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OXFORDIAN NEWS 

 Members of the DVS were very sorry to learn of the 

recent death of the Hon. Thomas Lindsay at his home in 

Wiltshire. He was the owner of Hedingham Castle and 

took a great interest in the Society and the case for 

Edward de Vere as Shakespeare. The Hon. President 

sent our condolences to his family, including his son 

Jason, who now lives at Hedingham. 

 Sir Roger Penrose wins (jointly) the 2020 Nobel Prize in 

physics for his ground-breaking work on Black Holes 

and said in an interview that he believes it ‘most 

probable’ that Edward de Vere wrote the works of 

Shakespeare. A truly ‘brilliant mind’ influenced by          

J. Thomas Looney’s “Shakespeare” Identified and a 

significant event for the centenary year. The interview is 

available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H2chJzi2Uso   

 Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre receives a ‘lifeline’ 

grant of £2.8m from the government’s Culture 

Recovery Fund. The stage sadly remains closed 

during lockdown but the programme is being kept 

alive by free screened plays and other events: 

https://www.shakespearesglobe.com/whats-on/  

 The Shakespearean Authorship Trust Conference 

2020, in collaboration with Brunel University, 

titled ‘I all alone beweep my outcast state’ was presented 

via Zoom on 28-29 November 2020. Oxfordians 

were well represented by Kevin Gilvary and 

Alexander Waugh. To the question ‘Who wrote 

Shakespeare?’ the audience voted 47% for Edward de Vere, 23% for group 

authorship and 7% to 1% for any of eight others.  

 Please post your comments (whether negative or positive) about the DVS 

newsletter, website or other events on our Facebook or Twitter page. Or, if 

you prefer the privacy of a password-protected site, on the Members’ Forum 

of the DVS website: https://deveresociety.co.uk/members/members-forum/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H2chJzi2Uso
https://www.shakespearesglobe.com/whats-on/
https://www.shakespearesglobe.com/whats-on/
https://deveresociety.co.uk/members/members-forum/
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BAND OF BROTHERS: 
Edward de Vere and his Literary Circle 

in the 1580s 

DVS Autumn Conference Webinar 2020 

 

Report by Amanda Hinds 

Being an observer of the organising team, I feel free to compliment the DVS 

team wholeheartedly for our first virtual conference, held via Zoom, which 

attracted an audience of over 200 people – including members of the DVS, 

Shakespeare Oxford Fellowship and other visitors. The DVS team demonstrated 

an amazing range of expertise in organisation, production, presentation, 

marketing, internet technology, graphics, acting, singing and, of course, detailed 

knowledge of their complex and inimitable subject: Edward de Vere, 17th Earl 

of Oxford. Members of the team behind the scenes particularly to be 

commended are Costa Chard, Yvonne Cheal, Rosemary O’Loughlin and 

Ralph Walker-Smith. This virtual event provided a wonderful opportunity for 

us to communicate with friends across the world – and since sending invitations 

for the conference we welcomed 17 new DVS members.  

Throughout the conference there were theatrical and musical interludes, 

which made the 3-hour meeting especially enjoyable. A double act between 

Richard Clifford and Annabel Leventon was unforgettable: their chosen 

subject was a dialogue between Benedick and Beatrice in three scenes from Much 

Ado about Nothing. Sir Derek Jacobi gave a masterly reading of Sonnet 33. 

Charlie Limm and Frankie Paradiso sang their own interpretations of, 

respectively, Blow, blow thou winter wind and Sonnet 18 and Charlie ‘sang us out’ 

with a beautiful rendering of Greensleeves. 
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The first presentation, during which Kevin Gilvary faultlessly papered over 

a minor technical glitch, was an illustrated talk about the formation of the literary 

circle at Fisher’s Folly during the 1570s and ’80s. This was followed by a talk 

from Eddi Jolly about her own and others’ research into Abraham Fleming’s 

connection with Edward de Vere and his plays. Ian Johnson gave a presentation 

about Thomas Watson, the subject of his book Renaissance Man (see review p.46), 

which almost sold out at Amazon during the conference. Alexander Waugh 

talked about the activities of the writers and ‘wits’ working with and for Edward 

de Vere to repurify the English language.   

The programme ended with a ‘mystery guest’: Ron Destro, Director of the 

Oxford Shakespeare Company, who has been producing and acting in plays in 

their correct settings in the UK and Europe – including a memorable All’s Well 

that Ends Well at Hedingham Castle in 2019. His book The Shakespeare Masterclasses 

is reviewed by the multi-talented Costa Chard on p.49. 

