dugdale, by contrast, failed to note any Combe burlesques on the research trip that preceded his 1656 Antiquities. He recorded only the imposing prose inscription we see above Combe’s recumbent effigy today. The wall plaque praises Combe as an illustrious donor to the church and to struggling Stratford tradesmen as well as to the poor:

Here lyeth interred the body of John Combe, esquire, who, departing this life the tenth day of July A.D. 1614, bequeathed by his last will and testament to pious charitable uses these sums ensuing, annually to be paid forever, viz.: 20s. for two sermons to be preached in this church; £6. 3s. 4d. to buy ten gowns for ten poor people within the borough of Stratford; and £100 to be lent to fifteen poor tradesmen of the same borough from three years to three years, changing the parties every third year, at the rate of 50s. per annum, the which increase he appointed to be distributed towards the relief of the alms-poor there. More he gave to the poor of Stratford £20. Virtus post funera vivit.25

While Weever did not record this decorous commemoration, it may be that Dugdale never saw the irreverent ones. Perhaps the Combe verses had longer lives in literary miscellanies and in local tradition than as material artefacts.

‘Some epitaphs are engraven upon the tomb’, it was remarked in 1600, but ‘some fixed to it; some hanged up in tables’. The practice of leaving impermanent, personal memorials at the sepulchre, whether on paper, parchment, or board, has not left behind many traces. William Camden documented dual epitaphs for the theologian John Redman in Westminster Abbey, for example, one inscribed on his stone and one on a wooden tablet set over it. Camden’s account of Edmund Spenser’s funeral, with ‘all poets’ in London ‘carrying his body to church and casting their doleful verses, and pens, too, into the grave’ undoubtedly relates to the early modern tradition of marking a transitory life with ephemeral poetry. Tellingly, Patrick Hannay described the Combe jingle as ‘fastened upon’ Combe’s monument.26 It may have been one of these temporary tributes.

For Combe, Weever captured the irreverent inscription and Dugdale the decorous one; for Shakespeare, we have both, from both. Combe’s wall-panel commendatory text is in its way as encomiastic as the inscription on Shakespeare’s monument; his jingle, however, is closer in spirit to the curse ‘upon the grave stone’. If the lost Combe epitaph was originally posted on paper, parchment, or a wooden plaque, Weever did not mark the distinction. In that case, we should expect nothing different had the same been true for Shakespeare. While Weever’s ‘upon the grave stone’ could mean that the curse had been cut on the surface of the slab, it could also mean that it was originally written to be laid upon it. Dugdale described ‘a plain free stone, underneath which his body is buried’ (emphases added), and in The Antiquities he calls the curse not an ‘inscription’ but an ‘epitaph’.27

We cannot know how many graves were never marked. We note the embellished ones, for some of which early modern testators laid out specific instructions. ‘My will is that a fair marble stone with my name graven in brass with the day and year wherein I shall be buried shall be fixed in the same’, said the gentleman George Munnes. The Essex gentleman John Rochester wished to be buried ‘under the same stone’ as his great-grandfather who, he notes, died in 1444, and Rochester requested the addition of ‘pictures of me and Philippa and Joan my wives and our children to be made in brass and fixed in stone with our several arms and crests’, together with ‘such posies and superscriptions as shall seem best to my executor and overseers’. Indicating that his inscription was to be ‘set in the place by my father’s epitaph’, he seems to imagine a stone updated with each generation. But neither the mercer William Collmer, who asked to be placed ‘under the stone where the bones of my father and other my ancestors do remain’, nor the yeoman Thomas Marten, who directed for his body to be ‘under the stone where Thomas Brende my godfather lieth buried’, suggested the addition of inscriptions. The burial place of two of John Awdeley’s kinsmen was known only to local memory until Awdeley, a gentleman, arranged for a stone ‘to be laid over my father and uncle’s grave who lie both in one grave’. Setting aside £5 to the purpose, Awdeley reminds us that some graves went unmarked because of the cost of stone, not to speak of that for adding inscriptions. Another gentleman, John Coggeshall, requested ‘a convenient marble stone upon my grave for the covering thereof’, but he left it to his executors whether there should be ‘some superscription in brass’ on the stone ‘or else some inscription of brass upon the church wall near unto my said grave, with my whole arms and scutcheon in the same to be graven’—‘whether of them’, he repeated, ‘my said executors shall think most meet and convenient in their discretions’ (emphasis added). In the way of things, a wall monument would have been more likely to survive. The location of the Westminster Abbey grave of John Redman, with its double epitaphs from 1551, was lost by 1715.28

Our first evidence that ‘Good friend for Jesus’s sake forbear’ was carved on the stone commonly known as Shakespeare’s comes from 1737 (see Figure 5.4). With a collection of dots and squiggles, Vertue indicated four lines incised on what he labelled as tomb ‘No. 1’, that is, ‘Shakespeare’s grave stone’. (On ‘No. 2’, or ‘his wife’s grave stone’, Vertue’s rectangular scrawl suggests the brass plaque we now see for Anne Shakespeare.) Vertue’s marginal notes spell out the scribbles on No. 1 with a copy of the curse. But James Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps reported that Shakespeare’s original stone, having ‘sunk below the level of the floor’ by the mid-eighteenth century, had been replaced with ‘a new slab’ that preserved the grave’s location and ‘a record of the farewell lines’—‘nothing more’. Indeed, we see signs of renewal in the conversion from ‘“Blest” be the man’, recorded by both Weever and Dugdale, to ‘“Blese” be the man’, as the stone reads today. Halliwell-Phillipps termed it a ‘vandalic order’ that the decayed original was discarded. Had Shakespeare’s gravestone been left unmarked (and the more disposable for that), an inscription was presumably installed between the time of Dugdale, who noted a ‘plain’ stone, and, somewhat earlier than Halliwell-Phillipps knew, the time of Vertue.29 Neither Dugdale nor Weever showed the first two letters in the last word of the second line, the ‘HE’ of ‘HEARE’, as a single glyph. The unusual form may have been introduced by the cutter of the replacement stone, and thus the replacement stone may be what Vertue, who reproduced the glyph, saw. In this conjecture, Dugdale would have encountered the text of the breezy, brassy curse in an impermanent medium, penned on paper or parchment. If his transcription, for centuries regarded as authoritative, was later translated to a durable medium, chiselled on stone, the intervention would have been regarded as a restoration. This scenario would also explain why, as has seemed suspicious to some, the site is disburdened of the usual names and dates, showing ‘nothing more’ than the ‘farewell lines’, even as would have been the case with an ephemeral epitaph. We cannot know but should allow that we may owe the grave as we have it to Dugdale and to latter-day bardologists who took Dugdale as their guide.

Shakespeare’s wall-hung memorial inscription seems to garble a material relationship between its own act of commemoration and the separate space of interment below by using the demonstrative pronoun for both: ‘within this monument’ lies the body of him whose name ‘doth deck this tomb’. Sceptics have cavilled that, since in Shakespeare’s case ‘this monument’ cannot also be ‘this tomb’, there is a mystery in the monument. The transcriptions of Weever and Dugdale recognize a difference of form: for Weever, it is ‘this monument’ and ‘his tomb’; for Dugdale, ‘this monument’ and ‘the tomb’. But it was not unusual for inscriptions to obscure the distinctions among the various sepulchral parts—plot, gravestone, and monument—that Leonard Digges enumerated. When epitaphs on mural monuments like Shakespeare’s reached outward to their companion burial places, they often did so vaguely. In Peterborough Cathedral, John Aungier’s wall-mounted memorial showed his effigy ‘praying against a desk’, the legend reading that his body had been interred ‘very near to this place’. In London, John Vernon made arrangements before his death to be buried in a vault that he described as ‘near unto’ the monument he had already ‘made’. The monument to Judith Combe, mounted on the same chancel wall as Shakespeare’s, is even less discriminating than Vernon’s. ‘Here lyeth the body of Judith Combe’ reads the elevated epitaph; on the floor below is the stone over her body with its own inscription. Shakespeare and Judith Combe are unusual for having a full funereal suite. Elsewhere, a man might be memorialized in a church and buried in its churchyard (like John Rogers in Dedham, Essex), memorialized in one church and buried in another (like Andrew Dennys in Bedford), or memorialized where a grave is long lost.30

A plan of the Holy Trinity chancel, dated 1836, shows about thirty plots for an unknown number of occupants, many already illegible (and most now covered over by the latter-day flooring of bare flagstones). The ‘learned antiquary’ Weever took no notice of the old stones, nor of Stratford monuments to Dean Thomas Balsall (d. 1491), Hugh Clopton (d. 1496), William Clopton and Anne Clopton (d. 1592 and 1596), or Richard Hill (d. 1593). This, even though Balsall was interred in the ornate Easter sepulchre; the Clopton Chapel was the most magnificent burial installation of Holy Trinity Church; and Hill’s lengthy inscription was an ostentatious exercise of Hebrew, Greek, and Latin in addition to English. But Weever may have been more pilgrim than antiquarian on this occasion; E. A. J. Honigmann finds evidence of a personal agenda in the travels that were omitted from his Ancient Funeral Monuments. If Weever shared the common understanding of Combe’s scurrilous epitaph, his sole object in Stratford would seem to have been Shakespeare: Shakespeare’s monument, Shakespeare’s grave, Shakespeare’s verse on Combe. Weever had already praised ‘honey-tongued Shakespeare’ as author of Venus and Adonis and Lucrece in a collection of Epigrams he published in 1599.31

As we now encounter it, Holy Trinity’s chancel seems Shakespeare-focused, as well. The mural monument is suspended near a row of graves that line the front edge of a dais for the communion table. Laid out from north to south are the burial sites of Anne Shakespeare (d. 1623), William Shakespeare (d. 1616), Thomas Nash (d. 1647), John Hall (d. 1635), and Susanna Hall (d. 1649), as well as those of Francis Watts (d. 1691) and Anne Watts (d. 1704). Again we must call on the early witnesses, for it can seem highly improbable that this prominent presentation of Shakespeares should be anything other than a bardolatrous creation of the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries.

On his sketch for the Antiquities of Warwickshire, Dudgale wrote: ‘In the north wall of the quire is this monument fixed for William Shakespeare the famous poet.’ A hundred years later, in 1737, Vertue also showed the monument in the quire, or chancel, in its current location between the altar-rail and a since-abandoned door to the old charnel house. Dugdale recorded other ‘monumental inscriptions in the quire’ in the same order in which we currently encounter them: Anne Shakespeare, Thomas Nash, John Hall, Susanna Hall. (He omitted Shakespeare’s tribute from the sequence in order to treat it separately, pairing it with his illustration of the monument.) While Vertue drew only what he labelled as grave ‘No. 1’ (Shakespeare’s) and grave ‘No. 2’ (Anne’s), he noted that Shakespeare ‘left two daughters: Susanna, daughter of Shakespeare, married to John Hall, gentleman’ and ‘another daughter married to Master Nash of [blank]’. This error constitutes a heretofore-unnoticed confirmation that the graves have long been placed as we now see them. Vertue may have known that Shakespeare had two daughters, but he would not have assumed that one had married a man named Nash had he not seen Nash’s stone in the Shakespeare row. With Hall also in the line-up as husband to one Shakespeare daughter, Nash would have seemed like husband to another.

Vertue could not have been distracted by the asynchronicity that one daughter was interred near Shakespeare while the other was not. The Watts family, having buried Francis and his wife Anne at the south end of the row before Dugdale’s visits, had displaced Susanna Hall to make room for Richard Watts before Vertue’s time. When space was reused, as was not unusual, the older set of remains could be tossed into the charnel house or a successor could simply be placed atop it. Both processes were facilitated by the frequent custom of burying bodies in shrouds, not, as the Durham gentleman Henry Smith said, ‘chested in a coffin’. In 1707, Susanna Hall’s stone was cut in half, the uncarved empty part left in situ and a new part, bearing the Watts inscription, joined to it. Thus, to Vertue, the row included Anne Shakespeare, William Shakespeare, Thomas Nash, John Hall, Richard Watts, Francis Watts, and Anne Watts. John Hall’s gravestone rightly identified him as the husband of William Shakespeare’s daughter Susanna, and Nash’s stone rightly identified him as the husband of John Hall’s daughter Elizabeth, but it may be that little more than Nash’s name was legible to Vertue even in 1737. In 1790, the vicar James Davenport was unable to decipher Nash’s epitaph entirely, and in 1824 it was termed ‘nearly perished’. All the Shakespeare family stones suffered from age and foot traffic because, as Vertue showed, visitors stood on them to view Shakespeare’s monument (see Figure 5.4). Judith Combe’s grave was safely behind the rail for Holy Trinity’s communion table, but as late as 1836 the rail left the Shakespeare family graves unprotected. In 1837, John Britton called for chancel renovations that would include a new floor but that would ‘carefully preserve and reinstate all the Shakspere monumental gravestones’ (emphasis added).32

The inscriptions in the Shakespeare row were headed to face the altar rather than the nave, the bodies laid so that Shakespeare was properly positioned to his spouse’s right, as if presenting her to her Maker. A similar scheme was probably intended for his heirs; in the space held open between his grave and that of John Hall, Susanna Hall would also have lain to the left of her husband. But a man of the next generation, Elizabeth Hall’s husband Thomas Nash, predeceased Susanna Hall and seems to have been allowed to take Susanna’s place. Had he not, and had he been buried on John Hall’s right, it would have been Nash who gave way to Richard Watts in 1707.

William Hall—whose 1694 transcription of Shakespeare’s curse addressed the ‘Reader’, not a ‘Good friend’—knew that it was written in the shadow of the charnel house. Only with a settled preconception can the caution against ‘digging the dust’ and ‘moving the bones’ of Shakespeare’s decomposed body be understood, as it has been, to be a warning against opening his grave and admitting the corpse of Anne Shakespeare. This was never in view, any more than it was for John and Susanna Hall, with their own independent burial places and burial stones. The old tomb chests of nobles and upper gentry, whether or not they were surmounted by recumbent figures, were often shared spaces, as were vaults marked with the family name, but many plots made underfoot were single graves. Testator after testator asked to be buried as ‘near’ his spouse as was possible, not ‘with’ her. In Shakespeare’s case, the separate interments look to have been preplanned. He might have been placed next to the wall directly under his monument, rather than one space away, had either he or his family members not reserved room for Anne. Edmund Plowden mapped his own funerary arrangements to a complementary purpose, writing in his will that he wished to be buried in London’s Temple Church, ‘where the body of my late loving wife, Katherine Plowden lies, and that my body may lie between her body and the wall on the north side in the chapel there, where she is buried’.33

Stratfordians can seem on paper to have been careless with their graves. In the 112 Stratford wills that survive from Shakespeare’s lifetime, between 1564 and 1616, only John Combe left orders for a monument, and even he did not dictate an inscription. His executors borrowed their text from the will. Twenty-three Stratford testators asked to be buried in the church, forty-seven in the churchyard, and twenty-three in either the church or the churchyard—as was ‘convenient’. Just ten of those who requested the church or churchyard also mentioned specific placements, ‘as near as can be’ to a husband, a wife, parents, a brother, a son. Five suggested burial someplace other than Holy Trinity (in Luddington, Worcester, Bishopton, or Bidford), and four either made no mention at all of the disposal of their remains or asked that it be ‘honest’. Shakespeare was one of nine who consigned their bodies to the ‘earth’; another specified the ‘ground’. Outside Stratford, we discover that ‘earthly’ references were routine, fundamentally immaterial, and did not rule out church burial. For example, the will of John Cawley indicated: ‘my body I commend to the earth to be decently buried in my parish church’. Hugh Barker committed his body ‘to the earth’ in the chapel of New College, Oxford, and Sir Heneage Finch asked for his body ‘to be laid in the earth’ in a family vault.34 Many, perhaps again including Shakespeare, will not have given such instructions in their wills because they had already made their wishes known to their family members.

If the graves were originally arranged as we now see them displayed, this may be due to John Hall’s machinations. Hall was deeply involved in the politics of church and chancel. While maintenance of the church was the responsibility of the parish, the chancel was institutionally a discrete space with its own funding base in tithe revenues. In this period, many other churches did away with the rood screens that separated chancels from naves, but in Holy Trinity the partition was retained until 1641. In fact, with the chancel declared ‘ruinous’ in 1618, it was fully ‘boarded off’. On 31 May 1619, freshly arrived as the parish’s new vicar, Thomas Wilson spent some time locked behind the barrier with Shakespeare’s monument. Wilson, a known puritan, had been met by fourteen men and women protestors who chanted ‘Hang him, kill him, pull out his throat, cut off his pocky and burnt member. Let us pull, drag, and hale him out of the church.’ Facing rioters armed with swords, daggers, bills, pikestaves, and stones, the alderman Henry Smith closed Wilson into the chancel ‘for fear lest he should have been then and there forthwith murdered’.35

As a tithe holder, Smith was among those who were answerable for chancel repairs. It has been said that Shakespeare was entitled to be buried in the chancel because he had purchased the rights to the Welcombe tithes, but his tithe lands likewise bound him to the chancel by responsibilities, not privileges. Stratford’s post-Reformation tithe investors were conspicuously reluctant to shrink their new incomes by paying their rates. This is the reason that the burgesses petitioned the central government for a stronger hand in collecting outstanding revenues in 1593. That year, Richard Quiney supervised the renewal of roof timbers, lead, stonework, and glazing. In 1618, with the chancel again in danger of dereliction, town councillors appropriated another source of income, advising the then-vicar, John Rogers, that he was prohibited ‘from receiving any more benefit by burials in the chancel and that the chamberlains shall receive it from henceforth towards the repair of the chancel’. They also demanded that Rogers should return to the council as many fees ‘as he hath received within this last year’. Burial placements were secured by payments, and anyone, whether or not he or she was a tithe holder, could buy a way in to the most coveted of interment spaces. In her will of 1615, Margaret Reynoldes named John Hall one of her overseers and asked to be ‘buried in the chancel of Stratford aforesaid near my well-beloved husband’.36

Were Shakespeare’s body interred in the chancel immediately after his death, his may have been the last for which Rogers pocketed the traditional emolument. The burials of other members of Shakespeare’s family fell under the new, civic protocols. In 1600, Richard Barber asserted that he had cleared an old debt to the Corporation by donating £8 to chancel renovations. Despite multiple delinquency reports, John Hall seems never to have paid his dues as the heir to Shakespeare’s tithe properties, and, like Barber, he may have claimed that civic and parish monies were fungible. He sold Shakespeare’s tithe interests back to the Corporation for £400 in 1624, later alleging that he had undervalued these assets by £100 on the understanding that the difference would go to a salary increase for his ally, Thomas Wilson.37

Wilson held at least one special session of his church court in New Place during John Hall’s tenure as householder. Hall also commissioned a carved pulpit for Holy Trinity in 1629. A year after he was dismissed from the Stratford council for non-attendance and belligerence, Hall further antagonized town officials by demanding that he and his family should be seated in the church in a prime pew that had previously been reserved for council members and their wives. (Among them was Baldwin Brookes, who would later commission the ransack of Hall’s study.) Deciding for Hall in 1633, the bishop of Worcester went against the town and sided with his ecclesiastical peculiar partner, Wilson.38 Hall’s protracted financial and jurisdictional negotiations with town and church may have included fiscal or sacerdotal trade-offs that secured not only a family pew but also further arrangements that would not have involved the episcopacy: the rights for the family as Hall knew it to be entombed in the chancel.

Other early modern testators acknowledged the contingencies of burial rights when asking their executors to find them ‘some convenient place within the chancel’ or, as John Cawley put it, a grave ‘in the chancel . . . as near my former wives as the place with conveniency will yield’. Even vaults could be transgressed. The Kerwin chest tomb that Joyce Featly had ‘beautified’ in 1632, and in which she herself was interred in 1637, was described in 1670 as ‘the vault which formerly was Master Kerwin’s’. The Shakespeares had undoubtedly displaced others before the Wattses displaced them. The uniformity of the family stones is not necessarily an after-effect; the Essex merchant Thomas Peaycoke, for instance, specified that his executors should buy him ‘the like stone that doth lie on my father’s grave, or my uncle Thomas Peaycoke by it’. While the Shakespeare row seems not to have been an eighteenth- or nineteenth-century creation, it reflects eighteenth-century acts of preservation as well as a nineteenth-century act of recreation. In 1844, the interloper Richard Watts was made away with and his grave was rededicated to Susanna Hall. Her inscription had to be carved anew. The text survived only in Dugdale’s Antiquities and was retrieved from the Antiquities, even as Shakespeare’s may have been. The fading stones of John Hall and Thomas Nash were replaced or rechiselled at the same time, again with recourse to Dugdale.39

The Latin lines of Shakespeare’s mural monument are usually attributed to John Hall, on the assumption that only men received classical educations. But Anne Shakespeare’s dedication, which is also in Latin, was written in the voice of a daughter: Vbera, tu mater, tu lac vitamq[ue] dedisti (Mother, you gave me the breast, you gave me milk and life). Even if we imagine John Hall to have assumed the character of his wife for these memorial purposes, we would be hard pressed to speculate that he drafted his own Latin commemoration, Hallius hic situs est medica celeberrimus arte (Here is buried Hall, most celebrated in the medical arts). Hall was so unprepared for death that he did not write his own will; he dictated a few short testamentary directions in extremis. His was a stone that almost certainly stood bare for at least fourteen years, until Susanna was interred beside him. Only then could his stone read, as it does: Ne tumulo, quid desit adest fidissima coniux, / Et vitae comitem nunc quoq[ue] mortis habet (Lest in the tomb he might want, his most faithful wife is now here / And he now has in death the companion of his life). Nor is it plausible that Hall should also have prepared for Thomas Nash’s death, a dozen years after his own, with another Latin memorial: Fata manent omnes (Death awaits all men).40 It seems there was another Latinist in the family.

Although Elizabeth Hall remained in Stratford for some time after her second marriage, until 1661, we would struggle to hear her voice in any of the epitaphs. The commendatory poem for Nash is the shortest on the Shakespeare tombs, as well as the most impersonal, and it makes no mention of a wife or her spousal affection. Nor does the filial feeling of a daughter, so marked in Anne Shakespeare’s inscription, emerge from the tribute to Elizabeth’s mother, Susanna Hall:





Witty above her sex, but that’s not all,

Wise to salvation was good Mistress Hall.

Something of Shakespeare was in that, but this

Wholly of him with whom she’s now in bliss.

Then, Passenger, ha’st ne’er a tear,

To weep with her that wept with all

That wept, yet set her self to cheer

Them up with comforts cordial.

Her love shall live, her mercy spread,

When thou ha’st ne’er a tear to shed.



Susanna’s is another clever inscription, juggling correspondences in ways reminiscent of the Shakespeare epitaph and outperforming it poetically. Its author throws up a second ball (‘Wise to salvation’) while the first is still in the air (‘Witty above her sex’), before bringing them both home by linking wit to Susanna’s father and piety to her husband. An auxiliary act of compositional dexterity introduces the spin of an allusion to 2 Timothy 3: 15: ‘And that from a child thou hast known the holy scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus’. All this is achieved with two sets of rhyming couplets, AA BB, each of the four pentameter lines created with an initial trochee followed by four iambs. The next six lines, which turn from the portrait of Susanna to direct address of her mourners, resolve into regular iambic tetrameters and the rhyme scheme CA CA DD. Knowing that the inscription is a recreation, we might also speculate that Dugdale made a copying error, and that a witty movement from ‘waste ne’er a tear’, in line 5, to ‘ha’st ne’er a tear’, in line 10, has been suppressed.

With the biblical quotation recalling Susanna Hall’s childhood, the inscription roots Susanna in her natal family as much as in her married one. There is no reason for her epitaph to have followed the model of Anne Shakespeare’s in representing a daughter’s grief, but it is unusual for not even mentioning that Susanna had a daughter. Absent as she seems to be from the Shakespeare monuments, Elizabeth Hall is also unlikely to have been responsible for the vocative of respite that exists across the broad chronology of the family’s memorials: ‘Stay, passenger’, for Shakespeare in 1616; siste viator (Stay, traveller), for Nash in 1647; and ‘Then, Passenger’, for Susanna Hall in 1649. These passengers and travellers are not exhorted, as is conventional in sepulchral inscriptions elsewhere, to contemplate their own deaths. ‘O mortal man, foresee thy fatal fall . . . Like as you are I lived lately here / Like as I am you shortly shall appear’, reads a tomb chest painted to show a Wiltshire woman in a shroud, a full-body memento mori with no name or death date given.41 The Shakespeare family inscriptions are silent not only on this subject but also on the usual funereal themes of siring descendants and giving charitably. Instead, they are all celebrations of lives lived well and, in Shakespeare’s own case, famously.

The notion that Judith Quiney was the black sheep of the daughters has militated against any consideration that she may have been the keeper of the family flame. Her hand has been suspected only in an emendation of John Hall’s gravestone, where ‘He married Susanna, the daughter of William Shakespeare’ has been changed to ‘He married Susanna, the daughter and co-heir of William Shakespeare’, with ‘co-heir’ squeezed in between two lines. A ruling suspicion is that the alteration was jealously commissioned by Judith, perhaps following her sister’s death. But Dugdale, writing not long after, transcribed the insertion without carets or distinction, leaving us once again to wonder how it featured on the original stone. It could have been a mistake made in the original carving, rectified at the request of a Shakespeare family member, and silently smoothed over by Dugdale; it could have been a mistake made by the nineteenth-century recarvers, who caught their own error and corrected it.

To many, Judith’s absence from the Shakespeare row in Holy Trinity Church has been a source of obscure blame. The notion that she was deservedly marginalized within the family is not borne out, however, in the will of Susanna’s son-in-law Thomas Nash, who remembered Judith along with Thomas Quiney in a 1647 codicil, giving them both memorial rings. In fact, Judith’s body may have lain in the chancel once, perhaps even alongside that of her husband, for John Hall was not the only Shakespeare family member with ecclesiastical influence and alliances. As sister-in-law to both Richard Watts (assistant minister at Holy Trinity when Shakespeare died) and George Quiney (assistant minister between 1620 and 1624), Judith had an entrée of her own into church affairs. Were the Quineys later replaced by Francis or Anne Watts, even as Susanna Hall was to be replaced by Richard Watts, it was all in the family. But there would have been no restoring of stones for Judith or Thomas Quiney, because they died after Dugdale compiled the transcriptions for his 1656 Antiquities, and without Dugdale any pre-Watts epitaphs were lost.42

It is equally possible, however, that Judith never had a place in Holy Trinity. The likelihood is that there was no one to mourn or memorialize her upon her death in 1662, as others had been mourned and memorialized. The fate of her husband is unrecorded; her niece had relocated to Abington; her sons had predeceased her. Elsewhere, there are witnesses in stone to history’s indifference when family lines end or heirs are careless. A Dormer tomb, for instance, built on the demise of a wife and prepared for that of her husband, reads that ‘The said Jane died the ninth day of September 1605. And the said Sir John died the [blank].’ As remarked a century later, the space left empty for John Dormer’s death date was ‘never fill’d up’. Nicholas Tympley built a memorial for both himself and his father, but, while he recorded his father’s vital information, no one did the same for him. Sir Heneage Finch installed a wall tablet ‘in remembrance of my wife and myself’ after her death in 1627 and before his own in 1631. His brother and heir subsequently spent £50 on a demi-figure monument to Sir Heneage alone but did not trouble to add a death date for him in the empty area preserved on the nearby tablet. In Leicestershire, even as monuments were built for one Rutland earl after another, the space left for the death date of the first earl’s wife remained vacant.43

Doubts about the monument to Judith’s father will have been fuelled by the fact that the inscription refers to him without a given name. And yet, it appears that ‘Shakespeare’ is how Judith thought of him. It seems to have been a tradition in the Quiney family to name sons for their grandfathers. Thus, the Adrian who died about 1533 was succeeded by a Richard who died in 1567, and Richard was succeeded by an Adrian who died in 1607, and Adrian was succeeded by a Richard who predeceased him in 1602, and Richard’s first-born was an Adrian who died in 1617. Judith and Thomas Quiney dutifully christened their second son ‘Richard’, presumably for his Quiney grandfather. With their first son, however, they honoured the grandfather from the other side. They chose to name the child not ‘William’ but ‘Shakespeare’. Judith’s kinsman George Hart, Joan Hart’s grandson, followed her example in naming his son ‘Shakespeare Hart’ in 1666.44 There was also ‘something of Shakespeare’ in Susanna Hall, according to her sepulchral tribute.

The family evidently understood this feature of his celebrity. From the first, Greene’s Groat’s Worth of Wit had punned on ‘Shakespeare’, not on William, in referring to ‘the only Shake-scene in a country’ (1592); at the end, so did Ben Jonson, remembering that the words of ‘my gentle Shakespeare’ would ‘shake a stage’ and ‘shake a lance’. John Weever was just one of a clutch of readers who celebrated ‘Shakespeare’ as the author of Venus and Adonis and Lucrece: ‘Shakespeare’ who ‘paints poor Lucrece rape’ (Henry Willobie, 1594); ‘sweet Shakspeare’ (William Covell, 1595); the ‘Shakespeare . . . whose honey-flowing vein’ lived in the erotic epyllia (Richard Barnfield, 1598); and ‘mellifluous and honey-tongued Shakespeare’ (Francis Meres, 1598). In the Parnassus Plays, the character Ingenious wanted ‘nothing but pure Shakespeare’ in his reading, on his study wall, as a subject of worship, and in the book under his pillow (c.1600). For Anthony Scoloker (1604), Richard Carew (after 1605), William Barkstead (1607), and Thomas Freeman (1614), the surname ‘Shakespeare’ also sufficed. The sonnets were published as ‘Shakespeare’s’ (1609). Telling the famous tale about Shakespeare taking Richard Burbage’s place in an admirer’s bed in 1602, John Manningham recorded the punchline: ‘Shakespeare caused return to be made that William the Conqueror was before Richard the Third.’ Manningham added an explanation to make the jest fully legible—‘Shakespeare’s name William’—as if the given name was obscure.

In their dedicatory epistle to the First Folio, Heminges and Condell wrote of ‘our Shakespeare’, and the author of the Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies was ‘Shakespeare’ in the commendatory poems by Digges, James Mabbe, and Hugh Holland, too.45 For all Shakespeare’s own punning on his given name, his public, his fellows, and his family knew him by the surname. As Jonson said, ‘a good poet’s made as well as born’.

Shakespeare’s Sculptor

Opening his almanac for the year 1653, Dugdale inserted on a flyleaf some informational notes (Figure 5.6): both Shakespeare’s and John Combe’s ‘monuments made by one Gerard Johnson at Stratford-super-Avon’, and both Sir Richard Verney’s monument at Compton and the earl of Totnes’s monument at Stratford-super-Avon made ‘by Master Marshall in Fetter Lane’. With ‘Master Marshall’, Dugdale undoubtedly refers to Edward Marshall, a member of the London Company of Masons (and eventual Master Mason to the Crown) whose premises were located in Pink’s Alley just off Fetter Lane. Marshall was sufficiently versatile to have worked as both a carver of stone and an engraver of brass, and he executed major commissions and minor jobbing work. For the latter, for example, the churchwardens of London’s St Dunstan in the West paid him for ‘altering the inscriptions in brass upon diverse gravestones’ in 1643 or 1644. While there is no evidence to contradict Dugdale’s assignment to Marshall of the memorial to George and Joyce Carew, earl and countess of Totnes, that of Sir Richard Verney is known from other sources to have been the work of the famed, thoroughly documented sculptor Nicholas Stone. There may yet be truth in Dugdale; according to Adam White, Marshall is likely to have executed a different memorial at Compton Verney House that was dedicated to Sir Richard’s son, Sir Greville Verney (d. 1642). The Sir Greville floor slab displays a lettering style not unlike that used on a floor slab for Dorothy, Lady Mannock (d. 1632) that is more credibly attributed to Marshall, and other details on Lady Mannock’s monument are similar to those employed for the earl and countess of Totnes, assigned by Dugdale to Marshall. Compton Verney, site of Sir Greville’s tomb, is about ten miles away from Holy Trinity Church, site of the Shakespeare, Combe, and Totnes memorials.46 With one given name missing (Master Marshall’s) and one given name mistaken (Sir Greville Verney’s), Dugdale would seem nonetheless to have identified a London artisan (Edward Marshall) who produced funerary work in Warwickshire.
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Figure 5.6 Sir William Dugdale’s notes of 1653 identifying monument-makers at Compton Verney and in Stratford-upon-Avon.





With ‘Gerard Johnson’, he is believed to have located another. On Dugdale’s authority, Gerard Johnson is generally credited as the sculptor of Shakespeare’s monument. He is the least known of three members of his family. His namesake father, called Gheerart or Garratt Janssen or Johnson, was a Dutch émigré who arrived in England around 1567 and who, in his will, described himself as a ‘tombmaker’. He produced monuments for the third and fourth earls of Rutland, among others, but, having died in 1611, is an improbable candidate to have created Shakespeare’s. Garratt’s son Nicholas maintained the family’s Southwark workshop and was, like Marshall, a free man of the London Masons’ Company. He is known to have executed commissions for the first and second earls of Southampton and the fifth earl of Rutland. The earliest of his six verified commissions dates to around 1594; he died in 1624. Garratt the Younger may have been the man of that name known from a single commission, a marble basin purchased for a garden at Hatfield House in 1612.47

The mural monument to John Vernon, installed in the chancel of St Michael Cornhill in London, has not previously been connected to that of Shakespeare or to the Garratt Johnsons, but it relates to both and it relates both (Figure 5.7). Frontally facing, half-height, set atop an inscription plaque, and sheltered within a columned niche, Vernon is posed and placed as Shakespeare is. His right hand is over his heart and his left rests on a skull. With its doublet, gown, and Jacobean ruff, the effigy is consistent with Vernon’s death date of 1616, while the framing elements are of a later, more austere style. In fact, an inscription reads that when the original monument was ‘ruined’ in the Great Fire of 1666, grateful members of London’s Merchant Taylors’ Company rebuilt it to honour Vernon for having left them legacies ‘amounting yearly to £200’. In his will of 10 October 1615, Vernon had also bequeathed 6s. 8d. yearly to the church sextons (‘and so forever’), should they ‘have a care to rub over all the black jet in the said monument with a cloth once in every month’.48 No jet remains; if, as for Shakespeare’s memorial, it was used in the framing columns, its disappearance is consistent with an artefact that seems truer to its time in the effigy than in the architecture. Thus, the post-Fire restoration would seem to have involved a rehousing for the salvaged bust. Other demi-figures that have similarly outlasted their surrounds include those for William Lambe (erected 1612), Gyles Fleming (d. 1633), Ralph Mighill (d. 1633), Theophilus Field (d. 1636), John Best (d. 1637, shown in Figure 5.14), Arthur Sherston (d. 1642), and an unidentified model in St Andrew Toddington, Gloucestershire. Vernon’s rescued sculpture survives as Malone would have had Shakespeare’s, in this case stripped by fire of its polychrome paint.
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Figure 5.7 Funerary monument for John Vernon (d. 1616) in the Church of St Michael Cornhill, London, with the original effigy but a replacement surround and replacement inscription plaque. Members of the London Company of Merchant Taylors salvaged the effigy following the Great Fire of 1666.
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Figure 5.14 Funerary monument for John Best (d. 1637), in the Church of St Peter Lugwardine, Herefordshire. The fragment, which has lost its framework, confirms that in this memorial style the cushion was integral to the demi-figure effigy.





Having commissioned his monument during his lifetime, Vernon knew that post-mortem adjustments were required. He would have seen other unfinished inscriptions like those of Sir John Dormer and Nicholas Tympley, and he made the addition of his date of death part of the contract with his sculptor. Vernon wrote in his will that ‘I desire my fellow Samuel to call upon Master Johnson that made my monument to perform so much as he did covenant to do by writing after my death’ (emphasis added). With Vernon’s Shakespearean monument and Vernon’s explicit testament, Dugdale’s otherwise unsubstantiated ascription becomes part of a cluster of evidence: there was a Johnson sculpting demi-figure monuments for men who died in 1616.

But Vernon does not indicate which Johnson he commissioned, and it is possible that Dugdale again got a given name wrong. Another piece of the cluster is that Dugdale’s unknown informant may have spoken in surnames (not only ‘Marshall’ but also ‘Johnson’) and that Dugdale may himself have added the ‘Gerard’ by anglicizing a name he encountered elsewhere. In 1651, about a year and a half before he made the attribution notes in his diary, Dugdale received a great bundle of waste paper from the collector Sir Simon Archer. Still to be found among Dugdale’s archives is a discarded manuscript census with more than a thousand entries for immigrant households in London, Certificates returned in April and May 1593, of all the strangers, foreigners abiding in London, where they were born, and last lived before their coming over, what children every of them had, as also what servants and apprentices, strangers and English, of what church every of them was, and English people every of them did set on work. Listed among the strangers and foreigners was ‘Garratt Johnson’, described in the survey as ‘a tomb maker’ originally from Amsterdam (Figure 5.8).49 In a dedicatory epistle to The Antiquities of Warwickshire, Dugdale thanked Archer as ‘a diligent gatherer and preserver of very many choice manuscripts and other rarities, whereof I have made special use, as almost every page in the book will manifest’. The use he made of the Certificates may have been to fill out the name ‘Johnson’ with the ‘Garratt’ he found there. He would not have known that this Garratt/Gerard had died in 1611; we, knowing this but not having made the connection to the Certificates entry, have assumed that he must have meant the younger Garratt. Dugdale made a reasonable deduction and so, perhaps, did we. But the fact that the younger Garratt/Gerard seems not to have carried on the family’s tomb-making business should cast doubt on an ascription that Dugdale may well have reached in an indirect way.
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Figure 5.8 The listing for ‘Garratt Johnson’, a ‘Hollander’ and ‘tomb maker’, from the Certificates returned in April and May 1593, of all the strangers, foreigners abiding in London. The six children of Johnson and his wife Mary were recorded as ‘all born in England’, indicating that the couple had emigrated to London by 1571.





Inasmuch as the known Johnson tomb-maker in the Shakespearean period was Nicholas Johnson, the sculptor of the Vernon and Shakespeare monuments is most likely to have been Nicholas rather than the five-years-buried Garratt the Elder or the garden decorator Garratt the Younger. This puts the Shakespeare monument one degree closer to that of the fifth earl of Rutland, created by Nicholas Johnson in 1618 for the man who had commissioned an impresa from Shakespeare and Burbage in 1613. To Katharine Esdaile’s eye, Nicholas Johnson also worked in demi-figure monuments. She attributes William Butler’s monument to his hand (Plate 7).

Joseph Greene was to note that Shakespeare’s effigy was carved in limestone ‘of a blueish or ash-colour’d cast, yet of a texture and solidity almost equal to common marble, which could be had from no quarry in our neighbourhood except from a village call’d Wilmcote’. This oft-cited remark has been taken to mean that the stone was worked on site in Stratford (although Greene does not say that it could not have come from quarries in other ‘neighbourhoods’ or that local limestone was not transported to be sculpted elsewhere). Robert Bell Wheler’s correction of Greene is less known: the stone ‘is either Portland or Bath’, limestones from Dorset and Somerset, respectively. ‘I was misled by Mr. Grubb’, Wheler wrote in a private letter, ‘when I told you it was of Wilmcote stone in this neighbourhood.’50

With access to industrial wharves on the Thames and to overland shipping via the Old Kent Road, the Johnsons’ workshop, just steps from the Globe playhouse, was a centre for wide distribution of their sculptures. Surviving records from the Rutland commissions of Garratt Johnson the Elder demonstrate how he produced artefacts for the provinces. The Johnsons’ great standing monuments to the third and fourth earls and their wives feature life-size effigies recumbent on their chest tombs and sheltered under broad architectural canopies. The third earl had just one child, shown kneeling in prayer at his feet; for the fourth earl, four men, three women, and a child were among the additional free-standing sculptures. All these pieces were taken by ship to Boston in Lincolnshire and from there travelled on fifteen carts to Bottesford in Leicestershire; at one point, a broken axle required repairs. Two regional artisans had earlier been called in to advise on the ‘placing’ of the tombs, and modifications to Bottesford’s St Mary the Virgin Church included ‘undersetting the wall’ where the ‘tomb standeth’, to carry the weight. A surviving contract for the Kingsmill monument erected by Sir Thomas Lucy in Hampshire in 1601 specifies that Lucy should provide ‘meat and drink and lodging’ for three or four workmen, ‘as need shall require’, and should lend two geldings to the partner tomb-makers Bartholomew Atye and Isaac James ‘for their going down and returning back to London’. In Bottesford, Garratt Johnson the Elder himself spent two weeks supervising the Rutland installations; Nicholas Johnson and two assistants stayed on in town for three additional weeks, living with a baker.51

As with the Rutland monuments, that of John Combe was large and heavy and had to be fixed to a chancel wall. His life-size recumbent effigy also lies on a standing marble tomb chest, where he is covered by a great arched and Corinthian-columned canopy. The whole is topped by a flourish of architectural scrolls supporting his armorial crest. Combe had put aside £60 for a ‘convenient tomb’ that should ‘within one year after my decease be set over me’. Stanley Wells calculates that Shakespeare’s smaller monument would have cost £20 or £30. Indeed, in 1620, the Northampton parson Nicholas Latham designated £20 for a monument, and his executors, having been advised to consult their local MP Sir Edward Montague on the subject, ordered a demi-figure sculpture in an architectural niche (Figure 5.9).52 Combe remembered Shakespeare with £5 in his will, and we might like to imagine that the gift made a start on the £20 needed for his own monument. Should the Johnson who created Combe’s monument have followed Johnson custom, he would have been in Stratford within months of Combe’s burial. Surely, Shakespeare, who ‘did merrily fan up some witty and facetious verses’ in Combe’s honour, would have met the tomb-maker for his old friend in Holy Trinity Church. If so, his likeness (Plate 5) was from the life.
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Figure 5.9 Funerary monument for Nicholas Latham (d. 1620) in the Church of St Andrew Barnwell, Northamptonshire. Latham is shown preaching at a pulpit with a cloth rather than a cushion.





