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ABSTRACT

The Introduction stipulates my area of research, which was to explore how Shakespeare
developed into such an outstanding and long-appreciated writer. The method adopted
was to study the criteria essential to the making of genius which had been researched by
psychologists and then use historical research to ascertain how many of these factors
were present in his life. The documentation used and its sources are detailed here.

Chapter 1 sets out the agreed findings of those psychologists who have made a special
study of genius, followed by the factors over which they do not necessarily concur. Their
insistence on the importance of the childhood and upbringing of the genius-to-be lead to
Chapters 2-4. Chapter 2 investigates the situation pertaining to the town into which he
was born and its history during Shakespeare’s years of development. Chapter 3 considers
the particular family to which he belonged and its history during his childhood and
youth, while Chapter 4 attempts to ascertain what particular aspects of his life would
have impinged upon him enough to effect a reaction and affect his development.

Chapter 5 considers five of Shakespeare’s earliest known plays, looking for instances of
the effects that having been brought up in Stratford-upon-Avon may have had upon him
in order to assess the importance of his early environment upon the development of his
literary output.

Chapter 6 looks briefly at how his work is linked with that of his predecessors and how
he built upon existing dramatic traditions. It also considers how he used his source
materials in his earliest writing and how we can begin to appreciate the skill he showed
by the adaptations which he introduced.

The Conclusion aims to bring together the information gathered under the separate
headings and assess how far they show the psychologists’s findings to have been

accurate and how many of the criteria they stipulate appertain to Shakespeare’s early

life. It notes that the three aspects of study I chose to bring together, namely psychology,
history and literature, can only illustrate certain areas of Shakespeare’s accomplishment;
a different combination would be required to demonstrate adequately the development of
others, notably his poetic ability. The factors chosen, however, do enable us to ascertain
some of Shakespeare’s characteristics and also to scotch some of the erroneous myths
which still surround and confuse knowledge of him. The findings of the psychologists
are confirmed by his life and achievement.
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THE MAKING OF SHAKESPEARE’S GENIUS
Writers like Shakespeare and Dante have altered the very languages in which our
thoughts are rooted. There is no lack of reasons for making strenuous effort to

uncover the influences that have made certain individuals exceptionally creative
or inventive.' Michael J.A. Howe

INTRODUCTION

Psychological researches undertaken in the last decade of the twentieth century appear to
have established as fact that genius is not an attribute with which certain people are born
but that it represents an outstanding level of achievement by an individual possessing a
particular group of qualities and spending formative years in situations which enable that
person to develop at least one faculty to a very high degree. Their exceptional work is
usually limited to one discipline. Both Professor Michael Howe in England and
Professor Howard Gardner in America offer convincing and well-supported arguments to
attest their belief. Moreover both aver that while genius has to be developed over a
substantial period of time for such a high level of attainment to be reached, the
contributory factors begin to assemble around an individual from the very beginning of
his or her life. Even the circumstances into which the person is born will contribute to
the making of a genius. Gardner writes: ‘From the moment of conception, the embryo is
affected by the physiological conditions of the womb, and forever after, the particular
facts about the particular environment exert a profound effect on what the organism

s 2
becomes’.



Research into the making of genius is hampered by the belief that such musicians,
writers, inventors, scientists and creators as have been acclaimed as geniuses can rarely
be recognised as such until very near the end of their lives, more commonly some time
after they have died. Robert Albert avers: ‘For all its individuality, genius is not easy to
identify at an early stage’.” David Lykken gives a possible reason for this: ‘...genius
cannot be recognised except as it operates within a system of cultural rules, and it cannot
bring forth anything new unless it can enlist the support of peers’.* It may be necessary
to query this claim later in the thesis. Most psychologists think genius is developed
gradually; the early works of such people appear to be good for their age or to show
sporadic promise rather than being, in their own right, works of genius. It is therefore
very difficult to establish precisely and with assurance exactly what combination of
factors produced such a satisfying end result. The gap between the necessary relevant
concomitants amassing and the first appearance of work recognised as being of the
highest outstanding quality appears to be at least thirty years, judging by the best work of
such universally acknowledged geniuses as Mozart, Darwin, Einstein and Freud for
example. These early years are not “wasted” years: they are the minimum amount of
time that must be used by the person of potential genius to develop awakening skills to
the highest standard, and need to be employed relevantly in some related field during
those years of essential practice and experiment. Shakespeare turned thirty in 1594 and it
is his work after this date that subsequent readers and theatre-goers have found most
worthy of praise. This small fact is no cause in itself to avow Shakespeare to have been a
genius, but this is not necessary in his case. I know of no one who would contest that the

writer of his plays was a genius.



Although the work of many gifted people has been scrutinized, in all the research into
the making of genius that has been recently undertaken, no one seems to have taken on
the task of looking for the sources of Shakespeare’s genius; for example, his authorship
of the plays has been questioned for centuries, so one would think such a study highly
relevant and desirable. Those psychologists involved in studies of genius have agreed
that Shakespeare has to be accepted into this category of writer but none appears to have
studied his early life in detail. Howe, for example, says ‘we shall never discover how
William Shakespeare became the genius he was, if only because we know too little about
his early years®.” In the chapter of Genius and the Mind entitled “The Creative Genius of
William Shakespeare: historiometric analyses of his plays and sonnets”, the assertion is
made that ‘Shakespeare was a literary genius par excellence. As an exemplary
representative of the phenomenon, then, Shakespeare is most worthy of scientific
investigation’. However, he is still deleted from the case study group because ‘we know

virtually nothing about Shakespeare’s early years’.®

My belief and hope is that perhaps this is no longer the case. The most recent research
into his life and times, more especially the living conditions pertaining in Stratford-upon-
Avon during his childhood and the events that took place there while he was growing up,
have ensured that these are no longer as vague and indistinct as they once were. There is
still a tremendous need to try to extricate facts from fictions and unjustified imaginings.
If there are good ‘reasons for making strenuous effort to uncover the influences’ which
made Shakespeare ‘exceptionally creative’, as Howe claims, and if it 1s ‘important to

understand individuals who have made enduring positive contributions to the human



condition’ as Gardner states, then even if the attempt proves abortive, it needs to be
attempted and I intend to essay it.” This will be the theme and purpose of this thesis: to
try to uncover the source or sources of his genius and in doing so to establish facts about
him as opposed to the welter of conflicting fact and long-believed conjecture which we

have now.

My aim will be to try to establish any link there may be between Shakespeare having
been raised in Stratford-upon-Avon and the subsequent development of his unique
writing skills. Most people are aware of how far the situation of their birth, the place
where they were raised, and the individual experiences they enjoyed or endured there
have affected their character, their preferences and dislikes and their later attitudes

towards the experiences of their lives.

The belief of many early writers and thinkers was that it is wise to train children, to
brainwash them in effect, to do what adults feel will have most impact on the
advancement and stability of the individuals and their societies; for example Proverbs
assures us ‘Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not
depart from it’ (22, 6); the thinking of Victorian social improvers such as Baden-Powell
was that it was worth instilling good life practices into children at a very young age. The
current beliefs expressed by psychologists support this concept: Michael J A Howe
claims that even the years from birth to four years old are critical to a child’s
development, character and attitudes. He bemoans the fact that many of these years are

wasted by parents who do not realise how much a very young child is shaped by his or



her learning long before being able to express him or herself and so demonstrate how
much character and mindset are being influenced by the lifestyle offered.® If his beliefs -
that those whom we call geniuses are no different from the rest of mankind at birth and
that a genius, among whom he unequivocably includes Shakespeare, is made rather than
born with extra ability - are correct, then a close study of the dramatist’s early life seems
essential if one would like to understand what led to his becoming a world-renowned

writer. This close study is what I wish to pursue here.

It will first be necessary to try to separate fact from speculation in assessments of
Shakespeare’s life which have already been written, to accept only high probability not
mere possibility from the “knowledge” we have about him. In a praiseworthy effort to
provide a continuous picture of William Shakespeare’s life, early biographers often
intermingled fact and conjectured fact, even mere imaginative speculation, until all were
blended in the reader’s mind. This practice does in fact continue today to a lesser extent.
Using this method of imaginative biography it is not surprising that different writers aver
“facts” which cannot all be accurate. For example, some claim that William Shakespeare
was obliged to leave Stratford having stolen a deer, others that he went into the service
of a Lancashire man who lived near Preston. Writing about his religious persuasion,
some declare that he was indubitably protestant and others that he was undeniably
catholic. It is simply hardly possible that all, or perhaps any, of these suggestions are
true. Known facts, such as his father having been a glover, are presented, often with well
authenticated documentation or other acceptable support, but at the same time factors of

probability are given - such as that John Shakespeare was a highly successful and well-



liked glover, again possible but unproven. So, gradually, theories and claims have been
built upon rocky foundations, and are no longer distinguishable from those built on
proven facts. ‘It is likely that he...” is later expressed as ‘when he...’, “after he...”, with
the suggestion becoming assumption and then claimed as accepted fact. Obviously the
writer 1s convinced of the truth of what he claims but if by chance his belief is
inaccurate, the reader is given a mistaken belief. Should this conflict with another
interpretation, which is the would-be scholar to believe? In any event, when knowledge
1s debatable, opinions become liable to fluctuation: rather than enlightenment, the
scholar is offered only confusion. Ultimately such writing can give rise to myths or
weakly founded beliefs about the dramatist, his writing, behaviour or character which
can prove hard to destroy. On the rare occasions when some new fact is discovered
which could add to our knowledge or perception of the poet, it often has to overcome,
before it can be accepted as credible, a range of apparently contradicting evidence
against 1ts truth, “evidence” which had already become an established part of the
admixture of “knowledge” we have of Shakespeare. Clearly any still existing myths need
to be recognised and discarded before what I am hoping to identify can be isolated from
such misleading pollutants. For that reason, when a biographer such as Ian Wilson
writes: ‘...more guesswork is needed here’, it is essential to ignore his claim - in this
instance that “Harry” could only stand for Henry Condell - in case this belief dissuades
us from authenticated evidence discovered at a later date. In the same paragraph, Wilson
claims that all men assigned female parts in plays must ipso facto have been young
men.” This, too, should remain unspecified: a boy actor would be well stretched to play

the role of Queen Margaret in Richard 1] for instance. Shakespeare himself has noted



that a man’s voice changes back towards a treble voice sound as he ages, so an older,
experienced and effective man-player would seem a more likely choice for such a role,
of which there are several; there are, for example, the duchesses in Richard I and
Coriolanus’ mother, Volumnia, who could hardly be played effectively by a youth.
Without the aids of present-day stage make-up, I cannot envisage an effective and
convincing portrayal of a Coriolanus being persuaded from his intention by a younger
“mother”. Experienced acting companies should not be accredited with so little expertise
and adaptability. I think even younger women’s roles, where they demand a little more
than youth and beauty, could well have been ascribed to experienced actors. Somewhat
unnecessarily, since she is already dead, Shakespeare has Lear say of his daughter,
Cordelia: “Her voice was ever soft,/ Gentle, and low, an excellent thing in women”.
Perhaps this quite difficult part was originally played by someone whose voice had
broken long before? But here I am speculating, not proving that some female roles would
have been played by men. Ben Jonson, on the other hand, says in his Elegy for Simon
Pavy, written in 1602

And did act (what now we moan),

Old men so duly,

As, sooth, the Parcae thought him one. '’
It is surely better to accept the knowledge of an actor of the era rather than modern
speculation however rationally presented. For this reason I will make use of
contemporary reference wherever I can, but holding in mind that one company having

an excellent boy actor able to present mature characters effectively does not mean that

all companies were so fortunately supplied.



