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UNIVERSITY WITS 

The term “University Wits”, coined  by George Saintsbury (a 19th century 

journalist and author) , refers to a  wise band of professed men of letters who were 

the "rising sap" of dramatic creativity in the 1580s . This  group of late 16th-

century English playwrights and pamphleteers who were educated at the 

universities (Oxford or Cambridge)  became popular secular writers. Prominent 

members of this group were Christopher Marlowe, Robert Greene, and Thomas 

Nashe from Cambridge, and John Lyly, Thomas Lodge, and George 

Peele from Oxford. Thomas Kyd is also sometimes included in the group, though 

he is not believed to have studied at university. 

Edward Albert in his History of English Literature (1979) argues that the 

plays of the University Wits had several features in common: 

(a) There was a fondness for heroic themes, such as the lives of great 

figures like Mohammed and Tamburlaine. 

(b) Heroic themes needed heroic treatment: great fullness and variety; 

splendid descriptions, long swelling speeches, the handling of violent incidents and 
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emotions. These qualities, excellent when held in restraint, only too often led to 

loudness and disorder. 

(c) The style was also ‘heroic’. The chief aim was to achieve strong and 

sounding lines, magnificent epithets, and powerful declamation. This again led to 

abuse and to mere bombast, mouthing, and in the worst cases to nonsense. In the 

best examples, such as in Marlowe, the result is quite impressive. In this connexion 

it is to be noted that the best medium for such expression was blank verse, which 

was sufficiently elastic to bear the strong pressure of these expansive methods. 

(d) The themes were usually tragic in nature, for the dramatists were as a 

rule too much in earnest to give heed to what was considered to be the lower 

species of comedy. The general lack of real humour in the early drama is one of its 

most prominent features. Humour, when it is brought in at all, is coarse and 

immature. Almost the only representative of the writers of real comedies is Lyly. 

                                 The most important figure among the university wits, 

that could be placed in the rank of  Shakespeare,  is  Christopher  Marlowe (1564-

93).  The greatest among the pre-Shakespearian dramatists, Marlowe was educated 

at Canterbury and Cambridge. He led a dissolute life, and could be arrested but for 

his untimely death in a fight in a tavern. 

                                    Marlowe wrote only tragedies, and they all were 

written within five years (1587-92). Among his plays, Edward II is his best work, 

with a well-constructed plot, though the characterization is simple. In this play, the 

material drawn from Holinshed’s  Chronicles  is neatly compressed. Its hero   

cannot  claim  to   be  truly  tragic,   but  in  the   Murder  Scene he arouses  deep   

pathos. Tamburlaine the Great (1587), dealing with one ‘inhuman figure’ cannot be 

called to have   dramatic   excellence.   The   plot   is   episodic  and   lacks   



cohesion.  The   Second  Part   of Tamburlaine the Great (1588) is inferior to its 

predecessor. The Jew of Malta (1589) projects a Machiavellian villain. In spite of a 

good opening, the play deteriorates with the introduction of the second villain, 

Ithamore. Doctor Faustus (1592?) has a good beginning and an ending, but the 

comic scenes appearing inside are not enough charming. The conversations 

between the good and the evil angels remind us of the mediaeval Miracle plays. 

The Tragedy of Dido, Queen of Carthage (c. 1593) written in collaboration with 

Nash demonstrates sub-standard dramatic art, and  The Massacre at Paris  (1593) 

was left  unfinished. 

Marlowe’s plays  represent ‘a  poetic vision, the typically Renaissance 

quest for power – l’mour de l’mpossible – combined with the quest for beauty.’ In 

Tamburlaine, the shepherd seeks the “sweet fruition of an earthly crown”, in The 

Jew of Malta, Barabas seeks “infinite riches in a little room”, while the quest in 

Doctor Faustus is for infinite knowledge. If not the first experimenter with blank 

verse, Marlowe raised it to a certain height.’ His verse is notable for its burning 

energy, its splendour of diction, its sensuous   richness,   its  variety  of  pace,  and  

its  responsiveness  to   the   demands  of  varying emotions.’ Marlowe’s 

contribution to English play may be said to have been:  

(a) He glorified the  matter of the drama  by his sweep of imagination as 

reflected  in the stories.                                                                                   

(b)  He vitalized the manner and matter of the drama, as reflected in 

characterization. 

(c) He clarified and gave coherence to the drama, as reflected in his blank 

verse. 



George Peele (1558-1596) was an actor as well as a writer of plays, and for 

some time, he was a member of Lord Admiral’s Company. Peele has left behind 

some half dozen plays, rich in poetic beauty paralleled by none except Marlowe’s. 

Hisworks   include  Edward   I  (1593),   an incoherent chronicle play; The Old 

Wives’ Tale, a clever satire on the popular drama of the day ; The Hunting of 

Cupid, an earlier play now lost. Peele’s poetical works include  Polyhymnia 

(1590), a poem in blank verse,  The Honour of the Garter  (1593) and The Fall of 

Troy.02. 