Questions and answers followed each session, fielded by Rosemary 

O’Loughlin and Heward Wilkinson. Questions not answered during the event 

through lack of time have been uploaded as topics on the DVS Members’ 

Forum: https://deveresociety.co.uk/members/members-forum/, to which members 

and speakers were encouraged to contribute.  

Thank you for all the appreciative comments received during and after the 

event, for your replies on the Members’ Forum, and for the spontaneous review 

received from Earl Showerman after the conference (see below).  

Alexander Waugh welcomed the 

founder of the Society to introduce       

the Conference: Charles Beauclerk was 

Chairman of the Society when the first 

DVS Newsletter was published in 1988* 

and reminds us that we aim to discover 

the true story of a real person:  

Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford  

 

*Now available under Past Newsletters on the member-only section of the DVS website: 

https://deveresociety.co.uk/members 

Alexander Waugh, DVS Chairman 

https://deveresociety.co.uk/members/members-forum/
https://deveresociety.co.uk/members
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INTRODUCTION 

By Charles Beauclerk 

Hello – and a very warm welcome         

to all of you attending The de Vere 

Society’s 2020 Autumn Conference 

Webinar. I am honoured and delighted 

to have been asked to launch this 

venture, the first of its kind for the DVS. 

Our collective thanks are due to those who have devised how to gather us 

together in the ether – and to keep us suspended there in impeccable order – as 

well as to those who have worked hard to put this marvellous programme 

together. Lastly, our gratitude goes out to our speakers and performers tonight, 

including our mystery guest. 

I am glad to say that The de Vere Society is in very good shape. The wind is 

in its sails; there is a sense of excitement and fresh purpose; new routes are 

opening up; ground-breaking research is being done. At the risk of being 

invidious, I would like to mention one individual here – our distinguished 

chairman, Alexander Waugh, who has over the past few years produced a string 

of white rabbits from his top-hat and, in so doing, has managed to open up the 

field of ‘Oxford and his Literary Contemporaries’ in far-reaching fashion. It is to 

this topic that tonight’s conference speaks. Hats off to Alexander for his 

remarkable achievement. 

The focus of The de Vere Society is Edward de Vere himself, whose name 

means ‘Prosperous Guardian of Truth’, and it is under the banner of Truth that 

we make our way. Our chief work lies in bringing Edward de Vere before the 

public and introducing his story to our culture through every medium available 

to us. Not only is he our lodestar, but both his story and his art, interwoven as 

they are, have the potential to flourish like a holy tree and inspire our ailing land. 

It is important not to condemn those in the Society whose approach to the 

truth differs from our own, for we all share in the one overarching truth: de 

Vere’s authorship. Ours is a high-pinnacled pavilion. We are indeed a band of 

brothers (and sisters) ready to shed if not our blood then our ink copiously in 
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the cause. — Before I vanish, which I hope I shall, let me say one thing for our 

protagonist. Prospero’s final words in The Tempest are: 

As you from crimes would pardon’d be, 

Let your indulgence set me free. 

This idea of indulgence was crucial to Oxford. He doesn’t want us to create 

a shining icon of him, but rather to understand him, wherever that 

understanding might lead. Only then can he be set free. Hamlet begs Horatio to 

‘draw his breath in pain’ to tell his story, for his is clearly a painful story to tell – 

one requiring indulgence, you might say. For this, my fellow Horatios, all our 

voices are essential. 

Gentle breath of yours my sails 

Must fill, or else my project fails. 

Our conference, friends, is now open! 

 

THE THEATRES AND THE FOLLY:                     

HOW THE 1580 EARTHQUAKE FAILED TO       

SHAKE OXFORD’S CIRCLE 

By Kevin Gilvary 

The DVS Hon. President began with a description 

of a startling event that took place just a week 

before the thirtieth birthday of Edward de Vere, 

17th Earl of Oxford. Among many contemporary 

reports of the earthquake were those of several scholarly writers associated with 

Oxford: Thomas Churchyard; Arthur Golding, Oxford’s uncle and the translator 

of Ovid’s Metamorphoses; Thomas Twyne, who dedicated his translation of the 

Breviary of Britain to Oxford; Anthony Munday; and Abraham Fleming. Fleming 

collected together various reports, which were published by Henry Denham, the 

highly respected printer responsible for publishing both editions of Holinshed.  

Oxford developed his rivalry with Leicester when both were involved in 

promoting their own ‘policy’ at Court through dramatic presentations. Almost 

certainly, each used his theatre as a base for their respective companies to 

develop and rehearse their plays before performing at Court. The demolished 
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Holywell Priory half a mile north of the City of London had provided a site for 

development of the Theatre, acquired by Leicester, and the Curtain by Oxford. 

