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(and other books) by Sir Granville George Greenwood
John Lane, London, 1908

Reviewed by Jack Shuttleworth

Sir George Greenwood: Fraud Detector for the 21st Century

The vituperative sneers and rejection Elizabeth Winkler
received from traditional Stratfordian adherents responding to her book
Shakespeare Was a Woman and Other Heresies reminded me of an episode from 1997
when Diana Price submitted an article ‘Reconsidering Shakespeare’s Monument’
to the reputable Review of English Studies. The editors of that very traditional journal
accepted the article for publication on condition: that she remove all references to
Sir George Greenwood.! In an act of academic censorship not surprising to any
Oxfordian, this prestigious representative of the orthodox literary establishment
willingly accepted an article that seemed to support the Stratfordian ascription, but
only so long as not even a hint of Greenwood — the great fraud detector of an
eatlier age — would appear. Contemporary academic pressures to publish being
what they were and are, Professor Price acquiesced to the demand, but among her
colleagues made no secret of the forced suppression of Greenwood’s name.
When I heard her account of this characteristic episode,? I felt obliged to seek
out Greenwood's works to see for myself why he is pronounced an anathema to
the believers in the man he calls ‘the Stratford rustic” Though I knew
Greenwood’s work by reputation, I undertook to read his six volumes that

examine the Stratfordian arguments for the glover’s son. I was unprepared for the
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lucidity of his writing, the asperity of his arguments, his mastery of the poems,
plays, their sources, and his thorough knowledge of the conventional biographies
of Shakespeare. More, I was delighted with his willingness to take on, or take
down, the David Kathmans, the Jonathan Bates, the James Shapiros of his day —
all those who persisted in asserting as fact that which was merely assumption,
legend, or unverified hypothesis. Without naming an alternative author, he
remained adamantly independent, a non-Stratfordian and a non-Baconian. In the
Preface to The Shakespeare Problem Restated (p. xxii-xxiii), he says clearly:

The question, then, is, as a matter of evidence and reasonable probability,
Was Shakspere the Player identical with Shakespeare the Poet? It seems to
me that that question must, on full consideration of the whole matter be
answered in the negative, and in this work I have endeavoured to state some
of the reasons which, as it seems to me, make for that conclusion. I am quite
aware that by many it will be thought to be time and labour wasted. The
High Priests of Literature will treat it with frigid and contemptuous silence.
The College of Stratfordian Cardinals will at once put it on the Index.

The comprehensiveness and force of his arguments seemed to many of his
contemporaries to destroy any possibility of the Stratford ascription’s continued
survival. But tradition and bardolatry proved stronger than Sir George; the
identification of the Stratfordian as the presumptive author still clouds an
understanding of Shakespeare’s works. Oxfordians, however, and this is my real
point, will still find in Sir George's arguments powerful responses to the same
frauds perpetrated on a modern, unsuspecting public, like those in Stratfordian
books such as Shakespeare Without Doubt, introductions to the collected works of
Shakespeare, or to the popular Folger editions of the plays: that with only a
minimum education of three or four years studying Latin (not English), the son of
illiterate parents could emerge from a small Warwickshire town speaking a distinct
dialect and become a great poet in worldly, courtly English. His ‘genius’ accounting
for every success.

To understand how Sir George became the great spokesman for disbelievers
at the turn of the then-new 20th century, one must understand something of his
history — familial and intellectual. Born in 1850 to a prosperous attorney and
Queen's Counsel, young George was early exposed to clear thinking and analysis
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of evidence, practices that served him well during his years at Eton. He
subsequently entered Cambridge at age 20 and three years later took a First in the
very rigorous Classics Tripos, mastering both Greek and Latin literatures. In his
later arguments with his Stratfordian contemporaries, he put his life-long reading
of the classics to sound use with a ready familiarity and apparent ease that puts us
moderns to shame. When in 1908 he came to write his first authorship work, The
Shakespeare Problem Restated, he demonstrated forcefully that the poet and
playwright we admire was indeed thoroughly grounded in the classics. Shakespeare
knew well not just his uncle’s Ovid or Plautus, but Virgil, Seneca, Horace,
Lucretius, Juvenal, and Cicero as well, along with other untranslated writers in
French and Italian. All those, Sir George points out, were well beyond the reach
of a boy who may have spent three or four years at the Stratford school before
leaving to help his father’s business.

