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Yorkshire Tragedy, A. An anonymous 
DOMESTIC TRAGEDY written around 1606 
and printed in 1608. It was falsely assigned to 
Shakespeare on the title page of the first edition. 
The play is based on an account in John Stowe's 
Annals of Walter Calverly, who was executed 
at York for murder in 1605. 

A man weds a virtuous woman, who does 
not realize that her new husband, although 
of good family, is a bigamist, a drunkard, and 
a profligate; indeed, he has mortgaged his 
property and made his younger brother, an 
honest university student, security for his 
enormous gambling debts. When the brother 
is jailed for debt, the master of his college 
travels to Yorkshire to seek aid. The husband 
reacts with such rage and guilt that in his 
passion he kills two of his sons and a servant 
who interferes. Brought to justice, he laments 
his wickedness and is taken off to prison to 
await trial. 

A Yorkshire Tragedy is based on the same 
sensational crime that inspired George Wilkins' 
THE MISERIES OF ENFORCED MARRIAGE. 
Wilkins relates events from Walter Calverly's 
life before the murders and ends his play happily 
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A Yorkshire Tragedy continues Wilkins' story 
and assumes (judging from its beginning) a 
familiarity with the earlier play. 

In A Yorkshire Tragedy the characters are 
referred to simply as "Husband," "Wife," 
"First Son," etc, and they are rigidly typed: 
the wife is a Patient Grissel, virtuous and 
incredibly enduring; the husband is a prodigal 
hopelessly addicted to a demonic lust for gam
bling. Nothing alleviates his mad obsession 
until he is brought under the shadow of the 
gallows, whereupon he collapses in remorse 
and self-loathing. The moral of the tragedy 
is sternly underscored: "And 'tis set down by 
Heaven's just decree I That Riot's child must 
needs be Beggary." 

The standard edition is in Shakespeare 
Apocrypha, ed. C. F. Tucker Brooke ( 1908). 
Brooke has discovered one episode in the play 
that influenced King Lear (see "King Lear 
and A Yorkshire Tragedy, MIN, XXVII 
[1912] ). For other criticism, see H. H. Adams, 
English Domestic or Homiletic Tragedy 1595-
1642 ( 1943 ), and Michel Grivelet, Thomas 
Heywood et le drame domestique elizabethain 
(1957). 

J. E. Ruoff, MACMILLAN’S HANDBOOK OF  Elizabethan & Stuart  LITERATURE
© James E. Ruoff 1975