At much the same time Oxford bought the nearby sprawling complex of 

buildings known as Fisher’s Folly (see Jan Cole’s Oxford’s 1580 purchase of land and 

property east of Aldgate; DVS newsletter, January 2016) to provide a base for 

developing the talents of emerging writers including Thomas Watson, Thomas 

Kyd and Thomas Nashe, who, as well as those already mentioned, were among 

17 poets and playwrights patronised by Oxford.  

Just a few days before the earthquake shook London, Oxford took over 

Warwick’s Men from Ambrose Dudley. Becoming known as Oxford’s Men, they 

were experienced actors and were soon joined by Anthony Munday. Their rivalry 

with Leicester’s Men was curtailed in 1583 when Francis Walsingham set up the 

Queen’s Men by taking the best actors from both companies, and those of 

others. By an order of the Privy Council later the same year, the Queen’s Men 

were permitted to practice by playing for the public on weekdays.  

Perhaps the two most important members of the writing group at Fisher’s 

Folly were Lyly and Munday. John Lyly was the author of the highly acclaimed 

Euphues texts, which influenced the style of Shakespeare, and of plays performed 

by Oxford’s children’s company at Court. Anthony Munday, who travelled on 

the continent, translated plays and romances and wrote books himself, including 

The Mirror of Mutability and Zelauto. Munday wrote to Henry de Vere that he had 

‘served that most noble Earle your Father, of famous and desertfull memory’. 

Thomas Churchyard was a wide-ranging author well known for his tavern wit. 

He was fat and jolly and almost certainly appeared in the plays, first as Falstaff in 

The Merry Wives and then as Oldcastle in the Henry IV plays. Thomas Nashe was 

a noted satirist who confirmed that Oxford obtained ‘high fame’ by his pen: 

‘being the first (in our language) I haue encountered, that repurified Poetrie from 

Arts pedantisme, & that instructed it to speake courtly’. Nashe wrote of the 17 

poets and playwrights patronised by Oxford as ‘selected good scholars’. 

 

Questions & Answers 

Richard Waugaman: Did Munday and Oxford collaborate in the translation of 

Bocaccio’s Decameron?  KG: Yes, they probably did; both had travelled in Italy. 
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Martin Carden: Did Walsingham have literary interests?                                     

KG: He was more interested in their propaganda value. 

Ron Roffel: Did Oxford secretly patronise the Lord Chamberlain’s Men?            

KG: Probably not in the 1590s, when he had retired from public life and was 

revising his plays. 

 

ABRAHAM FLEMING – ANOTHER ‘GRAND 

POSSESSOR?’ 

By Eddi Jolly 

One manuscript, A pleasant Conceit of Vere Earl of 

Oxford, discontented at the Rising of a mean Gentleman in 

the English court was promised in Vol. I for 

publication in Vol. II – but was not so published. 

Alan Nelson mentions Fleming, rather dismissively, 

in Monstrous Adversary but a little research shows he 

was involved with over seventy publications in that 

period – translating, creating, editing and indexing – 

and was the principal editor in the second edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles in 

1585. This talk reports on early stages in understanding Fleming and his role, 

and how it was that he might have had access to a piece of writing by Oxford. 

 

Questions & Answers 

Roger Stritmatter: Have we examples of Fleming’s handwriting to compare with 

other texts?  EJ: Yes, in various documents including annotations in Holinshed’s 

Chronicles in the Huntingdon Library; he wrote in Secretary script. 

Heidi Jannsch: Are there further papers to be examined?                                    

EJ: Yes, there are various paper trails to be followed when lockdowns end, 

particularly in the PROs. 

William Ray: Does Fleming’s dictionary Alvearie [beehives] suggest an association 

with Oxford? KG: Alexander Waugh may say more about this.  

Rosemary O’Loughlin: Why was A Pleasant Conceit not published in Vol II?         

EJ: At that time, Peck was probably focusing on historical documents, especially 

those related to Burghley. 
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EDWARD DE VERE AND THOMAS WATSON 

By Ian Johnson 

In a list of poet-playwrights known to the 

Earl of Oxford, Thomas Heywood claimed 

that Apollo himself admired Thomas Watson. 

Born around 1555, his parents died when he 

was a child and he and his brother were brought up by his uncle, Thomas Lee, 

an educated wealthy man who was an ideal guardian. He was educated at 

Winchester School and briefly at New College Oxford, which he left in the early 

1570s when the Commissioners for Religion were sweeping out ‘popery’, and he 

set sail to the continent of Europe. Watson and Oxford were in Europe at much 

the same time, and both may have met Ronsard.  