It is good that there is now enough garnered fact and inherent interest in Shakespeare for
us to dispose of the myths which have come to shroud him, set up by those who felt a
need to create an enthusiasm for his work. We will now do better to trace signs of the
influence Stratford and his family circumstances had on his writing and writing ability
because it was the town where he was ‘shaped, made aware’.'' In order to do so I have
found it necessary to look closely at Stratford’s history and foremost concerns during the
years of his youth. It will be necessary to consider, in as much detail as is possible after
the lapse of four centuries, his family situation, the town and its inhabitants, its method
of organization and the outside influences which affected the townspeople. While he was
a boy it appears that life in Stratford was stable compared with the turmoil and problems
1t faced during Shakespeare’s middle years when fire and prolonged famine devastated
daily life for most inhabitants; in contrast, however, the fortunes of his specific family

were far from stable during his boyhood as we shall note in more detail 1n this thesis.

Before embarking on this prolonged examination of the lifestyle surrounding the
formation of genius potential in William Shakespeare, however, 1 shall first need to
consider research by modern psychologists into the nature of genius, which will enable
the reader to understand the necessity for looking so closely at his environs as well as
directly at his work, the product of his outstanding achievement. Chapter 1 will set out
the findings agreed by such psychologists which explain why a detailed anaysis of his
youth is necessary. I will try to evoke an appreciation of the town into which William
Shakespeare was born in April 1564. It will be necessary to look, albeit briefly, at the

effect caused by its geological and geographical siting, its past history, current concerns



and the effects upon it of such matters as its ruling hierarchy and the demands placed
upon it by the crown, the local nobility and the church. I will discuss its existing legal
status as a borough and its concomitant rights and responsibilities as far as these matters
seem to be relevant. This will constitute the content of Chapter 2. Chapter 3 will look at
the Shakespeare family and what may be assessed as the effect on William of being its
eldest son. Chapter 4 will consider the likely influence upon him of the town and its
affairs during his minority and also how far wider controls, that is those wielded by the
church, nobility and state, would have impinged upon the life of a Midlands boy.
Chapter 5 will consider any evidence from his early writing of the influence which being
raised in Stratford-upon-Avon had upon the development of his genius. Chapter 6 will
consider his use of the source material for his early plays and the changes and
supplements he gave to it, since these too may display the paths of his literary
development. The Conclusion must weld together the findings from studying these
separate disciplines to discover if we have any pointers towards how his genius came

into being.

The methods to be adopted in order to gather together any information which may lead
us to the sources of Shakespeare’s achievement will be of three kinds. On relevant topics
where my knowledge is slight and in subjects which are out of my usual spheres of study,
I shall have to rely upon the expertise of those who have spent time and effort studying
such matters as the composition of the soils upon which Stratford stands, for example.
My contribution will have to be based upon accepting the validity of information offered

by writers in these factual areas and trying to pinpoint the extent of the effects on
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Shakespeare, his family or the town. Fortunately, and largely because of the interest in
Stratford and its affairs which Shakespeare and his work have generated, relevant and
often quite detailed work has been published upon which I am happy to draw. Where it
appears necessary or relevant to do so, I will look at and assess the information
suggested by biographers, my second source of information. This I will spend time with
only selectively, rather where I feel able to accept their claims because they appear to be
adequately justified than where the claim seems to me to be either tenuous or plainly
wrong. My wish to discuss only those statements which I see as acceptable may lay me
open to the accusation that [ am intent on protecting a preconceived bias; however, in
reality I am choosing to do this because I have no wish to perpetuate by repetition claims
which I think should be forgotten. The third method of information collecting which I
intend to use is by studying original documents relating to the Shakespeares, to Stratford

and to theatrical history. These and their contents are outlined on the following pages.

Council Books A, B and C were the records kept by the Council between the years 1553
and 1657. Since Council Books B &C deal with the period from 1593 t01657, no use can
be made of these volumes in my research. These volumes, rebound in the early
nineteenth century, detail some of the business, the resolutions and other matters which
were dealt with by the Councillors of Stratford. As relevant contemporary reference
material they are superb and wide-ranging. They are, however, selective and limited on
the information given in some areas since they were, to those who wrote them, merely a
record of what was known or could be established at any time. These records being so

old are deteriorating quickly all the time. It is therefore fortuitous that the Dugdale
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Society saw need to publish much of the material they contain in a series of volumes
entitled Minutes and Accounts of Stratford-upon-Avon Corporation. This series currently
has five volumes, all of which are available to be read in the Records’ Department at
The Shakespeare Birthplace Trust premises in Henley Street, Stratford-upon-Avon; in
addition, Volume IV is available at the Public Library in Stratford and VolumeV is still
in print. There is to date no index to accompany these volumes which makes the search
for information from them often arduous and time-consuming. However, compared with
studying the original documents, reading the printed books is very much easier and
information not contained in the Council Books but obtained from other source material
has been included. There is hope that the final years of Elizabeth’s reign will be covered
in a sixth volume and an index appended in the not too distant future: specifically I have
agreed with the Chief Archivist, Dr. Robert Bearman, to do this work after I have

completed this doctoral thesis.

It is also better to consult the printed version than to expose the original documents to
unnecessary light, wear and tear more than is strictly necessary. An embargo has had to
be put on the photocopying of documents written before 1660. It is because of these
sensible restrictions on access to the original documents that many of the references I
shall give will refer to both the original document and to the printed version, so that
verification of any factors may be made easily whilst preserving the legibility of the
original documents for as long as possible. I do of course offer transcriptions of any

passages from these documents from which I quote, where this appears to be helpful.
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Council Book A (Records’ Department reference BRU 2/1) contains the first records
kept by the Corporation from its inauguration in 1553 until 1593, when Council Book B
begins. My usage of this source provides most information concerning the situation of
life in Stratford existing at the time of William Shakespeare’s birth and during his
minority. From its contents, it is possible to deduce much about the physical state of the
town and how this was maintained, improved or deteriorated. It is also possible to work
out where most people lived and what portions of the land each household was able to
use for its livelthood. The Council had control over at least fifty percent of the property
within the town and the records of the leases and tenancies of these buildings are a rich
source of information whether one is trying to discover how much one individual had at
his disposal, how rents changed within the period, how fairly distribution of the town’s

assets was made, or the likely standing of the Shakespeares in the town.

Written in Secretary Hand throughout, Council Book A 1s mainly filled with the
chamberlains’ accounts. This volume is designated as their book on page 124, but this
original intention gradually changes. The Chamberlains were two men chosen from
among the burgesses each year; they were responsible for the financial affairs of the
Borough, collecting rents and other monies owed to the Council, and for distributing this
money for the expenses and wages which the Council needed to pay for the upkeep of
the town. An account was drawn up at the end of the financial year for the Councillors’
knowledge and approval and any cash left over duly delivered to the next men elected.

Elections took place each September and the officers assumed their duties in October.

This, at least, was the designated procedure; in practice the business was not always so
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simple. For example, John Shakespeare was burdened with this important but difficult
task for four years, two as one of the Chamberlains and two more to help the following
Chamberlains, including drawing up their annual accounts on their behalf. The reason he
was called to serve in this capacity for so long is not clear. It was unusual. When his term
of office finally finished, the Council was in debt to him and this debt was not cleared
for eighteen months. It was more common for the Chamberlains to be unable to account
for all the money which had passed through their hands and for them to be in debt to the
Council. The accounts were written with the amount of money given in Roman numerals
in pounds (11), shillings (s) and pence (d); sometimes this sum was followed by the
abbreviation ‘ob’ which indicates a halfpenny. These amounts were not written in clear
columns so that totalling them is difficult. It would have been so too for the

Chamberlains: the total rarely appears to match accurately with the sums listed.

Council Book A also includes the accounts rendered to the Council by those who went
on its business outside the town, to negotiate with landowners who had certain rights in
the town, or who were sent to London to oversee the town’s Petitions to Parliament, for
changes it wanted made to its Charter, for example, or to deal directly with the
Chancellor when a Petition to the Crown was necessary. Because of the control over
local matters which central government (which at this time meant the Crown)
maintained, this was far more common and inevitable than it is today. The expenditure
incurred as a result of these prolonged visits to the capital by one or more of the

Councillors was draining on the local economy but entirely necessary.
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Besides accounts of the town’s expenditure, Council Book A also gives details of one
Rent Roll and the acceptance of a bequest from Thomas Oken who lived and died in
Warwick. He donated forty pounds to be lent out in parcels of five pounds to eight needy
people for four years to help them set up businesses. There are also to be found some
notes concerning leases of property when a new lease was granted or when a rent was
increased. A list of the properties under the Corporation’s jurisdiction was drawn up in

November, 1582, and it is included in this volume.

