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UNIVERSITY WITS27

Abstract

                          The University Wits is a phrase used to name a group of 
late 16  century English playwrights and pamphleteers who were th

educated at the universities Oxford and Cambridge. This group was 
become popular secular writers and create the background to the 
following dramas. University Wits writers mostly educated and Scholar 
who invented new literary devices in the contemporary literature. 
Following prominent writers were involved in the group John Lyly, 
George Peele, Thomas Lodge, Thomas Nashe, Thomas Kyd and 
Christopher Marlowe. The plays written by University wits had 
common features in their writing. There was fondness for heroic themes, 
such as the lives of great figures. As group then these contemporaries 
illustrate well the possible attitudes of an educated man of their time 
toward the drama. In the present chapter we will briefly discuss 
introduction of the University Wits and Writers of the group. 

Introduction

  University Wits is the significant group of pioneer 
English dramatists who wrote during the last 15 years of the 16  century th

and who transformed the native interlude and chronicle play with theirs 
plays of quality and diversity. The University Wits include Christopher 
Marlowe, Robert Green and Thomas Nash they were graduated from 
Cambridge University as well as Thomas Lodge and John Lyly 
graduates from an Oxford University. Another writer of the University 
Wits did not graduate from the Cambridge and Oxford was Thomas 
Kyd. John Lyly as a writer of this group creates the background for 
William Shakespeare dramas. The greatest poetic dramatist among them 
was Marlow, whose handling of blank verse gave the theater its 
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characteristic voice for the next 50 years. The drama before 
Shakespeare, found it full of flowering with the dramatists called the 
'University Wits '. These dramatists were well educated scholars 
invented new literary device in the literature. They have been 
contributed new platform for the drama. They wrote in the closing years 
of the 16  century. This name of University Wits was given to them th

because they were nearly all educated at Oxford and Cambridge 
University. Wits the word is synonym for Scholar. 

           All the University Wits have several features in 
common. They had stormy career, all of them were actively associated 
with the theatre. They were usually actors as well as dramatists. They 
understood the pulse of the audience. They often worked in 
collaboration with each other. Their store material was also common. 
With these dramatists English drama reached the highest point of glory. 
In many ways they developed English drama. Christopher Marlow was 
most shining star among the University Wits. Others were Lyly, Peele, 
Greene, Lodge, Nash and Kyd. The university wits contributed to the 
formation of the romantic comedy which blossomed forth in the hands 
of Shakespeare. John Lyly the courtier made notable contribution to the 
formation of English comedy. His comedies of Peele are both satirical 
and humorous. His comedies are romantics as well as witty. All the 
members of this group coined new technique and literary devices in their 
drama and poetry. Here in the chapter we will discuss brief introduction 
of the writers of University Wits. 

John Lyly: 

   (1542- 1606) was an author considered to be the first 
English prose stylist to leave an enduring impression upon the language. 
As a dramatist Lyly occupies a peculiar position. He selected classical 
themes and stories for his plays. He himself was a courtier and wrote for 
countries. As a playwright he also contributed to the development of 
prose dialogue in English comedy. Lyly was educated at Magdalen 
College, Oxford and went to London about 1576. There he gained fame 
with publication of two prose romance, Euphues: The Anatomy of wit 
(1578) and Euphues and His England (1580), which together made him 
the most fashionable English writer of the 1580. Euphues is a romantic 
intrigue told in letters interspersed with general discussions on such 
topics as religion, love and epistolary style. Lyly's preoccupation with 
the exact arrangement and selection of words, his frequent use similes 
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drawn from classical mythology and his artificial and excessively 
elegant prose called 'euphuism'. The Euphues novels introduced a new 
concern with form into English Prose. All of Lyly's comedies except' 
The woman in the moon' were presented by the children of Paul's, a 
children's company that was periodically favoured by Queen Elizabeth. 
The performance dates of his plays are as follows Compaspe, Sapho and 
Phao, Gallathea, The Man in the Moon, Midas, Mother Bombie, Love's 
Metamorphosis and Woman in the moon. Lyly's contribution to English 
drama is very important. He was a comic playwright and gave shape to 
romantic comedy. He used suitable blank verse in his comedies. Lyly 
added to drama the qualities of delicacy, grace, charm and subtlety. He is 
well known as a originator of Euphustic style of prose writing. 