Watson owed loyalty to the Walsingham-Sidney camp as well as to Oxford 

and the Band of Brothers, and the enmity of the groups may have been 

exaggerated. He felt he owed a debt to Walsingham, who may have helped him 

gain access to Padua University, supported him when his uncle died – probably 

employed him in his spy network – and may have led to his close friendships 

with Walsingham’s cousin Thomas and Kit Marlowe. Watson’s links to the de 

Vere clique are revealed by involvement in the Burnell case, by his The 

Hekatompathia of 1582, with its ‘breathtakingly erudite’ prefaces, and by his 

associations with John Dee and the so-called ‘School of Night’ and the 

‘University Wits’. He had close ties with the composer William Byrd, who also 

had dealings with de Vere. Oxford may have employed Watson to write verse 

for the entertainment for Queen Elizabeth at Elvetham in 1591. Scandal scarred 

the last months of Watson’s life, and he died of the plague in 1592: this and 

much more is revealed in his book, Renaissance Man, reviewed by Kevin Gilvary 

on pp.46-8. 

 

Questions & Answers 

Heward Wilkinson: Was Edmund Spenser part of the group?  IJ: He was probably 

more associated with the Sidney group, although his Ignoto referred to de Vere. 

Ralph Ellis: What is the meaning of Silexedra?                                                        

IJ: It meant Mount of Flint but implied a place of illumination.  
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EDWARD DE VERE AND 

MARLOWE, LYLY AND KYD 

By Alexander Waugh 

Our Chairman, Alexander Waugh, 

gave a fascinating and illustrated 

presentation in which he laid out some new evidence suggesting that Marlowe 

and Kyd were part of the scriptorium of learned scholar-playwrights employed 

by Oxford to oversee a State ‘policy of plays’ which, according to Thomas 

Nashe, was a ‘secret of government’ designed to raise the spirit, morality, 

wisdom, knowledge and language of England. Supporting this policy, he revealed 

the machinations of the Queen and the Privy Council, in particular William 

Cecil, Lord Burghley and Sir Francis Walsingham. A close reading of Ben 

Jonson’s lines about Shakespeare ‘outshining’ the ‘disproportionate muses’ 

Marlowe, Lyly and Kyd from the First Folio of 1623 leave an impression that 

Jonson, like Droeshout, viewed Shakespeare as the Apollonian patron of these 

playwrights, not simply as their contemporary play-writing peer. This theory is 

corroborated by the uniquely high number of contemporary references 

associating Oxford’s patronage with that of Apollo and other references to 

Marlowe and Kyd as belonging to an Apollonian scriptorium, such as are found 

in Bodenham’s Bel-vedere (1600) and Dekker’s Knights Conjuring (1607). 

Robert Greene wrote in 1584 that ‘wheresoever [Oxford] lodgeth, thither 

will scholars flock’; so Oxford’s scriptorium could be traced from the Savoy 

Hospital in the Strand to Fisher’s Folly outside Bishopsgate; and finally, in 1591, 

to a large house on the east side of St. Peter’s Hill between St. Paul’s and the 

Thames. Noting that Marlowe and Kyd (according to Kyd’s famous letter to Sir 

John Puckering of June 1593) ceased writing plays together in one chamber for 

an unnamed Lord’s players in 1591, the ejection of Oxford and his men from  

St. Peter’s Hill in the Spring of 1591 on account of Oxford’s failure to pay the 

rent for his men, caused not only Nashe and Churchyard to suffer but Marlowe 

and Kyd also. Alexander rejected traditional attempts to identify Marlowe and 

Kyd’s lord as Lord Pembroke, Lord Strange or Lord Sussex, on the grounds that 

each of these patrons allowed their names to be associated with Marlowe’s name 

after 1591, while Kyd explicitly testified that Marlowe’s lord ‘never could endure 
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Marlowe’s name or sight’ when he heard of his atheism. The unnamed lord of 

Kyd’s letter to Puckering fits Oxford better than any alternative.  

A second part to this talk (currently in preparation) will explain the fallout 

over Oxford’s failure to support the St. Peter’s Hill scriptorium which led, 

among other things, to the demotion of the Queen’s Men, the extinction of     

St. Paul’s Boys, and to Greene’s stark warning to three impoverished scholar 

playwrights – Nashe, Peele and Marlowe – against the usury and exploitation of 

a certain ‘upstart crow’. We look forward to Part II keenly. 