The third main category of subject matter included in the Council Book records is the
minutes of the Council Meetings showing their times, frequency and the matters which
were dealt with. These become more numerous by the 1570s, perhaps because of more
careful preservation of their Minutes by the Councillors. The practice of listing all the
Council Members and of putting a dot beside the names of those attending meetings, or
‘Halls’ as they were called, was also adopted during the same decade, but not
consistently at first. Occasionally space was left in which to enter these names but no
one carried out the task. With the new Senior Officials being sworn in each October,
there was often a review of the town’s rules made at this first meeting of the new
Council and both new and retained arrangements were noted then. At other meetings the
business noted ranged from none to a page of minutes, which can be very revealing.
Occasionally mentioned are the disruptions in the smooth running of the town’s
business; their inclusion enables us to catch a glimpse of some of the clashes of
personality which bubbled below the surface of the Town Councillors’ reverences. That

they were clearly anxious to sustain their standing in the town may be deduced from
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some of the edicts they passed including the titles they were to be given, the dress they
were to wear in public, and their method of dealing with their own members who did not
live up to the standards the rest wished to present publicly. (The binding of this volume
of the Council Books incorporates part of a mediaeval manuscript and excerpts from a

copy of the Town Charter.)

The Minutes and Accounts of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon and Other
Records 1s a series of five volumes published by The Dugdale Society and initially
printed by the Oxford University printer, Frederick Hall. Besides being infinitely easier
to read and allowing the original documents to remain little handled, they are strictly
chronological, which Council Book A is not. In addition, manuscript material from other
sources has been included so that a fuller, more rounded knowledge is made available.
Where I have checked the transcriptions, I have found few and only insignificant
variations from my own transcriptions, and which transcriber has been the more accurate
would only be a matter for debate, so to read the version offered by these volumes is to

lose little and gain infinitely in time and easier comprehension.

Volume 1 documents the years 1553 - 1566; the transcription is by Richard Savage and
there is an Introduction and some notes written by Edgar Fripp in 1921. Besides
transcriptions of documents from Council Book A there is also a full copy of the town’s
original Charter, records of the fining of some Councillors for non-attendance at
meetings and note of some changes to the appearance of the town, for example the

removing of the rood loft in the chapel and the addition to its comforts of seating. We
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learn of the removal of William Bott from the Council - John Shakespeare joining it in
his stead - and the appointment of John Brownsword as schoolmaster to the town. We
learn too that the old practice of frankpledge, dropped in many places by 1500, was still
practised in Stratford. Frankpledge was a way of helping to maintain good behaviour by
the townspeople. At the age of fourteen, each young man had to pledge his loyalty to the
monarch and promise to be a law-abiding citizen of the town. Each person was attached
to a group of people and they were mutually obliged to check on each other’s behaviour.
If a man misbehaved, the others of his group had to bring him to justice within thirty-one
days, or to make good his misdemeanours themselves. The last record of this oath being
taken by a sheriff in Stratford refers to 1560, so it is unlikely that William Shakespeare

ever took such an oath.

Volume 2 refers to the years 1566 - 1577; it was prepared by the same two men and
printed in London in 1924 by Oxford University Press. It reproduces the documentation
of several Council meetings, several Chamberlains’ accounts and the issuing of some
property leases. It covers the years of John Shakespeare’s bailliewick, his election and
oath. It also includes some documents referring to the Court Leet when he was Chief
Magistrate. The latter are printed in their original Latin. This volume covers the period
of the financial difficulties which beset John Shakespeare, beginning with the distraint
made against his goods when Richard Hathaway, the father of William Shakespeare’s
wife-to-be, was unable to pay his debts for which John Shakespeare had stood surety in
1566, and also the occasion when a warrant for John Shakespeare’s arrest was issued

throughout Warwickshire when the accused was unable to settle his own debt to Henry
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Higford in 1573. He was said to be unavailable and to have no goods left to distrain in
lieu of the thirty pounds he owed. The effect that such an incident is likely to have had
upon his nine-year-old son can be imagined. In comparison we learn from the Rent Roll
that Adrian Quiney, said by some to be a close friend of John Shakespeare, was
gathering the rents from five cottages and a barn belonging to the Council. John
Shakespeare had no such regular basic income to rely upon. The differences between the

experiences of the families of each Stratford inhabitant may be clearly appreciated.

The Corporation records from which these facts are obtained rarely detail all the factors
we should like to know; how revealing an account is depends on what details the writer
chose to include so naturally the Minutes of Council Meetings, for example, vary
considerably according to the character of their writer. In some instances we have
partially verbatim accounts, in others very little emerges and rarely do we find notes on
the final resolutions of an issue or of the difficulties which were encountered. Even the
murder while 1n office of the town Bailiff Richard Quiney does not get recorded
officially, even though he was killed in his own house while pursuing work which he
considered was for the town’s benefit. Examples of such Corporation Minutes are
reproduced following page 17. They are Minutes from the same year, 1571, and are
together typical of the Minutes generally. They begin with a standard Latin introduction
which only varies slightly in Hlustration 2, which records the election of the new Bailiff

and Chief Alderman.



ILLus, 1,

11 July, 1571
{ [MEETING OF THE CORPORATXON]
! Stratford} sciicet Ad aulam ibidem tentam xj° die Julij Anno

burgus xiij° Regni Regme elizabethe.
nomina aldermannorum : nomina capitalium burgensium :

Johannes sadler Robertus bratt
Radulphus Cawdre * ab Thomas barber

ab Willelmus smithe ab Willelmus smithe
Georgius waytlie ab Nicholaus banister
Adrianus queny Willelmus brace
Rogerus sadler Johannes Tayler
Ricardus Hill ab Georgius gylbert
Lodouicus vpwilliams ab Thomas dyxson
Johannes weeler Johannes bell
Humfridus plumley Thomas Richardsons

Willelmus tyler

Johannes shakespere

Robertus salisburie

At this hall yt ys agreed and graunted by the seid balie and

burgeses that m* Adrian queny shall haue a lease of a tenement
in myddle rowe in bridge streett late in the tenure of [blank]
to haue and to hold the seid tenement to the seid Adrian and
his assignes from the feast of seynt michael tharkeangle we
shalbe in the yere of our lord god a thowsand fyve hundreth
theeescore and twelf vnto the ende and terme of xxj yeres t then
next ensuynge yeldinge yerelie to the chamber vj* viij¢ and the *
seid m* [A]drian must reedifie the seid tenement and so in the
ende of the seid terme leve yt {sufficentle} used and com-
petentlie repayred.

[ Council Book A, 145.]

* In-the handwriting of Henry Rogers.
E2
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STRATFORD-UPON-AVON RECORDS

10 October, 1571
[MEeeTiNG oF THE CORPORATION.]

*Stratford
burgus

Ad primam aulam Adriani queny ballivi
burgi praedictiac Johannis shakespere capitalis
aldermanni eiusdem burgi ibidem tentam
decimo die octobris Anno Regni Regine elizabethe tertio

} sctlicet

decimo

Nomina aldermannorum :  Nomina capitalium burgensium :
Adrianus queny * Robertus bratt
Johannes shakespere? Willelmus smithe

« ab, Willelmus smithe Johannes Tayler

« ab. Radulphus Cawdre Thomas Dyxson

« ab. Georgius waytlie » ab. Willelmus brace
Rogerus sadler Nicholaus barnehurst
Ricardus hill Thomas Richardsons
Ludouicus vpwilliams  «ab. Georgius Gylbert
Johannes weeler petrus smart
Humfridus plumley p! Thomas brogden
Willelmus Tyler Johannes bell

« ab. Robertus salisburie
« ab. Johannes sadler
Thomas barber

Mem. yt ys agreed at this hall by the balie aldermen and
capitall burgeses herein assembled that Mr Adrian Queny now
balie of the borowgh aboue seid shuld sell the copes and
vesmentes here vnder wrytten to the vse of the chamber of the
seid borowghe and therof to yeld accompte of all suche money
as he shall receue for the same to the seid chamber beinge
lawfullie warned thervnto *

In primis one sute of blew velfytt vestmentes beinge thre in
number
Item one sute of red velfytt thre in number
Item one sute of whyt damaske thre in number
Item ij Coopes of tauny velfytt
Item one Cope of whyt dammaske
Item one Cope of blewe velfytt
Item iij stoles and iij for the handes

[Council Book A, 148.]

* In the handwriting of Henry Rogers. 2 Bailiff
3 Chief Alderman. 4 Introduction, p. x¥
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CORPORATION MEETING, 24 OCT,, 1571 5%

24 October, 1571
[MeETING OF THE CORPORATION. ]

*Stratford Ad aulam ibidem tentam xxiiij° die octobris Anno
" burgus  Regni Regine elizabethe &c. xiij°

Nomina aldermannorum : Nomina burgensium :
Adrianus queny Robertus bratt
Johannes shakespere Willelmus smithe
Willelmus smithe Johannes Tayler
Radulphus Cawdre Thomas Dyxson
Georgius waytlie Willelmus brace
Rogerus sadler Nicholaus barnehurst
Ricardus Hill Thomas Richardsons
Lodouicys vpwilliams ab. Georgius Gylbart
Johannes&veeler, petrus smart
Humfridus plumley Thomas brogden
Willelmus Tyler Johannes bell

Robertus salisburie
Johannes sadler
\ Thomas barber

[Council Book A, 149.]

28 November, 1571
[MEETING ofF THE CORPORATION. ]

*Stratford Ad aulam ibidem tentam xxviij° die novembris
burgus  Anno Regni Regine Elizabethe &c. xiiij°

Nomina aldermannorum : Nomina burgensium :
Adrianus Queny Robertus bratt
Johannes shakespere Willelmus Smithe
Willelmus Smithe Johannes Tayler
Radulphus Cawdre Thomas Dixson
Georgius Waytlie Willelmus brace
Rogerus Sadler - .- Nicholaus-barnehurst
Ricardus Hill Thomas Richardsons
Lodouicus vpwilliams Georgius Gilbart

ab. Johannes Weeler Petrus Smart
Humfridus plumley Thomas brogden 7
Willelmus Tyler Johannes bell

Robertus Salisburie
Johannes Sadler
Thomas barber

In the handwriting of Henry Rogers.
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The inscriptions for Illustrations 1 and 3 read: ‘ Stratford Town, of course, to the hall in
the same place’, which is then followed by the specific date, namely ‘11th day of July in
the 13th year of the reign of Queen Elizabeth’ for Illustration 1 and for Ilustration 3 ‘the
24th day of October in the year of the reign of Queen Elizabeth the 13th’ and similarly
for the 28th November in the same year. A ‘Hall” was a council meeting. Illustration 2
follows the same pattern with the additional information: ‘At the first hall of Adrian
Queny elected bailiff of the borough and John Shakespeare Chief Alderman of the same
town on the tenth day of October in the thirteenth year of the reign of Queen Elizabeth.’
Then follows a list of those who had been called to the meeting of Councillors. Their
names are recorded in Latin, with the first list naming the Aldermen, the second the
Chief Burgesses for that year. The prefix ‘ab’ designates those who were absent from

that meeting.