The Shakespeare Type

Any history of English funerary monuments is interrupted by diversions and hiccups. While the age of the full-figure memorial brass was well over by 1600, for example, rare archaizing revivals of the form occasionally appeared. Sometimes they were incised in stone (as for Edward Cooper, buried in 1596 in St Michael and All Angels Ledbury, Herefordshire), sometimes carved in relief on slate in the West Country (as for Ann Coffyn, buried in 1592 in St Cuby Duloe, Cornwall), sometimes replicated in full in a floor brass (as for Richard and Margaret Gadbury, he buried in 1624 in All Saints Eyeworth, Bedfordshire). There would always be idiosyncratic memorials, like the painted wooden triptychs for the Richard Cornwall family (installed in 1588 in St Mary Burford, Shropshire) and for a Harewell youth (installed around 1600 in St Peter Besford, Worcestershire), the former ecclesiastically influenced and signed by Melchior Salabossh, the latter more allegorical. Minor themes are identifiable, including engraved plaques showing women lying as if in the childbeds in which they died (as for Anne Savage, buried in 1605 in St Catherine Wormington Dumbleton, Gloucestershire) and small sculptures of men seated, their heads resting on their hands, in attitudes of mourning (as for the Oxford scholar and musician Sherland Short, buried in 1632 in Newton St Cyriac and St Julitta, Devon). These are some of the sidebars to a funerary practice in which figural representation, especially when in three dimensions, was otherwise dominated by a trio of types.

First among the figural forms were life-sized, recumbent effigies laid out on chests containing human remains. The Stratford tomb of William and Anne Clopton has the common arrangement of husband and wife resting side by side, but there were also many men shown alone, whether or not they were married, such as John Combe. While the Clopton and Combe tomb chests are both now of the style that was placed against church walls, the Clopton monument was originally of the free-standing style that is still to be seen in the monument to Sir Fulke and Lady Elizabeth Greville in nearby Alcester. Both designs were fundamentally medieval. Like the great halls of historic country houses, tomb chests with recumbent effigies survived into the early modern period with their resonances of wealth and power intact but with fresh embellishments like Renaissance ornamentation. The Clopton family memorial for George and Joyce Carew is a refined and celebrated example. Some free-standing installations were fitted out to resemble posted beds, the tombs sheltered under imposing ceilings supported by four columns, six, or eight. An occasional innovation in important monuments positioned against the wall was for the figure to be raised on one elbow, looking outward. From Devon alone, we have the 1605 example of Sir William Perriam in Crediton and the 1613 example of the Seymours in Berry Pomeroy. There, on a stack of stepped-back chests, Sir Edward Seymour, his son Lord Edward Seymour, and Lord Edward’s wife Elizabeth Seymour recline, one above the other, facing their viewers rather than heaven.

A second early modern form, which survives in the many hundreds, depicted figures in profile, kneeling in prayer (Figure 5.10). Some kneeling figures were sculpted as free-standing attendants alongside the recumbent effigies of great men and women, but for the aspirational middling sort a common approach was to be shown in relief, as if positioned at a prayer desk, on a mural monument. This most flexible of designs could feature one man, one woman, a couple, or a family. No matter how unbalanced the numbers in family groups, with girl children lined up behind the wife, boy children behind the husband, and shrouded infants joining the offspring who had survived them, the prayer desk established a fixed centre for a symmetrical effect. The design was executed in two dimensions, inscribed in brass or stone, as well as in three, and could be of any scale, from life-sized to miniaturized, without ever, as Esdaile put it, ‘losing its character’.53 With a simple text plaque an enduring and affordable alternative, any figural display could seem ostentatious, but the praying pose put dynastic pride in the unimpeachable context of piety. In its middling way, the design abandoned the tradition of models lying as if in death and also shied away from the contrivance that had reclining figures engaging with their viewers. Kneeling effigies were demonstrably intent on their relationships with the divine.
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Figure 5.10 Funerary monument for the Kirton family (Mary d. 1598, Thomas d. 1601), in the Church of St John the Baptist, Thorpe Mandeville, Northamptonshire. The couple is represented kneeling in prayer before two books laid on a cloth-covered table. Although the memorial shows three sons behind Thomas, five daughters behind Mary, and, also behind Mary, the small shrouded figure of a girl child who died in infancy, the inscription plaque indicates that the couple had six sons and six daughters in total. Traces of red paint remain on the tasselled kneeling cushions.





The third form, and the most avant-garde, featured frontally facing, life-sized portrait sculptures, whether busts or demi-figures. Appearing towards the end of the first decade of the seventeenth century, these models had a handful of antecedents in the great standing monuments to John Colet (the dean of St Paul’s Cathedral and founder of St Paul’s School, who died in 1519 and who was later memorialized in the cathedral), Sir Roger Manwood (a judge and founder of a grammar school in Sandwich who died in 1592 and who was memorialized in Kent), Francis Wyndham (a judge in London and Norfolk who died in 1592 and who was memorialized in Norwich), William Aubrey (the Oxford-educated lawyer who died in 1595 and who was memorialized in St Paul’s Cathedral), and Alexander Nowell (another university-educated dean of St Paul’s who died in 1602 and who was also remembered in the cathedral). Because the monuments of Colet, Aubrey, and Nowell survive only as drawn and engraved for William Dugdale’s 1658 History of St Paul’s Cathedral, their scale is ambiguous. Whatever their size, though, none of the precedent monuments had the singularity of focus that was to characterize the more dominant form that developed from them. The bust of Colet was positioned as a heraldic shield might have been elsewhere, on a canopy above a tomb chest with the full-sized sculpture of a skeleton laid out. Manwood was under his canopy but also over a skeleton on a tomb chest; Wyndham was posed atop a tomb chest with a heraldic display; and the frieze under Aubrey’s effigy had a row of family members kneeling in prayer (see Figures 5.11 and 5.12).54
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Figure 5.11 William Sedgwick’s drawing of the funerary monument for William Aubrey in St Paul’s Cathedral (1641). Aubrey, who died in 1595, was memorialized holding a pair of gloves and a skull over a plump cushion, with nine mourners kneeling in prayer below his effigy.
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Figure 5.12 Wenceslaus Hollar’s engraving of the William Aubrey funerary monument for William Dugdale’s The History of St Pauls Cathedral in London, from its Foundation until these Times (1658). Hollar suppressed the piped and tasselled cushion recorded by Sedgwick.





Mural monuments extracted effigies from colossal settings like Colet’s, Manwood’s, Wyndham’s, Aubrey’s, and Nowell’s to place them in sympathetically sized aedicules. The inspiration may have been native, or it may have been borrowed from such precedents as the tombs of university professors in Padua and Rome, but, no matter how decorated the framing elements, the emphasis was always on the human subject. The first variant, the portrait head, would go on to become a prevailing memorial type in the late seventeenth century. The second, the demi-figure, enjoyed a shorter, more concentrated life-span of about three decades in early to mid-century. The head-and-torso version was sufficiently uncommon that Nikolaus Pevsner, the great art historian who set out to inventory the funerary monuments of every English parish church, at first used the terms ‘bust’ and ‘demi-figure’ interchangeably. When he came to recognize the hundred or so demi-figures as instances of a distinct genre, he associated them with scholars and divines.55 Indeed, most represented men of achievement in their lone eminence, at first as intellectuals but later as merchants and philanthropists, as well; there would also be a handful of similarly designed monuments for individual women and some number more for married couples (see Appendix V). Like reclining figures, these effigies looked outward. Memorial busts could sometimes be extended to show stiffened shoulders and arms clamped to the chest, but their movement was limited by their locket-like circular or oval settings. Demi-figures’ broad-based architectural niches made room for the representation of gesture. The effigies clasped books, their fingers marking pages; they prayed; they preached; they rested hands on skulls. Shakespeare’s held a quill. His monument realized the form’s capacity to make a memorial as much about a life as about a death.

For the 150 or so examples of male, female, and couple demi-figures, the chronology is inexact. We rarely know whether monuments were installed before or after the death dates of their subjects, and in London any comprehensive history is further impeded by losses occasioned in the Great Fire. But a snapshot of the London survivals bears out chronological patterns evident elsewhere: the type had its limited vogue between 1610 and 1640. The gentleman William Lambe was memorialized in 1612; the physician Peter Turner, Shakespeare’s erstwhile neighbour in St Helen Bishopsgate, died in 1614; the merchant John Vernon, a Johnson patron, died in 1616; the merchant taylor Robert Dow was memorialized in 1622 or 1623; and the royal purveyor John Bingham died in 1625.56 By the time the puritan Member of Parliament James Rivers died in 1641, bare marble had supplanted polychromed limestone and the Jacobean style had given way to the classicizing. We see the contrast in Stratford, where the pallid demi-figures of Richard and Judith Combe, from 1649 or later, are spatially companionable to Shakespeare’s but artistically distant from it. In All Saints Clipston, in Northamptonshire, three members of the Buswell family offer a case study of the different aesthetic worlds through which seventeenth-century portrait design passed, with George, who died in 1632, a painted demi-figure sheltered in his architectural niche; John, who died in 1659, a white-marble effigy set in a wreathed circle; and Sir George, who died in 1668, a head-and-shoulder bust resolving into a plinth and poised atop rather than beneath his broken pediment. By the time of Judith Combe and the later Buswells, tomb-makers had lost the taste and the technique for the kind of modelling that married colour to carving to achieve its naturalistic effects. Pevsner and his team characterized the polychromed demi-figure as a ‘significant change—even if a passing one, amounting to no more than the fashion of one generation’.

They failed to notice its consequential subset: the type like Shakespeare’s, popular for scholars and divines rather than merchants, that had a cushion terminating the torso. Shakespeare’s cushion has now attracted even more attention than his buttons. It began with Charlotte Stopes, who was so disappointed in the ‘self-contented fleshy man’ of the Holy Trinity monument, with its ‘entire lack of the faintest suggestion of poetic or spiritual inspiration in its plump earthliness’, that she sought out Dugdale’s Antiquities and was happy to discover Hollar’s more romantic interpretation. There, Shakespeare had ‘large and full dark eyes’, ‘cheeks hollow to emaciation’, and a moustache that ‘drops down softly and naturally instead of perking upwards’. Since Dugdale was 11 when Shakespeare died and could have ‘seen the poet in habit as he lived’, she preferred to think that Hollar’s was the better portrait. ‘Any divergence’ between the monument and the engraving, she believed, was ‘more than likely to be in the direction of the reality’. Although her aim was to find Shakespeare’s face, she observed other distinctions. Hollar showed ‘no mantle on the shoulders, no pen in the hand’. Instead of the monument’s ‘cushioned desk’, there was the engraving’s ‘large cushion, suspiciously resembling a woolsack’. So labelled by Stopes in 1914, the ‘woolsack’ has since been seen as a signifier for John Shakespeare’s illicit and short-lived ventures in brogging rather than William Shakespeare’s lifelong career as a writer.57

To the contrary, the errors of Hollar’s lumpy malformations are clear by comparison with other instances of the type, where firm, piped, and tasselled cushions like Shakespeare’s are a conventional motif. The cushion was the most common of memorial accoutrements across all the figural modes. For medieval-style tombs with recumbent effigies, there were cushions carved under the heads (as for Anne Clopton, John Combe, and the Carews). For the sixteenth-century variant of reclining forms turned toward the viewer, there were cushions beneath the elbows on which they raised their upper bodies (with Sir John Glanville’s memento-mori skull pillowed, as well). For middling-sort monuments of persons kneeling in prayer, there were cushions padding the knees (on the brass to William Rochester, these were inlaid with colour).58 Cushions were ubiquitous, except in frontal portrait monuments. They appeared only in a specialized subset of demi-figures for which the base of the inscription plaque became a platform for a cushion. But every early modern sepulchral creator would have had experience sculpting, painting, and etching cushions; Wenceslaus Hollar may have been the only artist in England who either did not know this sort of cushion when he saw it or did not like to represent it.

Evidences are that Hollar did not himself encounter the monuments he engraved. We can understand his confusion over Dugdale’s drawing of the Shakespeare monument, which as we return to it seems more notational than imitative. Dugdale may have intentionally misrepresented the postures of the putti, for example (see Figure 5.1). By extending their arms, he was able to isolate and identify their implements as he had finally (if wrongly) made sense of them. Similarly, he may have turned Shakespeare’s cushion to the vertical not only to compensate for spatial miscalculations but also because he was thus able to clarify to himself the very nature of the object. On an up-ended cushion, he could add two non-existent tassels to show one in all four corners. Others of his sketches have books tilted up and away from their prayer desks, presumably to the same purpose of identifying the accoutrements. Shakespeare’s monument may already have lacked the quill that would have trained his interpretative eye on a variation in the surface of the cushion that signifies a sheet of paper. Dugdale, whose antiquarian research was made possible by his income as a herald, had a professional interest in the symbolic languages of repeated monumental ornaments such as spades, books, and cushions. But he knew his limitations, and when he travelled beyond his own Warwickshire neighbourhood to record the material history of cathedrals for his three-volume Monasticon Anglicanum (1655, 1661, 1673), he took William Sedgwick with him as his draftsman. Sedgwick also prepared sketches from which Hollar worked when creating engravings for Dugdale’s History of St Paul’s Cathedral (1658).

While Hollar can be forgiven his misreadings of Dugdale’s jottings at Holy Trinity Church, for the St Paul’s images there is no excuse. Sedgwick showed Alexander Nowell with hands folded on a typically two-toned cushion, bright blue above and darker blue below, one corner tasselled. Hollar’s heavily applied burin turned it into a single strip of ambiguous texturing that might be interpreted as a folded cloth. Sedgwick drew William Aubrey posed with an even plumper cushion, clearly indicating its piping along the seam and tassels in the corners (Figure 5.11). Hollar copied the gloves clutched in Aubrey’s right hand and the skull beneath his left hand, but he eliminated the cushion and replaced it with a broad, hard-surfaced desk or table top (Figure 5.12). For the three cushioned demi-figures that Dugdale referred to him for engraving—Aubrey’s, Nowell’s, and Shakespeare’s—Hollar was consistent in misrepresenting the cushions. According to Steven H. Wander, the St Paul’s engravings were at their most liberal when representing ‘features without historical precedent’.59

Indeed, the platform cushion was rare: as shown in Appendix V, fewer than thirty examples are known. Many of them served to draw attention to the books they supported. Books were also shown across all the monument types, from small psalters clasped in the hands of recumbent figures such as William Clopton and John Combe, to Bibles laid out on the prayer desks of kneeling figures. In a Midlands variation, fat folios were stacked along with cushions to bolster the heads of recumbent ecclesiasts. Some demi-figures displayed books that we can presume to be of their own authorship; William Camden (d. 1623) and John Speed (d. 1629) are prominent examples. Robert Fludd, who in his will of 1637 asked for a memorial ‘near unto the form of Master Camden’s monument in Westminster’ and who listed the seven of his books he would like to see represented, is sculpted as if he were leafing through one of them.60 But the first wave of demi-figures, including Laurence Humphrey (d. 1589), Ralph Hutchinson (d. 1606), John Rainolds (d. 1607), Andrew Blunden (d. 1607), Thomas Plaifere (d. 1609), Giles Tomson (d. 1612), Robert Hovenden (d. 1614), John Spenser (d. 1614), and William Butler (d. 1618), were shown with books that are objects of faith and contemplation. Blunden was depicted prayerfully, with folded hands and open book (see Figure 5.16).
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Figure 5.16 Funerary monument for the lawyer Andrew Blunden (d. 1607), in the Church of St Peter and St Paul Shiplake, Oxfordshire. Blunden and his family, who commissioned what may have been the first demi-figure mural monument of the cushioned type to have been installed outside an Oxford college, undoubtedly knew the standing monument that included a demi-figure effigy of William Aubrey with cushion (see Figures 5.11 and 5.12). Aubrey referred to ‘my loving friend and kinsman Master Andrew Blunden’ in his will of 1595.





Many of the rest lecture or preach. Humphrey’s effigy and that of Thomas Thornton (d. 1629) reach out expressively, books in their left hands and right hands raised palm outward. Monuments to John Favour (d. 1624), John Hoskyns (d. 1631), and John Best (d. 1637) represent them with books in their left hands and right hands pressed dramatically to their hearts. All these mural monuments have platform cushions, and the legend of ‘Roaring’ John Rogers (d. 1636) shows why. So many people travelled ‘to fetch fire’ from Rogers that galleries were added to accommodate them in his parish church in Dedham, Essex. As a witness described one memorable sermon: he ‘personates God to the people’, who have let their Bibles gather ‘dust and cobwebs’. ‘“Do you use my Bible so? Well, you shall have my Bible no longer.” And he takes up the Bible from his cushion and seemed as if he were going away with it.’61 Rogers was memorialized in St Mary the Virgin Dedham with his book and his cushion.

Through cushions, which were perhaps imported into mural monuments as settings for books, waist-high platforms were imagined to be the ledges of pulpits or lecterns. They transformed the architectural niche into a mise en scène of preaching or lecturing. For the Stratford presentments of 1619, churchwardens confirmed the proper availability of ‘a pulpit with a cushion’ on which to rest the parish Bible. That April, outgoing churchwardens itemized the goods they had transferred to their successors, including ‘a cushion and [hour]glass for the pulpit’. The next surviving inventory, dated 1630, again has ‘a pulpit cushion and hour glass’. From other parishes we find records such as that in Leicester, with expenditure accounts for 1605–6 documenting purchases for ‘a cushion for the pulpit’: green kersey cloth, red leather, white leather, and fringe and crewel yarn for tassels. In Durham in 1634–5, a new pulpit cushion was made with wool and silk and fringe and filled with feathers. In Sarum, the ‘pulpit cushion’ required fringe in 1635–6 and then was renewed with velvet, buckram, and ‘four tassels’ in 1646–7. Vividly dyed and trimmed cushions were admitted even in puritan settings. Portraits of clergymen from the mid-seventeenth century—including the puritans Arthur Hildersham, Herbert Palmer, and John Goodwin; the Presbyterians Christopher Love and Thomas Cawton; and the Calvinist Tobias Crisp—place them at their cushions.62

Shakespeare’s visual iconography seems to commingle that of men addressing their listeners, like Laurence Humphrey; men displaying the books they have authored, like Robert Fludd; and the one-of-a-kind man in the process of composition, John Stow (Figure 5.13). Stow’s monument, which imagines him seated at a table looking not at his readers but at the open book that he diligently addresses with his removable quill, was created early enough to have informed Shakespeare’s own unique blend of cultural associations and visual vocabularies. ‘What I have written, I have written’, Stow told John Manningham two years before his death in 1605. Also in the mix must have been the writerly customs documented in portraits: Erasmus of Rotterdam (by Quinten Massys, 1517), writing in a book resting on a tasselled cushion; Edwin Sandys (by an unknown artist, 1571), looking up from a manuscript volume resting on a cushion; and Robert Burton (by Gilbert Jackson, 1635), opening a printed book on a long trimmed cushion. A Joos Van Cleve painting of Henry VIII (c.1530–5) portrays him unrolling a narrow parchment scroll on a cushion, turning its legend towards the viewer. The cushion as scribal surface was firm, often covered in leather, and not uncongenial with the palaeographic practices of petty and grammar schools, where schoolboys who were seated on benches learned to write while cushioning their paper on their thighs (see Plate 3). The 1607 image of Thomas Braithwaite of Ambleside Making His Will portrays him applying his quill to paper that rests upon the bedclothes pulled across his lap (see Figure 4.5).63

It has been argued that the restoration of Shakespeare’s monument in 1749 was really a remaking: the arms were repositioned, the theory goes; pen and paper were added; a woolsack was remade into a cushion. The conjecture is insupportable for three reasons. First, Shakespeare’s effigy was described by Gerard Langbaine as ‘leaning upon a cushion’ in 1691, a half-century before the refurbishment. Whether he had seen the monument himself or whether he encountered it in The Antiquities, Langbaine recognized a familiar lecturer’s posture and used a phrase that was conventional for describing it. Forty years later but also predating the renovations, Lewis Theobald referred to the ‘cushion spread before him’. Second, as Joseph Greene discovered in 1749, ‘the bust and cushion before it (on which as on a desk this our Poet seems preparing to write) is one entire lime-stone’. In monuments to Ralph Mighill and John Best, which have lost their aedicules and which survive only as cushion-terminated demi-figures, we see for ourselves that these sculptures were carved from single blocks of stone (Figure 5.14). Thus they preclude the plastic modifications that have been imagined for them. Third, the sort of monument that featured what Elias Ashmole was to describe as ‘a man to his middle’, with a cushion at his middle, was an uncommon but demonstrably known type. While most examples were sculpted in three dimensions at life-size, there was for this as for all desirable consumer goods in the period a budget alternative to the higher end option. In St Nicholas Fyfield, Oxfordshire, a marble tablet is etched with a demi-figure image of the ‘Oxford anatomist’, George Dale (Figure 5.15). Dale, who died in 1625, points portentously to the skull resting on his cushion. For John Tonstall, the new design was translated into an old medium, brass. Tonstall, the rector of St Peter Clayworth, Nottinghamshire from 1606 until his death in 1630, appears as a demi-figure in an arched niche, his hands joined in prayer over an open book propped against a stout cushion.64 When we encounter lower-cost imitations of this sort, we can be sure we are in the presence of a visual trope with cultural currency. It was, as Pevsner knew, the fashion of a generation.
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Figure 5.15 Funerary monument for George Dale (d. 1625), in the Church of St Nicholas, Fyfield, Oxfordshire. The image on the etched tablet imitates in two dimensions the three-dimensional demi-figure effigies of the early seventeenth century.





Shakespeare at Oxford

The epicentre of the cushioned funerary monuments was Oxford University, where frontal demi-figures came into focus for Pevsner as a design for scholars and divines. The demi-figures for early Cambridge luminaries, as for Thomas Plaifere (d. 1609) and William Butler (d. 1618), lacked cushions. And while the monuments to Alexander Nowell and William Aubrey give evidence of a minor cluster in London, the dominant mode for London demi-figures was not cushioned. Had the form been more common there, Hollar might have felt obliged to reproduce it. Langbaine, who knew Shakespeare’s cushion for what it was, was reared in Oxford as son to a provost of Queen’s College and himself matriculated at University College.

A partial history of the cushioned funerary form can be mapped in personal and institutional networks from the years 1606 to 1637. The chapel at Magdalen College had demi-figure monuments to both Laurence Humphrey, with his book, and William Langton, with a book and a skull. The memorial to Humphrey’s Oxford ally John Rainolds was erected in the chapel of Corpus Christi College by his successor as Reader in Greek, John Spenser. Spenser’s own mural monument is directly across the choir stalls from that of Rainolds, the one holding an open book and the other standing his book on end. Both Rainolds and Spenser were translators of the King James Bible; so was Ralph Hutchinson, memorialized in St John’s College chapel with a finger marking the place in his book. Giles Tomson, another translator for the Authorized Version, was remembered in one of the most impressive of the cushioned monuments, reading from his book in St George’s Chapel, Windsor. Tomson had been a fellow at All Souls College, where the monument for Robert Hovenden has a book and a skull. Hovenden’s successor as vice-chancellor of All Souls, and his brother-in-law, was Thomas Thornton, whose monument featuring a book with its ribbons untied can be found in the parish church of St Michael and All Angels Ledbury, Herefordshire. In his will, Thornton left books to John Hoskyns and John Best, both Oxford-trained.65 The cushioned monuments for Hoskyns and Best are in the Herefordshire parish churches they served as vicars (St Michael and All Angels Ledbury for Hoskyns and St Peter Lugwardine for Best).

The earliest of the cushioned demi-figures outside Oxford seems to have been that of Andrew Blunden (d. 1607), installed about twenty-five miles from the university in the Oxfordshire village of Shiplake. A lawyer with a collection of books ‘as well written as printed’, he was shown not preaching from his open volume but praying over it (Figure 5.16). Others who took an Oxford form elsewhere included John Favour, who studied at Oxford and was remembered in Halifax, Yorkshire. One-time principal of St Mary Hall, Oxford, George Dale was memorialized in Fyfield. The cushioned monument of Robert Bolton, who was educated in Lincoln and Brasenose Colleges, was placed in St Andrew Broughton, Northamptonshire, where he preached as a ‘son of thunder’. Thomas Archer studied at both Oxford and Cambridge and was remembered in All Saints Houghton Conquest, Bedfordshire. Archer thus joined the late clutch of Cambridge men remembered with cushioned monuments only after 1623: Richard Woodcoke (d. 1623), buried in St Mary Chesham, Buckinghamshire; Thomas Whincup (d. 1624), buried in Hull Minster, Yorkshire; George Mountain (d. 1628), buried in All Saints Cawood, Yorkshire; David Dolben (d. 1633), memorialized in St John Hackney; Andrew Dennys (d. 1633), remembered in St Paul Bedford; and John Rogers (d. 1636), buried in the churchyard of St Mary the Virgin Dedham, Essex. The last of the cushioned monuments, an odd throwback that imitated the polychromed style ineptly, was created at St Mary Meppershall, Bedfordshire, for Timothy Archer (d. 1672). It was explicable only as an act of tribute to the demi-figure memorial for Timothy’s uncle, Thomas Archer, who had bequeathed him all his ‘notebooks on divinity’.

These were among the most learned men of the age: students of rhetoric, Greek, natural philosophy, and medicine before they turned to theology; holders of doctorates in divinity; disputants of moral philosophy before Elizabeth I and James I; preachers and chaplains-in-ordinary to the monarchs; bishops and deans in the established church; travellers on the continent; assemblers of personal libraries and themselves published authors. Their monuments, showing them in performance as lecturers, were meant to commemorate their earthly and singular accomplishments. Most were married and had children, but theirs was the rare funerary design that did not celebrate family and progeny. Laurence Humphrey’s wife, for example, was remembered only because their daughter commissioned an independent tribute to her, and separate memorials were installed to both wives of John Best.66 The principle carried over to the earliest cushioned-monument subjects who were neither scholars nor divines, and who were not commemorated in Oxford college chapels, Blunden and William Shakespeare. When Shakespeare died in 1616, when John Weever saw his monument around 1618, and even when Leonard Digges referred to it in 1623, all the cushioned monuments in existence still had Oxford connections.

That to Shakespeare will not have been the exception proving a rule. He was born in a town that was in Oxford’s orbit, with the alderman and schoolmaster Alexander Aspinall, Abraham Sturley’s sons Henry and Richard, and Richard Quiney’s son George all earning degrees there. These men may have made the same connection that John Aubrey did, later in the seventeenth century, when he noted that the demi-figure of Shakespeare’s monument wears over its slashed doublet ‘a black gown like an undergraduate’s at Oxford’. That is to say, ‘the sleeves of the gown do not cover the arms, but hang loose behind’ or are ‘pinned behind’. It was ‘the fashion’, Aubrey observed, ‘for grave people’.67 Many of the demi-figures are shown in gowns and hoods, but a number of those who pursued professions outside the church and the university sport the sleeves that Aubrey associated with Oxford students: John Blagrave, Peter Turner, William Camden, John Speed, and James Eastchurch.

For Shakespeare, Aubrey had an even more important Oxford connection to make. He ‘was wont to go into Warwickshire once a year’, travelling from London, ‘and did commonly in his journey lie at this house in Oxford, where he was exceedingly respected’. It was a sensible place for Shakespeare to break his trip, but Oxford was the more attractive, according to Aubrey, for a house kept by the vintner John Davenant, ‘a very grave and discreet citizen’, and his wife, ‘a very beautiful woman, and of a very good wit and of conversation extremely agreeable’. Their son William would be acknowledged the unofficial poet laureate in 1638, following the death of Ben Jonson, and William Davenant was also known to be ‘content[ed] enough’ to be supposed Shakespeare’s natural son—even though, as Aubrey first noted and on second thought scored through, Davenant’s mother Jennet thus ‘had a very light report, whereby she was called a whore’. Aubrey included this anecdote in his ‘brief life’ of Davenant, not that of Shakespeare, presumably because he suspected that its sensational aspects said more about Davenant’s vainglory than about Shakespeare’s biography.68

John and Jennet Davenant operated the Crown Tavern, a tap-house on Cornmarket Street near the Cross Inn, a hostelry. Their business was based in drinks dispensed in the tavern’s parlours rather than beds rented in an inn’s chambers, and Shakespeare would have stayed at the tavern ‘not as an ordinary member of the public’, Mary Edmond emphasizes, ‘but as a friend’. Until about 1600, the Davenants had been vintners and brokers in London, where Jennet Davenant’s glove-maker brothers appeared on a royal procurement list of 1605 with Shakespeare’s sometime landlady, the tirewoman Marie Mountjoy. According to the seventeenth-century Oxford historian Anthony Wood, John Davenant was ‘an admirer and lover of plays and playmakers, especially Shakespeare’. If Shakespeare knew the Davenants in London, as seems likely, he could have been the person who steered them towards Oxford when, after suffering six infant deaths in as many years, the couple decided to relocate. Having purchased New Place from William Underhill in 1597, Shakespeare may also have known that an Underhill kinsman was selling the Crown Tavern in Oxford. In February 1602, the Davenants appeared in an Oxford parish register, baptizing a child who would be one of the three daughters and four sons who survived them in this healthier atmosphere. Although John Davenant had probably begun pouring wine immediately upon his arrival, under the authority of Underhill’s entitlement, in June 1604 he secured a vintnery licence of his own. By then, the London company of the King’s Men had already brought Hamlet to the university for a performance that may have been witnessed by the expatriate lover of plays.69

With the reference to ‘small Latin and less Greek’ in his commendatory poem for the First Folio of 1623, Ben Jonson initiated a persistent biographical theme of Shakespeare’s confounding under-education. He might have attended university, it is supposed, even despite his father’s hardships and with the help of the sort of benevolent support for scholarship that is detailed in period records, if not for the early marriage that disqualified him. Perhaps this is one more misogynistically tainted myth we can set aside. Just as we have seen that Shakespeare may have harboured no regrets for a lost craft apprenticeship, so we might speculate that he had his own strategy with possible disappointment in this arena. Even as he found another way of earning, he seems also to have found another way of learning. If we have not understood this, it is in part because we have failed to read Aubrey’s report as anything other than salacious. But Jennet Davenant would not have been the only attraction of Shakespeare’s regular way station. The Crown Tavern was his port of entry into a university community.

Aubrey treasured the Oxford of coffee houses (originating around 1650) and university common rooms (introduced in 1661), and thought that before then ‘men knew not how to be acquainted but with their own relations or societies’. In fact, there were taverns, with fellowship organized in ways that anticipated college common rooms: one chamber for Masters, one for Bachelors, and one for undergraduates. Kate Bennett understands, as Aubrey himself may not fully have done, that his account of newsletter traffic in the first decade of the seventeenth century gave evidence of another of Oxford’s early social centres. ‘The fashion was in those days to go every Saturday night (I think) to Joseph Barnes’ shop the bookseller’, wrote Aubrey, ‘where the news was brought from London.’70 In a town that was an entrepôt for intelligence and ideas, we can imagine Shakespeare to have been a walking newsletter himself, a bringer-in of custom for the Davenants whenever he visited their drinking rooms. Aubrey knew Shakespeare to have been ‘exceedingly respected’ in the Davenant household. For his part, the tavern was a means of assimilation into the discursive lives of the most celebrated intellects of England.

We have long pictured Shakespeare haunting the book stalls of London, presumably enjoying special privileges at the printing house of his Stratford coetanean Richard Field. But, with a testamentary bequest of books to his Herefordshire cousin, ‘living so far from the universities as he doth’, the demi-figure subject Thomas Thornton reminds us that Oxford was also a peerless repository of print-preserved knowledge.71 In addition to Joseph Barnes’s commercial premises, there were the collections of individual scholars, the college libraries, and the great, visionary repository created by Sir Thomas Bodley and his librarian Thomas James.

With his monument before us, we must also picture Shakespeare participating in the intellectual culture of Oxford. The university was comparatively open and accessible in his time: the colleges did not keep gates, there were no exclusive common rooms, coffee houses had not yet been established with their private-club ambience, taverns were public. Shakespeare is nearly certain to have taken in lectures and sermons in college chapels, because his monument gives evidence that he had seen the book-and-cushion memorials that were to inspire his own. Thus a design that moved contagiously through the venues of scholars and divines found an early outpost in Stratford-upon-Avon, where it was translated from the representation of a preacher to that of an audience-aware performer, and from a reader to a quill-at-the-ready writer.

Shakespeare’s Designs

A knowledge of the distinctive style, abbreviated chronology, and centrifugal geography of cushioned monuments helps us understand how likely it is that Shakespeare developed his own memorial. A number of auto-commissions survive from the period. Thomas Radcliffe, third earl of Sussex, having begun construction of a family chapel in his parish church of Boreham, in his 1583 will asked his executors to place ‘in the middest of the said chapel’ a ‘tomb of white alabaster, touch and other stones’ produced ‘according to a plot or writing thereof made and subscribed with mine own hand’. Around 1595 John Gage sent extensive corrections for the brass of himself and his two wives that Garratt Johnson the Elder had designed to top a marble tomb chest: ‘my request is that they shall be both attired with French hoods and cornets, some hair showed under the cornets—the pattern of the cornet I have sent you by this bearer in a box bowed and dressed as it should stand upon their heads’—and their ‘loose’ gowns should ‘be so long as may cover some part of their feet’. The sculptor Maximilian Colt developed a ‘model’ for the tomb of Robert Cecil, earl of Salisbury in 1609; it would be completed after his death, in 1618. Testators who left explicit directions in their wills include not only gentry but also theologians and members of the professional classes like lawyers and physicians. John Franck dictated, ‘I will that my executors shall set upon the place or near thereunto where I shall be interred a tomb with my picture, my wife’s picture, and the pictures of my eight children in such manner and form as by a draft or platform I have already appointed or otherwise made known to some of my children.’72

Franck’s memorial was never built. In Stratford, Combe’s executors did honour his request that ‘a convenient tomb of the value of threescore pounds . . . be set over me’; presumably, they also located the tomb ‘near to the place where my mother was buried’ and saw it ‘raised within one year after my decease’, as he wished. But the only sure means of controlling the image left behind was to oversee it oneself. As Thomas Fuller said: ‘’Tis a provident way to make one’s tomb in one’s lifetime . . . to prevent the negligence of heirs’. John Weever observed also that, ‘It was usual in ancient times, and so it is in these our days, for persons of especial rank and quality to make their own tombs and monuments in their lifetime . . . partly to please themselves, in the beholding of their dead countenance in marble.’ As many as one-third of all funerary monuments were erected ‘to commemorate, and thus represent, the living’, according to Nigel Llewellyn, in advance of their deaths. William Sewell, who served as vicar in Hornby, Yorkshire, from 1581 to 1626, preached in view of his own memorial for his last dozen years. The monument he installed in 1614 proudly catalogued his philanthropies even while demurring that ‘he gave these not because he desired the applause or praise of people’.73

We have always known that Shakespeare’s memorial was on display within seven years of his death, in 1623, when Leonard Digges wrote of ‘thy Stratford monument’ in the First Folio. Some have wondered whether the King’s Men, who were in the process of collecting Shakespeare’s play-scripts in order to publish them, visited Stratford to view the memorial in 1622. But, as has already been implied, we may be able to turn the clock back even further with the help of John Weever. No inscription in Weever’s Midlands workbook is from later than 7 October 1617. This was the death date for Sir Thomas Gerard, according to a stone in St John the Baptist Ashley, in Staffordshire, about eighty miles north of Stratford. Weever had known Gerard, and, graveside, he wrote four lines of verse, cancelled two, added ‘look over the leaf’, and on the reverse of the page completed a six-line epitaph in which even the two retained lines have been substantially revised. Here, in other words, we may see a loose, ephemeral legend in the process of composition, and we might imagine that Weever then produced a fair copy that he left at the tomb. With Shakespeare as with Gerard, Weever seems to have been on a personal pilgrimage, and, with Shakespeare as with Gerard, the pilgrimage likely dates to 1617 or 1618.74 Thus, Weever brings us within range of confirming that the monument was created before Shakespeare died. If Shakespeare’s will needed say only ‘I commend my soul into the hands of God my creator . . . and my body to the earth whereof it is made’, with no further directions or descriptions, it was most likely because the memorial was either already commissioned or already built.

Add to this circumstantial evidence the material evidence of Shakespeare’s monument itself. To read it rightly, we might refer to the funerary mural of Thomas Kirton in Thorpe Mandeville, Northamptonshire (see Figure 5.10). Kirton appears to have commissioned the monument in connection with the death of his wife. The inscription commemorates the thirty-eight years of marriage that ended when ‘Mary died the 22 of February in the year of our Lord God 1597’—that is, on the modern calendar, 1598—‘being 60 year’ old. The text is not as accomplished as the sculpture: Kirton’s name, originally spelled ‘Kirten’, has been corrected, and the logic of word breaks and spacing suffers for the rigid imposition of an ineptly handled centred and tapered effect. Still, the engraver knew to leave enough empty space at the bottom of the panel for a full line to be added when Kirton joined his wife in death in 1601. The blank was eventually filled in, in a conspicuously different engraving style and using Roman rather than Arabic numerals, with the information that ‘Thomas Kirton Esquire was buried XXI of April MDCI’ (Figure 5.17).
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Figure 5.17 Inscription on the Kirton family funerary monument (see Figure 5.10), begun by one engraver in 1598 (when the monument was created in memory of Mary Kirton) and completed by another in 1601 (after Thomas Kirton died).





Shakespeare’s plaque looks to have been designed to the same plan: the original artisan’s intent was to reserve a line for the accustomed funerary data to be added, post-mortem, along the model of the Kirton monument.75 John Vernon had similarly adopted a two-stage process, commissioning his memorial during his lifetime and requiring his sculptor to fill out the death details when they were known. But Vernon was remembered in St Michael Cornhill, London, easy of access to the Johnson workshop. Further afield, in Thorpe Mandeville and in Stratford, the task of adding new information to a completed monument would have gone to a local craftsman. At Holy Trinity Church, the jobbing limner misunderstood the scheme and, instead of filling out the preserved full-width line, squeezed the death date and Shakespeare’s age into two short, stacked half-lines in a cramped corner. The numbers were small enough to cause confusion for Weever, who would record that Shakespeare had died on 24 April. In his engraving of Shakespeare’s monument (see Figure 5.3), George Vertue abandoned the attempt to make the tiny posthumous information legible. He took advantage of the empty space he saw at the bottom of the plaque by creating one long line of larger lettering, just as the original artisan would seem to have intended. As a witness to history, the monument tells us that it was known to Shakespeare before anyone was called to complete it with ‘Obiit anno domini 1616, Ætatis 53 die 23 Aprilis’.

The idea that Shakespeare would have devised his own monument is true to the self-determination that is a through line of his private life. For one last view of the lives left behind, we might travel about eight miles away from Holy Trinity to Alcester’s St Nicholas Church. There we encounter a ‘benefaction board’, a record of those who have made important charitable gifts to their parish church, that is rare and remarkable. Devised to hold an infinitely updateable paper or parchment roster of the benevolent, Alcester’s perpetual ‘board’ is built as a triptych, a shallow wooden cupboard with two outer doors that open to reveal its list of givers and their gifts. The doors, which are painted with texts and images, are inscribed with the recently recovered date ‘1632’.

One of the outer doors reads: ‘Behold, within this table are the names with the memorable acts of those who have most liberally extended their bounty to help tradesmen and relieve poor and aged people dwelling within the town and parish of Alcester.’ When the doors are unfolded, their inner faces display scenes and legends for four of the most important objects of philanthropy in the early modern period. For the disabled or ‘impotent’ poor, we find a blind beggar with alms bowl and white cane, a man with a peg leg and two crutches, and three men offering them clothing and sustenance: ‘He that hath pity upon the poor lendeth unto the Lord’ (Proverbs 19: 17). For poor prisoners, we find two men, faces pressed against the grated windows of a gaol, and another man and two women bringing a leather bottle and drinking cup, a basket of eggs, and a dish of food: ‘The merciful doeth good to his own soul’ (Proverbs 11: 17). For a school (Plate 3), we find a master and his assistant with six girls and boys learning to read and write using a hornbook, bound volumes, loose papers, and pointers: ‘To do good and to communicate forget not’ (Hebrews 13: 16). For poor tradesmen (Plate 4), we find three artisans meeting with two donors bearing heavy purses: ‘Blessed is he that considereth the poor and needy’ (Psalms 41: 1). The tradesmen brandish the necessary sort of implements they might have received upon completing their apprenticeships: scissors and comb for a barber, saw and T-square for a carpenter, and cleaver and axe for a butcher.