 

MYSTERY GUEST: Ron Destro, Director                                                        

of the Oxford Shakespeare Company 

Alexander Waugh introduced Ron Destro as a writer, actor, director, teacher 

and coach, greatly loved by his students and audiences, and welcomed him as the 

final speaker for the Band of Brothers conference. 

Ron Destro started by thanking the Chairman and saying he felt honoured to be 

invited to speak at the conference, and particularly to follow Alexander Waugh 

and Sir Derek Jacobi. His presentation began with a speech from the gravedigger 

in Hamlet musing on three meanings of the word ‘act’, and whether Ophelia’s 

death could have been classed ‘se defendio’. He 

used this introduction to discuss whether 

knowledge of the true author affects actors in 

the plays. He said, mostly actors say ‘No’ 

because they perform as a character in the 

context of the play. But knowledge of the true 

author helps clarify why, for example, the 

gravedigger echoes a legal case (Hales v. Petit); it helps explain why Hamlet is 

more obsessed with his lost inheritance than ruling Denmark; why, in All’s Well 

that Ends Well, Bertram accepts Helena – and so why the sudden switch in what 

is a ‘problem play’ to Stratfordians. Knowledge of Oxford’s forced early 

marriage and the ‘bed trick’ explains it all; and the apparently happy ending can 

be played as ironic.  

Ron Destro said that ‘every character has the author’s voice’ and that 

knowledge of the author explains parodies (such as Fortunate Unhappy meaning  
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Christopher Hatton; how could the Stratford man know or get away with that?), 

gives the correct perspective, ‘adds resonance and makes it personal’. When the 

Oxford Shakespeare Company’s overseas workshops have performed plays in 

the correct setting – Hamlet in Castle Elsinore; Richard II in Flint Castle in Wales; 

The Merchant of Venice in Villa Foscari; Richard III at Bosworth Field; Henry V at 

Agincourt –  ‘something magical happens’ and ‘it becomes more than a play’. He 

explains to his actors that it is not a cult, and they don’t have to believe it, but he 

believes that understanding the true author ‘gives more confidence and added 

depth’ to their performances. Ron Destro’s book The Shakespeare Masterclasses is 

available from Amazon and enthusiastically reviewed by Costa Chard on p.49. 

 

Review by Earl Showerman, 14 December 2020 

Thanks to everyone involved, the DVS Band of Brothers program yesterday was 

too good to be true. From the outset, despite the minor technical glitch which 

Kevin covered seamlessly, the content and quality of production, recitations and 

music was superlative. Let me take each speaker’s measure: 

Kevin’s coverage of the significance of the 1580 earthquake and its 

connection to dating R&J was great. As I recall, Golding’s commentaries 

included a mention of the effects of the ensuing tsunami on the coast of France. 

This would be reflected in Pericles Act 3 when there is a clear description of an 

earthquake and storm, and a tsunami-like huge ‘billow’ that delivered the casket 

containing Thaisa. None of the footnotes in the editions I hold mention this as a 

quake and tsunami. ‘Our lodgings, standing bleak upon the sea, Shook as the 

earth did quake … Pure surprise and fear made me to quit the house’ (3.2.14). 

And ‘I never saw so huge a billow as did toss it upon the shore’ (3.2.58). Then 

Kevin went on to mention the connection between the Theatre and Curtain, the 

formation of the Queen’s Men, and the 17 different poets and playwrights 

connected to Oxford, setting us up for what Eddi, Ian and Alexander would 

further develop. Before his presentation concluded I had ordered Renaissance Man 

and Take Physic, Pomp! 

Eddi’s presentation was completely new and exciting material to me, 

especially how well she has explored the ‘Pleasant Conceit of Vere’ reference and 

Fleming’s role in so many publications, especially the 2nd edition of Holinshed’s 
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Chronicles and its support by the Privy Council. I expect Eddi will publish a 

learned article on the importance of Abraham Fleming, and I expect there are 

many of us who will be ‘edified’ by her superb unveiling of a new character in 

the drama. 

I was thrilled by Ian Johnson’s presentation on Thomas Watson. Watson’s 

Latin translation of Sophocles’ Antigone in 1581 was much praised in Tanya 

Pollard’s Greek Tragic Women on Shakespearean Stages (2017). Watson imagines 

translating Greek as an encounter with a heroic virgin, who becomes ‘a figurative 

participant in the joint literary production of wonder and piety’. The way Ian 

presented his life history and commented on The Hekatompathia made me very 

excited to read the full story in his book. 