[Hlustration 1 is typical of a record of the commonest subject matter of these monthly
meetings. It authorises the leasing to Adrian Queny of one of the properties in the town

administered by the Corporation.

At this hall it is agreed and granted by the said bailiff and burgesses that

Mr Adrian Queny shall have a lease of a tenement in Middle Row in Bridge
Street late in the tenure of ....... to have and to hold the said tenement to the
said Adrian and his assignees from the feast of St Michael the Archangel which
shall be in the year of our Lord God a thousand five hundred three score and
twelve (1572) unto the end and term of 21 years then next ensuing, yielding
yearly to the chamber 6 shillings 8 pence, and the said Mr Adrian must re-edify
the said tenement and so in the end of the said term leave it sufficiently used
and competently repaired.

The appelation ‘Mr’ was awarded to the Aldermen of right. Aldermen were called upon

to deploy some of their wealth for the common good of the town. Reliance was put upon
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their public spiritedness for such commodities as provision and maintenance of buckets
of water which were to be quickly available in the event of a fire in any of the houses,
and for contributing towards the maintenance of the bridges and roads, and the support
of the incapable poor. This title, placing them above those who did not take office on
behalf of the town, was one of the rewards of their position. Another advantage of these
offices was that they could rent a cottage, barn or garden belonging to the Corporation.
While they became personally responsible for the maintenance of such a property, it
seems there were few restrictions on what rent they could charge to the people who
rented the tenements, buildings or land from them, in order to recoup their losses. Nor
does there seem to have been much supervision, if any, of what state of repair the
property was kept in during the fairly long period of twenty-one years for which they
were likely to have control of it. So long as it was handed back at the end of the period in
a habitable condition, they could make as much profit as they were able. The occasional
review of property in the town discloses several buildings where maintenance was not
high on the agenda. The fixed rent remaining static for twenty-one years would
sometimes have proved advantageous to the lessee and occasionally to the Corporation,
depending on the changes in the economic situation. It is also interesting to see that
while the saints were no longer an acceptable part of religious observance, their former
days of remembrance were still used as a universally recognised means of dating on

conveyances and other legal documents of the period.

In Illustration 2 we see that the names of the new Bailiff and Chief Alderman have been

moved to the top of the first list, which was the usual practice. Henry Rogers, the town
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scribe who recorded all three of these meetings, has this time appended a dot and ‘ab’ by
the names of those who were not at the meeting; later minutes adopted the ‘dot only’
way of noting absentees. Only William Smith and George Gilbert are absent for a second
time. These minutes record a unique happening: the plan to sell off the church vestments
as being of no further use to the town. Perhaps after having had two monarchs who ruled
only briefly, and three alternations of religion in quick succession, the parish was at last
convinced that England was to stay protestant for the foreseeable future. To store and
keep such materials in good condition would have been a problem no doubt and perhaps
too there was a need or desire to demonstrate Stratford’s loyalty to Elizabeth and her
religion. Sold at a good price - of which we have no record - their sale would bring in
useful revenue; it seems the leaders of the town were very practical men. The
descriptions of the vestments illustrate the amount of money which had once been
expended on the honour of the catholic church by this country town:

First one sute of blue velvet vestments being three [pieces] in number

Item one sute of red velvet three in number

Item one sute of white damask three in number

Item 2 copes of tawny velvet

Item one cope of white damask

Item one cope of blue velvet

Item 3 stoles and 3 for the handes
One feels that protestant services must have seemed comparatively dull and colourless
with the vestments gone and the murals painted over. Whether these changes did help
the parishioners to concentrate more on the word of God rather than iconographic

religious attributes to their religion is difficult to assess from the remove of more than

four hundred years. Perhaps this change helped to lead to the growing fashion for having
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painted cloths to decorate interior house walls, and a growth in the need for aural rather

than visual support for effective communication.

Again it would seem, if the entire meeting was minuted, that the monthly meetings were
brief affairs with little work needing to be carried out. The rest of this minute only
records who is to arrange the sale and what was to happen to the proceeds from it.
Mem|[orandum]. It is agreed at this hall by the bailiff, aldermen and capital
burgesses herein assembled that Mr Adrian Queny now bailiff of the borough
above said should sell the copes and vestments here under written to the use of
the chamber of the said borough and thereof to yield account of all such money
as he shall receive for the same to the said chamber being lawfully warned
thereunto
The large number of absentee aldermen from this meeting may indicate that some people
were not happy to seal the demise of the importance of the catholic church in England in
this way and so stayed away from this meeting. The phrase ‘herein assembled’ limits
agreement to those who were present to discuss and vote for this sale of vestments, but it
may have been coincidence. Certainly John Shakespeare, whom many claim to have
been a covert catholic, was present and probably, as Chief Alderman, agreed to and
assisted Adrian Queny in arranging their sale, as he had overseen the covering of the
chapel murals earlier. Ilustration 3 does show that for the next two meetings,
absenteeism fell to only one man being absent from each meeting; this could equally
well be accounted for by such a mundane thing as everyone having completed their
harvesting, however. No business is recorded for either of these meetings although the

names of those in attendance were written down. This occurs quite frequently in thesé

manuscripts: the reason is unknown. What may be of interest is the inconsistent usage of
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capital letters at this time. Although the notes are recorded in one man’s handwriting,
there is no pattern for how he chose to use capital letters. | would guess that Henry
Rogers was gradually deciding how he preferred to record the Corporation names. I

don’t think any more specific conclusion can be drawn.

Volume 3 covers the period 1577 - 1586 and was produced by the same team as the
earlier volumes and printed in 1926. This volume includes accounts of several
Corporation Meetings. The Councillors were obliged to hold a muster during this period
and produce troops to serve under the Earl of Warwick when the Queen so decreed, and
to supply some armour. They were also obliged to send to the Crown a list of the
alehouses and inn-keepers operating in Stratford. In addition, the Bishop of Gloucester
drew up a list of recusants in Stratford, recusants being those who were not attending
church regularly. The conjunction of these commands from central government
demonstrates the changes to England’s political and social concerns which affected
small towns quite severely. We see the Council ordering a review of its lands and
tenements, a subsequent raising of some rents and the need to impose a levy to furnish
the soldiers on one hand and collections to support the poor ‘accordinge to the forme of
the statute’ on the other. This volume also furnishes us with a list of the names and
houses of the Gentlemen and Freeholders in Warwickshire in 1580. It also gives
evidence of John Shakespeare still being hounded for non-appearance in court in relation
to further debt claims filed against him when William Shakespeare was sixteen, and of
the latter’s marriage licence being issued when he was eighteen. We glean a fraught

picture both for the town and for this particular family.
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Volumes 4 and 5 refer to matters occurring after William Shakespeare’s minority and so

will be irrelevant to this study.

The letters included in Minutes and Accounts volumes are few but refer to Council
concerns and therefore add to our knowledge of the history surrounding a situation or to
the attitude adopted towards it. These therefore add considerably to our fuller
appeciation of the matter at issue, and the tone of these gives us further insight into the
variety of presentation of address used at this time, another subject to which sadly little

attention may be paid in this thesis.

In relation to the plays themselves, the chronology I will be following is that suggested
by Professors Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor in William Shakespeare: The Complete
Works (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988). Quotations from his work will be taken from
the same volume. My references to Edward 111, which is not printed in that volume, will
be taken from Giorgio Melchiori’s edition of the play (Cambridge: CUP, 1998). The
theatrical documents to which I refer are again contemporary with the Tudor and Stuart
periods. Some I have been able to study directly; for others I am beholden to the
excellent work carried out by Professor Glynne Wickham and his Associate Editors John

Northam and W.D.Howarth in their Theatre in Europe: A Documentary History.

To reiterate, the aim of this thesis will be to attempt an analytical investigation of what

led to Shakespeare’s ability to develop and sustain a level of achievement higher than
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that of his peers, predecessors and later proponents of drama. To do so, I will first
discuss the factors which psychologists agree may lead to creations of genius quality and
the criteria they have used to define such work, particularly in regard to writers - Chapter
1. The geographical and historical setting in which he grew up will form the subject
matter of Chapter 2. Next I will try to assess first his family situation and then his
individual experience in Chapters 3 and 4 respectively. It will be necessary throughout
these two specific chapters to separate facts from long-believed fictions or insufficiently
supported assumptions in order to achieve an accurate picture. Chapter 5 will look at his
earliest known writing to see if any influences upon his work may be discernable, while
Chapter 6 will study some of the changes he chose to make to his source material.
Finally I will assess whether [ have found it possible from such cross-discipline research,
calling upon psychology, history, and literature to form a clearer picture of the

development of Shakespeare’s genius,
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CHAPTER 1 SHAKESPEARE AND THE GENIUS DEBATE

The combination of historical investigation coupled with the judicious use of
systematic psychological studies can help to unearth a more probable profile.
Steptoe1

Not much sustained research into what genius is and how it occurs had been done until
the second half of the twentieth century. Jean Piaget called the creative sphere “a
magnificent subject which remains to be explored”.” Ray Porter, in his introduction to
Genius and the Mind writes ‘If our understanding of genius is to advance, there must be
a meeting of minds from across the disciplines’.’ In my opinion, this is yet to happen but
perhaps it is just beginning. Certainly the issue of what constitutes and gives rise to
genius is being addressed on both sides of the Atlantic and has already resulted in
interesting debate. Gardner claims it to be ‘pioneering work and so there are few

guidelines’ - which allows the debate to be a particularly lively one, breaking new

ground.’