Any town in England could populate a similar pageant of daily life. In Stratford, we can put some names to the types. The man at the grate may remind us of John Shakespeare, gaoled for a debt to Nicholas Lane or William Burbage. We might identify the woman offering alms with Elizabeth Quiney, a donor of food and clothing for the poor. The boys and girls learning their letters could be any of Elizabeth’s children, or any of Anne Shakespeare’s. John Combe, having established an endowment for loans to tradesmen setting themselves up in business, is a model for the monied patron. The butcher with tools at the ready and blood on his apron would be William Trowte.

The butcher of Alcester brings us full circle to what is here seen as the origin story for a life that was, to coin a term, incognate. What theophrastian collection of market-town characters would ever have included a William Shakespeare? Perhaps materially, perhaps metaphorically, Shakespeare discarded the cleaver and took up the pen. There followed all the other instances of election—his early marriage, the bold venture out from Stratford to London, the mortgage of his talent, repeated university sojourns, his persistent allegiance to his hometown—by means of which he designed an extraordinary life.

Could he have found any better design for his afterlife than a funerary monument in the Oxford mould? The monochromatic model he had before him, Stow’s, was stodgily literal in depicting the author attending to his book. In the chapels of Magdalen, St John’s, All Souls, and Corpus Christi colleges, Shakespeare’s eyes must have been drawn, as those of any visitor would have been, to the different sort of monument that engaged its viewers in such fresh and naturalistic ways. A curious person, encountering them, might have learned that they were derived from Italian sources. A performative person might have seen that the design implied an audience, its subjects seeming alert to the ways their words would fall. An observant person might have recognized how an object familiar from every parish church, a cushion, set this small stage for the imminent arrival of a book. An imaginative person might have conceived the form’s susceptibility to variation, to writing rather than the written, for example, to inspiration as well as contemplation, and to how its effects could be exaggerated with the introduction of a poised quill, a blank leaf, and parted lips. An inventive person might have construed that the aedicule, figured as the frame and canopy for a pulpit or lectern, could as easily represent a common casement—the upper-level window of a study in New Place, say, as those passing along Stratford’s Chapel Street would have known it. Shakespeare’s last intentional act may have been to show us both how he looked in his own time and how he wanted to look for all time.
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I owe much to Georgetown University’s commitment to ‘intellectual rigour’ and to Jane McAuliffe, Chester Gillis, and Christopher Celenza, successive deans of the College, as well as past provost James O’Donnell, head of Academic Appointments Lesley Sebastian, and English Department chairs Kathryn Temple and Ricardo Ortiz. Through Georgetown’s partnership with Campion Hall, I enjoyed a month of research in Oxford, where the welcome was warm from the resident community and then-master Brendan Callaghan. Funding support from Georgetown also made possible research in The National Archives, the British Library, the London Metropolitan Archives, the Essex Record Office, the Kent History and Library Centre, the Heinz Archive and Library of the National Portrait Gallery, the Conway Library of the Courtauld Institute of Art, parish churches throughout England, and, most importantly, the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. There, in what amounts to a local record office established in honour of Shakespeare before there were county record offices, I relied on Madeleine Cox, Paul Edmondson, Amy Hurst, Paul Taylor, and the past Head of Archives and Local Studies who remains the best guide to them, Robert Bearman.

As I began The Private Life of William Shakespeare, I was lucky to spend a year at the Folger Shakespeare Library with a fellowship from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation overseen by then-director Gail Kern Paster and then-fellowships administrator Carol Brobeck. The Folger experience was a perfect pairing of unrivalled collections with a crack team of librarians that included Georgianna Ziegler, Rosalind Larry, LuEllen DeHaven, Camille Seerattan, and, setting the standards for all with wisdom and a shrewd but always gentle wit, the peerless Betsy Walsh. For a fellowship year at the National Humanities Center, midway through the project, I am grateful to then-director Geoffrey Harpham, then-head of Scholarly Programs Elizabeth Mansfield, librarians Brooke Andrade and Sarah Harris, technology coordinator Joel Elliott, and the great facilitator of matters practical and intellectual, Marie Brubaker. During both of these residencies, I enjoyed reduced responsibilities with the Shakespeare Association of America, which I then served as Executive Director, thanks to the members of two Boards of Trustees who elected to weave support for scholarship into an administrative appointment. I wrote the last chapter of the book during a month at the Bogliasco Foundation’s idyllic Liguria Study Center, thanks to president Laura Harrison, director Ivana Folle, and their colleagues Alessandra Natale and Valeria Soave. At Georgetown, at Campion Hall, at the Folger, at the National Humanities Center, at Bogliasco, and also through the Shakespeare Association, I encountered creative intellectual communities to which I return often in memory and for inspiration.

In all these places, I was able to try out the themes of the book on people who posed questions and made suggestions that helped me sharpen my arguments and recalibrate my research. The same was true with keynotes elsewhere: the Annual Patrides Lecture at the University of York (thanks to Bill Sherman), the English Department at the University of Chicago (thanks to Richard Strier and Bradin Cormack), the inaugural Shakespeare’s Birthday Lecture at Ohio State University (thanks to Richard Dutton and Chris Highley), the ‘Women Making Shakespeare’ conference at Shakespeare’s Globe (thanks to Ann Thompson), the inaugural conference of the Asian Shakespeare Association (thanks to Bi-qi Beatrice Lei), the Renaissance Literature Seminar at the Huntington Library (thanks to Heather James), a Shakespeare and Galileo anniversary series at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro (thanks to Michelle Dowd and Jodi Bilinkoff), the ‘Shakespeare 400’ Festival at King’s College London (thanks to Gordon McMullan), the Conference of the Spanish and Portuguese Society for English Renaissance Studies (thanks to Clara Calvo), the International Association of University Professors of English (thanks to Grace Ioppolo), the Centre for Privacy Studies at the University of Copenhagen (thanks to Mette Birkedal Bruun), the Queen Elizabeth I Society at the South Central Renaissance Conference (thanks to Catherine Loomis and Carole Levin), and the Early Modern English Literature seminar at Oxford (thanks to Lorna Hutson and Emma Smith). With three invitations in particular, I discovered key pieces of my argument under the stimulus of tailoring a talk to the occasion: a Folger Library conference on ‘Shakespeare and the Problem of Biography’ (thanks to David Schalkwyk and Kathleen Lynch), a conference on ‘Early Modern Debts’ at the Otto-Friedrich-Universität in Bamberg (thanks to George Oppitz-Trotman and Christa Jansohn), and a Blackfriars Conference at the American Shakespeare Center (thanks to Ralph Alan Cohen). For the extraordinary opportunity to deliver a set of lectures on ‘Shakespeare’s Father’, ‘Shakespeare’s Wife’, and ‘Shakespeare’s Daughters’ at Boston College, Boston University, and Harvard University, I am most grateful to William C. Carroll and Mary Thomas Crane.

I found a publishing home at Oxford University Press, where Andrew McNeillie was my commissioning editor for an earlier book. His successor Jacqueline Norton first encouraged this project, as has, more recently, Eleanor Collins. Remarkably, Ellie read the entire manuscript herself; reliably, she made intelligent and sympathetic suggestions at every turn. I am also grateful to Karen Raith and Aimee Wright. Two anonymous readers for the press offered criticism of an ideal sort, constructive and saving. I thank also all those who published early versions of this project:

‘Anne by Indirection’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 65/4 (Winter 2014): 421–54.

‘John Shakespeare, Jew’, in Bettina Boecker, Daniella Jancsó, Stephan Laqué, Enno Ruge, and Gabriela Schmidt (eds), Acts of Crime: Lawlessness on the Early Modern Stage, Essays in Honour of Andreas Höfele (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2015), 215–26.

‘Shakespeare’s Marriage’, in Valerie Traub (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Embodiment: Gender, Sexuality, and Race (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 39–56.

‘Remembering William Trowte’, ed. Catherine M. S. Alexander for a special issue on ‘Remembering Shakespeare’ in The Use of English, 67/2 (Spring 2016): 113–22.

‘The Quiney Papers’, in Hannah Leah Crummé (ed.), Shakespeare on the Record: Researching an Early Modern Life (London: Bloomsbury, 2019), 367–83.

‘Debt Culture in Shakespeare’s Time’, Shakespeare Studies, 48 (2020): 201–19. (Reprinted in Laura Kolb and George Oppitz-Trotman (eds), Early Modern Debts, 1550–1700 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), 83–102.

Contemplating how much my account of The Private Life has changed since these first attempts at it, I am reminded anew of what I said often to friends: the Shakespeare industry never sleeps. I worked in the three arenas of early modern historical materials, the historiography of archival discovery and biographical writing across more than three centuries, and modern biographies. Just to keep current in the constant biographical churn of recent years has been challenging. Elsewhere, however, ambitious digital projects have made everything easier and richer. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century works we once searched out in rare books libraries now come to our computer screens via the ever-expanding HathiTrust Digital Library. The great collaborative undertaking Shakespeare Documented, launched in connection with the 2016 anniversary of Shakespeare’s death and curated and coordinated by my frequent correspondents Heather Wolfe and Claire Dapkiewicz, provides gorgeous photographs of all the key Shakespeare documents of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, along with learned commentary by Robert Bearman and Alan H. Nelson.

With Bob and Alan, fellow trawlers in the archives, I arrive at more personal associations. Bob was ever generous with his deep and panoramic knowledge of all Shakespeare records and especially kind about forwarding his own work in advance of publication. Like Alan, he does not always agree with me but, also like Alan, he has volunteered tips about things he thinks I should know. Bob and I shared workspace in the Birthplace Trust Reading Room; Alan and I shared lunches at the British Library. Alan read the entire manuscript; so did Lois Potter, author of the best biographical work of modern times. Alan Dessen and Leeds Barroll read some early chapters. Thanks to my much-mourned friend Russ McDonald, I took time out from the biography to think about Shakespeare in other ways, as his co-editor on The Bedford Shakespeare. I have been very happy to have spent London time at Ice Wharf and with Russ, Lois, Peter Beal, Tom Berger, Al Braunmuller, Margreta de Grazia, Debra Drummond, Grace Ioppolo, Laurie Maguire, Gail McDonald, Ann Thompson, and my guides in life as well as in London, Patricia Tatspaugh, Cynthia Herrup, and Judith Bennett. I remain indebted to my former Shakespeare Association colleagues Donna Even-Kesef, Bailey Yeager, Beatrice Lei, Clare Mulligan, and Michele Osherow. Some of the colleagues already mentioned wrote letters of reference for my grant proposals, and I thank them again; others of my friends who were especially supportive of this project include William Carroll, Michael Dobson, Nancy Elizabeth Hodge, Peter Holland, Jean Howard, Heather James, Catherine Loomis, Ruth Morse, Bruce Smith, Valerie Traub, Valerie Wayne, and Stanley Wells. How honoured I am just to know them all, and how grateful for the partner with whom I have shared it all. Some say that biography is autobiography, and, if so, my readiness to entertain the idea that Shakespeare’s marriage may not have been miserable is in the end a tribute to Glenn.
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Abbreviations 1



Bate Jonathan Bate, Soul of the Age: A Biography of the Mind of William Shakespeare (New York: Random House, 2009).

Bearman, Money Robert Bearman, Shakespeare’s Money: How Much did he Make and What did This Mean? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

BL British Library

Chambers E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930).

Duncan-Jones Katherine Duncan-Jones, Ungentle Shakespeare: Scenes from his Life, The Arden Shakespeare (London: Thomson Learning, 2001).

Eccles Mark Eccles, Shakespeare in Warwickshire (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1961).

ERO Essex Record Office

FSL Folger Shakespeare Library

Gray Joseph William Gray, Shakespeare’s Marriage: His Departure from Stratford and Other Incidents in his Life (London: Chapman & Hall, 1905).

Greenblatt Stephen Greenblatt, Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare (New York: W. W. Norton, 2004).

Greer Germaine Greer, Shakespeare’s Wife (New York: Harper Collins, 2007).

Halliwell-Phillipps James Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps, Outlines of the Life of Shakespeare, 2 vols., 8th edn (London: Longmans, Green, 1889).

Honan Park Honan, Shakespeare: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).

KHLC Kent History and Library Centre

Lewis B. Roland Lewis, The Shakespeare Documents: Facsimiles, Transliterations, Translations and Commentary, 2 vols. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1940).

LMA London Metropolitan Archives

M&A 1 Minutes and Accounts of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon and Other Records, vol. 1. 1553–1566, ed. Edgar I. Fripp, transcr. Richard Savage, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 1 (1921).

M&A 2 Minutes and Accounts of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon and Other Records, vol. 2. 1566–1577, ed. Edgar I. Fripp, transcr. Richard Savage, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 3 (1924).

M&A 3 Minutes and Accounts of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon and Other Records, vol. 3. 1577–1586, ed. Edgar I. Fripp, transcr. Richard Savage, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 5 (1926).

M&A 4 Minutes and Accounts of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon and Other Records, vol. 4. 1586–1592, ed. Edgar I. Fripp, transcr. Richard Savage, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 10 (1929).

M&A 5 Minutes and Accounts of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon and Other Records, vol. 5. 1593–1598, ed. Levi Fox, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 35 (1990).

M&A 6 Minutes and Accounts of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon and Other Records, vol. 6. 1599–1609, with Index to Volumes I–VI, ed. Robert Bearman, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 44 (2011).

Malone Edmond Malone, ‘The Life of William Shakspeare’, in The Plays and Poems of William Shakspeare, 21 vols. (London: R. C. and J. Rivington, 1821), 2.

N&Q Notes and Queries

ODNB Oxford Dictionary of National Biography Online

OED Oxford English Dictionary Online

Potter Lois Potter, The Life of William Shakespeare: A Critical Biography (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012).

Registers 1 The Registers of Stratford-on-Avon, in the County of Warwick: Baptisms, 1558–1652, transcr. Richard Savage (London: Parish Register Society, 1897).

Registers 2 The Registers of Stratford-on-Avon, in the County of Warwick: Marriages, 1558–1812, transcr. Richard Savage (London: Parish Register Society, 1898).

Registers 3 The Registers of Stratford-on-Avon, in the County of Warwick: Burials, 1558–[1653], transcr. Richard Savage (London: Parish Register Society, 1905).

Rowe Nicholas Rowe, ‘Some Account of the Life, &c. of Mr. William Shakespear’, in The Works of Mr. William Shakespear, ed. Nicholas Rowe, 6 vols. (London: 1709), 1: i–xl.

Schoenbaum, Life S. Schoenbaum, William Shakespeare: A Documentary Life (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975).

Schoenbaum, LivesS. Schoenbaum, Shakespeare’s Lives, new edn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991).

SCLA Shakespeare Centre Library and Archives, Shakespeare Birthplace Trust

SD Shakespeare Documented, online exhibition hosted by the Folger Shakespeare Library,
 <https://shakespearedocumented.folger.edu/>.

SRO Suffolk Record Office

TNA The National Archives (UK)

VCH 2 The Victoria History of the County of Warwick, vol. 2. The Religious Houses of Warwickshire, ed. William Page (London: Archibald Constable, 1908).

VCH 3 The Victoria History of the County of Warwick, vol. 3. Barlichway Hundred, ed. L. F. Salzman and Philip Styles (London: Oxford University Press for the University of London Institute of Historical Research, 1945).

WAAS Worcestershire Archive and Archaeology Service

WCRO Warwickshire County Record Office

Weis René Weis, Shakespeare Unbound: Decoding a Hidden Life (New York: Henry Holt, 2007).





Abbreviations 2: Collections of Probate Documents



Banbury Wills 1 Banbury Wills and Inventories, Part One, 1591–1620, ed. E. R. C. Brinkworth and J. S. W. Gibson, with introduction by G. H. Dannatt, Banbury Historical Society, 13 (1985).

Banbury Wills 2 Banbury Wills and Inventories, Part Two, 1621–1650, ed. E. R. C. Brinkworth and J. S. W. Gibson, Banbury Historical Society, 14 (1976).

Bedfordshire Inventories Jacobean Household Inventories, ed. F. G. Emmison, Publications of the Bedfordshire Historical Record Society, 20 (1938).

Birmingham Wills Birmingham Wills and Inventories, 1512–1603, ed. Jacqueline B. Geater, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 49 (2016).

Bury Wills Wills and Inventories from the Registers of the Commissary of Bury St. Edmund’s and the Archdeacon of Sudbury, ed. Samuel Tymms, Camden Society, 49 (1850).

Cambridge Wills Abstracts from the Wills and Testamentary Documents of Printers, Binders, and Stationers of Cambridge, from 1504 to 1699, ed. George J. Gray and William Mortlock Palmer (London: Bibliographical Society, 1915).

Chesterfield Wills Chesterfield Wills and Inventories, 1521–1603, ed. J. M. Bestall and D. V. Fowkes, Derbyshire Record Society, 1 (1977).

Darlington Wills Darlington Wills and Inventories, 1600–1625, ed. J. A. Atkinson et al., Publications of the Surtees Society, 201 (1993).

Devon Inventories Devon Inventories of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, ed. Margaret Cash, Publications of the Devon and Cornwall Record Society, ns 11 (1966).

Devonshire Wills Devonshire Wills: A Collection of Annotated Testamentary Abstracts, ed. Charles Worthy (London: Bemrose, 1896).

Durham Wills 1 Wills and Inventories Illustrative of the History, Manners, Language, Statistics, etc., of the Northern Counties of England from the Eleventh Century Downwards, ed. James Raine, Publications of the Surtees Society, 2 (1835).

Durham Wills 2 Wills and Inventories from the Registry at Durham, Part II, ed. William Greenwell, Publications of the Surtees Society, 38 (1860).

Durham Wills 3 Wills and Inventories from the Registry at Durham, Part III, ed. John Crawford Hodgson, Publications of the Surtees Society, 112 (1906).

Durham Wills 4 Wills and Inventories from the Registry at Durham, Part IV, ed. H. M. Wood, Publications of the Surtees Society, 142 (1929).

Essex Wills (South-West) Elizabethan Wills of South-West Essex, ed. F. G. Emmison (Waddesdon, Buckinghamshire: Kylin Press, 1983).

Ipswich Inventories The Ipswich Probate Inventories, 1583–1631, ed. Michael Reed, Publications of the Suffolk Records Society, 22 (1981).

Gloucestershire Inventories The Goods and Chattels of Our Forefathers: Frampton Cotterell and District Probate Inventories, 1539–1804, ed. John S. Morre, Publication of the Frampton Cotterell and District Local History Society, 1 (1976).

Knaresborough Wills Wills and Administrations from the Knaresborough Court Rolls, ed. Francis Collins, Publications of the Surtees Society, 110 (1904).

Lancashire Wills 1 Lancashire and Cheshire Wills and Inventories from the Ecclesiastical Court, Chester, The First Portion, ed. George John Piccope, Publications of the Chetham Society, 33 (1857).

Lancashire Wills 2 Lancashire and Cheshire Wills and Inventories from the Ecclesiastical Court, Chester, The Second Portion, ed. George John Piccope, Publications of the Chetham Society, 51 (1860).

Lancashire Wills 3 Lancashire and Cheshire Wills and Inventories from the Ecclesiastical Court, Chester, The Third Portion, ed. George John Piccope, Publications of the Chetham Society, 54 (1861).

Lancashire Wills 4 Lancashire and Cheshire Wills and Inventories 1572 to 1696 Now Preserved at Chester, ed. J. P. Earwaker, Publications of the Chetham Society, ns 28 (1893).

Lancashire Wills 5 A Collection of Lancashire and Cheshire Wills Not Now to be Found in Any Probate Registry, 1301–1572, ed. William Fergusson Irvine, Publications of the Chetham Society, 30 (1896).

Lichfield Inventories Probate Inventories of Lichfield and District, 1568–1680, ed. David G. Vaisey, Publications of the Staffordshire Record Society, 4th ser. 5 (1969).

North Country Wills 1 North Country Wills: Being Abstracts of Wills Relating to the Counties of York, Nottingham, Northumberland, Cumberland, and Westmoreland, 1383–1558, ed. John William Clay, Publications of the Surtees Society, 116 (1908).

North Country Wills 2 North Country Wills: Being Abstracts of Wills Relating to the Counties of York, Nottingham, Northumberland, Cumberland, and Westmoreland, 1558–1604, ed. John William Clay, Publications of the Surtees Society, 121 (1912).

Oxfordshire Inventories Household and Farm Inventories in Oxfordshire, 1550–1590, ed. M. A. Havinden, Oxfordshire Record Series, 44 (1965).

Playhouse Wills Playhouse Wills, 1558–1642: An Edition of Wills by Shakespeare and his Contemporaries in the London Theatre, ed. E. A. J. Honigmann and Susan Brock, Revels Plays Companion Library (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993).

Richmond Wills Wills and Inventories from the Registry of the Archdeaconry of Richmond, ed. James Raine, Publications of the Surtees Society, 26 (1853).

Somerset Wills Somerset Wills from Exeter, ed. S. W. Rawlins and I. Fitzroy Jones, Publications of the Somerset Record Society, 62 (1952).

Stratford Inventories Stratford-upon-Avon Inventories, 1538–1699, ed. Jeanne Jones, 2 vols., Publications of the Dugdale Society, 39 (2002) and 40 (2003).

Stratford Wills Stratford-upon-Avon Wills 1348–1701, vol. 1. 1348–1647, ed. Stephanie Appleton and Mairi Macdonald, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 52 (2020).

Suffolk Wills 1 Wills of the Archdeaconry of Suffolk, 1620–1624, ed. Marion E. Allen, Publications of the Suffolk Records Society, 31 (1989).

Suffolk Wills 2 Wills of the Archdeaconry of Suffolk, 1625–1626, ed. Marion E. Allen, Publications of the Suffolk Record Society, 37 (1995).

Suffolk Wills 3 Wills of the Archdeaconry of Suffolk, 1627–1628, ed. Marion E. Allen, Publications of the Suffolk Records Society, 58 (2015).

York Wills Testamenta Eboracensia: A Selection of Wills from the Registry at York, vol. 6, ed. John William Clay, Publications of the Surtees Society, 106 (1902).










Appendix I

Shakespeare in the West Midlands

This list of ‘Shakespeare’ documents includes all known manuscript references to Shakespeare created during his lifetime in the West Midlands, given in approximate chronological order. Included are evidence of life-cycle events (baptisms, marriages, burials) for the members of his natal and marital families but not other documents involving those family members exclusively (such as records of the civic and occupational affairs of John Shakespeare and John Hall, or the peculiar court presentments of Richard Shakespeare, Susanna Shakespeare, and Thomas Quiney). These materials constitute the archival context for Chapter 3: what evidence for Shakespeare’s home and Anne Shakespeare’s industry can be teased out of pragmatic writing?



1. Baptism of ‘Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere’, 26 April 1564. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 5r. SD 10.37078/108.


2. Baptism of ‘Gilbertus filius Johannis Shakspere’, 13 October 1566. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 7r. SD 10.37078/460.


3. Baptism of ‘Jone the daughter of John Shakspere’, 15 April 1569. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 9r. SD 10.37078/565.


4. Baptism of ‘Anna filia magistri Shakspere’, 28 September 1571. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 10r. SD 10.37078/456.


5. Baptism of ‘Richard sonne to master John Shakspeer’, 11 March 1574. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 11v. SD 10.37078/471.


6. Burial of ‘Anne daughter to master John Shakspere’, 4 April 1579. SCLA DR 243/1, burials, fol. 15r. SD 10.37078/570.


7. Baptism of ‘Edmund sonne to master John Shakspere’, 3 May 1580. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 17r. SD 10.37078/458.


8. Entry licensing the marriage of ‘Willelmum Shaxpere et Annam Whateley de Temple grafton’, 27 November 1582. WAAS b716.093 BA 2648/10 (i), fol. 43v. SD 10.37078/678.


9. Bond indemnifying the bishop of Worcester from harm for licensing the marriage of ‘William Shagspere’ and ‘Anne Hathwey’ of Stratford, 28 November 1582. WAAS x 797 BA 2783. SD 10.37078/679.


10. Baptism of ‘Susanna daughter to William Shakspere’, 26 May 1583. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 20v. SD 10.37078/514.


11. Baptism of ‘Hamnet & Judeth sonne & daughter to William Shakspere’, 2 February 1585. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 22v. SD 10.37078/461.


12. Burial of ‘Hamnet filius William Shakspere’, 11 August 1596. SCLA DR 243/1, burials, fol. 29r. SD 10.37078/462.


13. Exemplification of fine between William Underhill, vendor, and William Shakespeare, buyer, for the purchase of New Place, 4 May 1597. SCLA ER 27/4a. SD 10.37078/520. Purchase also recorded in the Court of Common Pleas in Westminster with concord of fine, SD 10.37078/375; note of fine, SD 10.37078/315; foot of fine, SD 10.37078/389. Final concord between William Shakespeare and Hercules Underhill in the Court of Common Pleas, Michaelmas 1602, buyer’s and vendor’s copies, SD 10.37078/75; foot of fine, SD 10.37078/314.


14. Letter of Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney mentioning William Shakespeare, 24 January 1598. SCLA BRU 15/1/135 (illegible), preserved in transcription by James Saunders, ER 1/97, fols. 148r–150v. SD 10.37078/440.


15. William Shakespeare’s stores of grain tallied in a ‘Note of Corn and Malt’ survey for the borough of Stratford-upon-Avon, 4 February 1598. SCLA BRU 15/1/106. SD 10.37078/484.


16. Letter of Richard Quiney to William Shakespeare, 25 October 1598. SCLA ER 27/4. SD 10.37078/123.


17. Letter of Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney mentioning William Shakespeare, 4 November 1598. SCLA BRU 15/1/136 (illegible), preserved in transcription by James Saunders, ER 1/97, fols. 144v–147v. SD 10.37078/441.


18. Letter of Adrian Quiney to Richard Quiney mentioning William Shakespeare, c.4 November 1598. SCLA BRU 15/1/131. SD 10.37079/442.


19. Will of Thomas Whittington mentioning monies owed by Anne, wife of William Shakespeare, 25 March 1601. WAAS 008.7 BA3585/125b 1601/16. SD 10.37078/791.


20. Burial of ‘Master Johannes Shakspeare’, 8 September 1601. SCLA DR 243/1, burials, fol. 34v. SD 10.37078/465.


21. Deed of bargain and sale from John and William Combe, vendors, to William Shakespeare, buyer, of arable land in Old Stratford, buyer’s copy, 1 May 1602. SCLA ER 27/1. SD 10.37078/517. Purchase also recorded in the Court of Common Pleas in Westminster with concord of fine, SD 10.37078/312; foot of fine, SD 10.37078/390.


22. Unsigned counterpart of conveyance from John and William Combe to William Shakespeare of arable land in Old Stratford (cancelled copy?), 1 May 1602. SCLA DR 232/1. SD 10.37078/513.


23. Assignment of a cottage in Chapel Lane, Stratford-upon-Avon, from Walter Getley to William Shakespeare, 28 September 1602. SCLA ER 28/1. SD 10.37078/524. Purchase also documented in surveys of the manor of Rowington, 24 October 1604 and c.1 August 1606, SD 10.37089/316 (Court of Exchequer) and SD 10.37078/319 (Auditors of the Land Revenue); and in court roll, 18 April 1617, SD 10.37078/318 (Auditors of the Land Revenue).


24. Endorsement to a deed of 1572, added c.1609, defining the eastern boundary of property owned by William Shakespeare (New Place). SCLA ER 3/1979. SD 10.37078/525.


25. Draft of the deed assigning a moiety of the great tithes of Old Stratford, Welcombe, and Bishopton and the lesser tithes of the parish of Stratford-upon-Avon from Ralph Hubaud to William Shakespeare, 24 July 1605. SCLA BRU 15/2/2. SD 10.37078/496.


26. Deed of assignment of a moiety of the great tithes of Old Stratford, Welcombe, and Bishopton and the lesser tithes of the parish of Stratford-upon-Avon from Ralph Hubaud to William Shakespeare, 24 July 1605. SCLA ER 27/2. SD 10.37078/518.


27. Bond by Ralph Hubaud to perform the covenants of the assignment from him to William Shakespeare of a moiety of the great tithes of Old Stratford, Welcombe, and Bishopton and the lesser tithes of the parish of Stratford-upon-Avon, 24 July 1605. SCLA BRU 15/2/3. SD 10.37078/497.


28. Note added to a 1598 survey of the property of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon showing that William Shakespeare and Thomas Combe had succeeded Ralph Hubaud as holders of a moiety of the great tithes of Old Stratford, Welcombe, and Bishopton and the lesser tithes of the parish of Stratford-upon-Avon, c. July 1605–January 1608. SCLA BRT 2/1, p. 59. SD 10.37078/482.


29. Declaration of William Shakespeare against Philip Rogers in the Stratford Court of Record involving monies owed for malt, c.1605. SCLA ER 27/5. SD 10.37078/521.


30. Marriage of ‘John Hall gentleman and Susanna Shakspere’, 5 June 1607. SCLA DR 243/1, marriages, fol. 11r. SD 10.37078/463.


31. Baptism of ‘Elizabeth dawghter to Iohn hall gentleman’, 21 February 1608. SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 42r. SD 10.37078/680.


32. Writ to summon John Addenbrooke to answer the complaint of William Shakespeare in the Stratford Court of Record, 17 August 1608. SCLA BRU 15/5/139. SD 10.37078/502.


33. Burial of ‘Mayry Shaxspere Wydowe’, 9 September 1608. SCLA DR 243/1, burials, fol. 39v. SD 10.37078/469.


34. Writ to empanel a jury in the complaint of William Shakespeare v John Addenbrooke, 21 December 1608. SCLA BRU 15/5/127a. SD 10.37078/500.


35. Names of jurors summoned in the complaint of William Shakespeare v John Addenbrooke, c. December 1608. SCLA BRU15/5/127b. SD 10/37078/501.


36. Order binding jurors to appear in the complaint of William Shakespeare v John Addenbrooke, 15 February 1609. SCLA BRU 15/5/115. SD 10.37078/498.


37. Order to produce John Addenbrooke to answer in the complaint of William Shakespeare v John Addenbrooke, 15 March 1609. SCLA ER 27/6. SD 10.37078/522.


38. List of jurors and record of decision in the complaint of William Shakespeare v John Addenbrooke, March 1609. SCLA BRU 15/5/116. SD 10.37078/499.


39. Writ to produce John Addenbrooke’s surety Thomas Hornby in the complaint of William Shakespeare v John Addenbrooke, 7 June 1609. SCLA ER 27/7. SD 10.37078/523.


40. Deed of conveyance for a house in Henley Street, Stratford-upon-Avon, described as adjoining property owned by William Shakespeare on the west, 20 July 1609. SCLA TR 46/1/83. SD 10.37078/529.


41. Draft bill of complaint intended for the Court of Chancery and brought by Richard Lane, Thomas Greene, and William Shakespeare to compel George Baron Carew, Sir Edward Conway, and others to pay a reserved rent for the Stratford tithes to Henry Barker, late 1610–early 1611. SCLA BRU15/2/11. SD 10.37078/495.


42. Answer of William Combe to the complaint of Richard Lane, Thomas Greene, and William Shakespeare in the Court of Chancery regarding annual payments to Henry Barker for a portion of the Stratford tithes, February 1611. SCLA BRU 15/10/9. SD 10.37078/492.


43. List of potential contributors towards the cost of prosecuting a bill in Parliament for the repair of Stratford-upon-Avon highways, including William Shakespeare, 11 September 1611. SCLA BRU 15/1/4. SD 10.37078/485.


44. Probate inventory of Robert Johnson, listing a barn leased from William Shakespeare, 5 October 1611. Lost from Worcester diocesan records; preserved in transcription by SBT librarian Richard Savage, SCLA ER 82/6/93/37. SD 10.37078/527.


45. Burial of ‘Gilbertus Shakspeare adolescens’, 3 February 1612. SCLA DR 243/1, burials, fol. 41v. SD 10.37078/459.


46. Deed of conveyance for a house in Henley Street, Stratford-upon-Avon, described as adjoining property owned by William Shakespeare on the west, 22 January 1613. SCLA TR 46/1/85. SD 10.37078/571.


47. Will of John Combe, with a bequest to ‘Master William Shackspere’, 28 January 1613 (probated 10 November 1615). TNA PROB 10/325. SD 10.37078/544. Copied in register of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, TNA PROB 11/126. SD 10.37078/368.


48. Burial of ‘Richard Shakspeare’, 4 February 1613. SCLA DR 243/1, burials, fol. 42v. SD 10.37078/470.


49. Memorandum by Thomas Greene surveying ancient freeholders of the common fields of Old Stratford and Welcombe, listing William Shakespeare’s holding of yardlands, 5 September 1614. SCLA BRU 15/1/94. SD 10.37078/487.


50. Articles of agreement between William Shakespeare and William Replingham safeguarding Shakespeare’s tithe incomes in case of enclosure (incomplete copy), 28 October 1614. SCLA ER 27/3. SD 10.37078/519.


51. Notes of Thomas Greene regarding proposed enclosures at Welcombe including five references to William Shakespeare, 17 November 1614, 23 December 1614, 9 January 1615, 10 January 1615, September 1615. SCLA BRU 15/13/26a-29. SD 10.37078/494.


52. Marriage of ‘Thomas Queeny tow Judith Shakspere’, 10 February 1616. SCLA DR 243/1, marriages, fol. 13v. SD 10.37078/515.


53. Will of William Shakespeare, gentleman, 25 March 1616 (probated c.22 June 1616). TNA PROB 1/4. SD 10.37078/110. Copied in register of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, TNA PROB 11/127, fols. 466r–467r. SD 10.37078/361.


54. Burial of ‘William Shakspere gentleman’, 25 April 1616. SCLA DR 243/1, burials, fol. 46r. SD 10.37078/124.











Appendix II


The Quiney Papers

After Richard Quiney died in 1602, ‘A bundle of letters and diverse other matters concerning suits, petitions, and other matters concerning the Corporation, Sir Edward Greville, unsorted, bound up January 7 160[4]’ was transferred from Quiney’s home closet to Stratford borough archives. The bundle was broken up for consultation soon after (see no. 60, below) and further disaggregated by the later ‘rummaging’ of Edmond Malone, Robert Bell Wheler, and Captain James Saunders. Beginning around 1810, Wheler and Saunders took away many documents, including most of the Quiney letters, for copying. Saunders compiled references to the Quineys from the parish register, council minutes, property surveys, financial accounts, and legal records; these he copied onto plain paper watermarked 1824–5. He also copied fifty of the documents listed here, but on unwatermarked paper with fore-edge gilding. This constitutes our principal guide to the original contents of a bundle of materials that would not otherwise have been archived among borough records. Because Saunders died before completing his ‘Collections…relating to the family of Quyney’, some documents that are associated by codicology or by content (and that probably awaited his copying) are added to this attempt to recreate the bundle. All papers are held by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. Materials catalogued below with BRU numbers were evidently returned to town stores by Saunders. Others, catalogued with ER numbers, were retained by Wheler among his private papers but subsequently donated to the Trust by his sister Anne Wheler. Although some number of the documents that Saunders copied were lost in the process, there is no reason to doubt their erstwhile existence or the general reliability of his transcriptions. Saunders’s copies are also important for documents that have become largely illegible following water damage suffered in the twentieth century. I cite SCLA manuscript numbers whenever possible, Saunders copies as necessary, and online and print sources where available. For further information, including notes on dating, see my ‘The Quiney Papers’, in Hannah Leah Crummé (ed.), Shakespeare on the Record: Researching an Early Modern Life, The Arden Shakespeare (London: Bloomsbury, 2019), 77–107.



1. Letter from the Bailiff and Burgesses of the Stratford Corporation [to the Lord of the Manor, Ambrose Dudley, earl of Warwick], 20 September 1571. Lost; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fol. 97. Published in M&A 2, 53.


2. Letter from [Sir] F[ulke] G[reville] to Sir Edward Greville, 5 October 1592. Lost; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fol. 100. Published in M&A 4, 162–3.


3. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, 1593. ER 3/674.


4. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. January 1595. BRU 15/1/134. Published in M&A 5, 23.


5. Account of monies expended by Richard Quiney on behalf of the town, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. January 1596. BRU 15/1/134. Partially published in M&A 5, 71 (with the incorrect SCLA reference number ER 1/1/134v).


6. Letter from Abraham Sturley, presumably to Richard Quiney, c. October 1597. Fragmentary. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘These letters and writings concern our town business and my warrant to follow some suits for them.’ BRU 15/2/17.


7. Letter from Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 4 November 1597. Lost; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 125r–128v. Largely published (with translation of Latin passages) in Edgar I. Fripp, Master Richard Quyny: Bailiff of Stratford-upon-Avon and Friend of William Shakespeare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1924), 117–21.


8. Letter from an unnamed correspondent to Richard Quiney, 7 November [1597]. BRU 15/1/113.


9. Letter from [Abraham Sturley] to Richard Quiney, 8 November 1597. Lost; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 129r–131v.


10. Letter from Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 18 January 1598. Lost; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 132r–133r; and from Malone, 561–2. Also published (with translation of Latin passages) in Edgar I. Fripp, Shakespeare, Man and Artist, ed. F. C. Wellstood, 2 vols. (London: Oxford University Press: 1938), 2: 493–5.


11. Letter from Eliza[beth] Qui[ney] to [Richard Quiney], [18 January 1598]. BRU 15/1/140. Currently largely illegible; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 142v–144r.


12. Letter from Abraham Sturley to [Richard Quiney], 24 January [15]98. BRU 15/1/135. Currently largely illegible; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 148r–150v; from Malone, 566–9; and from Halliwell-Phillipps, 2: 57–8. Excerpted in Fripp, Introduction to M&A 5, xxi–xxii; and in Fripp, Shakespeare, Man and Artist, 2: 496–97. Also published (with translation of Latin passages) as SD 10.37078/440.


13. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c.30 January 1598. ER 1/1/43. Published in M&A 5, 134–5.


14. Letter from Robert Allen to Rafe Allen, 8 October 1598. BRU 15/12/51.


15. Receipt issued by Rafe Allen to Richard Quiney, 13 October 1598. BRU 15/12/51.


16. Letter from A[braham] S[turley] to [Richard Quiney], 16 October 1598. Lost; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 133v–134v.


17. Letter from Daniel Baker to Richard Quiney, 17 October 1598. BRU 15/5/149.


18. Letter from William Walford to Richard Quiney, 17 October [1598]. BRU 15/1/116.


19. Account of monies expended for private procurement, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c.20 October 1598. BRU 15/5/149.


20. Letter from Adrian Quiney to [Richard Quiney], 20 October 1598. BRU 15/1/130. Largely published in Fripp, Master Richard Quyny, 135–6.


21. Letter from Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 22 October [15]98. Lost; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fol. 96. Excerpted in Fripp, Master Richard Quyny, 137.


22. Letter from Richard Quiney to William Shakespeare, 25 October 1598. ER 27/4. Published in Malone, 485; in Halliwell-Phillipps, 1: 166–7; and as SD 10.37078/123 (inter alia).


23. Letter from William Parsons to Richard Quiney, 25 October [1598]. BRU 15/1/114.


24. Letter from Daniel Baker to Richard Quiney, 26 October 1598. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘These letters perused and belong most to our town business.’ BRU 15/1/128.


25. Letter from Daniel Baker to Leonard Bennett, 26 October 1598. BRU 15/1/127.


26. Letter from Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 27 October 1598. BRU 15/1/145. Excerpts published in Malone, 563; and in Fripp, Master Richard Quyny, 140–4.


27. Letter from [Adrian Quiney] to Richard Quiney, 29 October 1598. BRU 15/1/133.


28. Letter from [Adrian Quiney] to Richard Quiney, c.4 November 1598. BRU 15/1/131. Published in Halliwell-Phillipps, 2: 58–9; and as SD 10.37078/442.


29. Letter from Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 4 November 1598. BRU 15/1/136. Currently largely illegible; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 144v–147v; from Malone, 569–72; and from Halliwell-Phillipps, 2: 59–60. Also published as SD 10.37078/441.


30. Letter from Daniel Baker to Richard Quiney, 7 November 1598. ER 3/675.


31. Letter from Adrian Quiney to Richard Quiney, 10 November 1598. BRU 15/1/132.


32. Letter from Daniel Baker to Richard Quiney, 13 November 1598. BRU 15/1/126.


33. Letter from A[braham] S[turley] to Richard Quiney, 14 November 1598. BRU 15/1/144. Currently largely illegible; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 137v–140v. Excerpted in Fripp, Master Richard Quyny, 148–51.


34. Letter from William Walford to Richard Quiney, 16 November 1598. BRU 15/1/117.


35. Letter from Adrian Quiney to Richard Quiney, 18 November 1598. BRU 15/1/129.


36. Letter from A[braham] S[turley] to Richard Quiney, 20 and 21 November 1598. BRU 15/1/141. Currently largely illegible; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 141r–142r. Excerpted in Fripp, Master Richard Quyny, 152–4.