George Peele: 

  (1556-1596) was Elizabethan dramatist who 
experimented in many forms of theatrical art: pastoral, history, 
melodrama, tragedy, folk play and pageant. Peele father was a London 
clerk who educated into English a play by Euripides. He later moved to 
London, but in 1583 he returned to oxford to supervise the performance 
at Christ church of two Latin plays by the noted academic dramatist 
William Gager (1555-1622).

       In London he became associated with Robert Green 
and others known as the University Wits, were attempting to make a 
living as professional authors and he experimented with poetry in 
various forms. His earliest important work is “The Arraignment of 
Paris” (1581-84), a mythological extravaganza written for the children 
of the Chapel, a troupe of boy actors and performed at court before 
Queen Elizabeth. The remainder of his career was devoted to writing 
plays for the popular stage. Four plays only remained are 'The Battle of 
Alcazar (1589) a tragedy, Edward I (1593) a chronicle history, The Love 
of King David and Fair Bethsabe (1594) a biblical tragedy and his most 
enduring comic romance The Old Wives Tale (1591-94). He also wrote 
commemorative poems and city pageants.

Thomas Lodge : 

  (1557-1625) was English poet, dramatist and prose 
writer whose innovative versatility typified the Elizabethan Age. He is 
the best remembered for the prose romance 'Rosalynde' the source of 
William Shakespeare's 'As You Like It '. He was the son of Sir Thomas 
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Lodge, who was Lord Mayor of London in 1562. The younger Lodge 
who educated at Merchant Taylors School and Trinity College, Oxford 
and he studied law at Lincoln's Inn, London in 1578. Lodge earliest work 
was an anonymous pamphlet (1579) in reply to Stephen Gosson attack 
on stage plays. His next work an Alarum Against Usurers (1584) 
exposed the ways in which moneylenders lured young heirs into 
extravagance and debt. He then engaged in varied literary activity for a 
number of years. His Scillaes Metamorphosis (1589), an Ovidian verse 
fable, is one of the earliest English poems to retell a classical story with 
imaginative embellishments, and it strongly influenced Shakespeare's 
Venus and Adonis. Lodge's Phillis (1593) contains amorous sonnets and 
Italian originals. In a Fig for Momus (1595), he introduced classical 
satires and verse epistles into English Literature for the first time. Aside 
from Rosalynde: Euphues Golden Legacie (1590), which provided the 
plot for Shakespeare's comedy, Lodge's most important romance was A 
Margarite of America(1596), which combines Senecan motives and 
Arcadian romance in an improbable love story between a Peruvian 
prince and a daughter of the king of Muscovy. His other romances are 
chiefly notable for the fine lyric poems scattered through them. Lodge 
continued to write moralizing pamphlets such as Wits Miserie and the 
World Madnesse (1596) and in 1594 he published two plays: The 
Wounds of civill War and A Looking Glasse for London and England. 

Thomas Nashe: 

  (1567-1601) was pamphleteer, poet, dramatist and 
author of the Unfortunate Traveller, or The Life of Jacke Wilton (1594), 
the first Picaresque novel in English. Nashe was educated at the 
University of Cambridge and about 1588 he went to London, where he 
became associated with Robert Greene and other professional writers. In 
1589 he wrote ' The Anatomie of Absurdittie and preface to Greene's 
Menaphon. Both works are bold opinionated surveys of the 
contemporary state of writing, occasionally obscure, they are euphuistic 
in style and range freely over a great variety of topics. In 1589 and 1590 
he evidently became a paid hack of the episcopacy in the Marprelate 
controversy and matched wits with the unidentified puritan, Martin. 
Almost all Anglican replies  to martin have variously been assigned to 
Nashe but only an almost for a parrat (1590) has been convincingly 
attributed to him.
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Thomas Kyd : 