So, what is genius? When we use this word, we each know exactly what we mean and
intend to convey to others. Similarly, most of us would be quite confident if asked to
define it in the context of a person of notably high ability in his or her field.
Psychologists and others studying the phenomenon in detail and depth, however, need to
be much more precise and specific and it is at this level that either their opinions

diversify, or perhaps only their terms of explanation and the way their beliefs are
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expressed differ. Whatever the reason, it 1s necessary to explore what they consider
genius to be before we can effectively express a valid opinion on their diktats. As
Professor Joad was once famous for saying repeatedly ‘It depends on what you mean
by...” It is not possible or efficacious to judge the validity of their arguments unless they

are debating precisely the same subject.

Historically, opinions have been expressed didactically in relation to Shakesperae’s
genius, and sometimes without any explanation or definition. Nicholas Rowe in his essay
“Some Account of the Life &c of Mr William Shakespear” stated the writer to be ‘the
greatest Genius that ever was known in dramatick Poetry’ and added that ‘the people of
his age, who began to grow wonderfully fond of diversions of this kind, could not but be
highly pleas’d to see a Genius arise amongst ’em’.” John Dennis declared Shakespeare
to be ‘one of the greatest Genius’s that the World e’er saw for the Tragick Stage’, adding
‘those beauties were entirely his own; and owing to the Force of his own Nature’; he did
later define genius as ‘great Qualities by Nature’, so he believed that this quality was
inborn.® Alexander Pope in the Preface to his 1725 Edition of Shakespeare stated ‘If ever
any Author deserved the name of an Original, it was Shakespeare’.” He also claimed
that ‘Nature speaks through him’ and that ‘he seems to have known the world by
Intuition’.®* While we might well concur with these statements, they do not clearly define
what each writer meant in using such terms as ‘Nature’ , ‘Original’, and ‘Intuition’. We
do understand that Shakespeare’s work was early recognised as outstanding, even
‘immitable’, as Dennis claims, but that is all we may infer.” Carlyle spoke of

Shakespeare’s ‘superiority of Intellect’ but defines this later as ‘unconscious Intellect’;
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his Shakespeare is ‘our poor Warwickshire Peasant...through whom the voice of Nature
speaks’.'” Again we see the belief that genius exists as a natural gift, a God-given talent

which must be used.

Samuel Johnson is more definitive: he declared true genius to be “a mind of large
general powers accidentally determined to some particular direction”.!' Modern experts
would concur with ‘particular direction’ but not necessarily with ‘large general powers’,
as many insist that a genius can only work and be recognised in a particular and
therefore limited field. Such opinions are shared by such men as Gardner and
Csikszentmihalyi, as we shall see in due course. Steptoe offers us a selection of opinions
from the past: [Genius]‘has been seen as a response to divine inspiration, an offshoot of
skilled craftmanship, a manifestation of psychosexual disturbance, an inevitable product
of genetically-determined abilities, a social construct, and as a response to deep
emotional distress’.* All these could be true but some are, of necessity, in the ‘either/or’
category: for example, if one of them is described as ‘inevitable’in its result of giving

rise to a genius, then one must assume that the others are dispensable to becoming a

genius, and that no “born” genius can fail to succeed.

Michael Howe, who sadly died in January, 2002, states that the word ‘genius’ is derived
‘partly from the Latin word genius which stems from gens meaning family, but also from
the Latin ingenium, denoting natural disposition or innate ability. " His method of
tracing the formation of genius is to study individuals who have been given this

accolade, using psychological and biographical evidence to show how each one’s
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particular abilities were probably formed. His main conclusion is that genius is simply a
word which we apply to people who achieve great things in their sphere; that, in effect, it
is a term used as shorthand referring to achievement, rather than to the individual who
makes the achievement: that of itself, genius does not exist, there is no such thing as a
natural genius, although there are geniuses, those being people who attain very unusual
advancement in their chosen sphere. He defines a genius as one who ‘happens to possess
just those skills or qualities that are needed in order to solve a particular problem at a
particular moment in history... creating something that others admire, rather than being

outstandingly clever’."

Lykken agrees that there is likely to be a polygenic basis to the work of geniuses. He
emphasizes a link between genius and genes based on two resultant factors: inborn
characteristics and family background and stimulation. ‘Genetic factors are likely to
contribute not only to specific abilities, but also to traits such as persistence, the capacity
to concentrate for extended periods, and curiosity about certain types of stimulation.
These properties may in turn affect the individual’s response to educational stimulation
and tuition. The result is a complex interplay between inherited traits and environmental
factors, in which the genetics may underpin exposure to nurturing, social and physical
experiences’. !> He sees it necessary for ‘good general intelligence fogether with an
assortment of other gifts’ to combine in one individual, as summed up by Neumann: ‘not
just an abundance of one or several components such as IQ, but rather a harmony of

attributes, a compound rather than merely a mixture’.'®
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Other researchers have tried and are trying to find a scientific approach to the subject.
Agreeing with Howe to some extent, Csikzentmihalyi stresses the need to see genius as
only existing when it can be recognised by its contribution to the discipline in which it is
based, which he calls the domain. He also, therefore, seems to suggest that a person is
not a genius but his work may be. He also finds it imperative that its quality is accepted
by the field, that 1s, critics and other workers in that domain. But he still sees genius as a
quality which exists in an individual; he describes it as “this ability to take enormous
leaps’ which he thinks is ‘probably grounded in some peculiarity of the nervous
system”."” He does not follow Howe in thinking the best criteria for recognising genius
will be set up by exploring individuals but believes it will make more sense to focus on
communities that may or may not nurture genius’.'® I think that his work is in danger,
accurate or not, of leaving him open to a charge of his being racist in the eyes of some

critics, but this would depend on what his analysis led him to claim are the communities

which produce the most geniuses.

Gardner, an American, prefers ‘to construe all accomplishment as an interaction between
cognitive potential on the one hand, and the resources and opportunities provided by the
surrounding culture on the other’."” He speaks of the‘existence in human beings of at
least seven different intellectual competences, each of which clearly has genetic origins,
but each of which is also developed’.*® He accepts Csikszentmihalyi’s three necessary
components of genius - the individual, the domain, and the field - but goes on to
categorize geniuses into six types: a Master, his example is Mozart, a Maker, among

whom he places Sigmund Freud, Charlie Chaplin and John Lennon, an Introspector, for
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example Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, an Influencer, such as Gandhi or Machiavelli,
and adds two other types, the Spiritual Guru and the Moral Exemplar which he glosses
over and does not discuss in any detail. Having separated geniuses into these types, he
admits to seeing no sharp lines dividing these forms of extraordinariness and says that
any individual may constitute examples of more than one form, which takes something
away from the need to study these divisions of genius under separate headings, unless the
genius under consideration has a very limited area of success, and so would be counted
by many as a high achiever rather than a true genius.”' Gardner also identifies eight
fields of intelligence: linguistic, logical, spatial, musical, bodily kinesthetic,
understanding people, understanding self, and understanding the natural world. He calls
this his theory of multiple intelligences.”? He says he adopted this because he believes
‘that the psychometric view of intelligence is anachronistic’, having been disproved by

discoveries in the fields of biology, psychology and anthropology he claims.?

Clearly there are some areas of disagreement between these writers. Some of the most
interesting parts of The Origins and Development of High Ability, which there will be
need to cite later, are the summaries of the sometimes heated discussions which
followed the lectures offered by these men and others in the field. However, it 1s also fair
to say that, putting aside the variations in their means of expressing their views, some
concensus of opinion emerges. Accepting that each man will tend to be influenced by
those with whom he is widely in agreement, by differing methods of working, or beliefs
arising from their individual deductions so that there will be a tendency for cliques of

agreement and opposition to form, overall they do concur in several aspects . For
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example, all of them present genius as a composite attribute. They also see it as
emanating from both inborn qualities and external situations. These, then, are the areas
which I will be concentrating upon in my own assessment of the origins of
Shakespeare’s genius, and immediately it is obvious that we know very little about his

character, something about his background. A main problem for me is thus already

highlighted.

How far do the experts concur in their discussions on what factors contribute to the
development of genius? As before, there is both agreement and contrasting affirmations.
Since they all agree that genius is a composite quality, they find it simple to take for
granted that not being entirely inborn it has to develop. Albert states ‘Left on its own,
giftedness remains at best a potential until it acquires direction and definition... Like all
children, the gifted require specific stimulation and encouragement’.** Gardner sums
this up more dramatically when he says geniuses ‘...were not born fully formed; they had
to develop, minute by minute, day by day, into the remarkable personages that they
ultimately became’.”> He enlarges on this: ‘How he combines his natural proclivities
with the possibilities and the constraint of the ambient society will determine whether he
reaches new heights - and, if so, whether those heights are the ones that are currently
honored by the society or ones that alert the society or even humanity as a whole, to
fresh possibilities.”*® These possibilities for development must be suitable and must be

followed, and these opportunities lie in ‘decisions made within the cultural envelope in

which the individuals find themselves’.>’ Gray’s assertion that ‘Full many a flower is
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born to blush unseen,/ And waste its sweetness on the desert air’ preceded Gardner’s

implication still more poetically.28

So, what forms the ‘cultural envelope’ surrounding the developing genius? Fowler and
his associates cite the family as being very important, claiming that there needs to be
‘continued family support and stimulation throughout the child’s development.29 They
claim ‘Our studies also suggest that early enrichment may be a key agent in launching a
developmental process that greatly increases the possibilities of a child realising his or
her potential’.*® Albert agrees claiming that ‘early accurate parental identification and
encouragement of young talent could have advantages’.’' Gardner suggests that the
parental role should be to give the young person confidence in their ability and right to
follow their chosen domain; he gives examples of the effect such support had on both

Gandhi and T S Eliot.