37. Letter from A[braham] Sturley to Richard Quiney, 23 November [1598]. ER 3/676.


38. Letter from Daniel Baker to Richard Quiney, 24 November 1598. BRU 15/1/124. Published as SD 10/37078/443.


39. Draft letter of petition on behalf of the town of Stratford-upon-Avon for relief from taxes, to an unnamed correspondent, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. November 1598. BRU 15/1/147.


40. Letter of introduction addressed to Simon Stone, written by Nicholas Raby, c. November 1598. ER 3/677.


41. Draft letter of petition on behalf of the town for relief from taxes, to an unnamed correspondent, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. November 1598. ER 3/677.


42. Notes regarding town business regarding relief from taxes, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. November 1598. ER 3/677.


43. Notes regarding private correspondence, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. November 1598. ER 3/677.


44. Letter of petition on behalf of the town for relief from taxes, from Richard Quiney to an unnamed correspondent, c. November 1598. ER 1/1/48. Published in M&A 6, 51–2.


45. Letter from Richard Quiney, Junior to Richard Quiney, c.1598. Lost; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fol. 106; and from Malone, 564. Also published in Fripp, Shakespeare, Man and Artist, 2: 498; and in Fripp’s Shakespeare’s Stratford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1928), 34–5.


46. Letter from Isabell Bardall to Richard Quiney, c.1598. BRU 15/1/115. Excerpted in Fripp, Master Richard Quyny, 148.


47. Letter from Julius Caesar to Richard Quiney, c. February 1599. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘This is all that I have for this business, which is a note of Sir Julius Caesar’s.’ BRU 15/1/125. Published in M&A 6, 52.


48. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. February 1599. BRU 15/1/137. Published in M&A 6, 68–9.


49. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, 11 January 1600. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘Richard Quiney’s accompt to the Chamber of Stratford made and cleared in anno 42 Regina Elizabeth January 1599.’ BRU 15/1/143. Published in M&A 6, 93–5.


50. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c.9 January 1601. BRU 15/1/138. Published in M&A 6, 119–20.


51. Further account of monies expended on behalf of the town, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c.9 January 1601. BRU 15/1/138.


52. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c.9 January 1601. BRU 15/1/139.


53. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c.9 January 1601. BRU 15/1/146d. Published in M&A 6, 107.


54. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town and for private procurement, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. February 1601. BRU 15/16/44.


55. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c. February 1601. BRU 15/5/148. Currently partially illegible; known from Saunders copy ER 1/97, fols. 121v–122v. Published in M&A 6, 124–5.


56. Letter from Henry Wilson to [Richard] Quiney, 17 June 1601. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘Master H[enr]y [Wilson] his letter to mys[elf] to London concerning our town causes in June anno 1601.’ BRU 15/1/122. Published in M&A 6, 130.


57. Letter from R[ichard] Quiney to [Thomas] Greene, c.20 June 1601. BRU 15/1/122. Published in M&A 6, 131.


58. Notes on town business regarding a dispute with Sir Edward Greville, in the hand of Richard Quiney, summer 1601. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘The points of Sir Edward Greville, plaintiff, against certain of the burgesses, defendants.’ BRU 15/5/20. Published in M&A 6, 131–4.


59. Notes on private business in the hand of Richard Quiney, summer 1601. BRU 15/5/20. Published in M&A 6, 134–5.


60. Notes on town business regarding a dispute with Sir Edward Greville, in the hand of Richard Quiney, summer 1601. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘Concerning the town.’ Endorsed in later seventeenth-century hands: ‘A breviat of Sir Edward Greville’s and the Corporation proceedings’; ‘Concerning the toll corn and other matters in question.’ BRU 15/10/3.


61. Notes on town business regarding a dispute with Sir Edward Greville, in the hand of Richard Quiney, summer 1601. BRU 15/1/148.


62. Notes on town business regarding a dispute with Sir Edward Greville, summer 1601. BRU 15/1/149.


63. Letter from Thomas Greene to Richard Quiney, 22 July 1601. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘This letter, dated 22 July 1601, speaking of the delivery of our panel and that as the day Master Harborne would write to Master Foster to give us warning to go to trial.’ BRU 15/1/120. Published in M&A 6, 139–40.


64. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, 28 August 1601. BRU 15/1/146b.


65. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, 28 August 1601. BRU 15/1/146c. Published in M&A 6, 136–8.


66. Letter from Thomas Greene to Richard Quiney, 23 September 1601. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘Master Greene’s letter.’ BRU 15/1/119. Published in M&A 6, 146.


67. Letter from Robin Whitney to Richard Quiney, c. October 1601. BRU 15/1/123. Published in M&A 6, 149–50.


68. Letter from Thomas Greene to [Richard Quiney], 24 October 1601. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘Paid the carrier.’ BRU 15/12/60. Published in M&A 6, 153–4.


69. Letter from Edward Worthington to Richard Quiney, 24 December 1601. BRU 15/1/118. Published in M&A 6, 168.


70. Notes on town business in the hand of Richard Quiney, c.30 December 1601. Endorsed by Quiney: ‘Matters concerning our town causes.’ BRU 15/1/142. Published in M&A 6, 169–71.


71. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town by Richard Quiney, in the hand of Richard Quiney, c.8 January 1602. BRU 15/1/146a. Published in M&A 6, 188.


72. Account of monies expended on behalf of the town, in the hand of Richard Quiney, 8 January 1602. BRU 15/1/146a. Published in M&A 6, 184–8.













Appendix III

Shakespeare’s Last Will

Vicesimo Quinto die Ianuarij ^Martij^ Anno Regni Domini nostri Iacobi nunc Regis Angliae &c. decimo quarto & Scotiae xlixo Annoque domini: 1616

T[estamentum] Willelmj Shackspeare

In the name of god Amen I William Shackspeare of Stratford vpon Avon in the countie of Warrwick gentleman in perfect health & memorie god be praysed doe make & Ordayne this my last will & testament in manner & forme followeing That ys to saye. ffirst I Comend my Soule into the handes of god my Creator hoping & assuredlie beleeving through thonelie merittes of Iesus Christe my Saviour to be made partaker of lyfe everlastinge And my bodye to the Earth whereof yt ys made Item I Gyve & bequeath vnto my sonne in L daughter Iudyth One Hundred & ffyftie poundes of lawfull English money to be paide vnto her in manner & forme followeing That ys to saye One Hundred Poundes ^in discharge of her marriage porcion^ within one yeare after my deceas, with consideracion after the Rate of twoe shillinges in the pound for soe long tyme as the same shalbe vnpaied vnto her after my deceas & the ffyftie poundes Residewe thereof vpon her Surrendring ^of^ or gyving of such sufficient securitie as the overseers of this my will shall like of to Surrender or graunte All her estate & Right that shall discend or come vnto her after my deceas or ^that shee^ nowe hath of in or to one Copiehold tenemente with thappurtenaunces lyeing & being in Stratford vpon Avon aforesaied in the saied countie of Warrwick being parcell or holden of the mannour of Rowington vnto my daughter Susanna Hall & her heirs for ever Item I Gyve & bequeath vnto my saied daughter Iudith One Hundred & ffyftie Poundes more if shee or Anie issue of her bodie be Lyvinge att thend of three Yeares next ensueing the daie of the date of this my will during which tyme my executours to paie her consideracion from my deceas according to the Rate aforesaied And if she dye within the saied terme without issue of her bodye then my will ys & I doe gyve & bequeath One Hundred Poundes thereof to my Neece Elizabeth Hall & the ffiftie Poundes to be sett fourth by my executours during the lief of my Sister Iohane Harte & the vse & proffitt thereof Cominge shalbe payed to my saied Sister Ione & after her deceas the saied lli shall Remaine Amongst the children of my saied Sister Equallie to be devided Amongst them But if my saied daughter Iudith be lyving att thend of the saied three Yeares or anie yssue of her bodye then my will ys & soe I devise & bequeath the saied hundred & ffyftie poundes to be sett out ^by my executours & overseers^ for the best benefitt of her & her issue & ^the stock^ not ^to be^ paied vnto her soe Long as she shalbe marryed & Covert Baron by my executours & overseers but my Will ys that she shall have the consideracion yearelie paied vnto her during her lief & after her deceas the saied stock and consideracion to bee paied to her children if she have Anie & if not to her executours or assignes she lyving the saied terme after my deceas Provided that if such husbond as she shall att thend of the saied three Yeares be marryed vnto or attaine after doe sufficientlie Assure vnto her & thissue of her bodie landes Awnswereable to the porcion by this my will gyven vnto her & to be adiudged soe by my executours & overseers then my will ys that the saied Clli shalbe paied to such husbond as shall make such assurance to his owne vse Item I gyve & bequeath vnto my saied sister Ione xxli & all my wearing Apparrell to be paied & deliuered within one yeare after my deceas And I doe will & devise vnto her ^the house^ with thappurtenaunces in Stratford wherein she dwelleth for her naturall lief vnder the yearelie Rent of xijd Item I gyve & bequeath
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vnto her three sonns William Harte [blank] hart & Michaell Harte ffyve poundes A peece to be payed within one Yeare after my deceas to be sett out for her within one Yeare after my deceas by my executours with thadvise & direccions of my overseers for her best proffitt vntill her Marriage & then the same with the increase thereof to be paied vnto her Item I gyve & bequeath vnto her ^the saied Elizabeth Hall^ All my Plate ^(except my brod silver & gilt bole)^ that I now have att the date of this my Will Item I gyve & bequeath vnto the Poore of Stratford aforesaied tenn poundes to master Thomas Combe my Sword to Thomas Russell Esquier ffyve poundes & to ffrauncis Collins of the Borough of Warrwick in the countie of Warrwick gentleman thirteene poundes Sixe shillinges & Eight pence to be paied within one Yeare after my deceas Item I gyve & bequeath to ^hamlett Sadler^ master Richard Tyler thelder xxvjs viijd to buy him A Ringe ^to William Raynoldes gentleman xxvjs viijd to buy him A Ringe^ to my godson William Walker xxs in gold to Anthonye Nashe gentleman xxvjs viijd & to master Iohn Nashe xxvjs ^viijd^ in gold ^& to my ffellowes Iohn Hemynges Richard Burbage & Henry Cundell xxvjs viijd A peece to buy them Ringes^ Item I Gyve Will bequeath & Devise vnto my daughter Susanna Hall ^for better enabling of her to performe this my will & towardes the performans thereof^ All that Capitall Messuage or tenemente with thappurtenaunces ^in Stratford aforesaied^ Called the new place wherein I nowe dwell & twoe messuages or tenementes with thappurtenaunces scituat lyeing & being in Henley streete within the borough of Stratford aforesaied And all my barnes stables Orchardes gardens landes tenementes & hereditamentes Whatsoeuer scituat lyeing & being or to be had Receyved perceyved or taken within the townes Hamlettes villages ffieldes & groundes of Stratford vpon Avon Oldstratford Bushopton & Welcombe or in anie of them in the saied countie of Warrwick And alsoe All that Messuage or tenemente with thappurtenaunces wherein one Iohn Robinson dwelleth scituat lyeing & being in the blackfriers in London nere the Wardrobe & all other my landes tenementes & hereditamentes Whatsoeuer To have & to hold All & singler the saied premisses with their Appurtenaunces vnto the saied Susanna Hall for & during the terme of her naturall lief & after her deceas to the first sonne of her bodie lawfullie yssueinge & to the heires Males of the bodie of the saied first Sonne lawfullie yssueing & for defalt of such issue to the second Sonne of her bodie lawfullie issueinge & of to the heires Males of the bodie of the saied Second Sonne lawfullie yssueinge & for defalt of such heires to the third Sonne of the bodie of the saied Susanna Lawfullie yssueing & of the heires Males of the bodie of the saied third sonne lawfullie yssueing And for defalt of such issue the same soe to be & Remaine to the ffourth sonne ffyfth sixte & Seaventh sonnes of her bodie lawfullie issueing one after Another & to the heires
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Males of the bodies of the saied fourth fifth Sixte & Seaventh sonnes lawfullie yssueing in such manner as yt ys before Lymitted to be & Remaine to the first second & third Sonns of her bodie & to their heires Males And for defalt of such issue the saied premisss to be & Remaine to my sayed Neece Hall & the heires Males of her bodie Lawfullie yssueing & for defalt of such issue to my daughter Iudith & the heires Males of her bodie lawfullie issueing. And for defalt of such issue to the Right heires of me the saied William Shackspeare for ever ^Item I gyve vnto my wief my second best bed with the furniture^ Item I gyve & bequeath to my saied daughter Iudith my broad silver gilt bole All the Rest of my goodes Chattels Leases plate Iewels & householde stuffe whatsoeuer after my dettes and Legasies paied & my funerall expences discharged I gyve devise & bequeath to my Sonne in Lawe Iohn Hall gentleman & my daughter Susanna his wief whom I ordaine & make executours of this my Last will & testament And I doe intreat & Appoint ^the saied^ Thomas Russell Esquier & ffrauncis Collins gentleman to be overseers hereof And doe Revoke All former wills & publishe this to be my last will & testament In Witnessse whereof I have herevnto put my Seale ^hand^ the daie & Yeare first aboue Written

By me William Shakspeare

witnes to the publishing hereof

Francis Collyns

Iulius Shawe

Iohn Robinson

Hamnet Sadler

Robert Whattcott

Probatum coram Magistro Willielmo Byrde legum doctore Commissario &c xxijdo die mensis Iunij Anno domini 1616 Iuramento Iohannis Hall vnius executorum &c Cui &c de bene &c Iurati Reservata potestate &c Susanne Hall alteri executorum &c cum venerit &c petitur Inventorium exhibitum






Appendix IV

Shakespeare’s Earlier Will


…to be set out for her within one year after my decease by my executors with the advice and directions of my overseers for her best profit until her marriage and then the same with the increase thereof to be paid unto her. Item I give and bequeath unto her all my plate that I now have at the date of this my will. Item I give and bequeath unto the poor of Stratford aforesaid ten pounds; to Master Thomas Combe, my sword; to Thomas Russell, esquire, five pounds; and to Francis Collins of the Borough of Warwick in the county of Warwickshire, gentleman, thirteen pounds, six shillings, and eight pence to be paid within one year after my decease. Item I give and bequeath to Master Richard Tyler the elder 25s. 8d. to buy him a ring; to my godson William Walker, 20s. in gold; to Anthony Nashe, gentleman, 26s. 8d.; and to Master John Nashe 26s. in gold. Item I give, will, bequeath, and devise unto my daughter Susanna Hall all that capital messuage or tenement with the appurtenances called the New Place wherein I now dwell; and two messuages or tenements with the appurtenances situate, lying, and being in Henley Street within the borough of Stratford aforesaid; and all my barns, stables, orchards, gardens, lands, tenements, and hereditaments whatsoever situate, lying, and being or to be had, received, perceived, or taken within the towns, hamlets, villages, fields, and grounds of Stratford-upon-Avon, Old Stratford, Bishopton, and Welcombe or in any of them in the said county of Warwick; and also all that messuage or tenement with the appurtenances wherein one John Robinson dwelleth situate, lying, and being in the Blackfriars in London near the Wardrobe; and all other my lands, tenements, and hereditaments whatsoever, to have and to hold all and singular the said premises with their appurtenances unto the said Susanna Hall for and during the term of her natural life and after her decease to the first son of her body lawfully issuing and to the heirs males of the body of the said first son lawfully issuing, and for default of such issue to the second son of her body lawfully issuing, and to the heirs males of the body of the said second son lawfully issuing, and for default of such heirs to the third son of the body of the said Susanna lawfully issuing and of the heirs males of the body of the said third son lawfully issuing, and for default of such issue the same so to be and remain to the fourth son, fifth, sixth, and seventh sons of her body lawfully issuing one after another and to the heirs…






Appendix V

The ‘Shakespeare’ Type of Funerary Monuments


My understanding of funeral monuments of the ‘Shakespeare’ type follows from reading the Buildings of England volumes published by Nikolaus Pevsner and his teams, searching images in the box files of the Conway Library at the Courtauld Institute of Art, and travelling, sometimes randomly and sometimes purposefully, to parish churches. I am grateful to all those who keep churches open or who lent me keys. For lack of exhaustive guides (the Buildings series, for example, sometimes fails to distinguish between ‘demi-figures’, with active and expressive arms, and ‘busts’), this catalogue is as thorough as possible but not complete. Entries are in chronological order by the date of death for the person(s) memorialized, except when an installation date is known.

Cushioned Monuments of the ‘Shakespeare’ Type



1. Ralph Hutchinson (c.1552–1606): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, St John’s College, Oxford; president of St John’s; clergyman in Oxfordshire and Worcestershire; Bible translator. Mural monument installed in St John’s College Chapel by his widow, later relocated to the Baylie Chapel. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, one finger marking a page in a book held in the right hand, both hands on a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Achievement above, inscription plaques above and below.


2. John Rainolds or Reynolds (1549–1607): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, Corpus Christi College, Oxford; president of Corpus Christi; dean of Lincoln; Bible translator. Mural monument installed in Corpus Christi College Chapel by his successor Reader in Greek, John Spenser. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, the left hand holding a closed book upright on a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Inscription plaque below.


3. Andrew Blunden (c.1543–1607): gentleman; lawyer at the Middle Temple. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Peter and St Paul Shiplake, Oxfordshire. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, hands together in prayer over an open book that lies on a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


4. Laurence Humphrey (c.1527–89): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, Magdalen College, Oxford; president of Magdalen; vice-chancellor of Oxford University; dean of Gloucester; dean of Winchester; author. Mural monument installed in Magdalen College Chapel by his daughter Justina Dormer c.1611 (when she also erected a monument to her mother in St Mary Steeple Barton, Oxfordshire), later relocated to the antechapel. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche ceiled by open books, a closed book clasped in the left hand, arms resting on a two-toned and tasselled cushion. Achievement above, inscription plaques below.


5. Giles Tomson (1553–1612): BA, MA, BD, DD, University College, Oxford; dean of Windsor; bishop of Gloucester; Bible translator. Mural monument installed in Bray Chapel, St George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, with both hands holding an open book over a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


6. Robert Hovenden (1544–1614): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, All Souls College, Oxford; warden of All Souls; vice-chancellor of Oxford University; canon of Lincoln, Wells, Canterbury. Mural monument installed in All Souls College Chapel, later relocated to the antechapel. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, one finger marking a page in a book held in the left hand, the right hand resting atop a skull displayed on a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


7. John Spenser (1559–1614): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, Corpus Christi College, Oxford; president of Corpus Christi; Bible translator. Mural monument installed in Corpus Christi College Chapel. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, the left hand holding a book open on a tasselled cushion. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


8. William Shakespeare (1564–1616): gentleman; author. Mural monument sculpted by [Nicholas] Johnson and installed in the chancel of Holy Trinity Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, the right hand holding a quill and the left hand resting on a leaf of paper or parchment that lies on a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


9. William Goodwin (1556–1620): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, Christ Church College, Oxford; dean of Christ Church; vice-chancellor of Oxford University; author. Mural monument installed in Christ Church Cathedral, Oxford. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche framed by emblems of mortality carved in relief, a closed book held in both hands over a brocaded and piped cushion with tassels. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


10. Richard Woodcoke (c.1555–1623): BD, King’s College, Cambridge; clergyman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Mary Chesham, Buckinghamshire. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an arched niche, both hands holding a ‘Holy Bible’ open on a piped and tasselled cushion. Inscription plaque below.


11. Thomas Whincup or Whincop (c.1548–1624): BA, MA, Trinity College, Cambridge; master of Hull Charterhouse; clergyman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of Holy Trinity Hull (Hull Minster), Yorkshire. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, both hands clasping a closed book on a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Motto above, inscription plaque below.


12. John Favour (1557–1624): BCL, DCL, New College, Oxford; warden of St Mary Magdalene Hospital, Ripon; magistrate; clergyman; physician; author. Mural monument installed in the chancel of Halifax Minster, originally on a pillar. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing under a pulpit canopy, the right hand held to the chest, the left hand resting atop a skull displayed on a tasselled cushion. Inscription plaque below.


13. William Langton (c.1572–1626): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, Magdalen College, Oxford; president of Magdalen; clergyman. Mural monument installed in Magdalen College Chapel, later relocated to the antechapel. Shown as an unpainted frontal demi-figure standing in a draped architectural niche and framed by allegorical figures, one finger marking a page in a book held in the right hand, the left hand resting atop a skull displayed on a tasselled cushion. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


14. George Mountain or Montaigne (1569–1628): BA, MA, BD, DD, Queens’ College, Cambridge; dean of Westminster; bishop of Lincoln; bishop of London; archbishop of York. Mural monument installed in the chancel of All Saints Cawood, Yorkshire, by his brother. Shown as an unpainted frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, one finger marking a page in a book held in the left hand, the right hand lying on a piped and tasselled cushion. Achievement above; inscription plaque, with an epitaph signed by Hugh Holland, below.


15. Thomas Thornton (c.1541–1629): BA, MA, BD, DD, Christ Church, Oxford; canon of Christ Church Cathedral; vice-chancellor of Oxford University; master of St Katherine’s Hospital, Ledbury; master of the Hereford Cathedral Library. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Michael and All Angels Ledbury, Herefordshire, by his brother. Shown as an unpainted frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, the right hand raised with palm outward and the left hand holding a book with ribbons untied and lying on a tasselled cushion that projects over a horizontal base. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


16. Thomas Archer (1554–1631, memorialized 1629): BA, MA, Trinity College, Cambridge; clergyman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of All Saints Houghton Conquest, Bedfordshire, by Archer before his death. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche and framed by emblems of mortality carved in relief, the left hand holding a closed book and the right hand lying on a piped and tasselled cushion that projects over a horizontal base. Achievement above, mottos above and below, self-authored inscription plaques below.


17. Robert Bolton (1572–1631): BA, MA, BD, Brasenose College, Oxford; clergyman; author. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Andrew Broughton, Northamptonshire. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, hands together in prayer over an open book lying on a piped and tasselled cushion that projects over a horizontal base. Inscription plaque below.


18. John Hoskyns (1581–1631): BCL, DCL, New College, Oxford; master of St Oswald’s Hospital near Worcester; clergyman; author. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Michael and All Angels Ledbury, Herefordshire. Shown as an unpainted frontal demi-figure standing in a draped niche, the right hand held to the chest and one finger of the left hand marking a page in a book lying on a piped and tasselled cushion that projects over a horizontal base. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


19. James Eastchurch (c.1546–1631): gentleman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Martin and St Mary Chudleigh, Devon. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, hands held together over a two-toned and tasselled cushion. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


20. Ralph Mighill (d. 1633): clergyman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of All Saints Curry Mallet, Somerset. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure that survives without its surround, the left hand displaying a book and the right hand grasping a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Inscription plaque below.


21. David Dolben or Doulben (1581–1633): BA, MA, DD, St John’s College, Cambridge; bishop of Bangor. Mural monument installed in the old parish church of Hackney, London, later relocated to the new church of St John-at-Hackney. Shown as an unpainted frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche and flanked by columns of books and two angels, hands holding a book with a page marked by one finger of the left hand and lying on a piped and tasselled cushion. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


22. Andrew Dennys (c.1567–1633): BA, MA, Trinity College, Cambridge; master of St John’s Hospital; clergyman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Paul Bedford, Bedfordshire. Head said to have been vandalized during the Interregnum and replaced after the Restoration. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, the left hand on an open book and the right hand grasping a piped and tasselled cushion that projects over a horizontal base. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


23. John Rogers (c.1570–1636): BA, Emmanuel College, Cambridge; clergyman. Mural monument installed in St Mary Dedham, Essex. Shown as an unpainted frontal demi-figure standing in a gristly niche, the hands grasping a book lying open on a piped cushion. Inscription roundel below.


24. John Best (c.1565–1637): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, Brasenose, Corpus Christi, and Christ Church Colleges, Oxford; canon of Hereford; clergyman. Mural monument installed in St Peter Lugwardine, Herefordshire, by his widow. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure that survives without its surround, the right hand held to the chest and the left hand clasping a book with ribbons untied and lying atop a two-toned and piped cushion with tassels. Inscription plaque below.


25. Robert Cheke (d. 1647): BA, MA, BD, DD, Trinity College, Cambridge; clergyman. Mural monument sculpted by Edward Marshall and installed in the chancel of St John the Baptist Tunstall, Kent, by his widow. Shown as an unpainted frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, the right hand on the heart and the left hand displaying a book propped on a piped cushion. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.






Variations on Cushioned Monuments of the ‘Shakespeare’ Type





1. William Aubrey (c.1529–95): DCL, All Souls College, Oxford; professor of civil law, Oxford; civil lawyer. Likely a standing, not mural monument in St Paul’s Cathedral, destroyed in the Great Fire and known only from William Sedgwick’s drawing in William Dugdale’s ‘Book of Monuments’ (1640–1) and Wenceslas Hollar’s engraving in Dugdale’s History of St Paul’s Cathedral in London (1658). Shown as a frontal demi-figure in an architectural niche, the right hand clasping gloves and the left hand resting atop a skull displayed on a piped and tasselled cushion. Achievement above, inscription plaque below, a number of kneeling mourning figures below.


2. Alexander Nowell (c.1517–1602): BA, MA, DTh, Brasenose College, Oxford; dean of St Paul’s Cathedral; author. Likely a standing, not mural monument in St Paul’s Cathedral, destroyed in the Great Fire and known only from William Sedgwick’s drawing in William Dugdale’s ‘Book of Monuments’ (1640–1) and Wenceslas Hollar’s engraving in Dugdale’s History of St Paul’s Cathedral in London (1658). Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure in an architectural niche, empty hands folded on a two-toned and tasselled cushion. Achievements above, inscription plaques below.


3. George Dale (c.1559–1625): BA, MA, BCL, DCL, Balliol and Oriel Colleges, Oxford; president of St Mary Hall, Oxford. Incised stone plaque installed in St Nicholas Fyfield, Oxfordshire, by his widow, originally in the chancel. Shown as a demi-figure turning to its right and standing in an architectural niche, the left hand pointing to a skull held in the right hand and displayed on a tasselled cushion. Achievement above, inscription below.


4. John Tonstall (c.1564–1630): clergyman. Incised brass installed in the chancel of St Peter Clayworth, Nottinghamshire, probably by his son. Shown as a frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche, hands together in prayer over an open book and elbows on a tasselled cushion. Achievements flanking, inscription below.


5. Martin Blake (1593–1673, memorialized 1634): BA, MA, BD, Exeter College, Oxford; clergyman; royalist. Small portrait roundel ornamenting a mural monument installed by Blake in the chancel of St Peter and St Paul Barnstaple, Devon, to the memory of his son Nicholas (see later in this Appendix). Shown with the right hand resting on a piped and tasselled cushion, the left hand pointing to a roundel depicting parishioners gathered before a pulpit with a tasselled cushion.


6. William Freman (1555–1623, memorialized after 1634): haberdasher; alderman; Ralph Freman (1560–1634): clothworker; alderman. Both brothers elected Sheriff of London (successively) in 1623; William elected Mayor of London in 1634. Joint mural monument installed in St Martin Cornhill, London, later relocated to St Mary Aspenden, Hertfordshire. Shown as frontal demi-figures in bronze, standing side by side in an architectural niche, clasping hands, each also holding a skull and each with his own piped and tasselled cushion. Shared achievement above, separate inscription plaques below.


7. Dame Anne Hutton (c.1587–1651). Mural monument installed in St Everilda Nether Poppleton, North Yorkshire, next to a monument with the effigy of her husband Sir Thomas Hutton (d. 1620) kneeling in prayer. Shown as a polychromed demi-figure turning to its left and standing in an architectural niche, hands together in prayer over an ornamented cushion. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


8. Richard Burton (d. 1656): clergyman; royalist. Mural monument installed in the chancel of All Saints Kirk Deighton, North Yorkshire. Shown as an unpainted figure in a locket-like oval frame with hands together in prayer over a piped cushion.


9. Timothy Archer (1597–1672): BA, MA, DTh, Trinity College, Cambridge; clergyman before and after an eighteen-year internment in Fleet Prison. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Mary Meppershall, Bedfordshire, modelled on the monument of his uncle Thomas Archer. Shown as a polychromed frontal demi-figure standing in an architectural niche framed by emblems of mortality carved in relief, hands on a piped and tasselled cushion that projects over a horizontal base. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.






Selected Demi-Figure Monuments without Cushions

Cushioned monuments were a subset of the larger genre of demi-figure mural monuments that is equally important to our understanding of the context for Shakespeare’s memorial. Some of the later cushioned monuments already listed were not painted, but this selection of mural monuments without cushions includes only those that have polychromed male demi-figures. It omits the rare examples of monuments to women demi-figures, such as Alice South (d. 1605) in St Bartholomew Keelby in Lincolnshire, Anne Bennet (d. 1602, memorialized 1616) in York Minster, Anna Lloyd (d. 1615) in St Michael Oxford, and Margery Wright (d. 1623, memorialized 1631) in St Helen Ashby-de-la-Zouch in Leicestershire. Aside from monuments to William and Joyce Goddard (d. 1609 and 1622) in St Michael Bray in Berkshire, John and Margaret Traherne (d. 1618 and 1615) in Southwark Cathedral, and a few others also not included here, most couple monuments have later dates. The polychromed style persisted in Barnstaple in Devon (see monuments to Nicholas Blake, Richard Beaple, George Peard, Walter Tucker, and Thomas Horwood). Elsewhere, however, unpainted monuments such as those to William Camden in Westminster Abbey (d. 1623), Hugh Barker in Oxford’s New College Chapel (d. 1632), and Robert Pinke in New College Chapel (d. 1647) marked the transition away from the polychromed demi-figure.



1. Almundus Colph (d. early 1600s). Mural monument in Holy Cross Canterbury, Kent. Shown with the left hand resting on a skull and the right hand held to the chest. Inscription plaques above and below.


2. Thomas Plaifere or Playfere (c.1562–1609): BA, MA, BTh, DTh, St John’s College, Cambridge; Lady Margaret’s Professor of Divinity, Cambridge; clergyman. Mural monument installed in St Botolph Cambridge by his widow, originally in the chancel. Shown with a book in the right hand, fingers marking a page. Inscription plaques above and below.


3. John Blagrave (before 1560–1611): gentleman; mathematician; author; philanthropist. Mural monument requested in his will and installed in St Laurence Reading, Berkshire. Shown displaying a globe with the right hand and a quadrant with the left, surrounded by five female figures representing (and labelled) Tetrahedron, Cube, Octahedron, Dodecahedron, and Icosahedron. Inscription plaque below.


4. William Lambe (1495–1580, memorialized 1612): clothworker; philanthropist. Mural monument installed by members of the Clothworkers’ Company in ‘Lambe’s Chapel’, St James on London Wall; later relocated to St James Islington. Shown holding gloves in the right hand and a purse in the left. Inscription lost.


5. Abraham Conham (1584–1612): BA, MA, BD, Trinity College, Cambridge; clergyman. Mural monument in St John the Baptist Bishopstone, Wiltshire. Shown as a variant three-quarter figure framed by emblems of mortality carved in relief, holding a book to the chest with the left hand and a purse in the right hand. Blank inscription plaque below.


6. Robert Garsett (d. 1611, memorialized 1613): tailor; alderman. Mural monument installed in St Andrew Norwich by his son. Shown flanked by two kneeling mourners; the hands are lost. Inscription plaque below.


7. Peter Turner (1542–1614): MA, St John’s College, Cambridge; DM, Heidelberg; physician. Mural monument in St Olave Hart Street, London. Shown with hands together in prayer. Inscription plaque below.


8. John Vernon (d. 1616): merchant taylor; merchant of the Staple; philanthropist. Mural monument sculpted by [Nicholas] Johnson and installed by Vernon in the chancel of St Michael Cornhill, London. Shown with the right hand on the heart and the left hand resting on a skull, in a replacement surround. Lost inscription recorded in the 1633 Survey of London.


9. William Butler (1535–1618): BA, MA, Peterhouse College, Cambridge; physician. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Mary the Great, Cambridge, by his partner John Crane. Shown flanked by two putti, with the left hand resting on a skull and the right hand on an open book. Achievement above, inscription plaques below.


10. Nicholas Latham (d. 1620): BA, Queen’s College, Cambridge; clergyman; philanthropist. Mural monument requested in his will and installed in St Andrew Barnwell, Northamptonshire, originally in the chancel. Shown with both hands holding open a book, as if turning a page. Achievement above, inscription plaque above, motto below.


11. John Cawley (d. 1621): brewer; mayor. Mural monument installed in St Andrew Oxmarket, Chichester, and later relocated to Chichester Cathedral. Shown with a book in the left hand. Achievement above; inscription plaque replaced by his son, below.


12. Sir Henry Savile (1549–1622): BA, MA, Brasenose and Merton Colleges, Oxford; warden of Merton; provost of Eton; mathematician; astronomer; classicist; Bible translator. Monument installed in Merton College Chapel, Oxford, by his widow, later relocated to the antechapel. Shown flanked by figures representing authors whom he edited, translated, and commented on (Chrysostom, Ptolemy, Euclid, and Tacitus), with the right hand held to the chest and the left standing a book upright. Achievement above, curved inscription plaque below.


13. Robert Dow (d. 1612, memorialized 1623): merchant taylor; philanthropist. Mural monument sculpted by Christopher Kingsfield and installed in St Botolph Aldgate, London, by members of the Merchant Taylors’ Company. Shown with hands folded atop a skull. Achievement above, curved inscription plaque below.


14. Gyles Fleming (d. 1623): gentleman. Mural monument installed in the old church of St Mary Great Warley, Essex, and later relocated without its surround to the new church of St Mary the Virgin Great Warley, Essex. Shown with the right hand holding a book. Inscription lost.


15. Jeremiah Radcliffe (d. 1611, memorialized 1623): BA, MA, BD, DD, Trinity College, Cambridge; clergyman; Bible translator. Mural monument of a reduced size installed in St Andrew Orwell, Cambridge. Shown with two books above his head and hands together in prayer. Achievement above, inscription plaques above and below.


16. William Ferrers (d. 1625): mercer; philanthropist. Mural monument installed in St Nicholas Ashchurch, Gloucestershire, by his brother. Shown with gloves in the right hand and the left hand resting on a skull. Achievement and motto above, inscription plaque below.


17. John Bingham (d. September 1625): saddler to the Crown; philanthropist. Mural monument installed in St Mary Magdalene Overy Chapel, Southwark Cathedral; relocated to a cathedral transept when the chapel was demolished. Shown with hands folded. Achievements above and below, inscription plaque below.


18. Robert Younge (c.1554–1626): gentleman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Mary Meesden, Hertfordshire. Shown with the right hand on the heart and the left hand holding a leaf with a biblical inscription. Featuring a number of other biblical quotations, including one as if on the pages of an open book. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


19. John Jones (d. 1630): alderman; mayor; bishop’s registrar. Mural monument in Gloucester Cathedral installed by Jones, who requested alterations to the ‘over redness’ of the face. Shown framed by folded documents stacked as if by date in pigeon-holes, two documents with seals featured above and writing implements below, with a folded document in the right hand and the left hand standing a book upright with its ribbons untied. Achievements above, biblical motto encircling, inscription plaque below.


20. Miles Bownes (1585–1630): BA, MA, BD, Queen’s College, Oxford; clergyman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of All Saints Hampreston, Dorset. Shown with two hands raised and thumbs up over an open book. Inscription plaques below.


21. John Roberts (c.1555–1632): gentleman. Mural monument in Tewkesbury Abbey, Gloucestershire. Shown with gloves in the right hand and the left hand resting on a skull. Achievement above, biblical motto encircling, inscription plaque below.


22. Henry Vincent, esquire (c.1546–1631). Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Mary Fetcham, Surrey. Shown with hands together in prayer over an open book. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


23. George Buswell (d. 1632): merchant taylor; alderman of London. Mural monument in the chancel of All Saints Clipston, Northamptonshire. Shown with both hands holding a book upright. Inscription plaque below.


24. Nicholas Blake (c.1625–34): child. Mural monument in the chancel of St Peter and St Paul Barnstaple, Devon. Paternal mourning figure shown with the right elbow resting on a skull and the left hand holding a book upright, clasps out. Surrounded by small roundels with mottoes and illustrations memorializing four other deceased children. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


25. Joseph Collier (d. 1635): BA, MA, Oxford; clergyman. Mural monument of painted wood installed in a replacement surround in All Saints Steeple Langford, Wiltshire. Shown as a variant three-quarter figure with both hands holding a small closed book. Family inscription plaque mounted in 1734.


26. John Whetcome (d. 1635): BA, MA, BD, DD, Exeter College, Oxford; gentleman; clergyman. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Mary Maiden Newton, Dorset. Shown as a variant three-quarter figure with the right hand displaying a book and the left hand displaying a skull. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


27. Robert Ramsey, esquire (d. 1639). Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Mary Magdalene Newark on Trent, Nottinghamshire. Shown with the right hand held to the chest. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


28. Robert Salman (1566–1641): Sheriff of London, master of Trinity House. Mural monument sculpted by Thomas Stanton and installed in St Clement Leigh-on-Sea, Essex. Shown with the right hand pointing upwards, the left hand resting on an orb. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


29. Arthur Sherston (c.1599–1641): alderman; mayor. Mural monument installed in All Saints Weston, Somerset. The effigy survives without its surround, showing the right hand resting on a skull. Inscription plaque below.


30. John Watson (d. 1642): sheriff; mayor. Mural monument installed in St Margaret Canterbury, Kent, originally in the chancel. Shown with the left hand resting on a skull and the right hand pointing to it. Inscription plaque below.


31. Sir George Croke (c.1560–1642): justice at Common Pleas and the King’s Bench; legal author. Mural monument installed in St Leonard Waterstock, Oxfordshire, by his widow. Shown with two putti above, the right hand holding a sheet of paper and the left hand resting on a skull. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


32. Richard Beaple (c.1564–1643): merchant; mayor; philanthropist. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Peter and St Paul Barnstaple, Devon. Shown with the right hand resting on a skull and the left hand holding a book, surrounded by scenic roundels and emblems. Achievements above and below, inscription plaques above and below.


33. George Peard (1594–1645): lawyer at the Middle Temple; MP. Mural monument installed in St Peter and St Paul Barnstaple, Devon. Shown with the head leaning on the right hand, elbow propped on a skull, and the left hand standing a book upright. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


34. Walter Tucker (d. 1653): BA, Exeter College, Oxford; mayor. Mural monument installed in the chancel of St Peter and St Paul Barnstaple, Devon. Shown with the head leaning on the right hand, elbow propped on a book, the left hand holding a skull, the figures of his shrouded daughter and his grandchild lying underneath. Achievement above, inscription plaque below.


35. John Greene (1578–1653): BA, MA, St John’s College, Cambridge; serjeant-at-law. Mural monument sculpted by Edward Marshall and installed in St Thomas the Apostle Navestock, Essex. Shown with the right hand holding a scroll of paper and the left hand resting on a skull placed on a book. Achievement above, inscription plaques below.


36. Thomas Horwood (1600–58): merchant; mayor; philanthropist. Mural monument installed in St Peter and St Paul Barnstaple, Devon. Shown framed by figures representing Prudentia and Justitia, the head leaning on the right hand, the elbow propped on a pile of books, the left hand holding a skull. Achievement above, inscription plaques above and below.













Appendix VI

Materials Cited from Shakespeare Documented

The online resource Shakespeare Documented provides open access to high-resolution facsimiles and informed commentary for hundreds of key Shakespeare records. At publication time for this volume, Shakespeare Documented is described as ‘still growing’, with some images, companion texts, and perhaps further entries yet to be added, but I cite it whenever possible. This appendix, giving full bibliographic information for Shakespeare Documented items, acknowledges the many libraries and archives that contributed to the project. I am grateful to project curator Heather Wolfe and project coordinator Claire Dapkiewicz for their assistance and especially for having installed the DOIs cited here and throughout.

10.37078/75 Final concord between Hercules Underhill, vendor, and William Shakespeare, buyer, for ownership of a messuage, two barns, two gardens, and two orchards (that is, New Place), vendor’s and buyer’s copies (1602), FSL MS Z.c.36 (110-111).


10.37078/86 Allusion to Shakespeare in Greene’s Groat’s Worth of Wit (1592), FSL STC 12245, sig. F1v.


10.37078/108 Baptism of ‘Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere’ (26 April 1564), Parish Register of Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon (1558–1776), SCLA DR 243/1, baptisms, fol. 5r.
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Endnotes

Notes to Introduction

This is not a literary biography of Shakespeare. I do not presume to know which characters might seem to speak for him. Does Shakespeare subscribe to the call, ‘The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers’, or does he disown it by attributing it to the ruffian and rebel Dick the Butcher? Do lines such as those referring to a poet ‘made lame by fortune’s dearest spite’ reveal his factual physical disability or a favourite literary trope? Are the ‘nightmare’ couplings of the tragedies reflections of his own marriage or devices of dramatic plotting? If Shakespeare wrote autobiographically, I cannot say when, and, while much in this book is admittedly and necessarily conjectural, the conjectures are based in archival records and material artefacts rather than passages from the plays and poems. There may be connections between the historical sources and Shakespeare’s works, but I look to others to make them.