  (1558- 1594) was English dramatist who wrote 'The 
Spanish Tragedy' also called revenge tragedy of his days. Kyd 
anticipated the structure of many later plays including the development 
of middle and final climax. In addition he revealed an instinctive sense 
of tragic situation, while his characterization of Hieronimo in The 
Spanish Tragedy prepared the way for Shakespeare's Psychological 
Study of Hamlet. The son of the Scrivener, Kyd was educated at the 
Merchant Taylors School in London. There is no evidence that he 
attended the University before turning to literature. He seems to have 
been in service for same to have been in service for some years with a 
lord. The Spanish Tragedy was entered in the stationer's Register in 
October 1592, and the Admiral's men revived it in 1597, as apparently 
did the Chamberlain Men. It remained one of the most popular plays of 
the age and was often reprinted.

  The only other play certainly by Kyd is Cornelia 
(1594),an essay in Senecan Tragedy translated from the French of 
Robert Garnier's academic Cornelie. He may also have written an earlier 
version of Hamlet, known to scholars as the Ur-Hamlet, and his hand has 
sometimes been detected in the anonymous Arden of Feversham, one of 
the first domestic tragedies, and in a number of other plays. About 1591 
Kyd was sharing lodgings with Christopher Marlowe, and on May 13, 
1593, he was arrested and then tortured, being suspected of treasonable 
activity. His room had been searched and certain “atheistical” 
disputations denying the deity of Jesus Christ found there. He probably 
averred then, in a letter, that these papers had belonged to Marlowe. That 
letter is source for almost everything that is known about Kyd's life. He 
was dead by Dec. 30, 1594, when his mother made a formal repudiation 
of her son's debt ridden estate.

Christopher Marlowe: 

  Marlowe was the central Sun of the University Wits. He 
is the true founder of the popular English drama. His contribution to the 
English tragedy is very vital. His main works are Tamburlaine, Dr. 
Faustus, Edward II, The Jew of Malta and The Tragedy of Dido. With 
Marlowe the English drama reached the highest point of its glory. He 
raised the subject matter of drama to a higher level. He gave life and 
reality to his characters. He made the blanks verse smoother and gave 
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unity to drama. Thus in many ways, he showed a path to Shakespeare. 
Thus the University Wits contributed much to the English drama. They 
prepared ground for drama in the spheres of comedy and tragedy they 
made notable contribution and prepared the way Shakespeare. Marlowe 
introduced the element of struggle and conflict in the tragedy. Thus, in 
the sphere of tragedy also, the University Wits made notable 
contribution and prepared the way for the dramatist to come, including 
Shakespeare. Heroic themes needed heroic treatment, variety, splendid 
description, long swelling speeches, the handling of violent incidents 
and emotions, all these qualities were imparted to drama by Marlowe 
also imparted passion, vehemence and force to drama. 

Conclusion

    In the conclusion, we can say that these Wits 
contributed greatly to the history of English drama. University Wits had 
a fondness of introducing heroic themes in their dramas. They often took 
bit from the lives of great figures. They gave heroic treatment to the 
heroic themes. Their dramas usually had variety, splendid description 
and violent incidents.  Their chief aim was to achieve strong and 
sounding lines. The best example was Marlow, who is famous for his use 
of blank-verse. Again, the themes, used in their dramas, were usually 
tragic in nature. There was lack of real humor in their dramas. The only 
exception was Lyly. The group of University Wits was able to unite the 
classical conception of the drama and enthusiasm of the popular 
dramatists. Beside, Contribution to the field of drama, the University 
Wits in general and Lyly in particular contributed a lot for the 
development of prose. His plays prepared a way of Shakespeare's 'A 
Mid-summer Night's Dream' and 'As You Like It'. Lyly is best known his 
romantic for prose work 'Euphues' that gave English language 
Euphuistic style. Thus, in the arena of drama and prose the University 
Wits played a major role.
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