Finally, our Chief tied all these strands together in a geometrically organized 

diagram of university wits’ interconnectedness that explains the intertext we feed 

on, proof of Oxford’s centrality in this archetypal setup. That his dedications 

echoed his connection to Apollo more than other literary patrons was great to 

learn; I would add that very many also compare him to Alexander the Great –    

I saw five of them in a collection of books dedicated to de Vere on display for 

our conference at the Huntington in 2012.  I also was intrigued by Alexander’s 

point about Oxford’s disregard of Marlowe for his atheism. Is there 

documentary evidence for this? 

Richard and Annabel’s recitations of Beatrice and Benedick dialogues were 

wonderful – such clever writing and masterful delivery. And then we had such 

uplifting live music. Ron Destro, Founding Director of the Oxford Shakespeare 

Company and DVS program mystery guest, helped dig the grave of Stratfordian 

nonsense that knowing the author of the plays does not contribute to our 

understanding and appreciation. Charles, Rosemary and Heward performed 

admirably as co-hosts.  

In the end, ‘Bravo’ was the ever-repeated chat line. Sincerest congratulations 

on spreading the word so artfully. 

~~ 
An edited video of the Band of Brothers webinar plus selected excerpts               

will be available to view shortly. Information and links will be provided by 

email, on the DVS website and on our Facebook and Twitter pages.  
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Introduction by Alexander Waugh: Jan Cole investigates the historical and 

familial connections of Bridget de Vere, the second daughter of Edward de Vere, 

17th Earl of Oxford, her dependence on Sir Walter Cope and her overlooked 

second marriage to Sir Hugh Pollard, which allies the de Vere family to that of 

Thomas Russell, one of the overseers of the will of William of Stratford, whose 

step-son Leonard Digges penned commendatory verses for the First Folio of the 

plays of William Shakespeare (1623).  

 

BRIDGET DE VERE’S SECOND MARRIAGE TO SIR HUGH 

POLLARD (C.1603-1666) AND ITS CONNECTIONS 

By Jan Cole 

Edward de Vere and Ann Cecil’s second daughter, Bridget, was born at 

Theobalds on 6 April 1584. She was four years old when her mother died, and 

the only image known of her is her figure, alongside her two sisters, on the grand 

tomb built for Anne Cecil and Mildred Cecil (d. 1588 and 1589 respectively) by 

William Cecil, Lord Burghley, in Westminster Abbey. The effigies were in place 

by 1589 as Burghley had this inscription written on the panels of the tomb: ‘Lady 

Elizabeth Vere now aged 14, Lady Bridget Vere, 5 years of age, and thirdly the 

little infant Lady Susannah.’ No portrait of Bridget 

as an adult has been identified, but the surviving 

portrait of her daughter Elizabeth Norris Wray is the 

nearest to her features that we can surmise, and it 

bears a strong resemblance to her elder sister, 

Elizabeth Vere Stanley. We know little of her 

childhood, but we can be sure that it was carefully 

monitored by William Cecil, her grandfather. Of 

Oxford’s three daughters, we know least about 

Bridget de Vere.  Evidence is lacking for her presence 

at family events. Was she present at the marriage of her elder sister, Elizabeth, to 

William Stanley, Earl of Derby, on 26 January 1594? As a 10-year-old, this is 

possible. Was she present at her younger sister Susan’s marriage to Philip 

Herbert on 27 December 1604, six months after her father’s death? As a married 

Elizabeth Norris Wray 
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20-year-old, this is more probable. Both were important court occasions, but we 

do not hear of Bridget being present. 

Marriage proposals and first marriage 

In August 1597 a marriage was proposed for the 13-year-old Bridget to the     

14-year-old William Herbert (1580-1630), who would become 3rd Earl of 

Pembroke, a match discussed and encouraged by his parents in correspondence 

with Lord Burghley. The negotiations went on for some time and Oxford was in 

agreement with the union, expressing his favourable view of the match in a letter 

to Lord Burghley dated 8 September 1597.1 However, Herbert declined and, 

after the death of Lord Burghley on 4 August 1598, Bridget (née Hussey) 

