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Abstract

The questiorof the authorshipof Shakespeare’slays haslong beendebated. The two
leadingcontendersare W. Shaksperg1564-1616)and Edward de Vere the 13" Earl of
Oxford (1550-1604). Here we note that Shakespeare’s references to importanaegents
discoveriesin astronomy and geophysicsin 1572 and 1600, but not to similarly
important eventsof 1604, 1609and 1610, especiallygiven Shakespeare’'srequent
references to and knowledge of the physical sciences, imegiiileto shedsomelight on

the authorship question.



“After four centuries, Shakespeare remains the most haunting of authmssghSobran
has written in anew book. “He seemso know us betterthanwe know him.” As time
has gone on, doubt that the actor W. Shakspere (1564-1616)the@bakespearplays
hasincreased. Furthermorejt shouldbe notedthat biographiesof Shakespeardid not
begin to take shape until nearly a century after Shakespeare’sleath. = Numerous
individuals have been proposed as the author oStakespereaplays including Francis
Bacon (1561-1626),Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593),and even QueenElizabeth 1.
However, the most serious contender still left standirigisardde Vere the 13" Earl of
Oxford (1550-1604),himself an actor and poet, and the founderof Shakspere’'sacting
company the Lord Chamberlain’sMen. Summarizing and strengtheningprevious
arguments and adding many of his own, Sobran makes perhagisothgesicase evefor
Oxford as Shakespearé.or example:Shakespearasedmany sources for hiplays, but
none may have dated later than 1603; plays written by otfidtrgshe nameShakespeare
started appearing in 1605 after Oxford’s death, but while Shakeerstill alive; many,
including playwrite Ben Johnson,during the years 1604-1616, seem to speak of
Shakespearas being dead;there isa confluenceof eventsin the Shakespeareaplays
with the life of Oxford but notthat of Shaksperethe young manto whom many of the
Sonnetq~1593-1600)wvere addresse@ppearso have beerHenry Wriothesley,Earl of
Southamptona more unlikely addressedor Shaksperghan for Oxford; the Sonnet’s,
which evenStratfordiangpartisansfor Shaksperas Shakespeareoncedewnere written
in the voice of an old man, were written at a time when Shaksperewas in his early

thirties, while Oxford was imis fifties andailing. Of course theseliterary argumentsn



favor of Oxford as Shakespearare disputedmightily by the Stratfordians. While some
may believeit doesn’tmatterwho Shakespeareas, the questionhasintrinsic interest,
and, as well, the vast amount of informal gmdfessionaktudy of Shakespearmight be
enhancedoy knowledgeof his identity. Here | note that Shakespeare’seferencesto
important events and discoveries in astronomy and geophysics irab@82800, but not
to similarly important eventsof 1604, 1609and 1610, especiallygiven Shakespeare’s
frequentreferencego and knowledgeof the physical science§ might be ableto shed

some light on the authorship question.

Shakespeare was remarkably learned in numerous fields inclugidiginé, law®, andthe
physical sciencés With regardsto astronomy for example,Shakespeare’sharactersn
Henry IV Part | (act 2,scenel) usethe position of the constellationUrsa Major to tell
the hour ofthe night. Now, at the beginningof HamletBernardosays,“Last night of
all,/Whenyond samestar that's westwardfrom the pole/Hadmadehis courseto illume
that part of heaven/Whereow it burns, Marcellus and myself,/The bell then beating
one.” Other events in the play suggest that the stasightedin November(see ref5
and refs. therein) What might be the identity of the bright starin the skies ofDenmark
west of the pole at 1AM on a Novembereveningduring the perturbedtimes in that
KingdomwhenHamlettook place? Recently,Olson, Olson and Doescherhave studied
this questiod. They could find no particularly bright fixed star visible in the sky in
Denmarkin November,west of the pole, at 1AM. However, they have made the

fascinating observation that the “new” star which appearede sky in Novemberl572



in the constellation Cassiopeia, now known talsipernovaSN1572A), doedulfill all
these criterid The new star wadescribedn detail by Danish astronomeFycho Brahe
(1546-16019. The notion that this star kamletmight be SN1572A isconsistentwith
an earlierobservatiorthat the namesRosenkrans’and ‘Guldensteren’are amongthose
appearing in a portrait of Brahe surrounddcoats-of-arms of hiancestors In 1572
Oxford was twenty-two while Shakspere was only eight. Perhaps the mentbey/rew
star was etched into the memory of eight year-old Shakdpetrejorelikely into that of
twenty-two year-old Oxford especially asn Englandit was Lord Burghley, Oxford’s

father-in-law, whom Queen Elizabeth asked to investigate the new heavenly development.

In 1577 a greatcometwas visible in Europe,andthere wouldnot be another until 1607
(an appearance ofaley'scomet). Interestingly Shakspear@ften refersto cometsin
plays such asHamlet (1600-1601)and Henry VI Part 1 (1589-1592)plays which
appearedbefore 1607. Perhapsthe cometof 1577 was imprinted in the mind of the

thirteen year old Shakspere, but again it is more likely to have been so for Oxford.

