
The Pictorial History of Shak.espeare's Birthplace 
By Henry C. Shelley 

ON the programme which has been arranged 
for the celebration, at the end of this month and 
the beginning of next, of the tercentenary of Shake
speare's death, a prominent position has been assigned 
to a pilgrimage to Stratford-on-Avon. There are 
various engagements for that occasion, chief among 
them being a visit to that neat little cottage in 
Henley Street which is accepted as the birthplace 
of the poet. 

Whether the facts correspond to tradition is at 
least open to question. Sir Sidney Lee was among 
the doubters when he drafted the earliest version of 
his Life of Sltakespeare. "Some doubt," he wrote 

in 1897, "is justifiable as to the ordinarily accepted 
scene of his birth." But a birthplace-trustee change 
has since modified his views. In the new and re
vised edit-ion of the Life there is no reference to that 
"justifiable " doubt. Perhaps the poet 's biographer 
realises that his official position in connection with 
the Henley Street shrine entails greater circum
spection of language in describing the house which 
attracts some forty thousand sixpence-paying visitors 
every year. 

As, however, it ill becomes the Shakespearean to 
"worship shadows and adore false shapes," the ques
tion as to whether the poet was born in this particular 

THE BIRTHPLACE FROM THE ETCHING MADE IN 1788 BY COLONEL PHILIP DE LA MOTTE 

L 



The Connoi"sseur 

house ought to be '.faced boldly and regardless of 
consequences. It must be admitted, then, even 
though such candour is rare, that there is an older 
tradition, which i.s somewhat fatal to the claims of the 
Henley Street house. 

A late echo of that tradition sounded in the ears of 
Washington Irving in 1815. Did not the venerable 
sexton who showed him over the church express a 
"doubt" as to the genuineness of the birthplace? 
True, the kindly Geoffrey Crayon attributed the 
sexton's suspicion to envy; but if the American 
pilgrim bad been acquainted with the lore of the 
learned and industrious William Oldys, be would 
have realised that the sexton had solid grounds for 
his scepticism. Oldys, in fact, in the first quarter of 
the eighteenth century, had recorded a tradition to 
the effect that Shakespeare was born in a house 
near the churchyard, and this legend persisted until 
the last century. "A house near the river," as the 
laborious J. 0. Halliwell-Phillipps wrote, "called the 
Brook House, now pulled down, was some years 
since asserted to have been the birthplace of Shake
speare." 

It is significant that the earliest Shakespeare 
devotees entirely ignored the Henley Street shrine. 
Sir William Dugdale, the first to give us a drawing of 
the poet's Stratford monument, made no reference to 
the house in which he was born. Travellers of 1682, 
1693, and even of 1751, made no reference to any 
house as having been that of Shakespeare's nativity. 
Indeed, in 1760, only nine years prior to Garrick's 
spectacular "Jubilee," a noteworthy visitor to the 
town was wholly silent as to this matter. 

No explanation bas ever been offered as to how the 
Brook House of tradition came to be supplanted by 
the cottage in Henley Street. Yet when the engrav
ings of the latter are examined from a chronological 
standpoint, it seems reasonable to conclude that 
Garrick's "Jubilee" had .much to do with that trans
ferred allegiance. It is granted that the drawing of 
the house reproduced by Mr. Halliwell-Phillipps is 
dated 1762, but its close likeness to a sketch made 
seven years later is practically conclusive that 1762 
is a mistake. 

There is no record of any pictorial delineation of 
the Henley Street building prior to that made by 
Richard Greene in 1769. The date is suspicious 
when taken in conjunction with Mr. Greene's rela
tionship with Dr. Johnson, bis friendship with Bos
well, and his lifelong association with the city where 
David Garrick spent his early years. Garrick's 
notorious "Jubilee" was held at Stratford-on-Avon 
in 1769. We know that Boswell busied himself in 
that melodramatic affair, and it may be assumed that 
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all the actor's Lichfield friends were interested in his 
venture. Nothing is more natural than that Mr. 
Greene should have attended the "Jubilee," especi
ally as his sketch of the birthplace is dated that year. 