Morison Manners Russell, Countess of Bedford, had the care of Oxford’s 

two unmarried daughters, Bridget (aged 14) and Susan (aged 11); the eldest 

daughter, Elizabeth (b. 1575), had married William Stanley in 1594. Bridget 

Hussey’s son by her first husband was Sir Charles Morison (1549-1599), and he 

was the uncle of Bridget Vere’s first husband, Francis, as his sister, Elizabeth, 

had married firstly William Norris (c.1545-1579), by whom she was the mother 

of Francis Norris (1579-1622), 2nd Baron Norris of Rycote, to whom the 

Queen stood godmother, and who was married to Bridget Vere in May or June 

of 1599 when he was 20 and she was 15. In February 1602 Charles Morison’s 

widow, Dorothy, wrote to Sir Robert Cecil (1563-1612) proposing that her son, 

Charles (1587-1628), should marry Oxford’s youngest daughter, Susan; but 

Susan wrote to Robert Cecil assuring him that she would never marry without 

his consent. In 1604 Susan Vere married, as his first wife, Philip Herbert (1584-

1650), 1st Earl of Montgomery and 4th Earl of Pembroke, one of the ‘two noble 

brethren’ of Shakespeare’s First Folio (1623). 

From these connections, it is clear that the close relationship between 
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Bridget (née Hussey) Russell, Dowager Countess of Bedford (d. 1601), and Lord 

Burghley was the original catalyst behind all of Oxford’s daughters’ potential 

marriages. Her step-grandson, Edward Russell (1572-1627), 3rd Earl of Bedford, 

was proposed as a husband for Oxford’s eldest daughter, Elizabeth; her 

grandson Francis Norris married Oxford’s middle daughter, Bridget; and her 

grandson, Charles Morison (1587-1628), was proposed as a husband for 

Oxford’s youngest daughter, Susan.2  

The only letter of Bridget’s to survive is an incidental letter written before 

her marriage. Dated 16 April 1599, it is addressed to Sir Henry Maynard (1547-

1610), who was a secretary to Lord Burghley. In 1590 he had been granted lands 

at Easton, Essex, by Queen Elizabeth, where he built Easton Lodge. The letter 

recommended a Mr Arnold, chaplain to the Countess of Bedford, for a new 

post. The letter has been damaged. For a simple letter of recommendation, 

however, it shows considerable warmth for its addressee: 

My Maynard, whereas it ... to give leave to this bearer, Mr ... to be at liberty from 

her for ... he having now a present opp offered him in London, if he or two of a 

certain company ... to request you in his behalf ... letters as effectually as you can, 

where gratify me, and pleasure a friend that will in very ... thankful unto you. And 

thus not doubting ... friendly care and furtherance in his behalf, I commit to God. 

From Chenies, April 16, 1599. Your loving Bridget Vere. 

Endorsed: To my very loving friend, Mr Maynard, at his house in Westminster 

or elsewhere, give these.  

Endorsed: 16 April(?), the Lady Bridget Vere to Mr Maynard in favour 

of Mr Arnold, chaplain to the Countess of Bedford.3  

First marriage and separation 

In the early summer of 1599 Bridget was married to Francis Norris (1579-

1622), the son of William Norris and his wife Elizabeth Morison (see above) at 

Chenies Manor House, Buckinghamshire. Francis was 

an infant when his father died and did not succeed to 

his title of 2nd Baron Norris of Rycote until 1601 on 

the death of his grandfather, Henry Norris. He was 

brought up at Chenies, probably under the close care   

of Bridget Hussey. He was created Earl of Berkshire  
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by James I in 1621, after which Bridget held the title of Countess of Berkshire. 

However, the marriage was not happy and the couple seem to have lived 

separately after a few years. Francis was a volatile man with a proud temper; he 

engaged in a long-running feud with the Willoughby/Bertie family which 

resulted in his conviction for manslaughter, about which he appealed to King 

James to have annulled. He brawled with Lord Scrope in the House of Lords 

following his imprisonment for this. Norris was later found dead at Rycote in 

1622 having apparently committed suicide by shooting himself with a crossbow.4  

Years of separation, 1606 to 1622  

In May 1606, following Norris’s return from a year abroad, it was reported that 

his wife Bridget had separated from him and removed herself to Cope Castle.5  

On 29 June Robert Cecil, now Earl of Salisbury and Bridget’s uncle, wrote to 

Norris to inform him that the pregnant Bridget had miscarried.6 A letter of 

August 1608, from Sir Walter Cope to Dudley Carleton, may suggest that 

infidelity, or at least Norris’s suspicion of it, on Bridget’s part was responsible 

for the marriage’s breakdown.7 Cope, at Salisbury’s request, urged Carleton to 

visit Francis Norris in Bath, who, in the midst of a severe illness, was threatening 

to disinherit his and Bridget’s only child Elizabeth. Carleton’s dispatch appears 