Some psychologists limit the time a family has to influence and develop the aspirant.
Howe is very definite in his assessment: ‘[The first four years are] the earliest and most
crucial formative years’ he avers.”” Albert is less limiting: he notes the ‘growing
evidence that after the age of twelve or so, childhood malleability decreases sharply’and
from then until the person reaches the age of about sixteen ‘the influence of the
individual’s heredity increases.”” These beliefs may be grounded in what each writer is
claiming to be the sphere of influence which a family holds. Fowler, for example,
stresses the advantage which arises from early language stimulation, regardless of the

area in which the budding genius will finally work, believing that this aids the child’s
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cognitive competence. Plomin and Thompson, on the other hand, state that ‘cognitive
ability can be highly heritable in a population’; it would be difficult to ascertain
therefore whether it was a child’s genes or family stimulation which had developed his
powers.>* Csikszentmihalyi’s researches have led to some interesting conclusions. He
agrees on the important and effective part played by the family. Ending his report on the
practical research he had carried out , he concludes that ‘Having both support and
stimulation in the family is obviously a powerful help in realising one’s gifts’, and
claims also, ‘It has been noted that alternatives to the family, such as the Israeli
kibbutzim, appear to be detrimental to creativity’, a necessary component of genius.”
From this one might expect that he would conclude that a stable and supportive family
was most conducive to the development of genius, but he does not. ‘An average or
normal childhood... may result in effective development, but is unlikely to lead to
creative accomplishment’.*® More strongly he has previously claimed, ‘Looking at the

lives of creative writers, artists and scientists, one is almost driven to the conclusion that

. “. . . 37
early trauma is a necessary condition for the flowering of genius’.

Csikszentmihalyi is adamant on this point and supports it effectively. He says there is
ample historical evidence to suggest that the early environment of very highly creative
people has usually been disrupted, and cites the early lives of Leonardo da Vinci and
Michelangelo, two very strong examples. He believes that children growing up in
difficult circumstances will try to escape from the painful situation by submerging
themselves in some unusual, often solitary interest. ‘The motivation in turn leads to a

full investment of psychic energy in the area of talent, often accompanied by a strong
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desire to succeed. As Einstein noted, science and art are the highest forms of escape
from reality’.”® He continues ‘The motivation to create, as well as original thinking,
might be helped more by hardships than by positive facilitatory efforts’. Gardner would
not agree: speaking of a wide variety of people predominant in their fields, including
Thomas Stearns Eliot, Albert Einstein, Pablo Picasso, Igor Stravinsky, Martha Graham,
Mahatma Gandhi and Sigmund Freud, he states ‘most of them did not grow up under
conditions of adversity’.”” Perhaps something else holds the key to whether a child is
strengthened or destroyed by its upbringing. Supported by the fact that children subjected
to the same influences and experiences, good and bad, do not react in the same way, I am
inclined to accept Howe’s opinion that it is how a person reacts to an experience rather
than the intrinsic nature of that experience which will define the effect it has on him or
her. In his attempts to unravel what has shaped a person of genius he says he is ‘trying to
lay bare the actual experiences of the men and women whose lives are examined’.*
Gardner would, I think, concur with this for he claims: ‘all individual growth reflects
constant and dynamic interaction between an organism, with its internal programs, and
the environment, whose constituent properties are never wholly predictable...[together
they give] shape and meaning to an individual’s existence and ultimate
accomplishments’.*' An early suggestion that a disfunctional family of any kind, or one
which could not facilitate the advancement of the genius in their midst, could be
advantageous comes from the words of an eighteenth century writer, William Duff, who
wrote, ‘an excess of Luxury is indeed almost as unfavourable to the cultivation of Genius

in these [Poetry and Eloquence] as it is to the cultivation of Virtue...Poetic Genius in

particular cannot flourish in uninterrupted SUNSHINE, or in continual SHADE."#
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Pertinently, he also claimed, ‘The last cause we took notice of as favourable to original
Poetry in ancient times, while society was yet in its rudest form, was the WANT OF
LITERATURE, and an exemption from the RULES OF CRITICISM’* Clearly the
dichotomy of belief in this area among the psychologists themselves, and also among
those who comment upon psychological matters, leaves the layman neither able to make
up his own mind for the present, nor to discount this aspect of upbringing as not always

relevant to the final development of genius potential.

So the old debate between nature and nurture is still not satisfactorily resolved. We have
already seen some suggestion that perhaps a characteristic is engendered by external
experience or perhaps that a specific characteristic determines how an experience is
viewed and that this controls what effect it may have on an individual.
[Csikszentmihalyi, page 30, regarding motivation and the power of original thought].
There is strong agreement among all these writers that character is important in changing
genius potential into effective deployment of that ability. Whether relevant
characteristics are engendered by birth, training, or experience need not hold up our
discussion at this point. What is remarkable here is that the psychologists are in
agreement over which basic characteristics are virtually essential to the development of
mature genius. Naturally, some writers on the topic would require more characteristics to
be present than other experts would - the nature of the genius and his field affects this -
but there emerges a core of characteristics which are thought to be so closely allied to

genius as to form part of that phenomenon. This consensus of opinion proves very

convincing.
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First, the genius has had a strong interest in his subject and a desire to learn about it and
practise working in that medium for a long time; he studies it, essays it, and
consequently he improves or modifies it significantly. In this way his genius is
recognised by others in that field. Csikszentmihalyi, Howe and Lykken describe this
characteristic as ‘curiosity’. Gardner describes the same asset but calls it ‘engagement’,
while Steptoe refers to a genius’ ‘focused interest’. Because of his interest, he is
motivated (Howe et al) - the second prerequisite for matured genius. His motivation
ensures that he indulges in ‘self-directed practice’ (Lykken), ‘is not put off by failure’
(Csikszentmihalyi), and his ‘sense of will and purpose’ (Galton and Gardner), ensures
his ‘determination to continue in this occupation’. (Steptoe) Interest and motivation,
even allied to inborn talent may still be insufficient to obtain outstanding work. Along
with all these there needs to be strong powers of concentration and also perseverance.
Why are all these necessary? All agree that a genius is not born but has to be created by
himself and others. It is this combination of characteristics which holds the key to
unusual achievement because the latter, achievement, only comes from practice: it is

practice, given all the other attendant circumstances and qualities, which creates genius.

These are the characteristics which all agree are required for the highest standard of
work. Let us also consider the other attributes which some would see as needed in
addition for a full flowering of the innate ability to be registered. I will consider the main
writers I have read in alphabetical order, since they are contemporaneous with each other
and I do not wish to suggest a bias. Albert feels it necessary for the genius to be very

self-assured. He says this was true of one of his subjects, Ramanujan, and quotes in
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support of his belief C.P.Snow writing on Einstein: ‘He had absolute confidence...
absolute faith in his own insight’.** Albert speaks of genius as being further
characterized by the advantage of receiving ‘a burst of immediate knowledge’ and cites
Morelock’s description of this quality as ‘spontaneous knowing’.*> He also appears sure
that high IQ is invariably present in a person of genius. He concurs with
Csikszentmihalyi in feeling that some form of unhappiness or unease in the surroundings
1s instrumental in developing genius: he states that the ‘home lives of creative
individuals were far from happy, with significant overlay, and they were often socially
ill-at-ease’.*® Albert writes more fully than the other psychologists on the variety of
development at different stages in the adolescent’s life, in relation to genius. From
twelve to fifteen he notes the importance of ‘focal relationships formed with non-family
members’ and claims they often have ‘a moment of self-discovery’, perhaps because of
their ‘spontaneous knowing’.*” In this connotation he makes an interesting separation
between the genius and the gifted individual: ‘Changes at ages 12-14 years are very
specific and important for genius, but less so for giftedness’. Wryly one realises that if
Albert is correct, this very important stage is completely lost to us in relation to William
Shakespeare whose life, whereabouts and lifestyle during the period 1576 and 1578 have
never been ascertained, only conjecturally reconstructed. He continues with his analysis
of how the genius develops by claiming there is ‘an age of ascent... the period during
which the domain of a child’s giftedness or talent clearly appears along with evidence of

its power and final dimension’. *® This he says happens when the genius-to-be is aged

15-20, after which there is a time of consolidation - ‘the period during which budding
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eminence takes a clear form and becomes public’ - during the age period twenty to thirty

years old. He concludes that ‘maturation continues well after childhood.*’

Csikszentmihalyi I have already had need to quote fairly extensively. His work on the
effect of the development of genius has been highly influential on other researchers in
the subject. He equates genius with creativity in the widest sense of the word, but he also
believes that an 1dea 1s not creative in itself; its quality depends entirely ‘on the effect it
is able to produce in others who are exposed to it”.>° I am not yet convinced by his
argument. He states that ‘what we call creativity is a phenomenon that is constructed
through an interaction between producers and audience. Creativity is not the product of
single individuals, but of social systems making judgements about individuals’
products’.”' I myself feel unable to accept such a statement. This diktat seems to me to be
justified only if you do not accept the idea that much genius, like many other good
things, goes to waste, in the sense that, being unrecognised, it produces no improvement
in the field in which it operates, no followers develop the changes which the person with
genius initiated. Yet the quality of the work remains constant regardless of whether it has
been recognised or not. Many innovators of ideas have initially been disregarded, even
ridiculed , and only time and changes in knowledge or perspective have allowed the
quality of the work to be established, either within or after the lifetime of its perpetrator.
It would follow then that some work of equal potential accreditation never receives the
accolade it merits. However, whether recognised or not, the quality of the work itself has

not altered; what was produced remains the same: what it was, it still is, but

Csikzentmihalyi only accepts as works of genius those that affect other people’s work



39

and/or perceptions. Csikszentmihalyi appears to see genius as part of some kind of
benign abnormality in the brain leading to outstanding creativity, which other workers of
lesser ability in that field can only echo. He evidences ‘this ability to take enormous
leaps is probably grounded in some peculiarity of the nervous system’ and informs us
that a ‘superabundance of glial cells in the left inferior parietal lobe [was] found in the
autopsy of Einstein’s brain’.”> These cells assist in the migration of neurons to link up.
His thinking here does agree well with the idea of spontaneous knowledge I mentioned
in the paragraph preceding this one. To my mind, this suggestion that there is a
physiological link to having genius ability would also suggest that his belief in it having
to be recognised to exist is flawed. On page 42, he writes ‘if by creativity we mean the
ability to add something new to the culture ’- I think he is seeing creativity as a result
rather than, as I have always considered it to be, a quality. Young children are often
highly creative in their ideas, leaving more adult logic and its concerns out of the pattern
of their thought. I see this as creative, although there will rarely be a quantifiable end
result, because their ideas are stemming from a limited base and are rarely developed to
any great extent. I presume Csikszentmihalyi would call this by some other name and so
it is nomenclature which is the stumbling block. He defines creativity thus: ‘What we
call creativity always involves a change in a symbolic system that has a counterpart in a
mental structure.”>> My problem is that I don’t know what name he would give to what [
mean when I talk of creativity; I do not think many of the other relevant psychologists
see creativity in his terms either, so the argument becomes confused. It may be that he
sees this attribute as ‘originality’; on page 48, he writes that ideas must have ‘social

validation’ in order to ‘distinguish ideas that are simply bizarre from those that are
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genuinely creative ... As long as the idea or product has not been validated we might
have originality, but not creativity’. It would appear the confusion is semantic rather than

too real.

