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All is not 
so true…

A line in the trailer for the new Shakespeare 
biopic instantly put me off. Kenneth Branagh 
(who directs as well as playing the bard) says 

that he thinks ‘women should be allowed to perform 
the female roles’. Allowed?  Are we supposed to think 
that there were actual laws that forbade women from 
acting? And that women themselves were clamouring 
to break through the barriers that kept them off the 
stage?  The serving wench Kate in Upstart Crow and Viola 
in Shakespeare in Love both aspire to tread the boards, 
but neither makes any bones about being fiction. All 
is True aspires to be more serious — and yet from the 
trailer alone it is plain that all is far from true.  Don’t 
let me put you off, but take it all with a big pinch of 
salt. As far as women on the stage is concerned, Upstart 

Crow is probably nearer the mark when Shakespeare 
just assumes that acting is one of the many things that 
women supposedly can’t do.

Not so mysterious
It is often said that we don’t know much about 
Shakespeare’s life.  But the work of the American scholar 
Samuel Schoenbaum tells a rather different story. 
William Shakespeare: A Documentary Life (1974) brought 
together so many references from contemporary 
sources that Schoenbaum was able to claim that in fact 
we know far more about Shakespeare than any other 
literary figure from the early modern period.

Shakespeare was not only a successful playwright 
but a businessman and a property owner, and his name 

Ben Elton, creator of Upstart Crow, has 
now written the script for All is True, 
a film about Shakespeare’s retirement. 
Cicely Palser Havely has her doubts 
about its historical accuracy…
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Question
Why are we so curious about whether something 
in fiction really happened? Consider instances in 
your texts that reflect actual instances of their 
author’s experience.

Further reading

For a favourable Guardian review of All is True, see 
www.tinyurl.com/y5pvnv2c

For Variety.com’s more critical account, see 
www.tinyurl.com/y45mh4pk

For snapshots of varied responses see 
www.rottentomatoes.com/m/all_is_true

(or what may be his name — no spell-checkers back 
then) crops up in hordes of documents. What frustrates 
anyone with an itch to speculate about Shakespeare’s 
character is that all this evidence reveals nothing very 
dramatic, which is ironic, given that the man invented 
such rich characters for the stage and understood 
drama like nobody else. Upstart Crow plays with this 
cleverly (though perhaps too often) when it makes 
David Mitchell’s Shakespeare into a tetchy commuter 
— unlike the dashing Kit Marlowe, though most of 
what we like to think we know about Marlowe’s life is 
highly conjectural.

Searching for context
Why do we want to know about an author’s life?  
Writers of fiction will often tell you that they hate to 
be asked what aspects of their story are ‘true’. Did it 
actually happen? Did it happen to you? Was it really 
like that? The implication behind questions like this 
seems to be that ‘truth’ adds value in some way. Instead 
of admiring writers for how skilfully they make things 
up, we prefer authenticity. Yet a moment’s reflection 
tells us that how we tell stories of our own lives is often 
very different from the account we would give under 
oath in a court of law. In fiction it’s not the truth that 
counts, but what we make of it.

Does any other author compel the near fanatical 
curiosity that Shakespeare attracts?  His works are 
combed for clues about his life story and what he was 
really like. In the past there are umpteen instances of 
well-to-do scholar clergymen with time of their hands 
uncovering all kinds of esoteric insights from poring 

over the texts. One of the my favourites decided that 
references to freshwater fish proved that Shakespeare 
was a keen fly-fisherman. Mary Cowden Clarke, who 
compiled the first systematic concordance in 1844, 
eagerly allowed her unmatched knowledge of every 
word in his plays and poetry to give her claim to be 
something like Shakespeare’s sweetheart.

Shakespeare’s true life story continues to fascinate 
and elude us. But on the other hand we do know 
a great deal about the social, political and cultural 
context in which that life was lived, and context is far 
more reliable than biographical conjecture when it 
comes to identifying what shaped Shakespeare’s work. 
So although I expect to see the movie and may be 
charmed by its array of national treasures, I shall return 
to Stephen Greenblatt (Renaissance Self Fashioning, 
1980) and — above all — James Shapiro (1599: A Year 
in the Life of William Shakespeare, 2005) when I want to 
understand a little more about the circumstances in 
which Shakespeare lived and worked.
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