That sketch, as hinted above, begins the pictorial 
history of the now accepted birthplace. The version, 
however, which is ,eproduced (by the courtesy of the 
trustees of the birthplace), is that executed in the 
form of an etching in 1788 by Colonel Philip de la 
Motte, the cousin of the painter and the friend of 
Captain Grose. That it follows faithfully the sketch 
dated 1762, by Mr. Halliwell-Phillipps, will be obvious 
to all who compare the two, and suggests the con
clusion that Mr. Greene's drawing was the original 
of both. 

All the earliest illustrations of the Henley Street 
building have several features in common. They 
show a modest structure consisting of two houses, 
each having its own doorway; but the building on 
the east is distinguished from that on the west by 
having two gables to its companion's one. And the 
western cottage has a pent-house over its doorway as 
compared with the unsheltered entrance of the other. 
In each the surface of the wall is broken up with 
those massive beams of timber which were so pic
turesque a feature of houses built in the sixteenth 
century_ It should be added that the right-band 
upstair window of the eastern house was in the form 
of a projecting bay. 

Drawings made in the early or nearly mid-nine
teenth century show in a startling manner that the 
most notable features of the eighteenth - century 
pictures have disappeared. The pent-house of the 
western building has given place to two projecting 
windows, while the bay of the eastern cottage bas 
become a flat window of four lights. By 1849, on 
the unerring testimony of a daguerrotype (reproduced 
by the courtesy of the trustees), other changes had 
taken place, including the bricki.ng over of a part 
of the front wall. In all these later illustrations, 
moreover, the most striking difference is the aspect 
presented by the roof, for the three gables of the two 
houses have been entirely demolished. 

By a study of the accompanying sketches and en
gravings it is possible to follow the pictorial history 
of the birth place from 17 69 to • 1 849, even though 
Colonel de la Motte's etching is dated 1788. It 
will be seen that during the thirty-seven years which 
separated Mr. Greene's sketch and the more elaborate 
drawing which appeared in Saunders's Warwickshire 
Drawings, the Henley Street structure had under
gone a notable transformation. The latter draw
mg was made in 1806, to which year also belong 
the engraving by R. D. Wheler and the water-colour 
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FROM THE DRAWING UY R. D. WIIELER 

sketch by D. Parkes. 
a sketch-book in the 
British Museum-it 

The latter is reproduced from 
Manuscript Department of the 
is believed for the first time. 

Beneath the picture Mr. Parkes wrote: "The abm·e 
is an exact representation of the house at Stratford
upon-Avon, in which the Immortal Shakespeare was 
born, on the 23rd of April, A.D. 1564." In his brief 
notes about the town he added: "The house in 
which the Immortal Bard was born is in Henley 
Street, near the White Lion Inn: the room in which 
the Poet was born, by the names left upon the walls, 
has been visited by most of the literary characters in 
the kingdom, as by likewise many of the nobility." 

Between the Henley Street building as it appears 
in the t-rim sketch of Mr. Parkes and the same 
structure as depicted in the drawing by John Brandard 
in 1838, there is again a marked difference, not in 
general outline, but in dilapidation. It had fallen 
into decay, indeed, by 1824, in which year the manu
script diary of the Rev. J. Hunter speaks of it as 
"now the worst house in the town." It is significant, 
too, that Mr. Hunter also refers to it as "the house 
in which he is said to have been born." 