Csikszentmihalyi also declares that a genius will want to introduce novelty and change
into his domain and must therefore be dissatisfied with the status quo. He suggests that
likely (rather than essential) traits in the character of people of genius are divergent
thinking and the ability to distinguish between their own effective and silly ideas. He
thinks a genius-type personality will have a tendency to enjoy breaking rules and flourish
best in an atmosphere of social unrest and change. This may be why he claims: ‘the more
successful artists of the Italian Renaissance also appear to have coupled creativity with
social and diplomatic skill’.”* These would indeed be needed if the development of their
genius rested on “the support of peers’.>> Not all psychologists agree with all his

theories.

Ericsson is not so controversial. He claims that innate capacity plays only a minor role in
the development of genius or at least in the attainment of expert performance, which he
may see as different from genius, but he makes no very clear distinction.”® He saw more
effective results stemming from the inherent enjoyment people get from the ‘playful
interactions’, which Csikzentmihalyi had noted. He imagines that experts in any domain
love sitting around talking about what they experience and getting other people’s
opinions.”’ If this is true of Shakespeare, he will not have been isolating himself in

Stratford too often but would have preferred to stay with his Company and discuss his
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work with those who were to perform it. In this, too, Ericsson 1s echoing

Csikzentmihalyi.

Gardner, however, believes in the importance of natural talent and says that a potential
genius may only achieve good work for a brief period. He claims disengagement can
occur because society’s tastes change or the selected domain in which he works may not
follow the direction which inspires him. “‘Disengagement from talent” - a phrase he
borrows from Csikzentmihalyi - can occur because society ceases to provide support,
because the nature of accomplishment in the domain has changed’.”® When one
considers the direction which drama was taking towards the end of Shakespeare’s
writing career and how visually ornate the presentation of the plays of other writers were
in contrast with Shakespeare’s own decorative style of writing, this could account for his
apparently ceasing to write anything which has survived during the final years of his life.
It could explain his returning to Stratford too. Some might choose to claim that the
change in dramatic writing signifies that Shakespeare was no genius if it is necessary for
others to imitate and follow the direction of a genius’ influence for this title to be
legitimately applied to him. As I have said, I do not accept this diktat and so my belief in
his status remains unchanged. Gardner says that a true genius must address the deepest
issues and attract a global audience.”” While obviously Shakespeare has done this, the
claim may be less true for writers in general since language barriers and translations may
interfere seriously with universal acceptance of written work beyond the confines of
places where the writer’s language 1s the first language of the readers. I think this

criterion should be applied only in cases where a particular language is not involved, for
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example in the domains of maths or science where formulaic communication does not

rely heavily upon language but upon symbols as a medium.

Gardner’s writing appears somewhat emotionally charged and his claims perhaps too
exaggerated to be totally convincing. He states, for example, that all geniuses are
‘strikingly similar in personality. All were hard-driving, extremely ambitious individuals,
who sacrificed all for their work and who caused considerable damage to others close to
them. They forged a Faustian bargain in which they sacrificed material or psychological
comforts in order to pursue their projects’.®® This seems a long way from the happy

chatting postulated by Ericsson!

However, in agreement with some other psychologists, Gardner believes that genius
cannot be forecast early in a person’s life. He also suggests that the metier a genius will
choose is not apparent as early as Lykken claims it is. Referring to the metiers of those
widely varying subjects listed on page 31, Gardner declares, ‘At the age of 20, it was
completely unclear what would happen to these individuals’.®' He doesn’t accept that
adversity is necessary for the development of clear genius; he does claim that high
intelligence is required and speaks of a ‘rage to learn” which all geniuses share, and so
advocates the focused attention which the psychologists universally agree is a
prerequisite of developed genius.®” In addition he sees all creative geniuses as having a

fusion of childlike and adult attributes which is indispensable to their production of

outstanding work.®’
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Michael Howe’s book adds little more to the debate. (This is not meant to imply that he
is a follower of others’ pronouncements, merely that the points he makes have already
been noted in this alphabetical listing.) His researches have led him to very similar
conclusions and his criteria mirror exactly those attributes which the others have also
posited as necessary to the successful development of genius, namely persistence,
concentration and curiosity about their subject matter. He does add more weight to their
conclusions in this way, and also by informing us that many geniuses who have spoken

of their own mentality concur with these findings, citing both Darwin and Einstein.**

Lykken is in agreement with Gardner concerning the importance of intelligence in the
formation of genius and speaks rather vaguely of other necessary attributes.” He sees
instead not only a need for “gifts or attributes’ but the mental energy to make good use of
these talents. For him it is of prime importance that each potential genius has a strong
desire to develop these gifts, together with concentration and curiosity.®® His theory is
that there may exist an ‘emergenic configuration’, when very good genes happen to get
together with others of the same type of very high ability: then we get ‘singular
individuals whose accomplishments so far exceed the norm that we classify them
separately from the common herd’. Thus we get work of genius quality when it 1s
properly and fully exploited.67 He adds to Howe’s psychological researches basing much

of his own work on studies of Thomas Edison and Isaac Newton.®®

Steptoe stresses the advantage of the greater amount of adult attention commonly

received by firstborn and lone children in the development of any potential such children
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may harbour. This is supported by the work of Albert and Sulloway.®” Michael Howe,
then Emeritus Professor at Exeter University, who had latterly been studying the
emergence of brilliant footballers, reiterated the benefit given to young talent by constant
parental attention to a specific ability.” Steptoe also feels that people with high self-
esteem do not blame themselves for setbacks in their advance and ‘are less likely than
others to respond to disappointments with despair and despondering’.”" Therefore he
finds this quality a necessary component to withstand traumas.”> He also cites Simonton
as not finding ‘stressful life experiences’ limiting to a composer’s output, and so,
presumably, would accept the diktat that adversity and composition of many kinds can
go comfortably hand in hand, but not necessarily go so far as to claim it a required
adjunct.” His research has led him to believe that it is inner satisfaction more than
external rewards for the work which is the stronger stimulus for creative people, who are
thus enabled to continue to work without the benefit of guaranteed recognition or
reward.”* I would myself think that this has little to do with genius and can be felt by

anyone who enjoys what they do, regardless of the level of their expertise.

In Artistic Temperament and the Italian Renaissance, Steptoe discusses the long-
suggested idea that creativity has close links with madness. He states that there have
been many ‘highly creative but worldly and well-balanced artists who do not fit such a
stereotypical view.”” One might conclude, however, that this possibility is very likely to
be true: those of genius quality could be said to be closer to disclosed or latent madness
more than more average people, by those of the opinion that anyone who is some

distance from the norm can be legitimately labelled ‘mad’. The word is left with too



45

vague a connotation in general discussion. Others, like Sir Peter Medawar, unpersuaded
by the suggestion that genius borders madness, dismiss the notion as ‘gothic illusion’ and
nothing more.’® Jamieson, talking of Byron but quoting Keats, speaks of ‘this mobility
and mutability of temperament’.”’” This is probably a better description than ‘madness’of
the mind-state of highly creative people but still the issue of madness and geniusness is
suggested but as yet unresolved.”® ‘It is a hypothesis which does not seem to have been
closely followed up by many psychologists in recent years and Steptoe concludes that
‘Inferences about creative people that go beyond verified facts must always be treated
with great caution’.” I, too, will leave the debate unresolved since our subject, William

Shakespeare, also showed acumen in his financial dealings and so would figure among

Steptoe’s list of ‘highly creative but worldly and well-balanced artists’.

What other factors may be widely thought to have a significant effect, for good or bad,
on the full development and exploitation of an innate potential? There is less agreement
here among the experts, fewer, yet still significant numbers, advocating further relevant
features of geniuses’ young lives. Firstly, some researchers would lay more emphasis on
the background against which the young person begins to operate. Gardner, for example,
speaks of geniuses as ‘anomalies in the big picture of human history’, declaring they
have to have lived ‘somewhere where experimentation was tolerated”.* This appears
possibly true but only at the point where the work becomes public or noticed. I would

agree 1t would need to be tolerated within the immediate circle of the young person who

1s developing his talent. This claim would be apposite if full development requires adult
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support and encouragement, obviously. For the initial practice of skills, or until the

genius aims for recognition publicly, I see this as a factor of limited importance.

Secondly, Csikzentmihalyi foresees ‘a new peak in creativity across many different
domains’, arising from the widespread use of the internet, citing as his evidence the
invention and use of printing presses over four centuries ago.”' 1 do not find myself
convinced by what he says; however, given his belief in the need for ‘social validation’, I
understand his argument. He uses the word ‘creative’ to refer to work which has its
result upon others and which has some permanent effect. The work itself he would label
as having ‘originality’, which he does not equate with genius. He obviously sees people
of originality being able to use the internet to gain a wide audience and thus become
‘validated’, if the work gains public approbation. It probably will mean that some
geniuses who may have gone unrecognised, will be recognised and acclaimed. That, I
think, 1s what Csikzentmihalyi implies. I don’t believe this is the same thing as ‘a new
peak in creativity’, however. Creative people, as we have seen, do not rely on external
stimuli, finding enough personal enjoyment, engagement, and satisfaction in their work
itself, and accepting recognition and praise as a pleasant, or financially enhancing, extra
benefit. Besides, time spent using and loading the internet, be it with literature, music, or
any other data, might well inhibit the output achievable. Another ‘danger’ to the creative
talent a person has could be the inhibition arising from too much knowledge and

awareness of others” output, as some psychologists believe is possible.
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Thirdly, some would like to emphasise the familial situation of a person as being highly
relevant to his final level of achievement. Albert, for example, declares that It is in the
dynamics and relationships within families that the greatest environmental differences
exist’, and that it is fair to conclude that the genius’ talent ‘reflects its family’.> % |
believe this will prove more true of some than of others, but since he limits the time of
this strength of effect as until the genius is about twelve years of age, it is probably
largely true. Howe does not limit this environmental effect only to adult or parental
guidance; he believes ‘the other children in the family can play an important role’.** He

also claims that parents have most effect upon their child only until it is around four

years old, when wider external influences are experienced.