By ‘private life’ I mean Shakespeare’s family life in Stratford. I do not take up his professional life in London. While I introduce some new sources to this study, many have long been known to us. I reread them closely and in the context of other examples of their genres. Some of the gaps in our knowledge have been filled in with what I call ‘evidence clusters’, and I disassemble these clusters to examine their integrity. In the basic demographic information surveyed in this introduction, for instance, I review evidence that has been clustered to ‘prove’ that Shakespeare was born on 23 April 1616. In fact, his birthdate is not recoverable from the supposed baptismal practices that are frequently cited, and any honest inquiry should oblige us to acknowledge what we do not know as well as what we do. Elsewhere, I add the strategy of studying Shakespeare’s contemporary cognates, those who lived parallel lives but for whom more records survive. In the chapters that follow—on Shakespeare’s father, his wedding, his home, his last will, and his funerary monument—Shakespeare appears as a man of his own mind.


1. Baptism of ‘Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere’, SD 10.37078/108. The scribe—whether vicar John Bretchgirdle; his probable curate in 1564, Rafe Hilton (see Edgar I. Fripp, Introduction to M&A 1, liii–liv); or an anonymous copyist around 1600 (see Chapter 2)—erred in using the nominative rather than genitive form of John Shakespeare’s name.


2. Burial of ‘William Shakspere gentleman’, SD 10.37078/124. For his death date on the funerary monument in Holy Trinity Church, SD 10.37078/689. Malone, 63 n. 6. William Oldys, manuscript notes in his printed copy of Gerard Langbaine’s Account of the English Dramatic Poets (1691), BL MS Add 22595, 455. The Revd Joseph Greene compiled extracts from the register and calculated the birth date for James West, according to Malone, 63 n. 6. George Steevens cited West’s notes in his revised version of Samuel Johnson’s edn of The Plays of William Shakespeare in Ten Volumes (London, 1773), 1: sig. N1v n. 2. Steevens also acquired the notes of Oldys, for which see Oldys’s entry in the ODNB. In his 3rd edn of 1785, Steevens credited Malone with the statement that ‘He died on his birth-day, April 23, 1616, and had exactly completed his fifty-second year’ (1: 184); the line is reproduced in Malone’s posthumously published edn of 1821 (505). For further information on early biographies, see Chambers, 2: 1–2; and Schoenbaum, Life, 20–4. Chambers points out that Shakespeare would have died aged 54 if baptized before 24 Apr. 1563 and aged 52 if baptized after 23 Apr. 1564, but only if an annus aetatis were understood to have been ‘a current and not a completed year’ and if ‘a new year of life is treated as beginning at the first moment of the day of birth’ (2: 1).


3. Malone, 63 n. 6. James Orchard Halliwell [later, Halliwell-Phillipps], The Life of William Shakespeare (London: John Russell Smith, 1848), 32. Sidney Lee, author of the old Dictionary of National Biography entry on Shakespeare, influentially endorsed the idea that a three-day interval was normative in A Life of William Shakespeare, new edn (London: Smith, Elder, 1915), 8. Charles Isaac Elton, William Shakespeare, his Family and Friends (London: John Murray, 1904), 23–5. See The Book of Common Prayer (London, 1559; STC 16293), sigs. R1v, R6r. Although he prefers 22 Apr. for the birth date, Edgar I. Fripp follows Elton in citing the prayer book and the unluckiness of St Mark’s Day—the latter of small concern, he imagines, to John Shakespeare, but a bar for Mary Shakespeare (Shakespeare: Man and Artist, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1938), 1: 38). Schoenbaum dismisses Lee’s adoption of the three-day rule for the ‘sounder guidance’ of the prayer book. He concludes that it is ‘as well to celebrate his birthday on the 23rd’ as the equally reasonable 21st or 22nd (Life, 24). Lois Potter offers a more thorough history of St Mark’s Day (1–2). Thomas De Quincey suggested 22 Apr. on the theory that Shakespeare’s granddaughter Elizabeth Hall may have chosen that date for her wedding in 1626 in tribute to her grandfather (‘Shakspeare’, in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 7th edn, 22 vols. (Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1842), 20: 169); De Quincey also said, mistakenly, that ‘it is certain that he was baptized on the 25th’. Despite his mooting of a three-day rule, Halliwell-Phillipps later took up 22 Apr. (2: 332). René Weis endorses 22 Apr. for the ‘circumstantial’ (one might as easily say ‘coincidental’) reason that John Hall treated his daughter Elizabeth medically on 22 Apr. 1624 (Hall also treated her on 24 May; see John Hall, Select Observations on English Bodies, tr. James Cook (London, 1679; Wing STC H357), sigs. C8r–D1v). Weis also finds it relevant that Elizabeth Hall was, like her grandfather, aged 18 at marriage to a spouse significantly her senior (‘His granddaughter Lady Elizabeth Barnard’, in Paul Edmondson and Stanley Wells (eds), The Shakespeare Circle: An Alternative Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 127). Chambers’s conclusion—we lack ‘enough material for an opinion as to the exact birth-date’—remains prudent (2: 2).


4. Malone, 65–6.


5. The surviving Stratford register begins six years before Shakespeare’s birth; sampling these six years, as well as six years after, we find that the children of Stratford were often baptized on days other than Sundays and holy days: in 1558, 21 of 31 baptisms were not performed on Sundays or holy days; in 1559, 11 of 22; in 1560, 13 of 26; in 1561, 51 of 71; in 1562, 52 of 79; in 1563, 69 of 83; in 1564, 34 of 48; in 1565, 42 of 52; in 1566, 56 of 77; in 1567, 41 of 57; in 1568, 42 of 59; in 1569, 26 of 39; in 1570, 6 of 21 (see Registers 1, 1–17). The survey is incomplete because the registers are incomplete, with especially large gaps of at least three months in 1559, at least six months in 1560, and six months in 1570. Nonetheless, the pattern of non-compliance is apparent. See also St Mark’s Day baptisms in 1561, 1563, 1580, 1582, 1587, 1594, 1597, and 1598 (Registers 1, 1–60; the apparent late sixteenth-century rise in numbers for St Mark’s Day baptisms probably reflects the patchiness of earlier records, with the register capturing no April baptisms at all in 1559, for example). The registers may also be incomplete with respect to home baptisms (although, not surprisingly, twelve of the thirteen home baptisms noted in these years were associated with infant death; see Registers 1, 13 and Registers 3, 6, 16–20. For present purposes, the year is taken to begin on 1 Jan. rather than 25 Mar. My sources for identifying Sundays, movable holy days, and fixed feast days are A Handbook of Dates for Students of British History, ed. C. R. Cheney, rev. ed. Michael Jones (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 155–225; and Book of Common Prayer, sigs. b6r–b7v. Those who believe that the Book of Common Prayer is relevant might have argued that Shakespeare’s baptism violated the ‘rules’ because his was an emergency baptism. None do (and there is no evidence for it).


6. Book of Common Prayer, sig. R1v.


7. The presumed genealogy of John Shakespeare has survived the fact that it was John Payne Collier who first keyed in on Richard Shakespeare of Snitterfield (Halliwell, Life, 8). John and Henry Shakespeare are identified as brothers in the 1587 Court of Record case (where Nicholas Lane made a claim against John as guarantor of a debt on which Henry had defaulted); see SD 10.37078/490, SD 10.37078/491, SD 10.37078/476. They also appear together as overseer and witness (respectively) to the 1573 will of kinsman Alexander Webbe. For all, see also Lewis, 1: 16–26. Halliwell discovered the 1587 suit (Life, 9). Henry Shakespeare is also identified as ‘of Snitterfield’ in debts appended to the will of yeoman Christopher Smith alias Court (1586), Stratford Wills, 177–9. See also Chambers, 2: 14–16, 26–8; Eccles, 7–12; and C. and R. Page, ‘The Location of Richard Shakespeare’s Farm in Snitterfield’, Warwickshire History, 3 (1982): 95–102. For the identification of Shakespeare’s wife Anne, see Chapter 2. With caveats noted, this study proceeds on the conventional assumption that John Shakespeare was the son of Richard Shakespeare of Snitterfield.


8. The first draft of the Shakespeare grant of arms, which survives in a foul state but in better physical condition than the second and revised copy of the grant, preserves information lost in the latter; see SD 10.37078/117, SD 10.37078/118 (both dated 20 Oct. 1596). Richard Shakespeare’s rights in the Snitterfield manor held by Robert Arden, which descended to Thomas and Henry Shakespeare, are documented in part by a 1579 transfer of lands that ‘had belonged to Robert Arden’ (Eccles, 9) from ‘John Shakespeare…yeoman and Mary his wife’ to Robert Webbe (SD 10.37078/475).


9. The Snitterfield register begins in 1561 (Chambers, 2: 14). Early Luddington registers are lost except for a transcript that begins with 1617; the Temple Grafton register is lost before 1695 (diocesan transcripts begin in 1612); Billesley registers are lost before 1812 (see Gray, 46–7). For the will and probate inventory of Robert Arden (1556), see the transcriptions in Lewis, 1: 89, 90. For further information on the estate, see Eric Poole, ‘Shakespeare’s Kinsfolk and the Arden Inheritance’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 34/3 (Autumn 1983): 311–24. For more on Asbyes, see Chapter 1. John Shakespeare was fined on 2 June 1557 for failing to attend three court sessions as official ale-taster (for the register entry, see SD 10.37078/746), and Fripp speculates that he may have been preoccupied with ‘things matrimonial’ at the time (Introduction to M&A 1, xxxvi)—i.e. this default may help us identify an approximate wedding date.


10. See Shakespeare family baptisms in n. 11. For an unusual example of duplicate naming in one family, see the will of Robert Woode (1588), who left bequests and directions to ‘my eldest son John’; ‘John Woode my middle son, that is to say, my second son of that name’; and ‘John, my youngest son of that name’. He also remembered ‘Agnes, my daughter, the youngest of that name’ (ERO D/ABW 40/118). The Joan Shakespeare baptized in 1558 was unlikely to have borne children in 1600, 1603, 1605, and 1608, as Joan Shakespeare Hart did (Registers 1, 64, 68, 71, 76); these dates are more plausible for the Joan Shakespeare born in 1569. In 1559, there were thirty-three burials in January, eleven in February, seven in early March, then just two between 8 Mar. and 2 July. Meanwhile, there were no baptisms listed after 18 Feb. until one on 1 June followed by one on 6 July. See Registers 3, 3–4; and Registers 1, 2. See also John S. Moore, ‘The Mid-Tudor Population Crisis in Midland England, 1548–1563’, Midland History, 34/1 (Spring 2009): 44–57; I am grateful to Robert Bearman for referring me to Moore. The fact that Margaret, baptized in 1562, was not named ‘Joan’ may also suggest that the first Joan was still alive in 1562. Germaine Greer makes sense of birth patterns in the Shakespeare family with the idiosyncratic suggestion that the first Joan was daughter to a different John Shakespeare who then moved elsewhere (32–3).


11. ‘Jone shakspere daughter to John Shakspere’ baptized on 15 Sept. 1558, SD 10.37078/564; ‘Margareta filia Johannis Shakspere’ on 2 Dec. 1562, SD 10.37078/468 (for her burial on 30 Apr. 1563, SD 10.37078/467); ‘Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere’ on 26 Apr. 1564, SD 10.37078/108; ‘Gilbertus filius Johannis Shakspere’ on 13 Oct. 1566, SD 10.37078/460; ‘Jone the daughter of John Shakspere’ on 15 Apr. 1569, SD 10.37078/565; ‘Anna filia magistri Shakspere’ on 28 Sept. 1571, SD 10.37078/456; ‘Richard sonne to master John Shakspeer’ on 11 Mar. 1574, SD 10.37078/471; ‘Edmund sonne to master John Shakspere’ on 3 May 1580, SD 10.37078/458. Rowe, ii, xxxiv. Malone reported that ‘one Boman’ was ‘unwilling to allow’ that Betterton had ever gone to Stratford. But he believed that Rowe would not otherwise have had access to much of the information included in his ‘Account’ (120–1 n. 5). For the baptisms of Ursula (11 Mar. 1589), Humphrey (24 May 1590), and Phillip (21 Sept. 1591), see Registers 1, 46, 48, 50. See also the burial of ‘Master Johannes Shakspeare’ on 8 Sept. 1601, SD 10.37078/465, and ‘Mayry Shaxspere, wydowe’ on 9 Sept. 1608, SD 10.37078/469. For the wedding of ‘John Shakspere and Margery Roberts’ on 25 Nov. 1584, Registers 2, 12. For the burial of ‘Margery wife to John Shakspere’ on 29 Oct. 1587, Registers 3, 41. The corviser’s remarriage (before the baptism of Ursula) is not included in the Stratford register. For John and Mary Shakespeare in the Court of Chancery, SD 10.37078/343, 364, 365.


12. For ‘Master’ John Shakespeare, see n. 11, SD 10.37078/456, SD 10.37078/471, SD 10.37078/458, SD 10.37078/465; see also SD 10.37078/570. In a different record group, an order of the Court of Common Pleas, John Shakespeare was distinguished from the corviser as ‘seniorem’, a term that did not imply kinship (M&A 4, 150–1).


13. In Shakespeare’s birth year of 1564 there were twenty-one recorded burials in the first six months and 237 in the second six (Registers 3, 9–15).


14. Burial of ‘Anne daughter to master John Shakspere’, 4 Apr. 1579, SD 10.37078/570. And see the 20 Jan. 1580 accounts for 8d. received ‘for the bell and pall for Master Shaxpers daughter’ (M&A 3, 42).


15. Burial of ‘Hamnet filius William Shakspere’, 11 Aug. 1596, SD 10.37078/462. Rowe, ii. Oldys (‘Shakespeare’s poem called “A Lovers Affection” seems to be written to his beautiful wife under some rumour of inconstancy’), facing p. 455. For a review of recent approaches to ‘the relationship between Shakespeare’s life and his literary works’ as ‘the central structural question for biographers’, see Katherine West Scheil, Imagining Shakespeare’s Wife: The Afterlife of Anne Hathaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 94–5. And see esp. Paul Franssen on the vicious circle of ‘projecting an element from Shakespeare’s work back onto his life and then treating this as the autobiographical source of inspiration’, Shakespeare’s Literary Lives: The Author as Character in Fiction and Film (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 83.


16. Cartae Shakespeareanae: Shakespeare Documents; a Chronological Catalogue of Extant Evidence Relating to the Life and Works of William Shakespeare, comp. D. H. Lambert (London: George Bell, 1904). See also such guides as those of The National Archives (David Thomas, Shakespeare in the Public Records (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1985)) and the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust (Robert Bearman, Shakespeare in the Stratford Records (Phoenix Mill: Alan Sutton for the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, 1994)). At time of publication, the Folger Shakespeare Library’s Shakespeare Documented online resource included 107 manuscripts that referred to Shakespeare by name during his lifetime, 95 books and manuscripts that referred to him as a writer or to his works, 34 Stationers’ Register entries and 84 printed edns of his plays and poems, and more than 100 key documents about his family; for the last, see Appendix VI. For the key regional documents for the Shakespeares, see Appendix I.


Notes to Chapter 1

This chapter introduces the first of my alternative lives, that of John Shakespeare. The traditional view of ‘the narrowness of his circumstances’ (as described by Nicholas Rowe in 1709) has been best represented and advanced in the many publications of the exacting archivalist Robert Bearman. Richard Wilson is now principal champion of the idea that John Shakespeare withdrew from public life in the 1570s not because he was insolvent but because he was a recusant. David Fallow has given new life to an old argument that John Shakespeare was a successful businessman from start to finish. I read the records as Bearman does while offering fresh interpretations in some particulars.

John Shakespeare is usually said to have been prosecuted on two usury charges, for example, which I newly understand to refer to a single loan. I suggest that in one of the two cases he disposed of an allegation easily by citing its inaccuracies and paying a small fine. The other would haunt him until 1583. Inasmuch as his traffic in wool might not have attracted prosecutorial attention were it not for the failed usury indictment, he may not have been as successful a merchant as has been assumed. In a later, 1590s lawsuit against John Walford, John Shakespeare made what amounts to a public admission of wool brogging, I believe because he was no longer in the trade. When read in context, John Shakespeare’s inclusion in the Warwickshire recusancy certificates corroborates that he suffered financial reverses. As explicitly stated, he avoided churchgoing for fear of arrest for debt, not as a religious dissident. I introduce the idea that he was allowed to pay a loan at a building called the Maidenhead, rather than at Holy Trinity Church, as evidence that his risk of apprehension was widely known. Common awareness of his fiscal difficulties is also borne out in the forgiveness shown him by his colleagues on the Stratford council for nearly a decade, as well as by the courtesy I understand they demonstrated in August 1586, when the time came for him to resign. It is a frequent misconception that election to public office demonstrated public approbation; I describe it as an obligation (which many resisted and many found unsustainable). Because there were not enough men in the borough who could afford the demands of both time and money, I suppose that John Shakespeare was probably advanced in office prematurely and to his lasting cost. It is not always understood that civil service gave John Shakespeare a legitimate claim to the coat of arms that his son pursued. The lease and then the loss of Mary Shakespeare’s lands named Asbyes affected John Shakespeare’s possible by-occupation, husbandry, with which I propose that his brother Henry Shakespeare may have been connected. Shakespeare is believed to have been raised in the Henley Street house long known as ‘Shakespeare’s Birthplace’, which I characterize as an industrial site rather than a prestige location. Both archival and architectural evidence indicate that the surviving house dates to the 1590s at the earliest, and I make the sale of a strip of land to John Shakespeare’s neighbour part of the evidence for this late rebuilding. The transformation of three houses (as purchased) into two (as now seen) also confirms a reconstruction. The idea that the rear-facing windows were site-specific is my own. I allow that Shakespeare could as easily have been born and reared in the family’s second property on Greenhill Street or in Wilmcote among the Ardens. I argue for the importance to John Shakespeare’s later career of the free-trading, open-air practices of Stratford fairs and suggest that Shakespeare’s youthful imagination may first have been captured by the public rituals associated with these important events and with civic governance. I conclude that what nonetheless set Shakespeare on a path different from that of his father was his father’s business failures.


1. Nicholas Rowe acknowledges Betterton’s ‘journey into Warwickshire on purpose to gather up what remains he could’ (xxxiv). For John Weever, see SD 10.37078/981; he collected the inscriptions from Shakespeare’s monument and gravestone as early as 1617 or 1618 (see further Chapter 5). William Dugdale, The Antiquities of Warwickshire (London, 1656; Wing STC D2479), sig. Mmm4r. Thomas Fuller, The History of the Worthies of England (London, 1662; Wing STC F2440), sig. Qqq[q]3v. For John Ward, SD 10.37078/211, fol. 140r, and Chambers, 2: 249–50; for John Aubrey, SD 10.37078/653.


2. Thomas Plume excerpted by Chambers, 2: 247; Chambers cautions that ‘the only Sir John Mennis known’ from the period was too young to have seen John Shakespeare, though his brother Sir Matthew Mennis may have done. Halliwell-Phillipps, ‘John Shakespeare.—Annals’ (2: 215–48). Although I cite routinely from his 8th edn of 1889 (as here), the ‘Annals’ were introduced in the 6th edn of the Outlines in 1886.


3. David Fallow argues for John Shakespeare’s sustained success in ‘His father John Shakespeare’, in Paul Edmondson and Stanley Wells (eds), The Shakespeare Circle: An Alternative Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 26–39. For his supposed recusancy, see John Henry de Groot, The Shakespeares and ‘The Old Faith’ (New York: King’s Crown Press, 1946); Richard Wilson, Secret Shakespeare: Studies in Theatre, Religion and Resistance (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004); and further bibliography in n. 42 to this chapter. Bearman documents John Shakespeare’s failures in several publications cited in these notes; for an overview, see his Money.


4. For more on John Shakespeare’s Snitterfield background, see the Introduction. For John Shakespeare as glover, see a complaint against him by Thomas Siche (or Such) in Stratford’s Court of Record (17 June 1556), SD 10.37078/289. See also John Shakespeare, ‘glover’, as bail at the Queen’s Bench for Michael Pryce in 1586 (M&A 4, 1–2), and a 1592 order in the Court of Common Pleas in connection with the suit of William Burbage against John Shakespeare ‘glover’ (M&A 4, 150–1). On his civic positions, see later in this chapter.


5. For John Shakespeare as whittawer, see Henry Higford’s suits against John Shakespeare, ‘whittawer’, at the Court of Common Pleas (1573 and 1578), SD 10.37078/348, SD 10.37038/533, SD 10.37078/534, and M&A 2, 70–1. In 1597, it was resolved that ‘every man of any trade or occupation within this town shall sort himself into one company or other’ (M&A 5, 103), but the bailiff Richard Quiney was still trying ‘to draw all our townsmen into companies’ in Dec. 1601 (M&A 6, 169), and guild records are scattered and incomplete. The Whittawers ‘sealed’ their orders in 1606, but these have not survived; Bearman says they were ‘the last to form themselves into a specific company’ (M&A 6, 392 and n.). The ‘Glovers, Whittawers, and Collarmakers’ deposited their orders in 1637 (SCLA BRU 17/6). In London, with its more documented history of occupational organization, there was a similar conjoining of crafts: the Glovers, having already amalgamated with the Pursers in 1498, in 1502 were ‘absorbed’ by the Leathersellers, who were ‘mainly white tawyers’. (In 1638, the London Glovers split off as an independent company.) See Ralph W. Waggett, A History of the Worshipful Company of Glovers of London, 2nd edn (Chichester: Phillimore, 2008), 8–10, 22, 32.


6. Randle Holme, The Academy of Armory (London, 1688; Wing STC H2513), bk. III, ch. III, sig. L3v. A. Aikin, ‘On Tanning and Leather-Dressing’, Transactions of the Society, Instituted at London, for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures, and Commerce, 50/1 (1833–4): 192–214 (208 quoted). Probate inventory of William Hobday (1601), Stratford Inventories, 1: 193–7. Tanners in Stratford included Henry Field, father of the printer Richard Field (see Henry’s 1592 probate inventory in Stratford Inventories, 1: 116–19), but some tanned goods were also brought to the town market from the surrounding areas. For Corporation regulations prohibiting tanners from selling any skins that had not first been inspected and sealed, M&A 1, 126; M&A 6, 257. I am also indebted to S. William Beck, Gloves, their Annals and Associations: A Chapter of Trade and Social History (London: Hamilton, Adams, 1883); L. A. Clarkson, ‘The Organization of the English Leather Industry in the Late Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries’, Economic History Review, ns 13/2 (1960): 245–56; Dent, Allcroft and Company’s Manufactory, Worcester, A Brief Description of the Manufacture, History, and Associations of Gloves (Worcester: Baylis, Lewis, c.1890); Valerie Cumming, Gloves, Costume Accessories Series (London: Batsford, 1982); and Annemarieke Willemsen, ‘Taking up the Glove: Finds, Uses, and Meanings of Gloves, Mittens, and Gauntlets in Western Europe, c.1400–1700 AD’, Third Annual Geoff Egan Memorial Lecture, Society for Post-Medieval Archaeology (Museum of London, 18 Dec. 2013).


7. Aikin, 202. On perfuming, see Beck, 84–5; in France, Glovemakers’ Companies supervised the cultivation of scented lavender to perfume their products. For a contemporary recipe ‘To perfume gloves excellently’, see Gervase Markham, The English Housewife, ed. Michael R. Best (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1986), 132.


8. For Hobday, see n. 6 of this chapter and also the 1597 will of William Coates, a skinner who owed Hobday 18s. (Stratford Wills, 235–6). Hobday’s widow Joyce died in 1602 with monies owed her for leather, gloves, and also wool (Stratford Inventories, 1: 198–201). In 1565, the probate inventory for Birmingham tanner Walter Wyghtwygge characterized skins being processed as ‘leather in the limes’ (Birmingham Wills, 178–80). In nearby Banbury (in 1602), glover John Rylie had eleven yards of lace and fringe as well as three yards of silk fringe and thread (along with dog and calf skins ‘in the pit’; dressed leather; 240 gloves, ‘some of them not finished’; and thirty purses). See Banbury Wills 1, 173–4; see also from Banbury the probate inventories of whittawer Robert Clemson, who stocked many gloves and purses in 1604 (177), and glover Henry Lockwood, with ‘points’ as well as gloves and purses in his shop in 1610 (209). In 1631, Nichodemus White had two dozen of ‘the better sort of gloves’ (worth £1. 3s.), five dozen of ‘the second sort’ (worth £1. 3s.), and four dozen of ‘the third sort’ (worth 12s. 6d.), along with fifty-three purses, one of silk (all together worth 10s.), Banbury Wills 2, 90–2. The 1571 will of William Bridgmane refers to ‘three of the best does’ skins I have to make him a doublet’, LMA DL/C/B/004/MS09171/016, fol. 78v.


9. Drapers’ Company of London W.A.5, 1569–70, sigs. 8v for a bookbinder, 7r for hosiers and tailors, and 9r for an embroiderer. For livery companies, affiliations, and London rankings, see Steve Rappaport, Worlds within Worlds: Structures of Life in Sixteenth-Century London (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), esp. 96, 110–17, 303. For the ambitious who switched from lesser companies to greater ones in mid-career, Frank Freeman Foster, The Politics of Stability: A Portrait of the Rulers in Elizabethan London (London: Royal Historical Society, 1977), 44. Trade organization was less elaborate in Stratford than in London, with about ten companies extant in the late sixteenth century. Jeanne Jones counts sixty-nine named occupations and civic positions in Family Life in Shakespeare’s England: Stratford-upon-Avon 1570–1630 (Phoenix Mill: Sutton Publishing for Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, 1996), 21–3. Company constitutions and reconstitutions were deposited well into the early seventeenth century; see VCH 3, 239–40. Further evidence for Stratford livery companies is sketchy, though the weaver John Grannams acknowledged in his 1587 will that he owed 2s. 8d. ‘unto the wardens of my occupation’ (Stratford Wills, 185–6). A 1592 document referencing the ‘other’ Elizabethan John Shakespeare (the corviser; see the Introduction) suggests both a traditional organizational structure and a familiar system for securing freedom: ‘John Shakespeare, master of the Company of Shoemakers, paid…for the moiety of Richard Fletcher the saddler his freedom 20s., which said 20s. is due to the Chamber’ (M&A 4, 153). Imagery in Shakespeare’s works involving gloves and glove-making, traced by Edgar I. Fripp (Introduction to M&A 2, xlviii–l) and Greenblatt (55–6), is not here taken to corroborate his father’s trade.


10. In the Chamberlains’ Account of 10 Jan. 1564, submitted by John Taylor and John Shakespeare, see ‘paid to Shakspeyr for a piece timber: 3s.’ (M&A 1, 128). I am grateful to Stephanie Appleton for sending me her transcription of the 1564 will of Robert Mylles in advance of the publication of Stratford Wills; see 139–40. Mylles itemized seven ‘payments paid…for the children of Thomas Fylle’. Edgar I. Fripp seems to have read ‘paid to John Shakespeare 15d.’ in connection with London apprenticeship fees for Fylle and one payment ‘for the same Thomas in apparelling him and sending him to London 10s.’ (all listed in Mylles’s will as ‘desperate debts’). See Fripp, Shakespeare’s Haunts near Stratford (London: Oxford University Press, 1929), 7; see also Stratford Inventories, 1: 22–3. For what it could mean to fit out a child for a London apprenticeship, see the probate inventory of Rowland Hughes (1611), Banbury Wills 1, 211–14. Some biographers worry that the ‘Shakspere’ entry may refer not to Shakespeare’s father but to the other John Shakespeare in town. Since the corviser married in 1584 and fathered three children between 1589 and 1591, he is unlikely to have been of an age to provide goods or services between 1563 and 1566.


11. In the manorial Court Leet, John Shakespeare was fined 12d. on 29 Apr. 1552 for making a muck heap (fecerunt sterquinarium) on Henley Street; see SD 10.37078/339. This is an important source of information about his place of residence (see n. 14). For the common muckhills, see orders issued in 1556, 1557, 1563, and 1603 (M&A 1, 56, 71, and, quoted, 124, and M&A 6, 256). Muckhills constituted profit centres for the individuals licensed to maintain them and for the borough; see further M&A 1, 31 (1554). While some private muckhills were allowed, it was at a fee. See M&A 1, 115 (1561) and M&A 2, 86 (1574); for one tenant, John Jeffreys, the lease survives, SCLA BRU 8/12/2 (1557). For further records of income from muckhills, see M&A 1, 120 (1563) and 149 (1565); M&A 2, 45 (1571), 59 (1572), and 78 (1574); M&A 4, 125 (1591); and M&A 5, 75 (1596); for disbursements, M&A 1, 122 (1563), 129 (1564), 140 (1565), 149 (1566); M&A 2, 69 (1573); for later violations, M&A 6, 445, 446 (1608). The 1603 probate inventory of Thomas Dixon alias Waterman lists a muckhill among his assets and values it at 4s. (Stratford Inventories, 1: 218). The 1614 probate inventory of Joan Biddle indicates that her muck, used for ‘compost’, was worth 12d. (Stratford Inventories, 1: 287). Dung was also used in construction; see a 6d. payment to ‘Hughes his wife for fetching horse dung to temper with the clay’ as the walls and floors of the almshouses were repaired in 1611 (SCLA BRU 4/1, p. 222). Lewis Hiccox, the occupant who succeeded the Shakespeares in some of the Birthplace buildings, had 40s. worth of ‘soil in the Gild Pits’ (Stratford Inventories, 2: 16). In 1556, John Shakespeare sued Henry Field for failing to deliver eighteen quarters of barley; see a transcription of the Stratford Court of Record entry in Lewis, 1: 63–4.


12. There is no record of John Shakespeare having served as the municipal leather sealer, an office generally filled by ‘persons engaged in one of the leather trades’ (VCH 3, 254). Records for the years in which he might have done are incomplete, but see also n. 26. In probate documents for eighteen tanners in Birmingham Wills between 1551 and 1601, fourteen list stocks of bark (89, 95–7, 97–9, 106–7, 136–7, 159–61, 178–80, 196–8, 281–2, 282–5, 293–6, 303–5, 348–50, 385–7); four refer to grinding (180, 198, 296, 349). John Shakespeare’s 1571 loan to Luther of £50 is known from his 1572 Court of Common Pleas suit to recover the principal plus £10 in damages; see SD 10.37078/350. Probate inventories of William Badger (1586) and Henry Field (1592) transcribed in Stratford Inventories, 1: 60–2, 116–19. Because the former lists ‘John Shakespeare’ without an honorific, Jeanne Jones believes this to be the corviser (62n.), but in 1586, when the corviser was still not established as a householder, distinction between the two men was not necessary, as it was in 1592. John Shakespeare was thereafter distinguished as ‘seniorem’ (M&A 4, 150–1) or as ‘Master’ (see the Introduction). The marks made by John Shakespeare (in place of signatures) are often cited as evidence of his trade association. Charles Knight described ‘an open pair of compasses’, The English Cyclopaedia: A New Dictionary of Universal Knowledge (London: Bradbury & Evans, 1866–?1873), div. 3, vol. 5 (1867), 443. Edgar I. Fripp’s interpretations grew increasingly elaborate, eventually identifying both ‘a very daintily-drawn pair of “dividers”, such as [John Shakespeare] would use in measuring and cutting fine leather’ and, on another occasion, ‘a glover’s clamp (or “donkey”)’, the dividers ‘probably signify[ing] “God Encompasseth Us”, or “The Measure of my Days”’. See his Shakespeare Studies: Biographical and Literary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1930), 86. These descriptions are probably fanciful, and Fripp also notes that on legal documents John Shakespeare made a simple cross.


13. For Henley Street’s ‘cachet among the Stratford elite’, see Weis, 51. Adrian Quiney was charged with keeping an illegal dung heap at the same time as John Shakespeare. He moved away when he married Elizabeth, the widow of Laurence Bainton; for more on the Quineys, see Chapter 3. For descriptions of houses located on the north side of Henley Street in 1613, see SCLA BRU 15/16/28. The 1563 lease of Gilbert Bradley refers to the ‘waste ground called the Gild Pits’, SCLA BRU 8/8/4; see also a 1575 conveyance to Edward Willes that calls it ‘the Queen’s highway’ (SD 10.37078/721). For Paul Bartlett, M&A 6, 446. For John Shakespeare’s neighbours, see in addition to the 1563 lease to glover Bradley, 1577 and 1595 leases to whittawer William Wilson (SCLA BRU 8/8/6 and SCLA BRU 8/8/11), and the 1586 probate inventory of glover William Badger (Stratford Inventories, 1: 60–2). A lease to Thomas Smith also places tanner Thomas Walker there by 1630 (SCLA BRU 8/8/23). Richard Hornby, frequently employed as a blacksmith on borough construction projects, is listed on Henley Street in a manorial survey of 1590 (M&A 4, 95). The 1624 probate inventory of carpenter William Roffe includes the lease of two cottages in Henley Street, Stratford Inventories, 1: 328. The watercourse is documented in e.g. the 1606 probate inventory of fuller Richard Baylis, whose goods included drying ‘racks on the Gild Pits bank’ (Stratford Inventories, 1: 236–8).


14. For John Shakespeare’s two tenements in Henley Street and Greenhill Street in 1556, see SD 10.37078/751. It is generally accepted that the former was his residence because, first, his presentment for keeping a dung heap located him in Henley Street in 1552 (see n. 11) and, second, the two tenements he was to purchase in 1575 (SD 10.37078/388) were probably also in Henley Street. The 1575 foot of fine does not specify a location; sceptics about the ‘Birthplace’ include Eccles (‘There is nothing to show that either of these houses was in Henley Street’), 27. But a manorial survey of 6 Oct. 1590 lists two different annual fines paid by John Shakespeare to the lord of the manor for properties in Henley Street, one for 6d. for the 1556 tenement, and one for 13d. presumably for the 1575 tenements (SD 10.37078/303; M&A 4, 95–6; and see also my n. 65). A 1575 conveyance from William Wedgewood to Edward Willes, describing a Henley Street property’s boundaries in terms of John Shakespeare’s tenement to the west and the street to the south, establishes that John Shakespeare’s tenements were similarly on the north side of Henley Street (SD 10.37078/721, a conveyance witnessed by John Shakespeare; see also SD 10.37078/529, SD 10.37078/571). Park Honan supposes that the Greenhill Street property, ‘easily accessible’ from Henley Street via Meer Lane, could have provided supplementary workspace or space for craft ‘helpers’ (13). Eccles assumes that it was a rental property (45). For this, see my reading of the William Burbage lawsuit later in this chapter. The manorial record indicates that the Greenhill Street purchase comprised a house, garden, and croft (an enclosed ground that could be used for pasture or crop cultivation).


15. As noted in the Introduction, Richard Shakespeare is commonly identified as the father of John Shakespeare by a web of association that is suggestive but not indisputable. Richard Shakespeare was located in Snitterfield on the lands of two different manors, one a tenancy established in documents from 1529 through 1550, and the other a copyhold interest established in documents of 1535 and 1560 (Eccles, 7–8). For further information about Henry Shakespeare’s rural occupation (and chequered career), see Eccles, 9–11; Lewis, 1: 21–6, and Chambers, 2: 14–15. Bearman describes John Shakespeare as ‘a man resolved to improve the family’s prospects by moving to town and setting himself up in business’ (Money, 8). Executors were not always oldest children; Robert Arden described Mary Arden as ‘my youngest daughter Mary’ but named her and another daughter still at home and unmarried as his executors; see his will in Gray, 261–3.


16. For the oxen bequeathed by woollen-draper Thomas Atwood alias Taylor, which connects Richard Shakespeare to Stratford, see Edgar I. Fripp, ‘The Home of Shakespeare’s Grandfather’, N&Q 12th ser. 7 (16 Oct. 1920): 303–4. For Robert Arden’s estate of £77. 11s. 10d., see the probate inventory of 9 Dec. 1556 in Gray, 262–3. For Richard Shakespeare’s estate of £38. 17s. and the administration granted to John Shakespeare on 10 Feb. 1561, see Gray, 259–60. See Lewis, 1: 83–94 for the Arden properties: a Snitterfield freehold acquired by Thomas Arden in 1501 and inherited by Robert Arden; an additional Snitterfield freehold Robert Arden acquired in two parts in 1519 and 1529 (bringing his Snitterfield holdings to a total of more than 100 acres); a copyhold estate in Wilmcote (Aston Cantlow) that he bequeathed to his wife subject to the life interest of his daughter Alice in one half; and Asbyes, bequeathed to Mary. Mary brought to her marriage Asbyes and also a reversionary interest in one of the Snitterfield estates. See also Bearman, Money, 7–8. For John Shakespeare as husbandman, see a bond issued in connection with the administration of Richard Shakespeare’s estate, involving Johannem Shakespere de Snytterfyld in comitatu Warwici agricolam (Gray, 259–60). He was identified as a yeoman in a 1572 suit against John Luther in the Court of Common Pleas and in a fine issued in 1580 at the Court of Westminster for his non-appearance (SD 10.37078/350, SD 10.37078/351), as well as in a 1575 conveyance from Henley Street neighbour William Wedgewood to Edward Willes (SD 10.37078/721), the 1579 deed by which John and Mary Shakespeare sold their Snitterfield property to Robert Webbe (SD 10.37078/475), a 1579 bond for this sale (SD 10.37078/526), and John Shakespeare’s 1597 deed of sale to George Badger (SD 10.37078/528).


17. For the Field suit, see a transcription of the Stratford Court of Record entry, Lewis, 1: 64. For evidence of Snitterfield holdings, John and Mary Shakespeare’s sale of their share of two messuages in Snitterfield to Robert Webbe on 15 Oct. 1579 (SD 10.37078/475). For Ingon Meadow and Henry Shakespeare’s identification with Ingon in the parish of Hampton Lucy, SD 10.37078/346; Chambers, 2: 16; Eccles, 27. For ‘Parson’s Close alias Shakespeare’s Close’, the 28 Jan. 1613 will of John Combe, SD 10.37078/544, and Eccles, 119. Bearman also concludes that the Ingon Meadow land and other rural holdings were ‘probably for sheep grazing’ in ‘John Shakespeare: A Papist or Just Penniless?’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 56/4 (Winter 2005): 415. On farming, J. M. Martin, ‘A Warwickshire Market Town in Adversity: Stratford-upon-Avon in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries’, Midland History, 7/1 (1982): 36. For a larger context, see Alan Everitt, ‘The Marketing of Agricultural Produce’, in Joan Thirsk (ed.), The Agrarian History of England and Wales, 4: 1500–1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), esp. 490.


18. Rowe, ii. Edmond Malone puzzled over Rowe’s undocumented report, finally deciding that Rowe must have known of a window in the Shakespeares’ Henley Street house that was once painted with the arms of the Merchant of the Staple and must have (mistakenly) deduced a cloth-working connection (78–9). But a 1577 report on Warwickshire broggers indicates that ‘all the whittawers or glovers in Coventry are common buyers and sellers of fleece wools’ (TNA SP12/114/39). On the wool industry, see Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, 423–5; and also Peter J. Bowden, The Wool Trade in Tudor and Stuart England (London: Macmillan, 1962), esp. 82. Halliwell-Phillipps refers to a 1595 description of George Perry, who, ‘besides [h]is glover’s trade, useth buying and selling of wool and yarn’, 2: 328.


19. For Hobday, see n. 6. For the Exchequer, SD 10.37078/301, SD 10.37078/302; see also David L. Thomas and Norman E. Evans, ‘John Shakespeare in The Exchequer’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 35/3 (Autumn 1984): 315–18. For the alliance with Lockeley, see Everitt, who indicates that wholesalers often worked in partnerships (‘Marketing of Agricultural Produce’, 553–4). John Shakespeare sued Walford in 1599; see SD 10.37078/349 and Leslie Hotson, Shakespeare’s Sonnets Dated and Other Essays (New York: Oxford University Press, 1949), 231–3. Probate inventory of Ralph Shawe (1592), Stratford Inventories, 1: 114–16.


20. For the statutory history of usury, see Norman Jones, God and the Moneylenders: Usury and Law in Early Modern England (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), 47–8, 62–3, and esp. 121; see also my Locating Privacy in Tudor London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), esp. 272–3. In the Court of Common Pleas, John Shakespeare sued John Luther for the principal of £50 plus damages of £10 (20% of the principal). The fact that he produced a ‘writing obligatory’ is more consistent with a loan than a defaulted payment for goods. The court awarded him the principal plus 33s. 4d. in damages. See SD 10.37078/350; and Leslie Hotson, Shakespeare versus Shallow (London: Nonesuch Press, 1931), 38. For the usury charge, SD 10.37078/299; SD 10.37078/300; Thomas and Evans, ‘John Shakespeare in The Exchequer’; and my n. 59.