Robert Greene (1558-92) too was a student of  St. John’s College, 

Cambridge, and later of  Clare Hall, Oxford wherefrom he took his M.A. degree in 

1583. Greene  was, first  of all,  a storyteller and a pamphleteer who turned to 

drama for the lucre it offered. His plays are four in number: Alphonsus, King of 

Aragon, (1587); Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (1589), Orlando Furioso  (c.1591)  

and  The  Scottish  Historie  of James the Fourth  (1592).  Alphonsus  is modelled 

on Marlowe’s Tamburlaine;  Orlando  Furioso (c.1591) has its source in an English 

translation of Ariosto; and The Scottish Historie of James, the Fourth, staged in 

1592, is not a historical play, but has for it theme an imaginary incident of King’s 

life. Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay, the finest of Greene’s works is a tale of love of 

a maid with two men. Though it lacks in complications that it could have, the chief 

merit of the play lies in the lively method of presenting the story. It can, to a great 

extent, be called a document of Elizabethan life. Greene wrote thirty-five prose 

pieces. They are also important works in that they reveal the author’s erratic 

energy, his quick, malicious wit, and his powerful imagination. “Greene is weak in 

creating characters, and his style is not of outstanding merit, but his humour is 

somewhat genial in his plays, and his methods less austere than those of other 

tragedians.” 



Thomas Kyd (1558-94), one of the  important university wits, was 

adramatist and translator, he achieved great popularity with his first work, The 

Spanish Tragedy, which was translated into German and Dutch. The horrific plot 

of the play,stuffedwith murder, frenzy and sudden death, has gained the play 

lasting importance and popularity. While the play bears resemblances of Marlovian 

lines, ‘there are touches of style that dimly foreshadow the great tragical lines of 

Shakespeare.’ The only other play of Kyd that still survives is Cornelia (1593), a 

translated version of a work of the French Senecan, Garnier, ‘but his hand has been 

sought in many plays including Soliman and Perseda (1588), the First Part of 

Jeronimo (1592), an attempt, after the success of The Spanish Tragedie, to write an 

introductory play to it, and Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus’ 

The   ‘university   wits’   include   another   playwright,  Thomas  Nash  

(1567-1601).   After completing his education at Cambridge, he went in 1586 to 

London to earn by writing. He took an active part in the political and personal 

questions of the day, and his aggressive method took him behind the bars. He 

finished Marlowe’s The Tragedy of Dido, but his only surviving play is Summer’s 

Last Will and Testament, a satirical masque. Nash also wrote  The Unfortunate 

Traveller or The Life of Jacke Wilton (1594), a prose tale that has enough 

importance in the growth English fiction.  

 Born in the same year (1558) as Thomas Nash, Thomas Lodge (1558-

1625) was educated at both Oxford and Cambridge where he studied law. He, 

however, gave up his legal studies and took to writing, and while writing, he acted 

too. Nash produced very little in quantity, and it is assumed that he collaborated 

with Shakespeare in Henry VI. The Woundes of Civile War, a kind of chronicle 

play, is considered to be Lodge’s own work. He also wrote prose romances, the 



most famous of  which is  Rosalynde:  Euphues  Golden  Legacie (1590)  which 

was the chief source of Shakespeare’s As You Like It.   

John Lyly (1554-1606) was more famous as a writer of prose than a 

dramatist proper. The plays of Lyly were written after the publication of  Euphues, 

the Anatomy of Wit  (1579) and were  acted  by ‘the  children  of  Paul’s  before 

her  majesty.’  His  best-known  dramas  include Alexander and  Campaspe, played  

on  New Year’s  Eve  in  1581;  Sapho  and  Phao  (1584); Endymion (1591) 

written around the friendship between the Queen and the Earl of Leicester, and 

Midas  (1592). He  also  wrote  two  other   plays   –  The   Woman   in the Moon  

and  Love’s Metamorphosis. Lyly’s plays might lack stage  effectiveness, but  they 

display the dramatist’s superior culture and a fine sense of style. His plays have 

more kinship with masques  than the drama, and the delightful songs that are 

interpolated in the plays enhance their charm by a great measure. His dialogues are 

really admirable at times, happy in clear-cut phrases and allusiveness. After  all  

said  and  done,  the  fame  of  Lyly  rests  on  his  prose  work  Euphues  and  the  

play, Endymion. 

This diverse and talented loose association of London writers and 

dramatists set the stage for the theatrical Renaissance of Elizabethan England. 

They are identified as among the earliest professional writers in English, and 

prepared the way for the writings of William Shakespeare, who was born just two 

months after Christopher Marlowe. 

 Saintsbury argues that the Wits drew on the ploddingly academic verse-

drama of Thomas Sackville, and the crude but lively popular entertainments of 

"miscellaneous farce-and-interlude-writers", to create the first truly powerful 

dramas in English. The University Wits, "with Marlowe at their head, made the 



blank verse line for dramatic purposes, dismissed, cultivated as they were, the 

cultivation of classical models, and gave English tragedy its Magna Charta of 

freedom and submission to the restrictions of actual life only". However, they 

failed "to achieve perfect life-likeness". It was left to "the actor-playwrights who, 

rising from very humble beginnings, but possessing in their fellow Shakespeare a 

champion unparalleled in ancient and modern times, borrowed the improvements 

of the university wits, added their own stage knowledge, and with Shakespeare's 

aid achieved the master drama of the world." 

 Jenny Sager argues that "From its conception the term 'University Wits' has 

provided generations of critics with a sounding board from which to articulate their 

attitudes towards modern academia", often setting the supposedly snobbish Wits 

against Shakespeare and others as representatives of unlettered talent.[1] Jeffrey 

Knapp argues that some authors have imagined an "all out war" between authors 

and actors, initiated by the Wits. Knapp criticises Richard Helgerson for claiming 

that a form of popular theatre was replaced by an elitist "author's theatre" because 

of the work of the Wits, arguing that praise for actors and willingness to 

collaborate are more typical of their careers.  
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