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INTRODUCTION  

 University Wits is a term invented by literary historians to identify  the first 

generation of professional playwrights in England,  who first appeared in the 

early 1580s.   

 Their nickname identifies their social pretensions, but their drama was 

primarily middle class, patriotic, and romantic. Their preferred subjects were 

historical or pseudo-historical, mixed with clowning, music, and love interest. 

 They were predecessors of Shakespeare in drama. So, they are also called pre-

shakespearean dtamatists. 

 The university wits include Christopher Marlowe, Robert Greene, and 

Thomas Nashe (all graduates of Cambridge), as well as Thomas Lodge and 

George Peele (both of Oxford). Another of the wits, though not university-

trained, was Thomas Kyd. Preceded by John Lyly (an Oxford man), they 

prepared the way for William Shakespeare. The greatest poetic dramatist 

among them was Marlowe, whose handling of blank verse gave the theatre 

its characteristic voice for the next 50 years. 

 All wrote in “pre-Shakespearean” styles that separated them from the writers 

of the previous “drab era.”  As David Horne, author of the only biography of 

George Peele, puts it: “All were learned and classical in their  tastes and 

interested in courtly literature”. 
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 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. 

 The term "University Wits" was not used in their lifetime, but was coined by 

George Saintsbury, a 19th-century journalist and author. 

 The term "University Wits" was taken up by many writers in the 20th century 

to refer to the group of authors listed by Saintsbury, often using his basic 

model of dramatic development. Adolphus William Ward in The Cambridge 

History of English Literature (1932) has a chapter on "The Plays of the 

University Wits", in which he argues that a "pride in university training which 

amounted to arrogance" was combined with "really valuable ideas and 

literary methods". In 1931, Allardyce Nicoll wrote that "it was left to the so-

called University Wits to make the classical tragedy popular and the popular 

tragedy unified in construction and conscious of its aim." 
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INTRODUCTION  



CHARACTERISTICS OF UNIVERSITY WITS  

 
 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 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. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF UNIVERSITY WITS  

 

 (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. 

 G. K. Hunter argues that the new "Humanistic education" of the age allowed 

them to create a "complex commercial drama, drawing on the nationalisation 

of religious sentiment" in such a way that it spoke to an audience "caught in 

the contradictions and liberations history had imposed". 

 While Marlowe is the most famous dramatist among them, Robert Greene 

and Thomas Nashe were better known for their controversial, risqué and 

argumentative pamphlets, creating an early form of journalism. Greene has 

been called the "first notorious professional writer". 
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MAJOR  UNIVERSITY  WITS 

 



 

 Christopher Marlowe, also known as Kit Marlowe ( 1564 – 1593), was an 

English playwright, poet and translator of the Elizabethan era. 

 He composed poetry, wrote plays and also as an actor performed on the stage 

. He was a very good actor.  

 His plays include- Dido, Queen of Carthage , Tamburlaine, The Jew of Malta, 

Doctor Faustus, Edward II, The Massacre at Paris. 

 His poetry and translation works include- Amores, The Passionate Shepherd to 

His Love, Hero and Leander, Pharsalia .  

  Modern scholars count Marlowe among the most famous of the Elizabethan 

playwrights and based upon the "many imitations" of his play Tamburlaine 

consider him to have been the foremost dramatist in London in the years just 

before his mysterious early death. 
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 CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE 

 



 Some scholars also believe that he greatly influenced William Shakespeare, who 

was baptised in the same year as Marlowe and later became the pre-eminent 

Elizabethan playwright. 

  Marlowe's plays are the first to use blank verse, which became the standard for 

the era, and are distinguished by their overreaching protagonists. 

 Themes found within Marlowe's literary works have been noted as humanistic 

with realistic emotions, which some scholars find difficult to reconcile with 

Marlowe's "anti-intellectualism" and his catering to the taste of his Elizabethan 

audiences for generous displays of extreme physical violence, cruelty, and 

bloodshed. 

 Marlowe's plays were enormously successful, possibly due to the imposing stage 

presence of his lead actor, Edward Alleyn. Alleyn was unusually tall for the time 

and the haughty roles of Tamburlaine, Faustus and Barabas were probably 

written for him.  

 Marlowe's plays were the foundation of the repertoire of Alleyn's company, the 

Admiral's Men, throughout the 1590s.  
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 CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE 

 



ROBERT GREENE  

 

 Robert Greene (1558–1592) was an English and a popular Elizabethan 

dramatist and pamphleteer known for his negative critiques of his colleagues.  

 He attended Cambridge, receiving a BA in 1580, and an M.A. in 1583 before 

moving to London, where he arguably became the first professional author in 

England. Greene was prolific and published in many genres including 

romances, plays and autobiography. 

 He wrote plays including Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay, The History of 

Orlando Furioso, A Looking Glass for London and England, The Scottish 

History of James the Fouth. 

 His prose works include- Mamillia: A Mirror or Looking-glass for the Ladies of 

England (1583), dedicated to Lord Darcy of the North, Mamillia: The Second 

Part of the Triumph of Pallas (1593), dedicated to Robert Lee and Roger 

Portington, The Anatomy of Lovers' Flatteries (1584), dedicated to Mary 

Rogers, wife to Master Hugh Rogers of Everton[28], The Myrrour of Modestie 

(1584), dedicated to Margaret, Countess of Derby.  
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THOMAS NASHE 

 

 Thomas Nashe (1567 - 1601) was an Elizabethan playwright, poet, satirist 

and a significant pamphleteer. 