21. For the Henley Street purchases of 1556 from Edward West and of 1575 from Edmund and Emma Hall, see SD 10.37078/751, SD 10.37078/388, and my n. 14. For John Shakespeare’s manorial tenancy and burgage fees, M&A 4, 96. On his street frontage, Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, 415; on the significance of freehold property, 413.


22. ‘Book of the names and dwelling places of the gentlemen and freeholders in the county of Warwick, 1580’, M&A 3, 52–67, with ‘John Shaxper’ at 57.


23. VCH 2, 113–15, 123–4; VCH 3, 221–2. See also Mairi Macdonald, ‘The Guild of the Holy Cross and its Buildings’, in J. R. Mulryne (ed.), The Guild and Guild Buildings of Shakespeare’s Stratford: Society, Religion, School and Stage (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 13–30; Alan Dyer, ‘Crisis and Resolution: Government and Society in Stratford, 1540–1640’, in Robert Bearman (ed.), The History of an English Borough: Stratford-upon-Avon 1196–1996 (Phoenix Mill: Sutton Publishing for the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, 1997), 80–96 (esp. 80–2 on the secularization of the manor). I often use the term ‘town’ to refer to what is properly the borough of Stratford. Holy Trinity Church stands outside the boundaries of the borough. A similar new town was attempted in nearby Wootton Wawen around 1150–1250; it failed (according to an undated guidebook for St Peter Wootton Wawen).


24. On the Guild, see Mairi Macdonald, Introduction to The Register of the Guild of the Holy Cross, St Mary and St John the Baptist, Stratford-upon-Avon, ed. Mairi Macdonald, Publications of the Dugdale Society, 42 (2007): 1–32; and Robert Bearman, ‘The Guildhall, Stratford-upon-Avon: The Focus of Civic Governance in the Sixteenth Century’, in Mulryne (ed.), The Guild and Guild Buildings, 97–100. The petition to the Crown has not survived and is known only from the 1553 charter, for which see M&A 1, 1–22 (with an extract translated from the Latin, M&A 1, xxiv–xxv; Lewis gives a full translation, 1: 39–50, from which I quote). For additional background, see Bearman, Introduction to M&A 6.


25. Of the fourteen inaugural aldermen named in the charter, eight were past masters, aldermen, or proctors of the Guild, and two were the sons of past masters (M&A 1, xxvi). Bearman notes that Robert Arden was a Guild member in both Stratford and Knowle (Money, 7–8). On Dixon, see Fripp’s Introduction to M&A 1, xxxii–xxxiii. The more cautious Eccles also validates the possibility of an apprenticeship with Dixon, 24. For Dixon in the 1553 Charter of Incorporation, M&A 1, 6–7.


26. John Shakespeare’s election as ale-taster is known because he was fined in June 1557 for missing some Court of Record meetings; see SD 10.37078/746. For the Court’s officials, M. A. Webster, ‘The Stratford Court of Record 1553–1601’, in Mulryne (ed.), The Guild and Guild Buildings, 118. On the comparative status of leather sealers and tasters, Bearman, Introduction to M&A 6, 12. In his Introduction to M&A 1, xxxiv, Fripp gives an example of the oath for tasters from Leicester.


27. Halliwell-Phillipps extracts records of John Shakespeare’s jury service in ‘John Shakespeare.—Annals’ (2: 215–48); see also Halliwell [-Phillipps], Selected Extracts from the Ancient Registry of the Causes Tried in the Court of Record at Stratford-upon-Avon in the Time of Shakespeare (London: J. E. Adlard, 1867). M. A. Webster has deposited her ‘Stratford Court of Record 1553 Onwards: Partial Transcription of SBT BRU 12/1’, with translation from the Latin [hereafter, ‘Stratford Court of Record Transcription’] in the SCLA. Webster comments on attorneys and the cursus in ‘Stratford Court of Record 1553–1601’, 119, 129. For the ‘twelve men’, M&A 1, 23 inter alia. For the Richard Lane suit, see also Fripp, Introduction to M&A 1, xxxv. John Rogers v William Davys (?1592–3), SCLA BRU 12/2/2/25; George Whateley v Philip Green (?1592–3), SCLA BRU 12/2/2/23. For the Webbe estate, probated in 1573, Chambers, 2: 14; and Fripp, Shakespeare’s Haunts, 94–5.


28. Absence from the Court of Record, SD 10.37078/746; from the Court Leet, M&A 1, 58. For speculation about the date of John Shakespeare’s wedding, see Fripp, Introduction to M&A 1, xxxv–xxxvi; Eccles, 25. The marriage involved such legal affairs as the probate of Robert Arden’s estate and the settlement of his property. For John Shakespeare’s elections as constable, SD 10.37078/477; M&A 1, 90 (for 1558–9) and 101 (for 1559–60). For the responsibilities of constables, Stratford’s Book of Orders for 29 Sept. 1557, M&A 1, 65–6; for the watch, I quote the oath from Northampton transcribed by Fripp, Introduction to M&A 1, xxxvi–xxxvii. For Dixon’s dogs in 1560, M&A 1, 103–4 (and see M&A 1, 30 for a 4d. fine to Dixon for the same offence in 1554). For the affray and the prohibition of weapons, M&A 1, 72, 73. For other affrays and affronts, M&A 1, 94 (1559), 104 (1560). For John Shakespeare’s gutters, M&A 1, 93. For John Shakespeare as affeeror (while still constable), M&A 1, 101, 119 (SD 10.37078/478).


29. The 1553 Charter of Incorporation named fourteen aldermen (with one as bailiff), but no burgesses (M&A 1, 1–22, esp. 6; the aldermen held the power to select burgesses). Halliwell-Phillipps discovered a lease of 20 Apr. 1555 that listed all members of the Corporation; John Shakespeare’s name was ‘not to be found’ (2: 215). Fripp supposes that John Shakespeare was elected a burgess ‘about’ Oct. 1557, presumably because he was already filling the office of taster in 1556 (Introduction to M&A 1, xxxvi). However, he was still not listed as a burgess in the Book of Orders of 29 Sept. 1557 (M&A 1, 62), and VCH 3 reports that ale-tasters were ‘often appointed constables the year following’ and that council vacancies were ‘frequently filled from among the constables of the previous year’ (256). Since John Shakespeare was chamberlain for the account submitted on 24 Jan. 1563 to cover the fiscal year Michaelmas 1561 to Michaelmas 1562 (M&A 1, 120–2; SD 10.37078/479), it seems improbable that he should not already have been made a burgess by Michaelmas 1561. He is listed on the first formal attendance record of 30 Aug. 1564 (M&A 1, 130). The Charter of Incorporation called for elections to be conducted before the feast of St Michael the Archangel—i.e. 29 Sept., or Michaelmas (M&A 1, 3–4).


30. SD 10.37078/479 (1563), SD 10.37078/480 (1564), M&A 1, 137–41 (1565), SD 10.37078/506 (1566). See Fripp, Introduction to M&A 1, xlix–l, for an example of the oath for chamberlains from Leicester. According to Richard Savage, the accounts for 1563 through 1566 are in the hand of town clerk Richard Symons. For the custom of chamberlains ‘taking it in turn’, Bearman, Introduction to M&A 6, 11. But for accounts of both 1563 and 1564, John Taylor’s was the lead name, with no further indication of authorship (and with ‘shakspeyr’ listed as a vendor of timber by name, not first-person pronoun, in 1564). Fripp suggests that delayed reporting in 1565 was due to ‘plague and its complications’ (M&A 1, 137n.), but this does not account for the delay in 1566, for the fact that Tyler and Smith were held over after the second year of their two-year terms, or for the further irregularity that there seems to have been no account submitted in 1567 (none survives; see M&A 2, 7n.). For monies owed John Shakespeare in 1564, M&A 1, 130. For Corporation leases from 1562 and 1563 on which John Shakespeare is listed as chamberlain, see SCLA BRU 8/4/3/1, BRU 8/4/5/1, BRU 8/5/3, BRU 8/6/1, BRU 8/8/2, BRU 8/10/2, BRU 8/10/3. Eccles, 26.


31. The Book of Orders of 29 Sept. 1557 describes council meetings ‘once every month in the year at the least’ (M&A 1, 64), but minutes are often less frequent. This may mean only that some meetings were not documented. For the oath, M&A 1, 69. Registers 3, 9. John Shakespeare contributed 12d. on 30 Aug. 1564, 6d. on 6 Sept., 6d. on 27 Sept., 8d. on 20 Oct. (M&A 1, 130, 131–2, 132–3, 134–5). He gave more than four of the fourteen aldermen.


32. For John Shakespeare’s appointment as alderman, see SD 10.37078/510; M&A 1, 145–6. Bearman notes that senior burgesses were sometimes ‘passed over’ for aldermanships ‘because they were thought to have been of insufficient status’, and that aldermen were meant to stand twice for the bailiwick (Introduction to M&A 6, 3, 1). Election of 3 Sept. 1567, M&A 2, 5. The result of this election is known from subsequent references to Ralph Cawdrey as ‘High Bailiff’ (as at M&A 2, 12). Election of 4 Sept. 1568 (SD 10.37078/503), confirmed 10 Oct. (M&A 2, 13–14).


33. For the full oath of office, see M&A 2, 13. For the Court of Record and Clerkship of the Market, see Stratford’s Charter of Incorporation, M&A 1, 11, 13; see also the Orders of 1563, M&A 1, 124. During his bailiwick, there were twelve court sessions held ‘coram Magistro John Shakespeare’—in the presence of—and one for which the clerk failed to record the magistrate. He also twice issued precepts of arrest. His last appearance as chief magistrate was on 21 Sept. 1569, but he was called back to arbitrate a case on 2 Nov. 1569. See M&A 2, 15–19, 23–7, 30–1. Bearman notes that the first formal record of a market court dates to 5 Sept. 1604 (Introduction to M&A 6, 41–2; see also M&A 6, 303–4). Glyn Parry and Cathryn Enis, Shakespeare before Shakespeare: Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, and the Elizabethan State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 102.


34. For Perrott’s defaults, see M&A 2, 28, 29–30, 31, 32, 37, 38; for the settlement, 40–2, 57; for expenses incurred, 45, 58 (and see Fripp’s Introduction to M&A 2, xxiii–xxv). In 1571, ‘Master Perrott’s money was received’ and council members celebrated with a ‘quart of wine’ (M&A 2, 58). This was penalty money, because Perrott’s full buy-out would not be paid in until after John Shakespeare’s death. Perrott bequeathed £40 in his will of 1589 (M&A 4, 60–3), but his executor Richard Woodward delayed. In 1599–1600, Richard Quiney launched a quest to secure the funds by paying 3s. 4d. for a copy of the will (M&A 6, 94), and in 1601 the town took their case to the Court of Arches (Bearman, Introduction to M&A 6, 27; M&A 6, 120–1). In 1603, the council agreed to accept 26s. 8d. from Woodward’s estate in compensation for their legal expenses, and his executors produced the £40 bequest (M&A 6, 274–5). The arbiters of 1571 had ruled that Perrott would be entitled to specify the purpose to which his £40 should be put, and in his will he directed that ten men should receive business loans of £4 each for three years each, for which they should pay use fees of 4d. per year. The returned principal would then be loaned out again on the same basis, and the interest would fund an annual sermon and a dinner for the council ‘to make merry withal after the sermon is ended’. Distributions of ‘Master Perrott’s money’ began almost immediately (M&A 6, 294).


35. For the election of 5 Sept. 1571, see SD 10.37078/507; M&A 2, 52. For the legal commission in London, SD 10.37078/508. In 1601, Adrian Quiney’s son Richard made a list of those he proposed to consult or to call as witnesses; John Shakespeare’s name was included (M&A 6, 134). For more on controversies between the Corporation and the Lord of the Manor, see Chapter 3. Parry and Enis discovered the Warwick session, Shakespeare before Shakespeare, 101–2.


36. Greenblatt, 59. Letter from Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 8 Nov. 1597, SCLA ER 1/97, 129r–131v. Sturley quotes Thomas Barber in conversation with the then-lord of the manor, Sir Edward Greville.


37. The town’s 1557 Book of Orders refers to bailiwicks in ‘turn’ (M&A 1, 63). John Shakespeare’s application for a coat of arms is known only from a grant of 1596, to one draft of which (SD 10.37078/118) is appended the note that he had allegedly had an armorial ‘pattern’ from ‘twenty years past’. The 1596 draft validates the award in the report that he had previously been justice of the peace and bailiff of Stratford (incorrectly dating his tenure to fifteen or sixteen years earlier) and in Mary Arden’s inheritance as proof of ‘substance’ (as indicated when the grant was challenged, SD 10.37078/120, SD 10.37078/648). John Ferne, The Blazon of Gentry (London, 1586; STC 10824), sigs. E5v–E6v. Having purportedly been abandoned in the 1570s, the application was taken up again in 1596; see also Chapter 3.


38. For 23 Jan. 1577, see M&A, 2, 112. Subsequent absences recorded in M&A 3. Attendance could be irregular; on 9 Sept. 1579 the clerk noted ‘No act done at this hall for lack of the Company’, with just ten men present (M&A 3, 36). But John Shakespeare’s were not occasional absences. Bearman points out that he may also have missed the two meetings immediately preceding 23 Jan. 1577, on 5 Oct. and 5 Dec. 1576, when attendance was not recorded (‘John Shakespeare’, 415–16n.). For the presumption that the roll of 31 Aug. 1586 was incorrect, see M&A 3, 168n.; Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, 415n.; Eccles, 28n. For his removal from office, SD 10.37078/505. Wheeler had also missed a number of meetings; in the same period of time he is credited for just twenty-six (and he requested to retire).


39. The two certificates by the commissioners for recusancy are excerpted in M&A 4, 148–9 and 159–62, and SD 10.37078/340 shows the page listing ‘Master John Shackespere’. But the larger contexts are most clearly visible in WCRO CR 1886/BL/2662 and TNA SP 12/243, 203r–216r. Certificate pages are signed by men like Sir Thomas Lucy and Sir Fulke Greville, who knew the Stratford scene well. An earlier recusancy survey was commissioned in 1577; John Whitgift, bishop of Worcester, named three residents of Warwick and seven known to be ‘great mislikers of religion’, but Bearman notes that John Shakespeare was not then listed. He describes copying in the 1592 certificate as a mark of unconcern, in contrast to the careful updating of reports for those in the more worrying categories. Bearman also emphasizes that early seventeenth-century surveys continue to list the same recusant families but omit the debtors (‘John Shakespeare’, 416, 430–1, citing ‘Return of Recusants in Kineton and Barlichway Hundreds, 1605–1606’, ed. E. Guise-Berrow and A. M. Hodgson, Worcestershire Recusant, 18 (1971): 19 inter alia). See also Robert Bearman, ‘The Early Reformation Experience in a Warwickshire Market Town: Stratford-upon-Avon, 1530–1580’, Midland History, 32 (2007): 106.


40. For the church porch, see Stephen Friar, A Companion to the English Parish Church (Stroud: Alan Sutton, 1996), 355–7. See also Anne M. Myers, Literature and Architecture in Early Modern England (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013), 108–10; I am grateful to Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin for this reference. Myers cites some porch transactions from the 1630s and 1640s, but there are also earlier instances in wills such as that of collar-maker Richard Ward (1585), ERO D/ACR 7/294. Jeffrey Sadler directed that, during the twenty years of his daughter’s minority, his brother should, ‘to the bringing up’ of the child, ‘yearly pay’ a bequest to her mother ‘in the south porch of the parish church of Much Oakley’ (1601), ERO D/ABW 35/310. Tanner William Leader left his property to his first son, who upon inheritance was to pay £7 to a younger son ‘in the south porch of the parish church of Thaxted’ (1602), ERO D/ABW 24/42. Eccles notes that ‘sheriff’s officers often made arrests on Sunday, when most people could be found at church’, 33. Bearman explains: ‘In most civil actions, he or she could simply stay at home as the court’s officers had no authority to enter a private dwelling in order to make an arrest. Such a strategy on John Shakespeare’s part may therefore explain his absence from Corporation meetings’ (Money, 11). The argument of Katherine Duncan-Jones, that church attendance was overly ‘irksome’ because it involved dressing up, a muddy walk, encounters with disliked neighbours, and boring sermons (195), is immaterial.


41. Eccles, 34; Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, 429.


42. Edmond Malone published the supposed spiritual testament and subsequently discounted it, a story most fully told by de Groot, The Shakespeares and ‘The Old Faith’, 64–110. Those who accept the testament as legitimate generally relate it to the 1581 will of presumed theatrical patron Alexander Hoghton, whose bequest to a William Shakeshafte is believed to locate William Shakespeare in a Catholic circle in Lancashire (Lancashire Wills 2, 237–41). See e.g. E. A. J. Honigmann, Shakespeare: The ‘Lost Years’ (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), 116–18; F. W. Brownlow, ‘John Shakespeare’s Recusancy: New Light on an Old Document’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 40/2 (Summer 1989): 186–91; and Wilson, Secret Shakespeare, 48–65. See also Honigmann, ‘The Shakespeare/Shakeshafte Question, Continued’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 54/1 (Spring 2003): 83–6. The network of presumed recusant associations has expanded to take in John Cottom the Stratford schoolmaster and Edmund Campion the Jesuit martyr. For a judicious review of these arguments, see Robert Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’s “Spiritual Testament”: A Reappraisal’, Shakespeare Survey, 56 (2003): 184–202; and ‘“Was William Shakespeare William Shakeshafte?” Revisited’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 53/1 (Spring 2002): 83–94 (with excerpts from Hoghton’s will). In Shakespeare’s Money, Bearman concludes: ‘to argue, on the basis of no reliable evidence, that he pushed’ any lingering loyalty to the old religion ‘to the point that it threatened his livelihood, remains essentially unconvincing, given that until the mid-1570s John’s conduct was typical of an ambitious man simply pursuing a business career’ (16). Further counter-arguments have been put forward by Thomas M. McCoog and Peter Davidson, ‘Edmund Campion and William Shakespeare: Much Ado About Nothing?’ in Thomas M. McCoog (ed.), The Reckoned Expense: Edmund Campion and the Early English Jesuits: Essays in Celebration of the First Centenary of Campion Hall, Oxford (1896–1996), 2nd edn (Rome: Institutum Historicum Societatis Iesu, 2007), 165–85; Glyn Parry, ‘The Context of John Shakespeare’s “Recusancy” Re-examined’, Shakespeare Yearbook, 16 (2007): 1–38; Glyn Parry, ‘New Evidence on William Shakeshafte and Edmund Campion’, Shakespeare Yearbook, 17 (2009): 1–30; and Michael Winstanley, ‘Shakespeare, Catholicism, and Lancashire: A Reappraisal of John Cottom, Stratford Schoolmaster’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 68/2 (Summer 2017): 172–91.


43. For the defaced images, see M&A 1, 128; for the vestments, M&A 2, 54. For Cawdrey’s elections, see my n. 32 (for 1567) and M&A 3, 90–1 (for 1581). He was marked as aegrotus (ill) at a hall that met on 24 May 1588, prepared for death by writing his will on 2 June 1588, and was buried on 27 Dec. 1588; M&A 4, 36n. His path often crossed John Shakespeare’s. When John Shakespeare was constable, Cawdrey was fined 12d. for ‘making a fray upon Alexander Webbe’ and for ‘making a fray upon [blank] Grene of Wotton’ (M&A 1, 94, 104). On 6 Oct. 1582, John Shakespeare swore out a Queen’s Bench complaint against Cawdrey and three others ‘for fear of death and mutilation of his limbs’ (a formulaic phrase). See Hotson, Shakespeare’s Sonnets Dated, 224–9. For Barber, SCLA BRU 2/2, pp. 208, 209, 229 (he said that he would pay the fine for not serving his turn as bailiff ‘by reason of his wife’s recusancy’). For the £3. 6s. 8d. he loaned the chamber in 1571–2, M&A 2, 68. Bearman, ‘Early Reformation Experience’, 107.


44. Fines were set in the Corporation’s 1557 Book of Orders and, though still in force when assessed against John Wheeler and William Smith on 3 Sept. 1578 (Smith was later ‘pardoned’), were formally invoked again in 1578; see M&A 1, 63, 64; M&A 3, 19, 24. During this period, when Wheeler served as both bailiff and chief alderman, he was nonetheless absent on fifty-five occasions. (Wheeler was not fined on 3 Oct. 1578, when it was noted that he was otherwise in servitio to the Crown and borough (M&A 3, 21).) He was also fined on 15 July 1579. On 7 Sept. 1580, in misericordia, his accumulated fines were reduced to 20s. (M&A 3, 33, 70).


45. For the beadle’s salary, see M&A 2, 112 (5 Dec. 1576); see also M&A 3, 8 (6 Nov. 1577). For the musters, see the order of 29 Jan. 1578 and the levy accounts of 11 Mar. 1579 (M&A 3, 11, 31–2). See also SD 10.37078/474 for poor relief. Fripp implausibly believes John Shakespeare resisted ‘as a stubborn Puritan’ (M&A 3, 44n.; see also his Introduction to M&A 3, xxxv). Bearman surveys the same records and interprets them as ‘evidence of John’s financial difficulties’ (‘John Shakespeare’, 415–16). As is discussed later (n. 53), it is impossible to tell whether any of these men was satisfying council assessments with in-kind contributions.


46. For some time there was a twelve-year rotation: Adrian Quiney, bailiff in 1559, re-elected in 1571; Roger Sadler, bailiff in 1560, re-elected in 1572; Lewis ap Williams, bailiff in 1561, re-elected in 1573; Humphrey Plumley, bailiff in 1562, re-elected in 1574. When George Whateley, bailiff in 1563, was not re-elected in 1575, there followed an eleven-year rotation: Richard Hill, bailiff in 1564, re-elected in 1575; John Wheeler, bailiff in 1565, re-elected in 1576; William Tyler, bailiff in 1566, re-elected in 1577. In a brief period of generational transition, Ralph Cawdrey, who had been bailiff in 1556 and 1567 and who may have been due for a third term in 1578, was not re-elected until 1581 (Thomas Barber, not previously a bailiff, was elected instead in 1578), and Nicholas Barnhurst, not previously a bailiff, filled what might be thought of as John Shakespeare’s slot in 1579. With Robert Salisbury the eleven-year rotation was restored; he had succeeded John Shakespeare as bailiff in 1569 and was re-elected in 1580. For the 1557 Orders, see M&A 1, 63–5, penalizing any alderman who ‘refuse[s] to be bailiff when his turn cometh’. In 1576, the officers determined that the man refusing a bailiwick ‘shall presently without delay pay and content £10 of lawful money of England to such other person that shall take upon him the charge and execution of the said office’ (M&A 2, 109). For George Badger, M&A 5, 105–6, 108–10, and, for the portion of his fine paid to the council, £4. 12d., M&A 6, 61. (Bearman reads this as a partial payment rather than the Corporation’s share, M&A 6, 61n.) For Smith, see M&A 4, 24, 27–9, 34; for Lord, M&A 6, 100, 101. For Aspinall, M&A 6, 387. Bearman speculates that fines may have been forgiven for those in poor health, such as William Parsons, Thomas Rogers, and Robert Bratt (Introduction to M&A 6, 9; ‘John Shakespeare’, 417); see also SCLA BRU 2/2, p. 177 for Thomas Rogers, retired from office in 1609 ‘by reason of his great age and his being grown unable through infirmity to bear the office of alderman’. But there is no indication that these were issues for John Shakespeare, who lived for fifteen years after retiring from the council. Greenblatt’s sense that his exemptions can be attributed to an ‘unusually appealing and useful’ personality is dubious (60–1).


47. For John Shakespeare in the Court of Record, see Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, appendix (433). The acknowledged expert on the court is M. A. Webster, ‘Stratford Court of Record Transcription’. See also her ‘Stratford Court of Record 1553–1601’, 125; Halliwell-Phillipps, Selected Extracts from the Ancient Registry; and, for full transcriptions of many documents, Halliwell-Phillipps, Outlines. It is not possible to trace John Shakespeare’s local legal activities between 1570 and 1585, for which Court of Record registers are lost. For Hathaway, see Fripp, Introduction to M&A 2, xiii; and SD 10.37078/483.


48. Bearman has conducted a scrupulous review of John Shakespeare’s legal activities in ‘John Shakespeare’, esp. 414, 418–22, and appendix. For Luther, see also my n. 20. For Higford, M&A 2, 70–1. In Money, Bearman also interprets John Shakespeare’s appeal to the Queen’s Bench in 1582, a request for protection from Ralph Cawdrey, William Russell, Thomas Loggin, and Robert Young, as a request for protection from the threats of creditors (13). The situation was more complicated because Cawdrey was bailiff—i.e. judge in the lower court. See the will and codicil of Roger Sadler (1578), Stratford Wills, 157–60. Mary Arden Shakespeare’s sister Joan married Edmund Lambert; ‘Cornish’ is generally taken to refer to Edward Cornwall, who was her sister Margaret’s second husband (Fripp, Shakespeare’s Haunts, 54, 95).


49. For Audeley, see M&A 3, 68–9 and, for English translation, Lewis, 1: 75–6. The interdependency is compounded by the fact that Thomas Cooley stood surety for both John Shakespeare and Audeley and was fined for not producing both. (Audeley was also charged for another offence in which John Shakespeare was not involved.) Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, 420–2. Bearman notes: ‘It was not, then, their failure to appear in Queen’s Bench which had attracted the fines but their refusal to observe the conditions imposed by a lower court. And a common reason for failing to appear was to avoid arrest for debt and subsequent harassment in the civil courts’ (Money, 12). For Brown, see Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, 419–20; Fripp, Introduction to M&A 4, xix. Fripp dismisses the writ of distringas as a legal manoeuvre, but Bearman does not regard it as merely formulaic (‘John Shakespeare’, 419–20). In the introduction to her ‘Stratford Court of Record Transcription’, M. A. Webster says that the court could be frustrated by its narrow jurisdiction. If John Shakespeare conveyed his distrainable property outside the borough, the sergeants had no recourse (6). For Brown’s estate, Stratford Inventories, 1: 64–74 (where debts are not itemized by debtor). For Pryce, M&A 4, 1–2; Eccles, 32. Henry Shakespeare’s debt to Lane was for £22, but when neither Henry nor John Shakespeare repaid the first instalment of £10, Lane claimed damages of £20 (SD 10.37078/491; see also SD 10.37078/476, SD 10.37078/490). The increased claim may have been how John Shakespeare was able to forestall further proceedings by transferring the case to another court. See Eccles, 32; Fripp, Shakespeare Studies, 94; Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, 420.


50. Mary Shakespeare’s father Robert Arden had two freeholds in Snitterfield, one inherited from his father and one purchased. He distributed shares in the properties among his daughters. The son of one Arden daughter, Robert Webbe, purchased the Shakespeare share in 1579, among others, in order to reassemble the parts. See SD 10.37078/475 and SD 10.37078/313 for the Snitterfield sale (15 Oct. 1579); SD 10.37078/526 for a bond in 20 marks that the Shakespeares would perform the covenants of the sale (15 Oct. 1579). See also the earlier (1560) abstract of a fine made between John Shakespeare and Webbe for 6s. 8d., SD 10.37078/486, as well as Halliwell-Phillipps, 2: 173–82; Eccles, 30. Webbe purchased another piece of Snitterfield property from Thomas Strynger in 1569 (SCLA BRU 15/2/15). Noting that the Greenhill Street tenement ‘is not recorded again in the family’s possession’, Bearman thinks it may have been sold at about the same time as the Snitterfield share, in 1579 (‘John Shakespeare’, 417). The terminus ad quem for John Shakespeare’s ownership is Oct. 1590, when it is omitted in a manorial survey (M&A 4, 102–3).


51. The history of Asbyes is complicated and obscure. First, the name seems to have been a local one (like ‘Shakespeare’s Close’), used only by Robert Arden in his will. The land discussed here is consistently identified on property documents and in court cases as being in Wilmcote (village) or Aston Cantlow (parish). Second, in the records, the property is never defined the same way twice. Sometimes it includes fifty acres of land and sometimes seventy. Third, the stories the Shakespeares told in various courts changed, probably in order to suit the jurisdiction of each court. But, because the property is always identified with Mary Arden, most biographers are agreed that both the Gibbs lease and the Lambert mortgage refer to Asbyes. And the upshot, that the Shakespeares lost her inheritance, seems unarguable: Lambert’s 1602 sale, discovered by Eccles, proves that the Shakespeares never recovered it. That the property had previously been rented to Gibbs (before 1578) is suggested by the complexities of the lease. If Gibbs held rights in the land, he was prevented by the Statute of Uses from granting land to himself; thus, the parties devised the subterfuge of a transfer to Webbe and Hooper so that Gibbs could take up his lease on new terms. (Webbe and Hooper were compensated with supplies of corn for the tenure of the lease.) Bearman contests the hypothesis that the Lambert mortgage was a ‘friendly conveyance’ to protect Asbyes property from forfeiture on the grounds of recusancy, Money, 14–15. The most scrupulous sources on the subject are Eric Poole, ‘John and Mary Shakespeare and the Aston Cantlow Mortgage’, Cahiers Elisabethains, 17 (Apr. 1980): 21–41; Eccles, 28–30; and Bearman, ‘John Shakespeare’, 417. Documents available on SD include 10.37078/426 (foot of fine for 1579 conveyance to Edmund Lambert); 10.37078/380 (foot of fine for 1579 conveyance to George Gibbs et al.); 10.37078/343, 10.37078/364, and 10.37078/365 (complaints against John Lambert). For a more complete collection and for translations from the Latin, see Halliwell-Phillipps, 2: 11–17; Chambers, 2: 35–41; and Lewis, 1: 130–48.


52. For the Burbage suits, see M&A 4, 49, 57–60 for the 1588–9 complaint, which was entered on the docket roll in 1588 and adjudicated in 1589; and M&A 4, 150–1 for the 1592 complaint. The suit of 24 July 1582 in the Court of Arches is known only from the report given in the Court of Common Pleas in 1589. Bearman reads the arrangement as a mortgage for a loan in ‘John Shakespeare’, 418n.; see also Money, 11. Edgar I. Fripp speculates that Burbage had rented one of the three houses that comprised the ‘Birthplace’ (see later) and that the Shakespeares revoked the lease ‘in connexion with William Shakespeare’s prospective marriage’ and need for housing for the new couple (Shakespeare’s Haunts, 49). The sole pretext for this notion seems to be chronological: both marriage and suit occurred in 1582. But there is little evidence that William Shakespeare’s sudden wedding in November was anticipated in July. Noting that some of the Henley Street houses were later converted to an inn known as the ‘Maidenhead’, Bearman speculates that it may already have been leased to that purpose in John Shakespeare’s lifetime (‘John Shakespeare’, 418). But see another ‘Maidenhead’ owned by John Rogers and referred to in the Court of Record in 1597, SCLA BRU 15/3/177. This document, which involved not only a lease but also various other agreements about means of access, the purchase of implements, and the gathering of herbs, shows that a lease agreement could be sufficiently complicated to have resulted in ‘dispute and debates’, as Burbage alleged.


53. Fines were steady throughout John Shakespeare’s civic career, from the Orders of 1557 (M&A 1, 67–8) through those of 1603 (M&A 6, 250). There is little documentation for civic festivity, though for the election-day dinner, also known as ‘Oken’s feast’ (named for the owner who endowed it), each alderman was required to contribute 12d. and each burgess, 8d. (M&A 5, 109). For poor relief, see decrees of 5 Dec. 1576 and 19 Nov. 1578 (M&A 2, 111; M&A 3, 24). For the beadle and his board, decrees of 5 Dec. 1576 and 6 Nov. 1577 (M&A 2, 112; M&A 3, 8). For street lighting, the Orders of 1557 and 1617 (M&A 1, 65 and SCLA BRU 2/2, p. 336). For the musters, decree of 29 Jan. 1577 (M&A 3, 11). For officers’ gowns and cloaks, Orders of 1557 and policy statements of 1597, 1603, and 1616 (M&A 1, 65; M&A 5, 106; M&A 6, 253–4; SCLA BRU 2/2, p. 301). In 1582, officers were required to stock leather buckets ‘for a defence against fire’ (M&A 3, 110; the order was repeated in 1603, M&A 6, 253). A unique perspective on the costs of the bailiwick survives in the form of detailed notes compiled by Daniel Baker in 1632 (SCLA BRU 15/13/96); most expenses are for hospitality, fuel supplies, and building maintenance. (Baker represents these as monies owed him.) Financial records fail to indicate the officers’ source for ‘half a hide of white leather’, probably for the baldrics (or belts) for the church bells, in 1561–2 (M&A 1, 121; see also baldrics for ‘the little bell’, ‘the great bell’, and ‘the saunce bell’, M&A 2, 22, 34, 68), and for more ‘white leather’ in 1563–4 (M&A 1, 139). While some of these expenses are documented in accounts ‘made’ in part or in whole by John Shakespeare, a producer of white leather, it is impossible to know whether council assessments were satisfied with in-kind contributions; the one surviving example in the records is for rent, not an assessment: in 1566–7, the Chamberlains accepted some bedding and linen in compensation for ‘arrearages of the rent’ in a Church Street home (M&A 2, 11). Mairi Macdonald gives examples of earlier in-kind payments by a carpenter, a mason, two glaziers, and a legal adviser in ‘The Guild of the Holy Cross and its Buildings’, in Mulryne (ed.), The Guild and Guild Buildings, 23, 25. But she notes that ‘these payments in kind die out as the [fifteenth] century progresses’, and the chamberlains of the incorporated borough did not make them a feature of their accounts. In Essex, we encounter a rare explanation of why charges could be forgiven: because John Tarver ‘must have lived of the alms of our town had not his children supplied his want’, the children were ‘unburdened’ of the poor relief ‘which was to have been imposed upon them’ (will of John Tarver (1600), ERO D/ACW 4/212). For Richard Quiney voting against his father, M&A 3, 100.
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Notes to Chapter 2

This chapter takes issue with what Thomas Moore concluded in 1832: ‘nothing is more clearly proved than the unhappiness’ of Shakespeare’s marriage. As the prevailing narrative has it, he was ensnared sexually by an older woman; with a bond and a bishop’s licence, her family and friends compelled a shotgun wedding; the union was clandestine because of the disgrace of her pregnancy and the disapproval of his parents; in consequence, the opportunities of an occupational apprenticeship and a university education were forever denied him; Shakespeare fled Stratford rather than cohabit with a despised wife. By 1865, an excess of sympathetic anguish provoked a bizarre rhetorical question from Richard Grant White: ‘should we not wish that one of them, even if it were he, had died before that ill-starred marriage?’ Recent biographers inheriting this historical tradition have come to terms with it in a variety of ways. One approach is to read the works autobiographically: the sonnets demonstrate that Shakespeare ‘could not find what he craved, emotionally or sexually, within his marriage’ (Stephen Greenblatt, 254); ‘How could he have written Orsino’s words without in some sense bringing his own life, his disappointment, frustration, and loneliness, to bear upon them?’ (Greenblatt, 124); Venus and Adonis rehearses the experience of ‘an innocent boy’ who ‘is seduced by a sexually voracious older woman’ (Jonathan Bate, 152). Another method is to exercise biographical intuition: ‘I have an instinctive sense that’ Shakespeare, like Bassanio, was ‘clever but cold’ in wooing (Bate, 153); ‘My own suspicion is that’ the Shakespeares’ ‘conjugal relations’ had ceased before the 1580s were out (Katherine Duncan-Jones, 91); Shakespeare may not have loved Anne, but, as to the question of whether Anne loved Shakespeare, ‘I’m sure she did’ (Germaine Greer, 85). Conventional gender roles are invoked: Shakespeare ‘was in the position of a child twice over, first to his mother and then to his wife’ (Park Honan, 86); Orsino’s advice is ‘plain common sense’ (René Weis, 300); the marriage bond to the contrary, ‘a “maiden” Anne Hathaway of Stratford in the diocese of Worcester was definitely not’ (Greenblatt, 120). The fiercest of the slut-shamers is a woman critic, who also supposes that Anne ‘exploited her freedom to consort with the local youth’, that Shakespeare’s younger brothers remained unmarried because of the ‘awful warning’ of his mésalliance, and that Shakespeare himself ‘may have dreamed that he would eventually outlive Anne’ and ‘make a better marriage’ the second time around (Duncan-Jones, 17, 91, 199). Finally, there are misreadings of the documentary evidence: ‘we know for certain’ that Shakespeare wed ‘Anne Hathaway of Stratford parish’ (Sam Schoenbaum, Lives, 10); with the bond, Shakespeare ‘was strong-armed by Sandells and Rychardson into wedlock with the pregnant Anne Hathaway’ (Greenblatt, 125); the consequence of Anne’s pregnancy was ‘her social humiliation and the ruin of her life’ (Honan, 80).

I attempt to read the records in context, concluding that an eye skip may explain a confused entry in the Bishop of Worcester’s register, that bond guarantors Sandells and Richardson obliged the Shakespeares and the Hathaways by providing needed and desired assurances to the bishop’s licensing officers, and that historical evidence shows premarital pregnancy to have been reasonably common and socially acceptable in late sixteenth-century England. I introduce another of my cognates, William Trowte, as well as the ghost of a younger ‘Joan’ Hathaway, as thought experiments for a counter-narrative of Shakespeare’s life and marriage. The apocryphal stories linking Shakespeare to butchery have been revived of late (by Duncan-Jones and Graham Holderness), and I also review these old oral histories to propose that Shakespeare may have been more averse to a provincial vocation than to his wife. Instead of spending ‘lost’ years in craft training, he perhaps reclaimed the ‘found’ years of a theatrical apprenticeship. Thus, I ask what the after-effects of the marriage might tell us about its inception: if it freed Shakespeare from a planned indenture and an unwanted life in trade, and if it enabled him to become an actor and writer, might we not understand these results to have followed from his positive choices? While there’s no knowing whether he loved his bride, may we nonetheless conclude that the marriage suited him? I speculate also that Shakespeare’s wedding was conditioned not by public humiliation and coerced haste but by his father’s debt troubles. I imagine a ceremony that Shakespeare’s family was able to celebrate together because it was removed from the church that put John Shakespeare at risk of arrest. Shakespeare has been portrayed as a victim of youthful misadventure and sexual indiscretion; I see the story of his marriage as a story of self-determination.
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35. In his Chancery complaint (TNA C2/JasI/T10/60), Trowte alleged that he had paid £40 for a house owned by a man named John Smith. The ‘disordered’ and frequently imprisoned Smith may have swindled Trowte shortly before departing Stratford and leaving the deed with his father-in-law Ralph Lord, or Trowte may have believed that Smith’s departure gave him free licence to lodge an undocumented claim. Similarly, the fact that the building was said to be worth £100 rather than £40 could mean that Trowte was conned with a deal that was too good to be true, or it could mean that Trowte told a tale that was too implausible to be true.
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Notes for Chapter 3

Anyone seeking to understand Shakespeare’s material success should read Robert Bearman’s astute and erudite Shakespeare’s Money: How Much did he Make and What did This Mean? I may not agree with Bearman that the ‘due debt’ of 40s. in Thomas Whittington’s will is likely to have become Shakespeare’s ‘responsibility’ when he married into the Hathaway family, but this is a minor difference in an interpretive world in which it can also be argued that the debt was mentioned not to represent Whittington’s dying wishes but instead to ‘prick Shakespeare’s conscience’ (as has been posited by Katherine Duncan-Jones, 174). Bearman’s understanding of early modern social and economic structures, and especially of legal instruments for financial and property transactions, is foundational for all Shakespeareans including me.

Here, I begin with a close reading of the sole surviving letter to Shakespeare, written by Richard Quiney to solicit help with a loan of £30. I agree with others that Quiney did not expect Shakespeare to lend the money himself but hoped that Shakespeare would identify a London lender (and I emphasize that Quiney offered both to let Shakespeare withhold the identity of his lender and to pay out the funds for him). I disagree with those who believe that the letter remained in Quiney’s possession because he received the money during a personal meeting with Shakespeare. As is well known, Quiney notified Adrian Quiney and Abraham Sturley, his father and a friend, that he intended to approach Shakespeare. But their responses mentioning Shakespeare’s name have created further confusion as to whether Quiney sought cash to advance his own business initiatives, for the indebted Sturley, or on behalf of the town. As I point out, Quiney’s offer to stand as surety was not viable for a personal loan; thus, he represented himself to Shakespeare as the town’s agent. The story finally comes clear in other Quiney papers that are not widely cited elsewhere, including two I have newly discovered. Quiney’s expense accounts indicate that he spent £34 on borough activities but, because he was in debt to the borough, had to lay out these monies himself. When Quiney’s wife Elizabeth secured £30, in part by arranging for Sir Edward Greville to pay his debts to the family, there was no further cause for an appeal to Shakespeare. In two added observations on the Quiney papers, I note that the letter may imply that Shakespeare had arranged a loan for Quiney in the past and that in lost correspondence with Quiney and Sturley Shakespeare may have signed himself ‘your loving countryman’. Fripp believed that Quiney died as a result of a fracas with Greville’s men, but Bearman notes that he continued in office for some months. I introduce an overlooked medical report that shows Quiney to have suffered a lingering illness, probably a condition brought on by excessive use of tobacco.