In 1600 in a landmark book British physician and natur&lidiiam Gilbert proposedthe
idea that the earth may have a magniid®. Shakespearseemecdawareof this theory:
in Troilus and Cressida(1601-1602)he writes, (111.2.184-186) “As true as steel, as
plantage to the moon,/As sun to day, as turtle to her mate,/As iron to adanearth&s
the centre.”In the sameplay, (1V.2.109-111)“But the strongbaseand building of my

love/ls as the very centre of the earth,/Drawing all things tolihlis, Shakespearknew,



apparentlyaboutrecentdevelopmentsn scienceincluding SN1572A and also Gilbert’'s
theory of geomagnetism. What about Shakespeare’&nowledge of later astronomical

events and discoveries?

In October1604 neara conjunctionof Mars, Saturnand Jupiter another newstar was
seenin the sky (SN1604A). Shakespearenakesno mentionof SN1604A. We might
have expecte@hakespearm notice SN1604Agiventhe observatiorf'Saturn and Venus

in conjunction!” inHenry 1V Part 2(11.4.286).

Consider the following fromienry VIPart 1 (1.2.1-2) “Mars his true moving, evenasin
the heavens/San the earth, to this day is not known.” This would appearto be a
reference to the fact that the orbit of Mars was not well understood, even $essgoiagy
backward according to some models of its orbit proposatdtime of Henry VI Part 1
(1589-1592). In 160% his AstronomiaNova& Kepler discussed hiirst two laws of
motion, and, in particular gave the first proper accountof the orbit of Mars. So,
Shakespeareseemsawareof the problemspreviousto 1609 of explainingthe orbit of
Mars, but despitethe currentdating of five plays after 1609Cymbeline(1609-1610),
Winter's Tale(1610-1611)The TempegtL611),Henry VIl (1612-1613)and Two Noble
Kinsmen(1613), Shakespeareeverfelt it importantto mentionthe resolution ofthe
confusionover the orbit of Mars. (The standarddating for Shakespeare’plays is not
based on publication, many which were not publisheduntil 1623,but on performance

dates and other evidence.)



In 1609basedon earlyreports of the telescope Galileo Galilei fashionedhis own and
turnedit toward the heavensAmong the discoveriesreportedin his 1610 booR were
sunspots, the phases \dénus(similar to the phasesof the Earth’s moon), hills, valleys
and other imperfections on the surfadehe Moon, andthe moons ofJupiter. None of
these discoveries are mentioned in  ShakespeareShakespeare’somission of these
discoveriesseemsstriking given his substantiaknowledgeand frequentmentionof such
topics. For example: Shakespeareas a most keen observerof the sun, discussingin

Henry VI Part3 (1.1. 25-32)the phenomenon oparhelia(*mock suns”)which seemto

appear near the real Sun due to ice crysteldward Dazzle mine eyes, ao | seethree
Suns?Richard Three glorius suns, each one a perfect sun;/Not separated widtcking
clouds,/But sever’d in a pale clear-shinsig/./Seesee! They join, embraceand seemto

kiss,/As if they vow'd some league inviolable:/Nane they but onelamp, onelight, one
sun./In this the heavefiguressomeevent.” As well, Shakespeareefersto the Sunmore
thanforty timesin the late plays, but neverto sunspots. Shakespearappreciateshe
brightnessof Venus (MidsummerNight's Dream 111.2.61), and that Venus can be an
evening(All's Well that EndsWell 11.1.166-167) ormorning star as mentioned/Seesee!
They jan, embrae, and seeno kiss,/Asif they vow'd someleagueinviolable:/Now are
they but onelamp, onelight, one sun./Inthis the heavenfigures someevent.” As well,

Shakespeareefersto the Sun more than forty times in the late plays, but neverto

sunspots. Shakespeare apprecittedrightnessof Venus(MidsummerNight's Dream

[11.2.61), andthat Venuscan be anevening(All's Well that Ends Well 11.1.166-167) or



morning star as mentioned in the late play Henry VIII (111.2.366-367, 371-372).
Shakespearbdas more than fifteen mentionsto the Moon in the late plays without
mention of the imperfections onts surface,and more than ten referencesto Jupiter

without mention of its moons.

In conclusion, Shakespeare’s works show us thaingteumenthe was usingto examine
the Heavenswas the human eye—indeeda most keen and learned eye—but not a
telescope: Shakespedmeew aboutSN1572A,and Gilbert’s discussion ofjeomagnetism
in 1600, but apparently not about SN1604A, sunspots,the phasesof Venus, the
imperfections orthe surfaceof the Moon, or the moons ofJupiter. Thereare many
possible explanations why Shakespeare did not write about ahgsw#topics, however,
the most parsimonious is that the Bard was not alive to kndhesenew developments
in astronomy. This would be consistentwith Oxford (1550-1604),but not Shakspere

(1564-1616) as Shakespeare.
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