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William Shakespeare is widely regarded as the
greatest English language playwright. He was a liter-
ary genius whose w;)rks are still read and performed
all over the world. Shakespeare, the man, is some-
thing of an enigma", though, as very little is known
about him. We do know that a William Shakespeare
was baptized” on April 26, 1564, the third of eight
children of John and Mary Shakespeare. He lived in
the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in England and

when he was eighteen, he married a twenty-six-year-
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old woman named Anne Hathaway. They had three children, including one set of twins.
He moved to London, possibly in 1591, and became an actor. During 1592 to 1594, when
the theatres were closed for the plague, he wrote his poems “Venus and Adonis” and
“The Rape of Lucrece”. His sonnets, known by 1598, though not published until 1609, fall
into two groups: 1 to 126 are addressed to a fair young man, and 127 to 154 to a“dark lady”
who holds both the young man and the poet in . Who these people are has provided
an exercise in detection for numerous critics. The first evidence of his association with the

stage is in 1594, when he was acting with the Lord Chamberlain’s company of

e

players, later “the King’s Men”. When the company built the 4

Globe Theatre south of the Thames in 1599, he became a
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partner, living modestly at a house in Silver Street until 1606, and then
moving near the Globe. He returned to Stratford in 1610, living as a
country gentleman at his house, New Place. His will was made in
March 1616, a few months before he died, and he was buried at
Stratford, at the age of fifty-two.

Beyond those basic facts, little else is known about the life of Shakespeare.
Even his birthday, April 23, is speculative and based on the assumption that
baptisms at that time took place three days after a baby’s birth. In total, 154 sonnets
and 37 plays, which are grouped into comedies, tragedies, histories, and romances,
are attributed to William Shakespeare. However, not one original manuscript has
survived; the plays and poems we know today come from a collection known as the
First Folio, published in 1623 after Shakespeare’s death. The only accepted portrait
of him is on the title page of the First Folio.

This lack of historical data has caused some literary experts to question whether
William Shakespeare really wrote the works attributed to him. Skeptics cite a
number of arguments to support their belief that Shakespea.re, the playwright, was
really someone else. First, fourteen plays have scenes that take place in Italy (for
instance, the comedies The Merchant of Venice, tragedis Romeo and Juliet, Julius
Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra) and demonstrate a detailed knowledge of Italian
society and politics. However, there is no record of Shakespeare’s ever traveling to
Italy. Skeptics also argue that the level of vocabulary and language used in
Shakespeare’s works reflects law, politics, and history. Yet there is no record of

Shakespeare’s ever attending a university. »

If William Shakespeare did not write the great plays and sonnets, then who did?
The tv _:moétplausible“’ candidates are Edward de Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford,

‘ mporary poet and friend of Queen Elizabeth I, and Christopher Marlowe,
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also born in 1564, a Cambridge graduate, playwright, and

N alléged Elizabethan spy.

5 ; (6 ) Advocates for de Vere argue that his aristocratic background
. v
' -

e and travels throughout Italy in 1575 make him a likely candidate.

including King Lear and The Tempest, appeared after this date. Also, there is no

convincing explanation as to why de Vere might prefer to write using William

Shakespeare as his

nom de plume?.
Christopher
Marlowe wrote sev-
eral translations and
poems, such as the un-

finished Hero and

Leander, and much of
his other work has
been handed down in

fragments. As with

the de Vere theory, a

major flaw to the Christopher Marlowe theory is the timing of his death. Many
historians believe that Marlowe was killed in a fight in a London pub in 1593.
However, conspiracy-minded Marlowe experts argue that this was a cover-up
and that he was secretiy sent to Europe to work as a spy for Elizabeth I. Skeptics
suggested that Marlowe continued to write, but used William Shakespeare’s

name to enable him to get his work published in England.




Today, the majority of Shakespearean scholars believe that, in
spite of his humble beginnings, the man from Stratford-upon-Avon was
the true author of the literary greats. They argue that Shakespeare’s
lack of formal university education does not mean he could not have
produced works of such genius. Until enough evidence is collected to
firmly support any argument, debate surrounding who the bard® of

Stratford really was continues.
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Born to middle class parents in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts, Sylvia Plath published her

first poem when she was eight. Sensitive, intelligent, compelled toward perfection in every-
thing she attempted, she was, on the surface, a model daughter, popular in school, earning
straight A’s, winning the best prizes. By the time she entered Smith College on a scholarship
in 1950 she already had an impressive list of publiéations, and while at Smith she wrote over
four hundred poems.

Sylvia’s surface perfection was however underlain by grave personal discontinuities,
some of which doubtless had their origin in the death of her father (he was a professor at Boston
University and an expert on bees) when she was eight. The depression that was endemic” in
her father’s family troubled Sylvia during her junior year and once she nearly

succeeded in killing herself by swallowing sleeping pills. She later described this

experience in an autobiographical novel, The Bell Jar, published in 1963. Six
months of intensive therapy” set Sylvia on her feet again, but in reality she

never recovered.




bridge University on a Fulbright scholarship, and there she fell in love
with the British poet Ted Hughes. On this day in 1956 Sylvia described in

her journal her first meeting with Ted. At the party—“Oh, it was very

After she had graduated from Smith in 1955, Sylvia went to Cam-

bohemian®, with boys in turtleneck sweaters and girls being blue-eye-lidded or

elegant in black”—there was more of the same, but “the jazz was beginning to

get under my skin, and I started dancing with Luke ...”

Then the worst thing happened, that big, dark, hunky” boy, the only one there

huge enough for me, who had been hunching around over women, and whose name

I had asked the minute I had come into the room, but no one told me, came over and

was looking hard in my eyes and it was Ted Hughes.... And then it came to the fact
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that I was all there, wasn’t I, and I st

and screamed yes ... and I was stamping

he was stamping on the floor, and then h
kissed me bang smash on the mouth and ripped my hair band off, my
lovely red hairband scarf which had weathered the sun and much love,
and whose like I shall never again find, and my favorite silver earrings:
hah, 1 shall keep, he barked. And when he kissed my neck I bit him long
and hard on the cheek, and when we came out of the room, blood was
running down his face.

Sylvia and Ted were married in London in June 1956. The
marriage was for six years a strong union of supremely dedicated

writers. Sylvia’s wholehearted enthusiasm for Hughes’s work, which

she sent off to the competition that won him fame, was balanced by
his steadfast® belief in her exceptional gift. They lived in
Massachusetts, then in London and Devon. A daughter, Frieda,
was born in April 1960, and a son, Nicholas, in January 1962.
However, personal jealousies, differences in American and Brit-
ish views of gender roles, and a return of Sylvia’s depression
complicated their marriage. During the summer of 1962 their
relationship began to buckle; Sylvia was devastated learning tha
Ted had been unfaithful to her. She faced the fact of his infidelity”
expressing herself through increasingly angry and powerful poems.
She had also learned to find joy in her women-centered world, and

e care of her children and friendships with other women were

creasingly important. In October 1962, she asked Ted to leave.

It was after Ted’s departure that Sylvia produced, in less than

o months, the forty poems of rage, despair, love, and
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posthumous?®
/ \ ‘

tactile'?

recurrent'” psychodrama'®

nihilistic'® metaphysic'?
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