I take Quiney as a cognate for Shakespeare, another frequent traveller between Stratford and London, but I suggest that the more revelatory parallel lives are those of Elizabeth Quiney and Anne Shakespeare. Records show that the Stratford-based Quiney family enterprises were overseen not by Richard’s father but by Elizabeth, and I conjecture that the Shakespeare family enterprises at New Place may have been managed not by Shakespeare’s father or brothers but by Anne. Malt-making, beer brewing, and civic hospitality were women-led occupations, and the Shakespeares may, like the Quineys, have maintained a labour force of female servants and apprentices. Just as Elizabeth was a property and money manager, so Anne may have operated the Shakespeares’ growing portfolio of lands and buildings, taking in incomes and extending credits as well as, the will of Thomas Whittington confirms, handling debt through borrowing. I suggest that a remodelled wing at New Place may have allowed her to rent out market space along the Chapel Street frontage. Thus, while New Place is often seen as a badge of gentrification, in my reading it was also a centre for Anne’s industry, the locus of her considerable contributions to the Shakespeares’ wealth, and a home for the extended Shakespeare family while the Henley Street houses were rebuilt. It may be that the Shakespeares took in the Thomas Greenes as lodgers when John and Mary moved back to the renovated houses on Henley Street. In Greene’s papers I find hints that New Place may also have been a site for the conduct of legal business and financial transactions. With the acquisition of New Place, Shakespeare became in my estimation head of his natal family, and I surmise that other family members, including John and Mary Shakespeare and, indirectly, Henry Shakespeare, may have contributed to its purchase. If so, they would have acted covertly, and I ask whether the old story of Southampton’s improbable beneficence provided some cover. As probable heir to his father and brothers, Shakespeare may have come into funds that enabled him to buy properties in Old Town Stratford and a gatehouse in the Blackfriars, London. Across his investments, I see a pattern of strategic, phased risk, with the Shakespeares buying in instalments and taking on mortgages. I ask whether his presumed investments in the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, the Globe Theatre, and the Blackfriars Playhouse, for which no documents of paying-in or selling-up exist, may similarly have involved him mortgaging his future by means of exclusive commitments for acting and playwriting. Some of those plays, I speculate, may have been written in a study positioned over the main entrance to New Place on Chapel Street.




1. For documents cited repeatedly in this chapter, full references are given in two appendices: Appendix I for Shakespeare documents from the West Midlands and Appendix II for Quiney papers. The account of the Quineys that follows essentially picks up where Glyn Parry and Cathryn Enis leave off, having introduced a trove of new information about the family in Shakespeare before Shakespeare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020). Letter of Richard Quiney [hereafter, Quiney] to William Shakespeare, 25 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 22). The exemplification of fine for Shakespeare’s purchase of New Place was dated 4 May 1597 (App. I no. 13); he was listed on an Exchequer Default Roll on 15 Nov. 1597 (SD 10.37078/372); see Alan H. Nelson, ‘William Shakespeare as Taxpayer and Tax Defaulter’ (SD 10.37078/941). Letter of Abraham Sturley [hereafter, Sturley] to Quiney, 24 Jan. 1598 (App. II no. 12). Letter of Sturley to Quiney, 4 Nov. 1598 (App. II no. 29).


2. For Quiney’s election as burgess (7 Sept. 1580), M&A 3, 70. On difficulties associated with the 1553 charter of incorporation, VCH 3, 221; Alan Dyer, ‘Crisis and Resolution: Government and Society in Stratford, 1540-1640’, in Robert Bearman (ed.), The History of an English Borough: Stratford-upon-Avon, 1196–1996 (Phoenix Mill: Sutton Publishing for the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, 1997), 80–96, esp. 84; and Ann Hughes, ‘Building a Godly Town: Religious and Cultural Divisions in Stratford-upon-Avon, 1560–1640’, in Bearman (ed.), English Borough, 97–109, esp. 104. Petitioning Lord Treasurer Burghley for the rights to add a fair and a market and to name their vicar and schoolmaster, burgesses described Stratford in late 1590 as a town ‘fallen much into decay for want of such trade as heretofore they have had by clothing and making of yarn, employing and maintaining a number of poor people by the same which now live in great penury and misery’ (M&A 4, 115–16).


3. Quiney’s frequent appearances in the Corporation records document his civic activism, only some of which is detailed here. He was made an alderman in 1588 (M&A 4, 45). For the accounts he submitted as chamberlain for 1586–7 and 1587–8, M&A 4, 30–3 and 54–7. The Clopton Bridge flooded on 18 July 1588 (M&A 4, 40–1); as chamberlain, Quiney detailed repairs totalling £3. 10s. 6d. (M&A 4, 57; Edgar I. Fripp assumes that chamberlains disbursed funds for extraordinary expenses in his Introduction to M&A 4, xxiii). Quiney and Sturley were delegated to petition Burghley regarding the chancel on 31 Oct. 1593; Quiney submitted his accounts for both travel expenses and repairs in June 1594 (M&A 5, 16, 23). Following the fire of 1594, Quiney was delegated to Gloucestershire and Northamptonshire but, appearing in the records as ‘master alderman’, also collected more than £8 in ‘some of the colleges’ in Oxford (M&A 5, 26, 29–30). Fripp assumes that Quiney secured the patent for further appeals following the fire of 1595 while in London that autumn (Master Richard Quiney, Bailiff of Stratford-upon-Avon and Friend of William Shakespeare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1924), 105), and Quiney submitted his report of expenses incurred ‘in the collecting of Suffolk and Norfolk’ (M&A 5, 134–5). Underhill’s unpaid tithes became a concern in 1589–90 (M&A 4, 78, 81); in one trip to London in 1595, Quiney procured a copy of Underhill’s will (M&A 5, 71); in another, he took legal advice concerning Underhill and had the wills of Brace and Perrott copied (M&A 6, 93–5). For deaths in 1597, Robert Bearman, Shakespeare in the Stratford Records (Phoenix Mill: Alan Sutton for the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, 1994), 27. For the 1598 petition on malting, M&A 5, 132–4; for the 1598–9 petition for relief from first fruits and subsidies, M&A 5, 148 and M&A 6, 51–3. See also draft petitions of 1601 and 1602 to the justices of the peace for Warwick, M&A 6, 129, 189. For the 1601–2 survey and sale of trees, M&A 6, 171–2, 215; for leases and entry fines, Chapter 2.


4. VCH 3 refers to the 1553 charter as ‘a transitional stage’ (248); see further Dyer, ‘Crisis and Resolution’, 84; and Bearman, Introduction to M&A 6, 30. Records of the Elizabethan manor court are lost, but scattered references to associated expenses indicate that Easter and Michaelmas courts leet continued to meet: M&A 4, 56 (1587–8); M&A 6, 182 (1600–1).


5. For the history of the post-charter relationship between borough and manor, see Bearman, Introduction to M&A 6, 29–34. On the town’s move towards independence from the Crown, see his ‘The Early Reformation Experience in a Warwickshire Market Town: Stratford-upon-Avon, 1530–1580’, Midland History, 32/1 (2007): 93. Bearman’s sense of Ambrose Dudley’s ‘light touch’ is challenged by Parry and Enis, Shakespeare before Shakespeare, ch. 1. Mary I made Roger Dyos vicar on 3 Nov. 1553 (Fripp, Introduction to M&A 1, xxix–xxx; photocopy PR 10/5 at SCLA; see also the council’s 1555 agreement with Dyos and a 1559 letter of protest co-signed by Sir Robert Throckmorton and Sir Edward Greville when the council withheld Dyos’s salary preparatory to driving him out, M&A 1, 37–40, 101–2). For petitions to name the vicar and schoolmaster and to hold an additional fair and market, M&A 1, 144–5 (1565); M&A 2, 63–4 (1572); M&A 4, 115–16 (1590); and, for the valuation of these rights at £90, Bearman, Introduction to M&A 6, 31. In 1591, the manor was granted to Henry Best and John Wells, who conveyed it to Greville’s grandson. The younger Greville enhanced his local presence and power by purchasing Stratford College properties in 1601 (Bearman, Introduction to M&A 6, 31).


6. Greville’s initial refusals to accept election results for 1592 and 1601 are known from two documents that survived among Quiney’s papers: a now-lost 5 Oct. 1592 letter from Sir Fulke Greville to his kinsman Sir Edward Greville, written on Quiney’s behalf (App. II no. 2) and a 24 Oct. 1601 letter to Quiney from Thomas Greene (App. II no. 68). The town’s petition for a new charter, which required Greville’s approval (Bearman, Money, 96), complained about his annexation of the Bancroft and dunghills (M&A 6, 154–9). Quiney further detailed the town’s grievances in an account of ‘Sir Edward Greville’s menaces to the bailiff, aldermen, and burgesses’ (M&A 6, 160–4). Quiney referred to Fortescue as Greville’s uncle in the ‘menaces’ account and to Anderson as Greville’s uncle in a letter to Thomas Greene (App. II no. 57). Among many other documents regarding the controversy, see esp. Quiney’s ‘The points of Sir Edward Greville, plaintiff, against certain of the burgesses, defendants’ (App. II no. 58). Quiney described unsuccessful initiatives to Lady Joan Greville and Sir Fulke Greville, as well as the request for arbitration, in his survey of ‘menaces’.


7. Quiney was delegated to pursue ‘renewing and enlarging our charter’ on 4 Nov. 1597 and to seek relief from taxes and subsidies on 27 Sept. 1598; his Nov. 1601 trip is known from an account of his travel expenses (M&A 5, 112–13, 147–8; App. II no. 72). For his notes on witnesses to history, App. II no. 58. For the numbers of the poor in Stratford in 1598 and 1601, M&A 5, 132–4; M&A 6, 129. For relief regarding trained soldiers, M&A 6, 189. Quiney drafted a petition detailing what the town wanted from a new charter, M&A 6, 154–9. Sturley added to the list a provision that the vicar and schoolmaster should be paid quarterly (rather than annually), presumably to help manage cash flow (App. II no. 21).


8. Sir Edward Coke advised Thomas Greene that borough sessions were limited to ‘matters which tend to the breach of the peace’ (letter of Greene to Quiney, 23 Sept. 1601, App. II no. 66). Stratford’s new borough sessions apparently commenced on 13 Jan. 1602, though the first records are tentatively dated by Bearman to 17 Apr. 1602 (M&A 6, 166–7, 190–3). For extracts from Daniel Baker’s Memorandum Book, beginning on 18 Nov. 1602, see M&A 6, 203 ff. For toll corn awarded to the bailiff ‘towards his great charges that he is and shalbe at for the time of his office’, M&A 6, 172–3. For the burial of ‘Master Richard Quiny Bailey of Stretford’, SD 10.37078/516. For the new charter, SCLA BRU 1/1/2, and for a Saunders copy and translation, SCLA ER 1/80/27. For Greville, VCH 3, 259.


9. For the cupboard of boxes, M&A 5, 80–1. For endorsements, App. II no. 60.


10. For the ‘menaces’, M&A 6, 160–4. Quiney’s labels are on the outer folds of a letter from Sturley, c. Oct. 1597 (App. II no. 6), a letter from Daniel Baker [hereafter, Baker], 26 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 24), and some private notes, c. summer 1601 (App. II no. 60) and c.30 Dec. 1601 (App. II no. 70), the dates suggesting that he compiled a packet with each London trip.


11. Letter of Quiney to Shakespeare, 25 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 22). Malone, 486.


12. The surviving seal matrix is SCLA STRST: SBT 1910–1921. The private matrix is known from the wax seal on Quiney’s letter to Shakespeare (App. II no. 22). A drawing by Captain James Saunders (1775–1830) shows the seal in a comparatively undamaged state, SCLA ER 1/76/2, fol. 80r. Quiney also used his personal seal on a Corporation contract to recast a bell for the Guild Chapel in 1591 (M&A 4, 133–5).


13. Letter of Sturley to Quiney, 4 Nov. 1598 (App. II no. 29). Letter of Adrian Quiney to Quiney, c.4 Nov. 1598 (App. II no. 28; emphasis added). I date this letter in ‘The Quiney Papers’, 101. Chambers believes that the two letters ‘show an expectation of money to come from Shakespeare’ (2: 106); Bearman, that they demonstrate ‘direct dealings’ between Quiney and Shakespeare (Money, 80–1, 97). Fripp imagines that Shakespeare wrote Quiney a note assuring him of a loan and that Quiney used the money to buy knit hose (Master Richard Quiney, 139, 146). See also Mohan R. Limaye, ‘The Syntax of Persuasion: Two Business Letters of Request’, International Journal of Business Communication, 20/2 (Apr. 1983): 17–30. The Quiney papers include one other letter not sent, from Quiney to Thomas Greene (App. II no. 57), but it was drafted on the bottom of a letter Quiney had received from Henry Wilson (App. II no. 56) and was not folded and sealed for dispatch, as was the letter to Shakespeare.
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16. Letter of Sturley to Quiney, 22 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 21).
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19. For Mistress Pendlebury, letters of Sturley to Quiney, 27 Oct. and 4 Nov. 1598 (App. II nos. 26, 29). Letter of Baker to Quiney, 26 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 24). Quiney account, c.30 Jan. 1598 (App. II no. 13). In a sign of how money circulated to mutual relief, Quiney immediately lent to Richard Byfield £1 of the £3 he had borrowed from Greville.


20. ‘Sir Edward Greville (1566–1634)’, in Andrew Thrush and John P. Ferris (eds), The History of Parliament: The House of Commons 1604–1629 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). The 1606 will of Edward Bromley itemized other Greville household debts (Stratford Wills, 265–6); the 1617 probate inventory for Quiney’s son Adrian listed a £30 debt from the Grevilles as ‘uncertain to be got’ (Stratford Inventories, 1: 308–9). Letter of Sturley to Quiney, 24 Jan. 1598 (App. II no. 12). Letter of Baker to Quiney, 7 Nov. 1598 (App. II no. 30). For more on Greville, see also my ‘Debt Culture in Shakespeare’s Time’, Shakespeare Studies, 48 (2020): 201–19.


21. Letter of Adrian Quiney to Quiney, 20 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 20). Letter of Sturley to Quiney (App. II no. 26). Letter of Adrian Quiney to Quiney, 29 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 27).


22. Letter of Sturley to Quiney, 4 Nov. 1598 (App. II no. 29). The £10 Elizabeth Quiney promised may have been borrowed from Baker; he would write that he had lent her ‘some money already, to serve her occasions’. (He hoped for Quiney to repay him by settling some of his London debts.) Letter of Baker to Quiney, 24 Nov. 1598 (App. II no. 38). Letter of Adrian Quiney to Quiney, 18 Nov. 1598 (App. II no. 35). Letter of Sturley to Quiney, 23 Nov. 1598 (App. II no. 37). Greville’s loan of £20 has not previously played a part in the story of Quiney’s letter to Shakespeare because Sturley’s letter was uncopied by Saunders and unknown to Fripp and other biographers. I introduced it in ‘The Quiney Papers’.
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41. On a large sheet itemizing ‘The points of Sir Edward Greville, plaintiff, against certain of the burgesses, defendants’, Quiney reserved a corner for notes on ‘mine own business’, including the property disputes (App. II nos. 58, 59). Fripp identifies ‘RQ’, ‘SB’, ‘JR’, ‘CB’, and ‘RC’ in Master Richard Quyny, 172–3; see also M&A 6, 134–5. William Bainton was buried on 9 June 1595 (Registers 3, 53); his widow Cecily married Richard Collins on 11 Dec. 1598 (Registers 2, 19). Adrian Quiney soon charged Richard and Cecily Collins with breaking and entering into a ‘close, namely a curtilage’, asking for damages of £4, SCLA BRU 15/3/69. This is an instance of Quiney’s reliance on his father to pursue legal matters in the borough Court of Record and elsewhere.


42. Letter of Sturley to Quiney, 27 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 26). Letter of Adrian Quiney to Quiney, 29 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 27). Although Adrian refers to a possible sale of the house, for both Walford’s house and Page’s barn the issue seems to have been the renegotiation of expiring leases (in Adrian’s words, ‘whether she be willing to deal for a new lease or not’). The building described in 1598 as ‘William Walford’s house’ is not to be confused with the High-Street house built by William Walford around 1620. Elizabeth Quiney had presumably inherited William Walford’s house—after her father died, her mother married Edward Walford of Evenlode (M&A 1, 105 n. 5), about twenty miles south of Stratford—and the family honoured her ownership rights even if the law did not. See also the will of Martin Turping (1554): ‘I will that such leases, etc., as I had with my wife Agnes Turping’—i.e. that came into his ownership with their marriage—‘to return to her self again’ (Durham Wills 3, 11).


43. Letter of Sturley to Quiney, 27 Oct. 1598 (App. II no. 26). For Elizabeth’s 8 Nov. 1603 marriage and 22 May 1615 burial, Registers 2, 21 and Registers 3, 88. For Richard, William, Mary, and others, Fripp, Master Richard Quyny, 199–204. For the 4 Dec. 1611 sale to William Mountford of a Wood Street house, SD 10.37078/466. For Adrian’s 7 May 1613 marriage and 11 Oct. 1617 burial, Registers 2, 26 and Registers 3, 93; Eleanor Bushell had died about a year earlier, Registers 3, 91. Probate inventory of Adrian Quiney, 20 Oct. 1617, Stratford Inventories, 1: 308–9. For George’s burial as ‘Master Georgius Quiney, Curat: Ecclesia Stratford’ on 11 Apr. 1624, Registers 3, 105. For Anne’s marriage of 2 May 1614 and burial on 22 Nov. 1630, Registers 2, 26 and Registers 3, 118. For the Chapel Lane transfer, SCLA BRU 2/2, pp. 322–3; see the lease of 1618 (SCLA BRU 8/3/8). For Thomas Quiney, see Chapter 4.
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87. Eric Poole, ‘John and Mary Shakespeare and the Aston Cantlow Mortgage’, Cahiers Elisabethains, 17 (Apr. 1580): 24, 36–7. See also Chapter 1.


88. Charlotte Carmichael Stopes provides excerpts of the Court of Requests case in Shakespeare’s Environment (London: G. Bell, 1914), 66–71. See also Eccles, 10–11; and Lewis, 1: 22–6.


89. Will and nuncupative codicil of Abdy Asheton, rector (1633), Lancashire Wills 4, 209–11. Robert Bearman sees some evidence of John Shakespeare’s recovery ‘at the very end of’ the 1580s (‘John Shakespeare: A Papist or Just Penniless?’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 56/4 (Winter 2005): 427), but ‘not at the level’ he had engaged earlier (Money, 67).


90. For the Blackfriars mortgage, SD 10.37078/115.


91. Robert Bearman studies the New Place transfer closely in ‘Shakespeare’s Purchase of New Place’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 63/4 (Winter 2012): 465–86; and in Money, esp. 83. Other sources include the ‘Complaint of Anne Bentley’ and ‘Answer of William Clopton unto the bill of complaint of Anne Bentley’ transcribed in J. O. Halliwell [-Phillipps], An Historical Account of the New Place, Stratford-upon-Avon (London: J. E. Adlard, 1864), 5–10. Bargain and sale from William Clopton to William Bott, 20 Feb. 1563, FSL Z.c.36 (100); see extracts in Lewis, 1: 235–6, and see also Chambers 2: 98. Bargain and sale from William Bott to William Underhill, 1 Sept. 1567, FSL Z.c.36 (103); see extracts in Lewis, 1: 236–7. Underhill renewed his lease of the Wilmcote tithes on 9 Nov. 1586 (M&A 4, 10). His delinquency was reported in chamberlains’ accounts of 1590 (‘unpaid’, M&A 4, 78, 81), 1591 (‘not received’, M&A 4, 124, though the rent may later have been made up, M&A 4, 127), 1594 (‘cannot get it’, M&A 5, 20), 1596 (‘could not receive it’, M&A 5, 80). On 29 Oct. 1595, the burgesses agreed to put the matter ‘in suit’; they subsequently incurred various charges for travel and legal advice (M&A 5, 43, 80, 84, 89, 96, 97, 122); see also SCLA BRU 15/9/17. For Richard Quiney’s involvement, M&A 5, 71, 99; M&A 6, 94; and App. II nos. 5, 49. When the Corporation sought to serve papers on Underhill in 1597, they tried ‘at Banbury, at Coventry, and at his own house by Coventry’ (M&A 5, 122). The recusancy commissioners had earlier failed to find him in Sept. 1592, noting that he was not at his home in Idlicote and had not been ‘since the 17th day of November 1590, on which day they say he buried his wife’ (M&A 4, 159). Underhill’s characterization is from an unrelated suit by Stephen Burman in 1584; Charlotte Carmichael Stopes, Shakespeare’s Warwickshire Contemporaries, rev. edn (Stratford-upon-Avon: Shakespeare Head Press, 1907), 230. See also App. I no. 13; for two parts of the three-part indenture of 1602, SD 10.37078/75.


92. Bearman reviews current understandings of how Shakespeare bought into the Lord Chamberlain’s Men (Money, 43–9), though he also notes the lack of records showing ‘that potential sharers were required to invest capital sums…in the way which later became standard practice’. For Shakespeare’s shares in the Globe and Blackfriars, see Money, 101–4, 147–8. He also points out that ‘the company must have been aware that it was reliant on Shakespeare’s ability to produce’ plays ‘suitable for presentation at court’ (150). On Shakespeare’s release of his shares, Money, 151–3. Potter says that ‘No one seems to have felt that he was being disloyal. He and his colleagues remained on good terms’ (397).


93. Notebook of John Ward (1662–3), SD 10.37078/211.


94. Frank Marcham discovered this case and transcribed many of the documents in full in William Shakespeare and his Daughter Susannah (London: Grafton, 1931), 57–78; some are also included in Lewis, 2: 599–605. See the nuncupative will of John Hall (1635), SD 10.37078/677 (register copy, SD 10.37078/376); the complaint of Baldwin Brookes in the Court of Chancery, 14 Feb. 1637 (SD 10.37078/310 and TNA C 7/49/155); the answer of Susanna Hall and Thomas Nash, 10 May 1637 (TNA C 7/49/115); the complaint of Susanna Hall (SD 10.37078/309); and the procedural documents SD 10.37078/359, SD 10.37078/360, SD 10.37078/386. G. H. Dannatt says that ‘many appraisers were ill-at-ease in estimating the value of books’, Introduction to Banbury Wills 1, 98.


95. For Grimmitt and Vertue, see n. 73. Cadhay, with a narrow long gallery added when a range was built in the late sixteenth century to enclose a courtyard known as the ‘Court of the Sovereigns’, is located in Ottery St Mary, Devon. Gosfield Hall has a long gallery built c.1545 that is also in an entrance range closing off an internal courtyard; it is located in Gosfield, Essex. See Rosalys Coope, ‘The “Long Gallery”: Its Origins, Development, Use and Decoration’, Architectural History, 29 (1986): 43–84 (esp. ‘The enclosed or three-sided courtyard house’, 52–4). See also chs 6 and 8 of my Locating Privacy in Tudor London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). Shakespeare’s gallery is estimated to have been 60 feet long and 17 feet wide. Compare those at Little Moreton, 75 feet long and 12 feet wide, and the merchant’s house Blakesley Hall, 35 feet long and 8 feet wide. Will of William Aubrey (1595), TNA PROB 11/86/160, for ‘two galleries whereof one I used for a study’. For Dugdale’s catalogue of ‘books in the study over the porch’ at Blythe Hall, WCRO Z0345/1 (SM). William Cecil, Lord Burghley refers to ‘my study over the porch’ in his house in Westminster (will of William Cecil (1598), TNA PROB 11/92/316). Nicholas Assheton built a ‘study over the porch’ that was completed in Mar. 1618 (The Journal of Nicholas Assheton of Downham, ed. F. R. Raines, Publications of the Chetham Society, 14 (1848): 84).


Notes to Chapter 4

Shakespeare’s will is generally regarded as ‘dull and irregular’ (as its rediscoverer, Joseph Greene, put it in 1747) or ‘singularly dull and elusive’ (in the more recent assessment of René Weis, 402). Its tone has been described as ‘cursory and sour’ (Stephen Greenblatt, 385), ‘sour and angry’ (Katherine Duncan-Jones, 263), ‘shabby’ and ‘mean-spirited’ (Germaine Greer, 315), ‘unforgiving’ and full of ‘anger or disappointment’ (Ernst Honigmann, 30). For Honigmann, ‘the will, like the Sonnets, gives us glimpses of the solitary inner man, and helps—a little—to explain the sustained rage of a Hamlet or a Prospero’. Biographers have noted Shakespeare’s failure to mention the Hathaways, his servants, younger members of the King’s Men Company, and others, but nothing has occasioned as much remark as the gift to his wife. Edmond Malone was the first to say that the bequest of a second-best bed seemed designed to ‘cut her off’ and ‘more strongly to mark how little he esteemed her’. Greenblatt believes that the will reflects ‘the strange, ineradicable distaste for her that he felt deep within him’, that until the bed was added ‘it is as if she had been completely erased’, and that ‘what the eloquently hostile gesture seems to say emotionally is that Shakespeare had found his trust, his happiness, his capacity for intimacy, his best bed elsewhere’ (145–6). The victim-blamers also include Honigmann: ‘the wife who was given only a bed, and no jewels or other keepsakes, was not as great a comfort to her husband as he may have wished’ (29). Park Honan cites restrictions on dower in the Vale of Oxford and concludes that ‘he seems to wish to deny Anne control of any portion of his heritable estate’ (397), and Jonathan Bate says that dower obtained ‘in London, but not in Warwickshire’ (179). Greer imagines that ‘Once her husband was decently interred, Ann had to endure the opening and reading of the will’ (314)—a scene more characteristic of later centuries than the seventeenth, when, as church court depositions reveal, whole households might gather at deathbeds to hear last bequests.

In this chapter, I read Shakespeare’s will closely and in the context of thousands of others (as well as from the perspective of my past research into church court inquiries), because wills had their own practices, vocabularies, and legal concerns. I review both a reception history that has been conditioned by early mistranscriptions and also the will’s own creation history. Thanks to multispectral analysis conducted at The National Archives, the document is now understood to include a second page retained from an earlier will, with the first and third pages rewritten in the spring of 1616—not necessarily on 25 March, I suggest, because the headnote with that date could have been entered when Shakespeare and his witnesses were prepared to sign and publish a will composed some days or weeks earlier. I reconstruct the original second page to surmise, for example, that the gifts to his nephews had not previously been included because the blank left for a name would not have carried over from one will to another. I also suppose, like most biographers, that the first page was revised to reflect Judith Shakespeare’s February marriage to Thomas Quiney; unlike them, I extrapolate that in an earlier version of the first page, Anne would have been charged to oversee Judith’s marriage and is likely to have been named executor accordingly. The idea that Susanna was named executor in Anne’s place is suggested by a later, second-page provision that she was given property ‘for better enabling of her to perform this my will’. I see the will as more occupied with practical concerns than moral ones. Others have written about the scandal of Thomas Quiney’s relationship with Margaret Wheeler without playing out the legal entanglements it could have occasioned: Wheeler may have challenged Judith’s match with Quiney or alleged a pre-contract; Judith and Quiney, requiring a licence to wed in a prohibited season, may have been unable to find their own Sandells and Richardson to attest that there were no impediments to the union; with their excommunication, Shakespeare may have been concerned that the marriage and any children would not be recognized as legitimate. I note that he distinguished carefully between ‘any issue of her body’ for Judith and those ‘lawfully issuing’ for Susanna. I suppose that Shakespeare may have arranged generous monetary gifts for Judith, rather than property, because an irregular marriage would have deprived her of dower rights to property. One lost precondition for Shakespeare’s will may have been a prenuptial settlement for Susanna and John Hall, but, in all cases, Shakespeare left bequests to the women of his blood family rather than their husbands. I suggest that the ‘London house’ in John Hall’s will was probably not the Blackfriars gatehouse, as is often assumed, and that Hall may have brought a suitable estate to the match. The Halls would have found it challenging to raise funds for the bequests to Judith, and I illustrate that one of Shakespeare’s heretofore-hidden gifts to Anne was that she was not the one charged to do so. Another is that Anne was relieved of the burdens of administration. I demonstrate how onerous these tasks could be and point out that John Hall renounced execution of his own father’s will on the grounds that it would be a ‘hindrance’ to him. Biographers have been reluctant to believe that Anne was protected by dower rights in one-third of Shakespeare’s real holdings, including the Blackfriars gatehouse, but I show that these rights obtained; that Shakespeare, unlike other Stratford testators, did not revoke Anne’s dower; and that the Halls delayed selling the Stratford tithes until after her death, when her third came back into their ownership. In an extended review of the ways other testators described their beds, I seek to illustrate how much Shakespeare believed he could leave unsaid. This includes the assignment of his best bed to his principal heirs, among all his other unspecified ‘household stuff’. The term ‘second-best bed’ was a common one, intended always as a means of identifying a chattel good, not as an insult to the recipient. Shakespeare’s is not an expressive will, but I also characterize it as not suspicious: he does not spell out any concerns about Anne embezzling, Anne remarrying, or Susanna and Judith misbehaving. The will is unusual, moreover, in mentioning so few chattel goods, and I speculate about the unspoken emotion that may inform each of the named objects.

For this discussion, my home archive is the Essex Record Office, which has digitized most of its original wills from the early modern period and makes them available online. I have also read many wills on paper or parchment in the record office as well as microfiche images of register copies. I am grateful to ERO staff who have carried on the pioneering will work of F. G. Emmison. In spelling the names of testators, I follow the online catalogue and Emmison’s index Wills at Chelmsford (Essex and East Hertfordshire), 3 vols., Index Library of the British Record Society, 78, 79, 84 (1958–69). Many Stratford wills that I had read in the original have since been transcribed and edited by Stephanie Appleton and Mairi Macdonald; for the convenience of the reader, and in appreciation, I cite their excellent edition. To widen the evidence base, I have also read wills from the Prerogative Court of Canterbury (TNA), wills transcribed or abstracted from various other record offices (as in Suffolk, Devon, Yorkshire, etc.), and selected probate inventories from collections identified in the List of Abbreviations. Some of these number their transcriptions, but for consistency I cite page numbers rather than will or inventory numbers. Evidence for a testator’s status or occupation is sometimes omitted from wills, but when it is available I include it. I give the date the will was made or published, not the date of probate. I describe a few beds that I have encountered at historic houses, for which I am grateful to staffs and guidebooks. These include Agecroft Hall (Richmond, Virginia), Astley Hall (Chorley, Lancashire), Athelhampton House (Athelhampton, Dorset, before furniture was deaccessioned), Bramall Hall (Stockport, Cheshire, for textiles now at Capesthorne Hall, Siddington, Cheshire), Cotehele House (Saltash, Cornwall), and Forde Greene Hall (Stoke-on-Trent, Staffordshire).
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Notes for Chapter 5

Despite exhaustive and persuasive defences of Shakespeare’s monument by Diana Price and Tom Reedy, others including Brian Vickers, Germaine Greer, and authorship sceptics continue to suspect that it was remade from an original that showed either Shakespeare or his father as a wool merchant. In this chapter, I demonstrate that the monument is a genuine, largely unaltered example of a rare memorial type made in England between 1610 and 1640. The type befits an author who was familiar with learned university culture.

Doubters focus on William Dugdale’s drawing of the monument, from which Wenceslaus Hollar produced an engraving for Dugdale’s published Antiquities of Warwickshire. While the sketch differs from what we see today in various details, others of Dugdale’s onsite sketches are equally inaccurate. The disparities undoubtedly reflect his exercise of artistic licence, his limited skill, and poor visibility in unlit church interiors. Dugdale locates both the monument and Shakespeare’s grave in the chancel at Holy Trinity. Chancel burial was not Shakespeare’s right as a tithe holder, as has been claimed; the location was secured with payment of a fee. Today, the gravestone is carved with a curse that, I suggest, may originally have been represented on a loose plaque or tablet displayed near the burial plot. The original stone, described as ‘plain’ in the seventeenth century, was discarded in the eighteenth century, and it may have been recreated in error in the nineteenth century based on Dugdale’s transcription. Susanna Hall’s gravestone was also recreated, following her displacement for a later burial, but otherwise there is no sign of the sort of relocation that I suggest happened with the tomb of William and Anne Clopton elsewhere in Holy Trinity. Both Dugdale and, I indicate, George Vertue confirm the line-up of Shakespeare family graves in the chancel. These may have been arranged by John Hall, an ally of the vicar who arrived in Stratford in 1619, or even by Judith Quiney. A space was reserved for Anne, and, although some believe that the curse was intended to prevent her interment with Shakespeare, I observe that Susanna and John Hall also did not share a single plot. I propose that the much-maligned Judith, Shakespeare’s last surviving heir in Stratford, may have been the keeper of the family’s memorial flame.

I distinguish between the sculpture of Shakespeare’s monument (this survives as created, with the documented exception of repairs to the architraves in 1749 and to the right hand and pen), and its decorative painting (which has been renewed on multiple occasions). The inscription, for example, was painted. I compare the versions recorded by Dugdale and John Weever with that now visible in order to show differences including altered grammatical signals that once drew attention to wordplay on the writer’s ‘leaf’ and his ‘page’. That the inscription refers to Shakespeare by his surname, with no given name, is yet another way in which the monument celebrates his fame as an author. I conclude that Dugdale visited Holy Trinity in 1634 and Weever around 1618. Dugdale later identified Gerard Johnson as the sculptor of both Shakespeare’s monument and that of John Combe, and I have discovered another demi-figure monument of 1616 that is the work of ‘Master Johnson’, but I show why the tomb-maker in all these cases was more likely to have been Gerard’s brother Nicholas. If Nicholas Johnson followed his usual practice of travelling to Stratford to oversee the installation of Combe’s monument in 1614 or 1615, Shakespeare may have met him. Thus, I note, the effigy was possibly sculpted from life. As I also point out, the positioning of text on the inscription panel suggests that it was completed in advance of Shakespeare’s death, with space left for the death date to be filled in. This would explain why Shakespeare did not need to give directions for a memorial in his will. It would suggest, further, that he designed or oversaw the creation of his own monument, as would have been true to the self-determination that features in other aspects of his life story.

The most controversial element of the monument is a cushion that has been reinterpreted as a woolsack. Cushions were, however, ubiquitous on monuments of all types. Dugdale clarified to himself that Shakespeare had a cushion by wrongly displaying tassels on all four corners, but Hollar, who also received other monument sketches with cushions, consistently elected not to represent them. He did no differently for Shakespeare. Cushions also distinguish a singular subset of the seventeenth-century demi-figure monuments that Nikolaus Pevsner associated with scholars and divines. I have located about thirty specimens of the type, including some budget variations that confirm its cultural currency. The design memorialized a life of distinction rather than piety or progeny, and wives commonly went unmentioned. The epicentre of the cushioned variation on the demi-figure monument was Oxford University, and at the time of Shakespeare’s death all extant examples were connected to Oxford. I suggest that Shakespeare encountered these monuments while stopping at Oxford on trips between Stratford and London, where he would also have met some of the leading intellectuals of the day, seen their book collections, and, for all the traditional concern with his lack of advanced education, experienced university culture. I conclude that he played with the Oxford design by exploiting its potential for multiple meanings, including by showing himself not as a reader but as a writer.
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75. As is not the case with the Kirton monument, the post-mortem information on Shakespeare’s monument corresponds stylistically to that of the verse epitaph. In both cases, the letters were first incised and then painted. Adam White argues that the monument was erected before Shakespeare’s death, but he believes that the entire plaque was inscribed posthumously rather than in two stages. See ‘William Shakespeare’s Monument’ on the website of the Church Monuments Society, March 2010, https://churchmonumentssociety.org/monument-of-the-month/william-shakespeares-monument.
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profession of  71, 170
medical notebooks and papers  142




property of
inherited from father  169–170


sale of Shakespeare’s tithes  171, 177, 220




Stratford engagements of
dismissed from council  220


executor of Shakespeare’s will  145–146, 151, 159, 163, 170–171


highways bill  134


negotiator of Isabell Hathaway’s marriage  74


overseer for Bartholomew Hathaway  74


overseer for Margaret Reynoldes  220


parish church  219–220


receiver of funds for Thomas Greene  131–132


trustee for Thomas Quiney residence  160




will of  141, 155




Hall, Susanna Shakespeare
as Shakespeare’s supposed favourite  71


baptism of  47, 69, 71, 87, 120


controversies involving
accused of fornication  158


dispute with Baldwin Brookes  141


dispute with Thomas Nash  74, 159


presented for absence from communion  158




marriage and married family of  71–72, 120
possible pre–nuptial settlement  159–160




named executor in father’s will  151, 156, 163, 170–171


not named executor in husband’s will  141 see also Shakespeare, William: will of




Hall, William (d. 1607)  169–170, 190–191


Hall, William (fl. c.1694)  218


Halliwell–Phillipps, James Orchard  1–3, 7, 10, 33, 120, 143–144, 215–216


Hammond, Lieutenant  198, 213


Hamshawre, Master  116


Hancocks, Elizabeth  57


Hancocks, Isabella  350n.84


Hannay, Patrick  213–214


Hare, Michael  38


Harley, Edward, second earl of Oxford and Mortimer  206f


Harrison, Anthony  35–37


Harrison, William  109


Harrison alias Cutler, William  141


Hart, George  224


Hart, Joan Shakespeare
birth family of  4–6, 135–136, 198


married family of  156, 224


in Shakespeare’s will  125, 148, 156, 159, 171, 176–7, 194, 327n.65


residence of  132, 138, 156, 159




Hart, Michael  148, 156


Hart, Shakespeare  224


Hart, Thomas  148, 156


Hart, William (d. 1616)  156, 159, 196


Hart, William (1600–39)  148, 156


Harvey, Robert  127


Hathaway, Agnes (fl. c.1581)  76, 80–81


Hathaway, Anne or Annys (bap. 1584)  76


Hathaway, Anne (d. 1623): see Shakespeare, Anne Hathaway


Hathaway, Bartholomew  74, 76, 80–1, 88, 328n.70


Hathaway, Isabell  74


Hathaway, Joan (d. 1599)  74, 76, 80


Hathaway, Joan (bap. 1566)  78, 80–82, 88


Hathaway, John  76, 81, 126–127


Hathaway, Margaret  76, 79, 81


Hathaway, Richard (d. 1581)
and John Shakespeare  29


and Thomas Whittington  73–75, 126–127


as probable father of Anne Shakespeare  74–76, 81–82, 88


married family of  74, 76, 79, 80–1


variant names of  73, 75


will of  73–74, 76, 79, 80–1




Hathaway, Richard (bap. 1559)  76, 79


Hathaway, Richard (bap. 1562)  76, 78, 79


Hathaway, Thomas (bap. 1569)  76, 81


Hathaway, Thomas (fl. 1635)  74–5


Hathaway, William  76, 81, 126–127


Hawkes, William  59


Heicroft, Henry  87, 88


Heminges, John  133, 149, 156–157, 192–193, 212, 224


Henrietta Maria  130


Henry VIII  240


Henshaw, Mistress (known as Goodwife Henshaw)  123


Henshlowe, Agnes or Anne  347n.62


Henslowe, Philip  76


Hentzner, Paul  183


Herbert, John  102


Hewes, Mistress (known as Bald Hewes’s wife)  122–123


Heywood, Thomas  133


Hiccox, Lewis  105, 119, 132, 134, 138, 311n.11


Hiccox, Thomas  38, 105, 326n.64, 383n.49


‘hiding’  24–33, 36–7, 46, 89, 100


Higford, Henry  29, 37, 309n.5, 324n.59


Hildersham, Arthur  240


Hill, Nicholas  117


Hill, Richard  56, 127, 176, 216–217, 320n.46, 380n.34


Hilton, Rafe  303n.1


Hind, Robert  386n.58


Hitchcock, Isaack  119


Hobday, Joyce  179, 310n.8


Hobday, William  12–13, 16, 35


Hoghton, Alexander  319n.42, 343n.45


Holland, Hugh  224


Hollar, Wenceslaus  198, 203–207, 235–237, 238–9ff


Holme, Randle  11–12


Holmes, Lawrence  327n.65


Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon
baptisms at  2


chancel of  93, 199, 216–217, 219–220


location of  18


parish register of  1, 4, 5–6, 10, 78–80


pews of  44, 220


porch of  26 see also Shakespeare’s funerary monument; Shakespeare’s grave; Shakespeare’s gravestone