  He is known for his novel The Unfortunate Traveller, his pamphlets 

including Pierce Penniless, and his numerous defences of the Church of 

England. 

 in October 1592 he wrote an entertainment called Summer's Last Will and 

Testament, a "show" with some resemblance to a masque. In brief, the 

plot describes the death of Summer, who, feeling himself to be dying, 

reviews the performance of his former servants and eventually passes the 

crown on to Autumn. The play was published in 1600.  

 Nashe is widely remembered for three short poems, all drawn from this 

play and frequently reprinted in anthologies of Elizabethan verse: “Adieu, 

farewell, earth’s bliss,” “Fair summer droops” and “Autumn hath all the 

summer’s fruitful treasure. 
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 In 1597 Nashe co-wrote the play The Isle of Dogs with Ben Jonson. 

 

 In 1594, Nashe wrote a book titled The Terrors of the Night; Or A 

Discourse of Apparitions, which sceptically considers dreams, 

nightmares, and apparitions, which Nashe considers born of 

superstition, melancholy or imagination. He says, "A dream is 

nothing else but a bubbling scum or froth of the fancy which the day 

hath left undigested, or an after-feast made of the fragments of idle 

imagination". 
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THOMAS NASHE 

 



JOHN LYLY 

 

 John Lyly (1553 or 1554 – 1606) was an English writer, poet, 

 dramatist, and courtier, best known during his lifetime for his books Euphues: 

The Anatomy of Wit (1578) and Euphues and His England (1580), and 

perhaps best remembered now for his plays. Lyly's mannered literary style, 

originating in his first books, is known as euphuism. 

 In 1632 Blount published Six Court Comedies, the first printed collection of 

Lyly's plays. They include-Endymion (1591), Campaspe (1584), Sapho and 

Phao (1584), Gallathea (1592), Midas (1592), Mother Bombie (1594). 

 Lyly must also be considered and remembered as a primary influence on the 

plays of William Shakespeare, and in particular the romantic comedies. Love's 

Metamorphosis is a large influence on Love's Labour's Lost, and Gallathea is a 

major source for A Midsummer Night's Dream. Scholars also claim an 

influence on Twelfth Night and As You Like It. 

 

13 



THOMAS LODGE 

 

 Thomas Lodge (1558 – 1625), the son of a Lord Mayor of London, was an 

English writer and author during the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods. 

 Lodge's known dramatic work is small in quantity. In conjunction with Robert 

Greene he, probably in 1590, produced in a popular vein the odd but far from 

feeble play, A Looking Glass for London and England ( 1594).  
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GEORGE PEELE 

 
 George Peele ( July 1556-1596) was an English translator, poet, and dramatist, 

who is most noted for his supposed but not universally accepted collaboration 

with William Shakespeare on the play Titus Andronicus. 

  Many anonymous Elizabethan plays have been attributed to him, but his 

reputation rests mainly on Edward I, The Old Wives' Tale, The Battle of Alcazar, 

The Arraignment of Paris, and David and Bethsabe. The Troublesome Reign of 

John, King of England, the immediate source for Shakespeare's King John, has 

been published under his name. 

 His pastoral comedy The Arraignment of Paris was presented by the Children of 

the Chapel Royal before Queen Elizabeth perhaps as early as 1581, and was 

printed anonymously in 1584. In the play, Paris is asked by Jupiter to decide 

which goddesses, Juno, Pallas or Venus should be awarded the golden apple. He 

awards this to Venus who carries Paris away, leaving his wife Oenone 

disconsolate. Juno and Pallas arraign Paris before the gods of partiality in his 

judgement. The case is then referred to Diana, with whom the final decision rests. 

She gives the apple to none of the competitors but to a nymph called Eliza, 'our 

Zabeta fayre', a reference to Queen Elizabeth I 
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THOMAS KYD 

  Thomas kyd (1558-1594) was an English playwright, the author of The Spanish Tragedy, 

and one of the most important figures in the development of Elizabethan drama. 

 Although well known in his own time, Kyd fell into obscurity until 1773. 

 A hundred years later, scholars in Germany and England began to shed light on his life and 

work, including the controversial finding that he may have been the author of a Hamlet 

play pre-dating Shakespeare's, which is now known as the Ur-Hamlet. 

 The Spanish Tragedy, or Hieronimo is Mad Again[1] is an Elizabethan tragedy written by 

Thomas Kyd between 1582 and 1592.  

 Highly popular and influential in its time, The Spanish Tragedy established a new genre in 

English theatre, the revenge play or revenge tragedy. 

  The play contains several violent murders and includes as one of its characters a 

personification of Revenge. The Spanish Tragedy is often considered to be the first mature 

Elizabethan drama, a claim disputed with Christopher Marlowe's Tamburlaine, and has been 

parodied by many Elizabethan and Jacobean playwrights, including Marlowe, William 

Shakespeare and Ben Jonson. 

 Many elements of The Spanish Tragedy, such as the play-within-a-play used to trap a 

murderer and a ghost intent on vengeance, appear in Shakespeare's Hamlet. (Thomas Kyd is 

frequently proposed as the author of the hypothetical Ur-Hamlet that may have been one 

of Shakespeare's primary sources for Hamlet.)  

 

16 



CONCLUSIONS 

 

 The University wits were the first secular dramatists of England. They 

immensely influenced and guided the later dramatists and mainly 

Shakespear. Edward II is the first important historical pay. In it 

Marlowe actively handles the chronicle and in this respect he 

influenced Shakespeare’s Richard II. ‘The Jew of Malta’  foreshadows 

the world of Ben Johnson’s ‘Volpone’  and Shakespeare’s ‘Skylock’. 

Marlowe for the first time made blank verse a powerful vehicle for the 

expression of varied human emotions. Marlowe created authentic 

romantic tragedy and paved the way for the development of 

Shakespeare’s dramatic genius. 
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