Why had the birthplace been allowed to fall into 
such a wretched condition, as is hinted at in the 
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drawing by Mr. Brandard of 1838, and is painfully 
evident in the daguerrotype of 1849? Mainly be
cause from 1820 there were two Richmonds in the 
field. The birthplace had lost its diligent cicerone, 
Mary Hornby by name, who had industriously 
collected a miscellaneous museum of Shakespea,re 
"relics." Widow Hornby became the tenant of the 
Henley Street cottage in I 7 93, and had become 
"garrulous," in Shakespeare lore, by the time of 
Washington Irving's famous visit of 1815. Several 
years later the , owner of the property, Mrs. Court, 
moved by considerations of the unearned increment 
which Widow Hornby was enjoying by showing the 
natal shrine of the "Immortal Bard, '' decided to 
increase the rent of the house from twenty to forty 
pounds a year. That threat took effect in 1820, 
whereupon Widow Hornby surrendered her tenancy, 
and carried off her relics to another house for the 
"amusement of those Ladies and Gentlemen" who 
took pleasure in such so'uvenirs. 

Mrs. Hornby had correctly diagnosed the situa
tion. Her varied "articles of Shakespeare property" 
secured her a liberal share of the pilgrim patron
age, and to make matters worse for the extortionate 
Widow Court, the new custodian of the birthplace 





THE BIRTHPLACE IN 1849 FROM A DAGUERROTYPE 

INTERIOR OF THE BIRTH-CHAMBER IN 1839 FROM A PENCIL SKETC H BY JOHN BRAN DARD 
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THE BIRTHPLACE AS IT IS TO·DAY FROM A PHOTOGRAPH BY THE WRITER 

seems to have sadly neglected her charge. Thus the 
Henley Street cottage became "the worst house in 
the town," and visitors confessed they would have 
passed it by in disgust had it not been for the board 
bearing the legend, " The immortal Shakespeare was 
born here." 

Widow Court's death in 1846 marked another 
epoch in the history of the birthplace. As the heir 
to her estate was a minor, it was decided to sell the 
property. The announcement of the auction stirred 
the nation's Shakespearean conscience, and a com
mittee was formed to raise a fund for the purchase of 
the Henley Street buildings. But there were Doubt
ing Thomases still in the land. An effort to get a 
subscription from the London Court of Common 
Council was defeated; and during the actual sale on 
March 17th, 184 7, the auctioneer's assertion that 
Shakespeare was born in the building was stoutly 
contested. However, the "lot," which Mr. Court had 
purchased for £ 2 60, was finally knocked down for 
£3,000, and from the fall of the hammer the birth
place became the property of the British nation. 

That was in 1847. The daguerrotype of 1849 
shows that two years later the building was still in 
a shameful condition. In due time the question of 
restoration was resolutely tackled, with the final result 
shown in the photograph of its present appearance. 
What is obvious is that the restoration carefullyfollowed 

the oldest drawings of the twin buildmg, so that there 
is a striking likeness between Mr. Greene's sketch and 
the structure familiar to present-day pilgrims. 

There is another matter connected with the birth
place which must be noted in connection with Mr. 
Brandard's sketch of the interior of the birth-room. 
Not merely is it true that the poet's father did not 
obtain possession of the western cottage-the reputed 
birthplace-until his son was eleven years old, but 
there is a conflict in the evidence as to which room 
in that western building was the natal chamber. The 
Rev. R. vVarner, who visited the town in 1801, noted 
in his diary: "On enquiring for the birthplace of 
our great poet, we were not a little surprised to be 
carried through a small butcher's shop: into a dirty 
back room." And yet it is a front room upstairs 
which is shown as the actual birth-chamber! 

Such are the facts. Each must draw what deduc
tions he thinks warranted. The problem, however, 
suggests a new field for the collector of prints. In 
the birthplace itself there are only eight pictures of 
the building. Apart from the three here reproduced, 
there are an etching by A. Rider of 1824, a copy of 
a water-colour made by Miss Halliwell in 1867 from 
an original of 1830, a chromo-lithograph of 1849-5 0, 
a water-colour of the western cottage dated 1858, 
and an oil-painting by J. T. Marshall showing the 
building in 1871. 
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