Honigmann, E. A. J.  38, 216


Hooper, Humphrey  30


Hornby, Richard  181, 312n.13, 385n.53


Horsekeeper, Richard  75


Hoskins, W. G.  64


Hoskyns, John  237, 244; see also Appendix V


Hotson, Leslie  143


Hovenden, Robert  237, 244; see also Appendix V


Hubaud, Ralph  102, 105, 111, 126, 138


Hufton, Olwen  123


Hughes, Mistress (known as Hughes’s wife)  123


Hughes, Nicholas  123


Humphrey, Laurence  237, 240, 244, 245–6; see also Appendix V


Huntbach, Thomas  140


husbandry  16, 49–50


Hutchinson, Ralph  237, 244, 406n.66; see also Appendix V


Hybbott, Master [Ralph Hubaud]  115


impresa  132–3, 135, 211–12


Ingon Meadow  16, 35, 42


Ingram, John  120


Ingram, Martin  87


Ireland, Samuel  344n.48


Ireland, William Henry  144


Irving, Washington  69


Jackson, Gilbert  240


James VI and I  121, 152, 245


James, Isaac  230


James, Thomas  248


James alias Taylor, Margaret  123


Jeffreys, John  311n.11


Jevyns, Nicholas  119


Johnson, Garratt (d. 1611)  226, 228–230


Johnson, Garratt (fl. c.1612)  211, 226, 228


Johnson, ‘Gerard’ (per Sir William Dugdale)  211, 225–226, 228


Johnson, ‘Master’ (per John Vernon)  227–228


Johnson, Nicholas  211–12, 226, 228–31


Johnson, Robert  38, 132, 326n.64, 340n.33


Jones, Jeanne  64


Jones, Thomas  335n.11


Jonson, Ben  6, 9, 54, 71, 133, 155–6, 212–13, 224, 246, 247


Jordan, John  68


Kennedy, Richard  391n.2


Kerwin family: see Featly, Joyce


Kirton, Thomas  233f, 250–251


Knight, Charles  311n.12, 381n.42


Kyd, Thomas  133


Kympton, Edward  113–115


Lambe, William  226, 234–235; see also Appendix V


Lambert, D. H.  7


Lambert, Edmund  29, 30–1, 37, 47


Lambert, Joan Arden  30


Lambert, John  31, 34, 47, 120, 137, 324n.58


Lane, Anne  63


Lane, John Jr.  158


Lane, Master and Mistress (given names unspecified)  101, 113, 137


Lane, Nicholas  30, 252


Lane, Richard  20


Langbaine, Gerard  240–1, 244, 303n.2


Langley, Francis  66, 70


Langrake, James  35–7


Langton, William  244; see also Appendix V


Latham, Nicholas  230–231; see also Appendix V


Lawson alias Edmondes alias Celye, Robert  75


Lee, Anna  70


Lee, Sidney  174, 304n.3


Leiche, John  326n.63


Leonard, Master (of Bidford)  127


Lewes, John  65–66


Lewis, B. Roland  7, 143


Lightfoot, Richard  336n.18, 339n.31


Lily, William  45–46


Linford, William  115–116


livery companies  11, 13, 44–45, 49–50, 110


Livy  8


Llewellyn, Nigel  249


Loade, Ursula  385n.53


Lockeley, John  36


lodgings  107, 130–1, 190


Loggin, Thomas  321n.48


long galleries  142


Lord, Ralph  28, 340n.35


Love, Christopher  240


Loxley alias Cockes, John  65


Lucrece  8, 135, 140, 224


Lucy, Sir Thomas
as author of wife’s funerary inscription  76


as purchaser of malt from Elizabeth Quiney  125


as Warwickshire magnate  24, 109, 318n.39


funerary monument of  230


in deer-poaching legend  52–3, 68




Luddington (in Warwickshire)  42, 71, 73, 79, 90–91, 118, 219


Luther, John  13, 29, 313n.16, 314n.20


Mabbe, James  224


Mahowe alias Fletcher, William  75


Malone, Edmond
as discoverer of Shakespeare documents  6, 97, 143, 146, 152, 319n.42


as restorer of Shakespeare’s funerary monument  199, 207–208, 226


on age uncertainty in period  76–78


on deer-poaching legend  69


on identity of Anne Hathaway  73


on John Shakespeare’s wool brogging  314n.18


on location of Shakespeare’s wedding  90


on presumed unhappiness of Shakespeare’s marriage  69, 77, 145, 146, 176


on Shakespeare’s birthdate  1–3




malt–making
as woman’s occupation  108–109, 125–126


process of  125


restraints on  93–94, 109


surveys regarding  39, 108, 124–5




Manners, Edward, third earl of Rutland  226


Manners, Francis, sixth earl of Rutland  132–3, 135, 211–12


Manners, John, fourth earl of Rutland  226


Manners, Roger, fifth earl of Rutland  211–12, 226, 228


Manningham, John  224, 240


Mannock, Lady Dorothy  225


Manwood, Sir Roger  232–234


markets  3, 18–20, 35, 42
and clerk of the market  23, 44, 58


open trading in  35, 46–47


temporary stalls for  35, 42, 55, 128–130




Markham, Gervase  310n.7


Marlowe, Christopher  133


marriage customs
and banns  83–86, 157–8


and parental consent  84, 157, 159


and prohibited seasons  82–83, 87–89, 157


licences for  82–91, 157 see also portions at majority or marriage; weddings




Marshall, Edward  225–226, 228


Marshall, John  181, 383n.49, 385n.52


Marston, John  133


Marten, Thomas  215


Martin, J. M.  16, 87


Mary I  2, 20, 94


Mascall, John  90


Mason, Charles  65


Massys, Quinten  240


Maunton, Mistress (known as Maunton’s wife)  123


Meades, William  137


Mennis, Sir John  10


mercery and mercery/grocery  104–105


Meres, Francis  49, 224


Middleton, Thomas  133


Mighill, Ralph  226, 241–242; see also Appendix V


Mills, Mistress (known as Goodwife Mills)  123


Molyneaux, Nicholas  14f, 40


moneylending  17, 35–36, 113
and demand for cash  101, 113, 137–138




Montague, Sir Edward  230–231


Moore, Thomas  333n.2


Morris, Matthew  169–170


Morrys, Elianore  333n.5


Morrys, William  66


Mountain, George  244–245, 406n.66; see also Appendix V


Mountjoy, Christopher  144–5


Mountjoy, Marie  144–5, 247


Mountjoy, Mary  144–145


muckheaps or dunghills  13, 15, 16, 95, 123


Munmurth, Robert  79


Munnes, George  215


Musshem or Mussum, John  35–37


Mylles, Robert  13


Mytton, Richard  98, 100, 115


Napton, Mistress (known as Widow Napton)  123


Napton, Mistress (known as Widow Napton’s daughter)  123


Nash, Ann  58–59, 338n.28


Nash, Anthony  105, 149, 380n.34


Nash, Edward  159


Nash, John  149, 192


Nash, Thomas
and possible Hathaway kinships  74–75


as husband and disinheritor of Elizabeth Hall  71, 159


as John Hall’s partner in chancel repairs  400n.38


as Susanna Hall’s ally in Baldwin Brookes dispute  141


as trustee for Thomas Quiney residence  160


gravestone of  200, 217–218, 221


will of  159, 223, 375n.3




Nashe, Thomas  133


Nason, Ananias  119


Nason, Anne  341n.40


new men  7–8, 47, 50


New Place
acquisition of  92, 128, 134, 136–137, 139–140


description of  8, 125–6, 128–30, 141–142, 189–190


history of  128, 139


inheritance of  150, 159, 170, 173–175


uses of  125–126, 128–132




Newcombe, Henry  396n.24


Newell, James  141


Niccoles, William  115


Nicholas, Daniel  78


Nichols, Philip  69, 146


Northcote, Sir John  77


Note of Corn and Malt  124–125


Nowell, Alexander  78, 232–234, 236–237, 244, 406n.66; see also Appendix V


O’Hara, Diana  86


Oken, Thomas  323n.53, 368n.74


Old Stratford  18, 71
as outside borough boundaries  44, 92


Shakespeare’s acreage in  132, 138, 159, 170, 173–175




Oldys, William  1, 6, 69, 82, 143, 146–148


Ovid  8, 48, 49


Oxford  246–248


Oxford University  246–248


Page, John  111–112, 115


Palmer, Herbert  240


Palmer, John  157, 172–173, 191


Palmer, Rose  123


parish registers  1, 5–6, 7
Elizabethan recopying of  78–79


errors and gaps in  4, 56, 78–80




Parker, Mistress (known as Parker’s wife)  123


Parker, Thomas  362n.44


Parnassus Plays  224


Parry, Glyn  23, 35, 36


Parsons, William  115, 116, 117, 119, 320n.46


Patrick, William  115, 116


Peate, William  335n.12


Peaycoke, Thomas  176, 193, 221


Peele, George  133


Pendlebury, James  114


Pendlebury, Mistress  102, 103, 108, 114–15


Pendleton, Alice  154


Perriam, Sir William  232


Perrott, Robert
and refusal of office  22–24, 28, 34


will of  93, 110, 194, 368n.74




Perry, William  64, 127


Perrye, George  314n.18


Pevsner, Nikolaus  202, 234–235, 242, 243


philanthropy  119–120, 214, 226, 251–252
in wills  121, 126, 148–9, 167, 168, 170, 171, 213




Phillipps, Sir Richard  68–69


Phillipps, Sir Thomas (1792–1872)  69, 70, 143–144


Phillips, Thomas (d. c.1556)  104


Pinke, Richard  127, 134


plague  6, 15, 22, 43


Plaifere, Thomas  237, 243–4; see also Appendix V


Plautus  8


playing companies performing in Stratford  44, 68


Plowden, Edmund  219


Plume, Thomas  10, 31


Plumer, Jane  123


Plumley, Humphrey  28, 320n.46


Poole, Eric  31


poor relief
and overseers of the poor  51


and parish poor box  120, 157


as borough responsibility  22, 28, 33, 92, 93, 95, 158


to mourners at burials  167 see also philanthropy




Pope, Alexander  204


porches
in churches  26, 32–33, 89


in residences  142




portions at majority or marriage  66, 157, 161–162, 176


pre–marital pregnancy  87–88


Pretty, Elizabeth Trowte: see Trowte, Elizabeth


Pretty, Henry  59, 336n.16


Price, Diana  203


Pryce, Michael  30, 309n.4


Pryce, Thomas  341n.40


Purchas, Samuel  76


Quiney, Adrian (d. 1607)
and marriage to Elizabeth Bainton  105, 106


aspirational status of  100, 113, 116, 133–134


civic offices of  24, 33, 95, 122, 320n.46


family legal activity conducted by  106, 111, 115, 117


in correspondence with son  97, 99, 101, 103, 106–108, 111–113, 116–117, 133–134


occupations of
building materials  104–105


grocer  105, 123–124


mercer  14, 100, 104, 107




possible advisor to Shakespeare on property purchases  105, 133–134


property of  104, 111–12


retirement of  14, 106, 135




Quiney, Adrian (1586–1617)  112, 131–132, 224, 356n.20, 357n.23


Quiney, Anne  112, 357n.23


Quiney, Elizabeth (1582–1615)  112, 357n.23


Quiney, Elizabeth Bainton  105, 123–124


Quiney, Elizabeth Phillips (d. 1632)  104–120
as cognate for Anne Shakespeare  122


as heiress to borough and manor property  104


aspirational status of  113


birth family of  104, 122


documentary traces of  124, 133


literacy and numeracy of  112–113


marriage and married family of  104, 106–107
her provisions for adult children  111–112, 160–161




occupations of
grocery  107–108, 123–124


hosting civic festivity  110–111


hosting Corporation business  118


hosting lodgers  107


malt–making  102–103, 108–109


managing apprentices  106–7, 109


managing money  103, 112–117


managing property  38–39, 111–112, 119–120


mercery  107


providing procurement services  108


tithe farming  111


trading feme sole  107


vintnery  110




personal credit of  103, 113, 114–15, 119–120


philanthropy of  119–120, 252


standing and influence of  104, 110, 118–119, 122, 134, 160–161


widowhood of  107, 110




Quiney, George  112, 357n.23


Quiney, John  357n.23


Quiney, Judith Shakespeare
and relations with birth family  10, 71, 223–224
first son named for Shakespeare  224




baptism of  47, 67–68


inheritance of  148, 161–163


literacy of  131–132


lost grave of  223


marriage of  57, 104, 120
as occasion for Shakespeare’s last will  152, 157


unlicensed ceremony and possible excommunication  157–158, 162–3




residence of  55, 112, 160




Quiney, Mary  112, 158, 357n.23


Quiney, Richard (d. 1602)
as author of letter to Shakespeare  92, 97–101


as cognate for Shakespeare  92, 97


as commemorated by son  120


as heir to borough and manor property  39, 104


aspirational status of  113


birth family of  104


marriage and married family of  104, 106–107, 112, 357n.23


money lending and borrowing by  100–103, 122


occupations of
governance  93–95, 100, 105–106


grocery  105, 117, 123–124


malt–making  108–109


mercery  104–105, 107


tithe farming  100, 102, 105




offices and civic roles of
attempts to raise civic revenues  61, 93–94, 317n.34, 339n.31


bailiff  94, 105–106, 309n.5


burgess  92


chamberlain  93


compiler of ‘Note of Corn and Malt’  124–125


conflicts with Sir Edward Greville  94–97


delegate regarding appeal for fire relief  93, 117


delegate regarding incorporation of parish  95, 317n.35


delegate regarding malt-making  93–94, 109


delegate regarding taxes and subsidies  95, 100, 101–2


delegate regarding trained soldiers  95


expense of office  33, 95–96, 101–102


overseer of repairs  93, 220




papers of  96–97
in closet  96–97, 106


seal matrices  98–99ff see also Appendix II




sojourns in London of
and family business  107–108, 116–117, 122


on behalf of borough  95, 100, 106


on behalf of others in Stratford  113–116




terminal illness and death of  96, 118




Quiney, Richard (1587–1656)  112, 120, 160–161, 357n.23


Quiney, Shakespeare  224


Quiney, Thomas
and Shakespeare’s presumed disapproval  157–63


birth family of  106, 112, 160–161, 357n.23


charged as fornicator  157–8


civic offices of  160–161


marriage to Judith Shakespeare  71, 104, 157–161


occupation of  112, 160–161


precautions concerning in Shakespeare’s will  148, 161–163


residence of  55, 112, 160




Quiney, William  112, 357n.23


Quinn, Edward G.  38


Radcliffe, Thomas, third earl of Sussex  248


Rainolds, John  142, 237, 244, 406n.66; see also Appendix V


Rawlins, Edmund  131–132


Rawlins, Thomas  59


Raynsford, Edward  141–142


recusancy reports  25–26, 33, 53, 57, 139–40


Redman, John  214–215


Reedy, Tom  200, 203


Replingham, William  118–19, 122, 131


Reynoldes, Margaret  220


Reynoldes, William  149, 156–157, 192


Reynolds, Hugh  189


Richardson, John  74–75, 82, 85–86, 158


Rivers, James  235


Roberts, Margery  5


Roberts, Marion  202–203


Roberts, Thomas  164


Roberts alias Griffin, Margaret  123


Robinson, John (of London)  160, 190


Robinson, John (of Stratford)  154


Robinson, Robert  89


Rochester, John  215


Rochester, William  236


Roffe, William  312n.13


Rogers, Elizabeth  123, 177


Rogers, Henry  64


Rogers, John (of Dedham, Essex)  216, 237, 245, 406n.66; see also Appendix V


Rogers, John (of Stratford)  21, 110–111, 220, 322n.52


Rogers, Philip  121, 126


Rogers, Thomas  64, 109, 134, 320n.46, 363n.52


Rogers, William  59


Rosswell, Peter  98, 100, 103, 115


Rowe, Nicholas
and engraving of Shakespeare’s funerary monument  204, 205–6


biographical philosophy of  6


on deer-poaching legend  52–53


on earl of Southampton legend  134–135


on identification of Shakespeare’s wife  71, 73, 75


on John Shakespeare’s wool brogging  16–17, 37


on Shakespeare’s birth family  4–5, 10


on Shakespeare’s education  45, 67, 68


reliability of  71–72




Rowley, William  133, 169


Rownde, William  137


Ruin Clifford (in Warwickshire)  42, 71, 92


runagates  66–7


Russell, Thomas  149, 151, 171, 212


Russell, William  321n.48


Rutter, Thomas  59


Rydge, John  58


Sadler, Eleanor  112


Sadler, Hamnet or Hamlet  117, 149, 154, 157, 192, 194


Sadler, John  25, 36–7, 134, 365n.60


Sadler, Judith  194, 362n.44


Sadler, Roger  29, 30, 37, 320n.46


Salabossh, Melchior  231


Salisbury, Katherine  123


Salisbury, Robert  320n.46, 389n.73


Salmon, Elinor  123


Salt, Jane  122


Samuel, Henry  385n.53


Samuel, John  59–60


Sandells, Fulke  74, 75, 82, 85–6, 158


Sandys, Edwin  240


Savage, Anne  231


Savile, Henry  193; see also Appendix V


Schoenbaum, S.  2, 5, 7, 143, 144


Scoloker, Anthony  224


Sedgwick, William  236–237, 238f


Seneca  8


Sewell, William  249


Seymour family funerary monument  232


Shakeshafte, William  319n.42


Shakespeare, Anne (1571–9)  4, 6


Shakespeare, Anne Hathaway
documentary traces of  124, 133


identity of  70–82
age  76–81


and ‘Joan’ Hathaway  78, 80–81, 88


burial record  70


given name  70–71, 76


Hathaway families  71, 73–76


in marriage documents  70, 72–73


in Thomas Whittington will  74–75


on memorial brass  70, 76–8




marriage of
as Shakespeare’s partner  124–33


portion  88


pre–marital pregnancy  49, 87–88


presumed unhappy  49, 69, 77, 82, 88–89, 145 see also Shakespeare, William: marriage of




occupations of  122, 124, 138–139
fruit and grape growing  126


hosting Corporation guests  130


hosting lodgers  130–131


malt–making  124–126


money management  126–128


probable occupations
brewing  125–126


hosting business meetings  131–132


leasing market stalls  128–130


managing apprentices  125–126


managing properties and tenants  132






widowhood of
and dower rights  173–177


not fully named in husband’s will  145, 172


not named executor in husband’s will  145, 172–173


recipient of ‘second–best bed’  145, 192–195 see also Shakespeare, William: will of






Shakespeare, Edmund  4–6, 30, 135–136, 347n.62


Shakespeare, Edward  347n.62


Shakespeare, Gilbert
and possible legacy to Shakespeare  138


as agent for Shakespeare in Stratford  121, 132


as possible beneficiary or executor in Shakespeare’s early will(s)  154, 172–173


birth family of  4–6, 120–121


identified with London haberdasher  132


unmarried  135–136




Shakespeare, Hamnet  6, 47, 67, 68, 120, 194–195


Shakespeare, Henry  3, 15–16, 30, 42, 120–121, 137


Shakespeare, Joan (bap. 1558)  4–5, 6


Shakespeare, Joan (1569–1646): see Hart, Joan Shakespeare


Shakespeare, John (d. 1601)  10–48, 120–121
as cognate for Shakespeare  7–8


as described  10–11


as ‘new’ man  7–8, 11, 29, 37, 50


background of
apprenticeship  20, 67


birth family  3–4


freedom  13–14, 18, 24, 45


illiteracy  27, 46




documentary traces of  120


early infractions of
dung or muck heap  13, 15


unclean gutters  21




marriage of  3–4, 21


married family of  4–5, 7–8, 11, 15, 136, 138
apprenticeships for children  52, 65–66




occupations of
glove making  11–15, 29, 41


husbandry  15–16, 64


moneylending  17, 35–37


wool brogging  16–17, 36–37




offices and civic roles of
absences from office  21, 25, 27–28


administrator for father’s estate  15


affeeror  21


alderman  22–23, 139


ale–taster  20


appraiser of probate inventories  13–14, 17


bailiff  22–4, 43–5


burgess  21–22


chamberlain  21–22, 60


chief alderman  24


clerk of the market  23, 44


constable  21


consultant on petition for new borough charter  24, 95


contributor to poor relief  22


delegate for town petition  24, 94


juror for court leet  20–21


juror for court of record  20–21


justice of the peace  23, 24, 44


overseer for Alexander Webbe  21


put out of office  25




property ownership and residence of
Asbyes  4, 15–16, 30–31, 35, 37–38


Burbage rental  32–33, 37


Greenhill Street messuage  15, 30, 32, 37–38


Henley Street buildings  15, 17–18, 37–41, 132


Snitterfield copyhold  15–16, 30, 37


toft transferred to George Badger  39


transfer of ‘load of stone’  121




rank and status of
coat of arms  3–4, 8–9, 24–25, 37–38, 136


gentleman  18


honours and dignities  5, 23, 43–45


husbandman  15


yeoman  15–16




reverses of  7–8, 33–41, 135–137
accused of brogging in the Exchequer  16–17, 35, 36–7


accused of usury in the Exchequer  17, 35–37


borrower  17–18, 29


evidenced in forgiveness of fines  27–29


gaoled  29–30, 46, 252


hiding from arrest  25–26, 29–30, 32–33, 36–7, 47, 89


in consequence of expense of office  24, 33–4, 122


signs of 1590s recovery  136–138




supposed funerary monument for  197


supposed recusancy of  25–27, 32–33, 53




Shakespeare, John (the corviser)  4–5, 310n.9


Shakespeare, Judith: see Quiney, Judith Shakespeare


Shakespeare, Margaret (1562–1563)  4, 6, 15


Shakespeare, Margaret (d. c.1597)  137, 141


Shakespeare, Margery Roberts  5


Shakespeare, Mary Arden  121
identity of  3–4


inheritance of  4, 15–16, 35
as qualification for family coat of arms  24–25, 136


loss of  30–31, 159




marriage of  4, 21


married family of  3–5, 6, 7, 11, 15, 120–121, 132, 138




Shakespeare, Richard (d. 1561)
as tenant farmer  3–4, 15–16


Stratford connections of  15, 20




Shakespeare, Richard (1574–1613)
and possible legacy to Shakespeare  138


as possible beneficiary or executor in Shakespeare’s early will(s)  154, 173


birth family of  4–5, 6, 120


presented in ecclesiastical court  158


unmarried  135–136




Shakespeare, Susanna: see Hall, Susanna Shakespeare


Shakespeare, William
characterized as
a family man  7–8, 90–91, 135–138


not an autobiographical writer  6–7, 9, 194–195


risk–taking  8, 64, 138–141


self–determining  9, 47–48, 53–54, 68–70, 251–2




cognates for  7–8, 53–54, 97; see also: Quiney, Richard; Shakespeare, John; Trowte, William


documentary traces of  6–7, 120–122, 124, 145–146
as reported by Rowe  71–72


discoveries  97, 143–145


forgeries  144


in public records  70


letter to  92, 93f, 97–101


on Shakespeare Documented  7 see also Appendix I




in youth  42–8
birth and baptism  1–3


birth family  4–8, 120–121


deer–poaching legend  52–53, 68–69


education  45–48, 67, 247–248


partner to his father  46–47, 67


place of birth  15; see also Birthplace, the


possible godfathers  51




‘lost years’ of  67–68
and apprenticeship  50–53, 65–68, 88


as apprentice butcher  52, 64


as player  68, 88


as schoolmaster  67


removal to London  49, 52–53, 67–70




marriage of
as family ceremony  89–91


as generally interpreted  49, 69, 72, 82, 145


calling of the banns  84


marriage bond  72, 84–86


marriage licence  72–73, 82–91


observation of ecclesiastical law  86–87


place of wedding  88–90


significance for removal to London  88, 90–91




married family of  7, 67–68, 120–121


money management by  97
access to lenders  101


creditworthiness  97, 101, 138–139


investment in property  134


putative investment in theatrical shares  134




profession of
co–creator of Rutland impresa  132–133


playwright and poet  8–9, 71–72, 140


shareholder in Globe and Blackfriars  134, 138, 140, 144


shareholder in Lord Chamberlain’s and King’s Men  133, 134, 140–1


talent recognized in narrative poems  140




property of
aggregate value  134


and enclosures  92, 118–119


Blackfriars gatehouse  121, 132, 138, 142, 150, 156, 170, 173–175, 190


Chapel Lane (Dead Lane) cottage  132, 138, 148, 159–160, 171


Henley Street houses and barn  132, 135–136, 138, 148, 150, 156, 159, 170, 173


lost inheritance of Asbyes  31, 38, 47, 64, 67, 120, 159


New Place  8, 92, 121–122, 125–132, 135–136, 139–42, 150, 159, 173, 193


Old Stratford arable land  132, 134, 138, 159, 173


tithe rights  105, 132, 134, 138, 171, 173, 177




rank, status, and celebrity of
achievement of arms  3–4, 8–9, 24–25, 38, 136


as landowner  134


as understood in Stratford  134–135, 137–138


compared to fellow playwrights  133


known by surname  224


patron relations  132–3, 134–135 see also Wriothesley, Henry, third earl of Southampton




residences of
lodgings in London  145
absent from life events of family  120–121


documented presence there  121, 144–5


tax defaults  92




permanent base in Stratford  92, 104
and tax defaults in London  92


annual visits home  68, 121, 246


as grain owner  121, 125–126


as head of family  135–136


as ‘loving countryman’  92


as projected contributor to highway maintenance  121, 128, 134


as self–declared resident  121


in contrast to other London playwrights  133


in Court of Record  121, 126




sojourns in Oxford  243–248


studies or closets  141–142, 252




retirement and last years of  1, 120–121, 141, 154–156
death anticipated  154–156, 162, 193


death of  196


Holy Trinity burial  196




will of  7, 143–95, 149–51ff
as material artefact
fair early copies  145–146


foul original copy  146–148, 152–154, 156, 158–9, 172, 192–193


paper of  153 see also Appendix III




autographed by Shakespeare  148, 153–154


bequests
best bed among unnamed goods  151, 193


distribution of goods  151, 156, 171, 189–190


involving large cash payouts  171


real property given to women  158–159


to Anne Shakespeare  171–177


to children of Joan Shakespeare Hart  148, 156


to godson William Walker  149


to Joan Shakespeare Hart  148, 156, 159


to Judith Shakespeare Quiney  148, 161–163


to London fellows  149, 156–157, 192–3


to Susanna Shakespeare Hall  148–150, 159–160, 189–190


to the poor in Stratford  148–19


to Warwickshire friends  149


with residual bequests  148–151




date  152–3, 154


occasioned by Judith Shakespeare’s marriage  157–163


previous versions  152–3, 154–6; see also Appendix IV


probate elements
executors  151, 156, 163, 170–1, 172–3


loss of companion (probate) inventory  189–190


overseers  151, 168–9


Prerogative Court of Canterbury  145–146, 168


publication  154


witnesses  153, 154, 157




reception history
characterized as disappointing  144–146


discovery and transcription  144–148


taken as evidence Shakespeare disapproved of Thomas Quiney  157, 160–162


taken as evidence Shakespeare’s marriage was unhappy  145, 146–8




silences  194–195
regarding directions for burial  148, 193, 219, 250


regarding distrust for daughters  191–192


regarding distrust for sons-in-law  160–162


regarding distrust of wife  173, 190–191


regarding reasons for bequests  190–191, 194–195 see also Shakespeare’s funerary monument; Shakespeare’s grave; Shakespeare’s gravestone








Shakespeare’s funerary monument  40, 196–252, Plates 5, 6
as auto-commission  197, 248–251


date of  249–251


doubts concerning  197, 204–207, 235, 240–242


early witnesses to
difficulties capturing  202, 204–207


George Vertue  197, 204–207, 215–216, 251


Gerard Langbaine  240–241, 244


John Weever  197, 208–211, 216–217, 249–251


King’s Men players  198, 249


Leonard Digges  198, 212, 249


Lieutenant Hammond  198, 213


Wenceslaus Hollar  198, 203–207, 235


William Dugdale  197
date of visit to Holy Trinity  200


inscriptions  208–211


onsite drawings  198, 200–203, 236




expense of  230–231


features of  196
buttons  205–207


cushion  235–242


integral block of stone  207, 241–242


leaf of paper or parchment  202, 211, 236


Oxford gown  246


putti  202–3, 208, 211–212


putti’s implements  211–212


quill, as removable part  199, 234, 236, 248, 252


skulls  204, 208, 212


type of stone  198–199, 228–229




genre of  197, 231–244
as life portrait  207, 212, 234–235, 252


associated with learned men  232–234, 237, 244–246


subgenre with cushions  235–46




inscription on  196–197, 208–211, 216
unknown authorship of  221


use of surname on  224






moulds taken  199


possible family caretakers for  198


relationship to gravestone  216


renovations and repairs to
exampled in other monuments  197–198


in 1749 (architraves)  198–199


in 1769 (damaged finger)  199


in 1790 (damaged finger and quill)  199


in 1891 (installation of stained glass)  199


repainting of effigy  207–208


repainting of inscription  208


speculations regarding remaking  197, 235, 240–242




sculptor  225–231
and possible meeting with Shakespeare  230–231


London workshops and Warwickshire distribution  229–230


William Dugdale’s attribution  225–226, 228, 229f






Shakespeare’s grave
burial in chancel  219–220


burial requested in will  219




Shakespeare’s gravestone
early witnesses to
George Vertue  215–218


John Weever  213–216


William Dugdale  213–216




inscription on  213–216
with no name or dates  216




placement of  216–217


replaced  215–216


single grave  218–219




Shaw, Anne  123


Shaw, Julius  113, 134, 154


Shawe, Ralph  17


Sheath, George  341n.36


Sheffill, John  79


Shepherd, George  337n.21


Sherston, Arthur  226; see also Appendix V


Short, Sherland  231


Shottery (in Warwickshire)  42, 70–1, 72, 73–5, 79, 81, 85, 121, 126–7


Shynye, Isabell  88


Siche, Thomas  309n.4


Sidney, Sir Robert  135


Smart, Richard/Thomas  79


Smart, William  181


Smith, Alice  123, 389n.77


Smith, Elizabeth  123


Smith, Francis  59, 79, 339n.31


Smith, Hamlet  341n.37, 368n.74


Smith, Henry (of Durham)  218


Smith, Henry (of Stratford)  62–63, 131, 219–220, 339n.31


Smith, John  59, 63, 66, 110, 182


Smith, Juliana  126


Smith, Margaret  122–123


Smith, Rafe  158


Smith, Thomas  312n.13


Smith, William (d. 1600)  22, 25, 27, 28, 34, 51, 179


Smith, William (d. 1630)  112, 119–120, 141, 365n.60


Smith alias Court, Christopher  305n.7


Smith alias Court, Juliana  367n.71


Snitterfield (in Warwickshire)  3, 15–16, 30, 37


Soer, Dorothy  70


Speed, John  237, 246


Spenser, Edmund  212, 214


Spenser, John  237, 244, 406n.66; see also Appendix V


Spielmann, M. H.  211


Statute of Artificers  49–51


Staves, Susan  174–176


Steevens, George  1


Stocke, Thomas  175, 177


Stone, Nicholas  225


Stopes, Charlotte Carmichael  143–144, 235, 391n.2


Stow, John  199, 240, 241f, 252


Stratford-upon-Avon (borough)
archives and ‘cupboard of boxes’ of  96–97


armoury of  43, 108


borough boundaries of  18, 44, 92


charter of incorporation for  18–20, 92, 94–96, 100


civic ritual in  21–24, 43–45, 110


courts of
borough sessions  57–58, 95


court of record  20–21, 23, 42, 44, 58–9, 94, 95


court of the clerk of the market  23, 44, 58 see also Stratford-upon-Avon (manor): court leet




enclosures nearby  118–119


fairs of  19, 45, 47


festivity in  110


fires in  38–39, 61, 93–94, 131, 139


hospitality in  105, 130


in controversy with lord of the manor  18–20, 94–6
regarding borough’s petitions for rights  24, 94–7


regarding elections and nominations  94


regarding incomes  95 see also Dudley, Ambrose, earl of Warwick; Dudley, John, duke of Northumberland; Greville, Sir Edward; Quiney, Richard




livery companies of  11, 49–51
apprenticeships  51


freedoms  66




markets of  42


muck or dung heaps in  13, 95


officers of  20, 95
affeerors  21


aldermen and burgesses  20, 33


ale–tasters  20, 33, 95


bailiff  20, 22–24, 28–29, 33, 43–44


beadle  22, 28, 43–44


chamberlain  21–22, 95


clerk of the market  23, 44


constable  21, 33, 44, 95


elections  22–24, 28–29, 94


expenses of office  28–29, 33, 95–96


leather sealers  20, 54–55, 95


overseers of the poor  51, 65, 66


proposed chartering of officers  95


refusals of office  22–24, 27–29, 34, 160


shortage of candidates for office  34, 95


town clerk or steward  21, 95, 97, 130




petitions by
regarding Act to Restrain the Excessive Making of Malt  93, 109


regarding new charter  94–6


regarding relief from taxes and musters  95, 101–102




places in
almshouses  20, 43, 123


Cage, the  55, 160


Clopton Bridge  19, 93, 123, 128


gaol hall  55–56, 59–60


Gild Pits  14–15, 44


Greenhill Street  15


Guild Chapel  19, 22, 27, 42–43, 122, 130


Guildhall  19, 42–43, 122–123, Plate 1


Guildhall garden  43


Guild of the Holy Cross  18–20


Henley Street  14–15


Holy Trinity chancel  93, 216, 219–220


Infill House  42–43


King Edward VI grammar school  42–43, 45–6, 48, 49


Maidenhead Inn  32–33


market crosses  42, 55


shambles (butchery)  42




poor relief in  22, 28, 51, 93, 95


revenues for  92–95, 118
leases  38, 60–61, 63 see also Guild of the Holy Cross; Holy Trinity Church; Stratford-upon-Avon and Old Stratford (manor); Stratford-upon-Avon (parish)






Stratford-upon-Avon and Old Stratford (manor)  18
burgage plots  18, 39


court leet  18, 20–1, 57–58, 94


lord of the manor  18–20, 22–23, 86–87, 94


manorial property  17–18, 38




Stratford-upon-Avon (parish)  18, 92
advowson  94


ecclesiastical court  57, 132


ecclesiastical peculiar  86–87 see also Holy Trinity Church




Strynger, Thomas  322n.50


Sturley, Abraham
as Elizabeth Quiney’s scribe  107, 112, 116


as Richard Quiney’s correspondent  92, 97, 99–109, 111–113, 116–118, 133–134


as Richard Quiney’s partner  100, 106


civic roles of  117, 354n.7, 399n.36


debts of  100, 114, 127


marriage and family of  83, 127, 246


possible advisor to Shakespeare on property purchases  105, 133–134see also Appendix II




Such, John  338n.28


Sumner, Katherine  335n.12


Swan alias Heath, Richard  57, 60–61


Sydnall, Henry  188


Symons, Richard  316n.30


Tanner, Anthony  28


Tart, Stephen  88


Tayler, Thomas  338n.28


Taylor, John  22


Taylor, Richard  59


Taylor, Thomas  146–147f


Temple, Sir Thomas  126


Temple Grafton (in Warwickshire)  72–73, 81, 83, 90–91, 200


Terence  8


‘Testament of the Soul’, by San Carlo Borromeo  26–27


Theobald, Lewis  146, 241


Thomas, David L.  35–36


Thomas Braithwaite of Ambleside Making His Will  154, 155f, 240


Thornborough, John, bishop of Worcester  400n.38


Thornework alias Reade, Anne  75


Thornton, Thomas  237, 244, 248, 406n.66; see also Appendix V


Throckmorton, Clement  24


tithes
and borough income  102, 105, 118


and Chancery Commission on Luddington  118


and Holy Trinity Chancel  93, 220


farming  105




Tittler, Robert  43, 44


tobacco  107, 118


tofts  39


Tombs, John  59


Tomlins, John  114


Tomlinson, Thomas  59


Tompson, Giles  141


Tomson, Giles  237, 244, 406n.66; see also Appendix V


Tonge, John  185


Tonstall, John  242; see also Appendix V


Tottey, Thomas  45


Trowte, Margery (d. 1602)  54, 56


Trowte, Elizabeth (later Pretty)  54, 56–57, 59


Trowte, Joan Newale
apprenticeship of  56


as ‘common scold’  59


married family of  56




Trowte, William (d. ?1592)
apprenticing son  52


civic infractions of  55


civic profile of  53, 54–5


married family of  54


occupation of  54


residence of  55–56, 60


retirement of  56


suggested burial as ‘Thomas Trout’  56, 79




Trowte, William (1566–1616)  54–64, 196, 252
as cognate for Shakespeare  53–54, 69–70


as informant  63, 109


background of
apprenticed as butcher  52, 67


birth family and siblings  54, 59




married family of  56, 64


residences of  55–6, 60–3, 94


transgressions of  69–70
controversy over High Street house (and eviction)  60–63, 140


controversy with Henry Wilson  59–60


controversy with John Smith in Chancery  63


debt  58–59


gaoled  58


in the Stratford Court of Record  58–59


misbehaviour  58, 62–63


nonpayment of rent  56, 60–63


presented in borough sessions  58


presented in court of the clerk of the market  58


presented in ecclesiastical court  57


violations as butcher  57–59




wit of  53–4, 56, 59, 62–3, 64, 69–70


worth at death of  63




Turner, John  59


Turner, Peter  234–235, 246; see also Appendix V


Tyler, Adrian  335n.13


Tyler, Richard  119, 134, 157, 192, 335n.9


Tyler, William  22, 51, 320n.46


Tympley, Nicholas  223, 227


Underhill, Fulke  139


Underhill, Hercules  139


Underhill, Thomas  59


Underhill, William
and family connections to Oxford  247


as delinquent tithe holder  93, 139–140, 145


as owner of New Place  130, 139–140




Upton, Harry  115


usury: see moneylending


Venus and Adonis  8, 135, 140, 224


Verney, Sir Greville  225–226


Verney, Sir Richard  225–226


Vernon, John  216, 226–8, 235, 251; see also Appendix V


Vernon, Sir Arthur  403n.54


Vertue, George 197
and 1725 engraving of Shakespeare’s monument  204, 205f, 251


and 1737 drawing of Shakespeare’s monument  199, 204, 206f, 217–218


and effigy depicted as in ‘Chandos’ portrait  204–205


and recollections of New Place  129–30f, 142


and Shakespeare family gravestones  215, 217–18




vintnery  110, 112, 161


Virgil  8, 46, 48, 210


Wadley, T. P.  70, 72


Walford, Hugh  60


Walford, John  17, 37, 137, 324n.57


Walford, William
and house owned by Elizabeth Quiney  111–112


as Richard Quiney’s correspondent  116


civic offices of  119, 339n.31, 370n.83


will of  380n.34, 389n.77




Walker, Arthur  120


Walker, Henry  339n.31


Walker, John  28


Walker, Thomas  312n.13


Walker, William  120, 149


Wall, John  182, 385n.53


Wallace, Charles  143–145


Wallace, Hulda  143–4


Wallington, Grace  342n.41


Wallington, Nehemiah  342n.41, 343n.43


Walsall, Richard  65


Wander, Stephen H.  237


Warburton, Master  115


Ward, John  10, 135, 141, 142, 155–6


Watts, Anne  217–218, 221, 223


Watts, Francis  217–218, 221, 223


Watts, Richard  112, 158, 160, 217–218, 221, 223


Wayte, William  70


Weaver, Mistress (known as Weaver’s wife)  123


Webb, Francis  65


Webbe, Alexander  21, 320n.43


Webbe, Robert  313n.16, 314n.17


Webbe, Thomas  30


Webster, Margaret  20, 29


weddings
banns for  83–84


feasts for  86, 89


licensing procedures for  84–86


out-of-parish celebrations of  88–89


prohibited seasons of  82–83




Wedgewood, William  312n.14, 313n.16


Weever, John
as author of Ancient Funeral Monuments  208, 249


as author of Epigrams  224


as pilgrim to Holy Trinity Church  10, 198, 216–217, 246, 249–250


as recorder of Shakespeare inscriptions  77, 197, 208–216, 250–251




Welcombe (in Warwickshire)  42, 58–59, 71, 118–119, 121, 132, 220


Wells, Stanley  230


West, Edward  314n.21


Weston, John  115–116


Weston under Wetherley (in Gloucestershire)  90


Wever, Richard  328n.72


Whateley, Anne  72–73, 81–82


Whateley, George  21, 189, 320n.46


Whateley, William  72


Whattcott, Robert  154


Wheat, William  115, 327n.65


Wheeler, John  134
as fire victim  38–39


civic office of  27, 320n.46
dismissed from council  25, 31, 34




debt of  324n.59


recusancy of  26




Wheeler, Margaret  157–158, 162, 196


Wheeler, Thomas  325n.61


Wheler, Robert Bell  143, 199, 211, 228–229


White, Adam  225


White, Anne  89


White, Richard Grant  333n.2
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1. The Church Street elevation of Stratford’s Guild complex, with the Guildhall flanked by the Guild Chapel to the left and the Infill House to the right.
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2. Hugh Alley’s ‘little book’ of drawings, ‘A Caveat for the City of London’ (1598), illustrating civic officials in procession. A generic mayor wears his fur-trimmed gown and chain of office and bears symbolic gloves.
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3. A panel of the benefaction board in Alcester, Warwickshire (1632), merging grammar school and dame school in an educational panorama. Pedagogical instruments include hornbooks, papers, bound volumes, pointers, inkpots, and quill pens.
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4. A panel of the benefaction board in Alcester, Warwickshire (1632), featuring wealthy donors who help three young tradesmen establish themselves in business as a barber, a carpenter, and a butcher.
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5. The funerary effigy representing Shakespeare as a writer, with paper and quill pen.
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6. The funerary monument of William Shakespeare (d. 1616), in the chancel of Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon.
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7. The funerary monument of William Butler (d. 1618), in the chancel of St Mary the Great Church, Cambridge.
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