From Cambridge, he proceeded to the Inns of Court, Middle Temple, whence,
proving an adept at English common law, he was called to the bar in 1878. Having
grown up in the generation that came to intellectual maturity when the crackling
electricity of Darwin’s discoveries still sparked intense debate, especially about the
clash between rational science and a supernaturalistic, orthodox Christianity
lacking any provable truth, Greenwood became one of the Philosophic
Rationalists. In doing so he shared the views of such well known public figures as
Matthew Arnold, T.H. Huxley, and John Stuart Mill, all of whom believed in the
necessity of rational, scientific rigor in all thought as the only verifiable way to
reach the truth. And it is this belief that ties you and me to Sir George, to de Vere,
and to our knowing disbelief in the myth of the glove-maker’s son, for J. Thomas
Looney, too, was a Rationalist, and a friend of Greenwood.

Like Looney, distrustful of all overstatement, all assertion of transcendental
revelation or untested tradition, Greenwood grew increasingly rigorous in his
religious and scholarly agnosticism to the point that he published first a statement
of his religious skepticism, though (fittingly for an authorship doubter) he did so
under an easily penetrated family pseudonym, George Forester. His book The Faith
of an Agnostic or First Essays on Rationalism makes clear his profound skepticism
about myth, superstition, and unreasoning faith.> In doing so, he foreshadows the
arguments he made later in each of his six books regarding the authorship.
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In words that apply with equal pertinence to the teaching and learning about
Shakespeare we find in most schools and colleges today, Sir George says of
orthodox religions, The Faith of an Agnostic, p.70.3

Custom and Convention have proved too strong, and the child’s receptive
mind has been crammed with beliefs that have no more foundation that
the fairy tales and demonology of old times.

The accuracy of Sir George’s observation on the mind-numbing deadliness of
‘Custom and Convention’ was brought home when I did a guest lecture in a young
colleague’s class. Because she had been auditing my Oxfordian Shakespeare class
at the United States Air Force Academy, she asked me to talk to her sophomore
students about the authorship before they began Henry 1. When preparing for my
visit, she handed out a fact sheet of doubts about the traditional ascription. More
than half her students responded incredulously or angrily. ‘How can this be?” one
asked inelegantly: ‘Everybody knows the guy from Stratford did it.” Custom and
Convention had done their damage to that young man. The correlative, as Sir
George sees it, (p.70-8),? is that:

The majority of mankind [might we add here especially orthodox
Stratfordians] pass their lives without attempting any independent
investigation of these matters. They accept what has been handed down to
them; nay, they make it a virtue and a source of self-commendation so to
do. They are full of the comforts and satisfactions of unquestioning faith.

For one of the Oxfordian heretical persuasion as I, Sir George’s words speak
with a profound, sometimes painful, accuracy. We have all encountered the smug
assurance of the Stratfordians — ‘Willians,” Sir George calls them, — ‘Willians” who
persist in their easy orthodoxy without ever looking for themselves at the evidence,
or lack of it, for the Stratford rustic, and who purvey disputed assertions as pure
and certain truths. For that kind of closemindedness, Sir George had, as Henry
the Fifth had for the Dauphin, ‘Scorn and defiance; slight regard, contempt and
anything that may not misbecome the mighty sender.” Henry 17, ILiv.

But Greenwood's achievements go beyond merely exposing the conventional
critics and unthinking readers; he met their arguments full tilt, gave no quarter,

and took no prisoners in his battle against intellectual foolishness. In The
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Vindicators of Shakespeare (p.156) he adopts the tone of outraged scholars and critics
who resented his charges that they perpetrate fraud on a gullible public when they
present a ‘life’ of the supposed Shakespeare:*

If T venture to say that this is a dishonest method of writing history, Sir
Tittlebat Toplofty is so possessed with virtuous indignation that he can
hardly contain himself. “What! do you date to call illustrious Shakespearian
critics dishonest?” No, Sir Tittlebat; I have made no chatge of conscious
dishonesty, for I know well that where Shakespearian biography is
concerned the normal canons of honest criticism are not held to apply;
but I do say, nevertheless, that in the case of all ordinary mortals it would
be recognised that such a method of asserting a very doubtful inference as
though it were an undoubted fact is not consistent with the obligations of
common honesty.

So much for Shapiro, Bateman, Greenblatt, and other Stratfordian editors!