To sum up: besides the circumstances which we have already considered, namely talent,
adult support, and selection of metier, plus having the requisite characteristics, which are
seen as concentration, perseverance and the desire to work, there are two more
postulated criteria for the successful development of ability into genius. The first of
these two relies heavily on the latter of the necessary attributes. Universally, researchers
and, it is claimed, those geniuses who have spoken out, relate their outstanding
contributions to their various fields to their own hard work more than to anything else.
The insistence on the high importance of practice in a skill before any exceptional
expertise can be acclaimed as genius is inescapable. Ericsson says this was proposed as
early as 700 BC by Hesiod: ‘But in front of Superiority the immortal gods set sweat. It is
a long and steep path to her, and rough at first’.® Later research has consistently

underlined this truth. Ericsson puts the need for practice most forcefully: ‘Deliberate
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practice is an effortful activity motivated by the goal of improving performance, which,
unlike play, is not inherently motivating, and, unlike work, does not lead to immediate
and monetary rewards’.* I find his opinion rather narrow and at odds with the belief,
noted earlier, that a genius will be enjoying what he chooses to pursue. If you like your
work and have selected it as your preferred medium, it is unlikely to feel like ‘effortful
activity’ very often, especially if you find much of it to be, in Csikzentmihalyi’s words,
‘playful interaction’. However the perpetrator views it, it will still amount to useful
practice. Ericsson et al found performers at higher levels tended to start practising earlier
and to practise more than others who achieved less in the same field.*” They find it
unlikely that a late developer could ever catch up on the advantages offered by an early
start in a suitable domain. They believe the effort would simply result in ‘burnout’ from
trying too hard. The development of genius is, of necessity, gradual and steady. Gardner
agrees wholeheartedly that ‘The creative drive continues unabated, through emotional
thick and thin’.®® There are no gaps or inexplicable leaps in ability, though it may appear
that there were, but these will turn out to be gaps in our knowledge of the subject’s life.*’
Howe also found that ‘the best performers accumulate more practice than less capable
ones’, and that this applies in all domains, science, the arts, sport, etc.” For musicians in
particular, the only way to become more than good is by practice: ‘The eminent
performers of their time will distinguish themselves by fully exploring the instrument’s
capacities, or by surpassing existing skills in creative ways’.”' Scientists must try out
possibilities and then, having discovered what they hope to be an answer, test and retest

the theory until they can devise a way consistently to foretell the result of experiments.

Physical skill, whatever the sport, must be honed and perfected and then new skills or
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movements invented, dissected and perfected before the person reaches the apex of the
sport. Writers must explore their medium too. This criterion holds good for the highest

achievement in whatever field.

Mumford and Gustafson’s review in 1988, quoted in the Ericsson Ciba article, may
suggest to some an opposition to the view of practice as so important. They claim that
too much knowledge of a domain will produce only ‘minor contributions’ because great
knowledge can limit freedom of independent thought and so inhibit the ability to
‘reorganize the facts’.”> However, the other researchers are emphasising the need for
individual practice of the skills demanded by a medium, not the amount of knowledge
itself which the perpetrator accumulates. Clearly the two are closely linked though
separate entities. A considerable amount of knowledge will be required in order to
practise all skills effectively. What is more important, I think, is not to become
hidebound. A person with a natural delight in creativity is unlikely to fall into this trap. I
would say that extensive knowledge per se does not become an inhibitor, so long as the

individual has developed powers of creativity and lateral thinking, making his

knowledge a useful tool rather than a hindrance to his development.

The second of the last two prerequisites I mentioned is time. Geniuses are neither born
nor develop overnight. There is common acceptance among the experts on genius that,
from the time when the one with genius potential and all the necessary attributes in place
selects his field of activity, ten years of work 1n that sphere will have been amassed

before good work is followed by great work. The time for flowering to occur is said to
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be either ten years from the commencement of activity in the domain or not before the
age of thirty. Ericsson claims this is so because ‘Attaining elite performance involves far
greater changes over more time than is commonly believed’.”> Gardner concurs with this
necessary decade of practising.”* Howe says that, at least in relation to composers ‘no
major work was produced prior to the tenth year of their composing career’.””> We need
to remember before we cite what we see as exceptions that we are not talking of work
showing high ability but of work which is accredited as being above and beyond what
previously existed. Gardner goes further: ‘It took at least ten years for each individual to
achieve an initial breakthrough, and subsequent breakthroughs occurred also at intervals
of about ten years”.”® With all the experts claiming this essential decade of work must
necessarily precede works of genius emerging, there is a possibility that one expert is
simply accepting the belief or findings of another. However, their claims are backed up

by each naming specific and varying geniuses, and so perhaps it is safe to accept their

opinions without too much question.

It might seem now requisite to apply this knowledge of what is common to people of
genius to our subject, William Shakespeare. There is not the necessity to prove
Shakespeare was a genius; the aim is to discover how his outstanding genius arose.
Therefore we must ferret out as much information as we can on the environs and the
family in which his ability was nurtured. However, we can already, from these experts’
assessment of the origins of genius, hypothesize certain attributes of his character. By
accepting only the universal propensities on which they agree, and since, without

exception, they see Shakespeare as undoubtedly a genius, we can conclude that, of
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necessity, he must have been a man dedicated to his chosen field, he must have practised
written composition from a very young age and repeatedly, and he would have been
diligent and not easily discouraged. When he encountered difficulty, he would have
proved persistent. He must have found a motivation and a desire to write. We are also
able to refute the arguments of the few who still claim it to be impossible for such a
great writer to have come from his background. Perhaps his parents could not write - a
lack of formal education does not indicate a lack of intelligence or verbal ability; their
very limitations may well have given him a freedom to write without criticism, too much
formatted guidance, or too much control. Their need to have a son who could write on
their behalf and their admiration for his skill would then have been the greater and so
would add to his self-esteem and motivation to persevere. No knock-backs for him then.
The vicissitudes of his father’s career may have given him a disrupted childhood; this
too 1s considered by some to aid the development of superlative ability and performance.
Certainly it would have enabled him to live and work in London, as he must have done,
among the lowest and least respected of workers, and accept this (in spite of a growing

fortune), as part of a normal, everyday life and, specifically, an actor’s burden.

Shakespeare, then, was equipped to develop his genius. How did it happen? As Howe
says: ‘Once we gain a detailed knowledge of the events of a person’s childhood, it is
likely that we will begin to discern how and why the child gradually turned into the adult

he or she eventually became’.”” This is the next subject for attention.
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CHAPTER 2 BACKGROUND TO SHAKESPEARE’S BIRTH

Researchers can get into difficulties by failing to appreciate the necessity to start
with good descriptions. The tendency to construct detailed theoretical
speculations from flimsy supporting evidence was a weakness of the
psychodynamic theories underpinning psychobiographical explorations of
people’s lives. Howe.'
In order to avoid this pitfall, it seems essential to try to reconstruct the Stratford into
which William Shakespeare was born, which was very different from the present-day
town with which he is closely associated. One can, I think, assume that he spent his
formative years entirely in Stratford-upon-Avon: there is no valid reason for him to have
spent at least the first twelve years of his life anywhere else. We know that John
Shakespeare was living in Stratford throughout William’s life since all his children were
baptised there in Holy Trinity Church; he himself regularly attended Council meetings
and was active in Council work until William was twelve, and legal documents referring
to the litigious suits John Shakespeare was involved in cite him as only resident in
Henley Street, Stratford-upon-Avon. Since John Shakespeare was here, then clearly his
son would almost surely have been living here too, at least during the major part of his
minority. Even its environs may have been unfamiliar to him. Woodland was a place of
work and residence for some people at this time, not a place set aside for leisure and
relaxation. It is indeed advisable, when trying to create a mental picture of his life, to

expunge from the mind all modern concepts such as the weekend being a period of

leisure time during which a father might take his family on an ‘educational’ or
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‘rewarding’ visit to a place of interest. Nor was forest or parkland designed for the use

and refreshment of the general populace.

Before looking in some detail at his family’s experiences, it would be as well to look at
the town in which John Shakespeare chose to base his family, since he was not a native
of Stratford. There is the need to assess life and attitudes within the Elizabethan context;
it is also necessary to be fully aware of how different Elizabethan Stretford uppon Auon
was from modern Stratford-upon-Avon, despite the fact that such things as the basic
ground plan of the centre of the town, some buildings and the town’s Charter remain
relatively unchanged. Rarely, if ever, I believe, would William have been taken away
from the town while he was a child so that it is life within this particular town which
would have helped to formulate and gradually adapt his ideas about and attitude to life.
His morals, standards and interests would have been, initially at least, those engendered

by the people, and place in which his life existed.

STRETFORD VPPON AUON

A descriptive re-creation of the town as it was when William Shakespeare became an
inhabitant can be made fairly accurately. Since no contemporary map is extant, if one
ever existed, I have drawn up the map overleaf from existing archive material. It
illustrates the features of the town which I will have cause to mention. While I drew and
composed the map, this neater version was prepared for me by Mr Brian Woodward, a

trained graphics designer, to whom I am indebted.
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The river formed most of the southern boundary of the town land, the gild pits the
eastern. Back Lane, now Arden Street and Grove Road, formed the northern extremity
and Old Town, a separate administrative area, abutted it to the west, as the outline map
on the preceding page shows. Stretford covered a fairly limited area but it seems to have
been ample for the requirements of the time for not all the land available for house
building was used for this purpose. Some of the plots are described as having only a barn
or an orchard.” This was sometimes because the house the family lived in was sited on a
different plot of land, sometimes because a family in need of housing could not afford to
buy or build: some families seem to have lived in barns or outhouses not designed for
people’s accommodation, or to have shared a house with people outside their immediate
family group, whilst others leased more than one house and had other spaces they rented
too.> Legislation and surveys by the Corporation suggest these variations to have been
current at this time.* Those with money to spare could use a system of landlording
Corporation property: they could guarantee to the Corporation that the rent would be
paid at the rate settled upon in the Council chamber, but then charge more to the tenant

or tenants who actually lived there, collecting their own outlay plus “interest” gradually.

Important areas of the town were dominate