His arguments, patiently and factually presented in Ben Jonson and Shakespeare,
perforate the tissue of created biography by lancing logical fallacies and fracturing
circular arguments.> For example, after citations from Stratfordians that ‘honest
Ben Jonson’ always spoke the truth, Sir George points out the self-contained
contradiction in taking Ben at face value:

Instead of [Shakespeare’s| writing currente calamo [with flowing pen] and
leaving ‘scarse a blot’ on his papers (an absurd idea on the face of it), he
carefully revised his plays. It follows, therefore, that when these plays were
handed to the players (if ever they were so handed) either the manuscripts
must have shown many a blotted line, or the players received ‘fair copies.’
If we adopt the first alternative the statement of the writer of the Folio
preface was untrue; if we adopt the second the hypothesis of the fair copies
is vindicated. Some critics, however, who cling tenaciously to the idea of
the ‘unblotted manuscripts’ would have us reject Jonson’s testimony as to
Shakespeare’s patient revising. Jonson, in fact, is to be taken as an
unimpeachable witness of truth when it suits these critics so to take him,
but be summarily dismissed as untrustworthy when his testimony does not
square with their theories. In any case, then, Jonson's evidence is
discredited. [Brackets added]
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More than the circular or self-contradictory argument, the idea of the
untutored genius upon whom nothing was lost earned Greenwood’s special scorn.
The child of nature warbling his woodnotes wild after having overheard sailors
talking of far-off Verona or after having had some lawyer acquaintance explain
land law offended Sir George's rationality. Instead, reason pointed cleatly to
Shakespeare’s extensive reading and study of classical texts and thorough
grounding in the law. In Shakespeare Problem Restated (p.70), Sir George says that no
imagined translator, no conjured reading in the supposed library of Richard Fields,
the job-printer from Stratford, no tavern of Universal Knowledge would explain
Shakespeare’s extreme range:

Genius may give the power of acquiring knowledge, but genius is not
knowledge. Genius never taught a man to conjugate [a Greek verb] who
had never had a lesson in Greek nor seen a Greek grammar.

In the same book (p.70-1), he goes on to point out the irrationality of believing,
of taking on faith, the bankrupt traditional biography that had the Stratfordian
springing magically into the world of London letters with a provincial dialect, only
a skimpy education, if that, and no intellectual apprenticeship:

And though genius may prompt one to sing sweetly without much
knowledge, it would require not genius but divine inspiration to enable a
young provincial apprentice, ... [who had passed through call-boy to play-
actor, and| who had but picked up a few crumbs of education at the
Stratford Free School (where by the way he had, it would seem, given no
indications of genius whatever) — in a word, Shakspere as we know him to
have been--not only to wake to ecstasy the living lyre, but to write of all
things under heaven as never man wrote before or since. [Brackets added)]

I could continue with more examples of Sir George's direct, often witty, and
almost unfailingly good-humored debunking of the man from Stratford but let me
come back to the biographical for a moment or two. During the time he was
writing his six authorship books he was also serving as an active Member of
Parliament (1906-1918) representing Peterborough. He actively supported the
movement for divorce reform, opposed vivisection and, like de Vere, sympathized
with game animals by opposing ‘cruel sport’. And one other movement he
supported, almost prophetically: for the last seven years of his life,® he was
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President of the Society for the Prevention of Premature Burial, a group that
lobbied for scientifically qualified medical examiners to certify death.” (One can
only imagine the circumstances that led to that group!) Thus, when the editors of
the Review of English Studies thought they were burying Sir George for good by
excising him from Diana Price's article, they underestimated the vitality of his
arguments and the life of rationality he advocated. Though any number of
Stratfordians may ignore him, he lives on, having escaped premature burial, in

words that have peculiar appropriateness to de Vere and his motto:

What is wanted at this time of day, in the wide field of Shakespearean
commentary, is not the musings of the sentimentalist, but the honest
labour and research of a well-qualified and impartial critic, working with
the single-minded object of discovering and elucidating the truth — ‘the
truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” V7ndicators (p.171).4

In a final irony for this determined seeker after truth, for the man who
adamantly refused to name a candidate for the authorship (even as President of
the Shakespeare Fellowship from 1923 to 1928), for the man who vociferously
denied his detractors’ scornful label of Baconian and insisted that simply pursuing
the truth led him to be an anti-Stratfordian — for this clear truth-teller, the writer
of his obituary wrongly asserted that Sir George was ‘chiefly known for his ardent
advocacy of the Baconian authorship.’ In reading Sir George’s work, we
collectively resurrect Sir George from his premature burial and its untrue obituary.
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