to have been motivated by fears that Elizabeth’s disinheritance would give 

credence to rumours which had circulated about Bridget at the time of the 

separation. Whatever the cause of the separation, it is clear that Norris held 

Bridget fully responsible.8  

Sir Walter Cope (c. 1553-1614) was a second cousin of Mildred Cecil, Lady 

Burghley. He became a gentleman usher to William Cecil and by 1593 became 

Burghley’s secretary and the trusted friend of Sir Robert Cecil. In 1603 Cope 

travelled to Edinburgh to welcome King James VI of Scotland at his 

proclamation as King James I of England and was subsequently knighted at 

Worksop. In 1604 Cope was elected MP. In 1605 Cope began building a grand 

house for himself known as Cope Castle in Kensington, subsequently inherited 

by his daughter, Isabel, Countess of Holland, and now known as Holland House 

situated in Holland Park (only part of the east wing survives after bombing in 

1940). This is where Bridget was staying in 1606 in the household of Cope and 

his wife and their 16-year-old daughter Isobel. Somewhat ironically, in 1610  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edinburgh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holland_House
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Cope purchased the manor of Earls Court in Kensington, which originally 

had been owned by the de Veres.9 Cope was a collector of manuscripts – some 

of which are now in the Bodleian Library – as well as a collector of curiosities, 

and a theatre-lover. We glimpse him in the letters of John Chamberlain to 

Dudley Carleton where, for example, on 6 March 1606, Cope put on a play at his 

house at which Chamberlain ‘had to squire his daughter about until he was 

weary’.10 

How long did Bridget stay at Cope Castle (Holland House)? Robert Cecil 

died in 1612 and Walter Cope died in 1614 and about this time or earlier Cope’s 

daughter and heiress, Isabel, married Henry Rich (1590-1649), second son of 

Robert Rich, 1st Earl of Warwick (1559-1619) by his first wife Penelope 

Devereux Rich (1563-1607), Philip Sidney’s ‘Stella’ of his sonnets and sister of 

Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex (executed 1601). Henry Rich was also the 

brother of Robert Rich, 2nd Earl of Warwick (1587-1658). This is an 

interesting connection, and one wonders whether Bridget was retained in the 

Rich family, as Henry Rich inherited Cope Castle on his marriage, changing its 

name in 1624 to Holland House. He also came into his father’s land at             

St. Bartholomew’s, Smithfield, and built a house there, identified as 41-42 Cloth 

Fair.11 Henry Rich began his career as a courtier and soldier in 1610, becoming a 

favourite of King James I and playing an important role in the marriage 

negotiations between Charles I and Henrietta Maria of France in 1623. He was 

an MP in 1610 and 1614, was created Baron Kensington in 1622, and Earl of 

Holland in 1624, thus making Isabel the Countess of Holland. Her portrait 

painted about the time of her marriage survives in Kenwood House, Hampstead. 

We do not know where else Bridget may have lived, so it is at least feasible that 

she remained at Holland House with Henry and Isobel Rich until shortly before 

her second marriage to Hugh Pollard. Therefore, if there is a contemporary 

connection between the Rich and the Pollard families, this may explain the 

choice of Bridget’s second husband.  

Connection between Rich and Pollard  

Such a connection exists between respective relatives, the merchant-adventurer 

Sir Nathaniel Rich (1585-1636) (cousin of Robert Rich who married Penelope     

Devereux) and William Pollard (c.1583->1638), third son of the elder Hugh  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Penelope_Rich,_Lady_Rich
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Penelope_Rich,_Lady_Rich
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_I_of_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baron_Kensington


             January 2021 

02Apro 

0 

The de Vere Society newsletter 

newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      20 

 
 

 
 

Pollard and Dorothy Chichester of King’s Nympton, Devon, emigrated to 

Bermuda in his early thirties in 1616, where he took the role of captain of the 

fortress, apparently sponsored by William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke.  In 1614 

Nathaniel Rich was elected MP for Totnes, Devon, therefore serving in the same 

parliament as Henry Rich. He was a board member of the Somers Isles 

Company (founded in 1615), the Somers Isles being the name for Bermuda, in 

which Henry Rich’s brother, Robert 2nd Earl of Warwick, was a sharer. In 1619 

Nathaniel also bought shares in the Virginia Company. Letters to Sir Nathaniel 

from his deputies in Bermuda mention William Pollard, his recusancy and his 

various activities in respect of its early governance.12 William Pollard remained in 

Bermuda with a 10-acre settlement and raised a family there. Thus, there is a 

family connection between Rich and Pollard, which may be significant in respect 

of Bridget’s introduction and second marriage to Hugh Pollard. 

Second marriage – connections between Pollard and Thomas Russell  

About the year 1626 Bridget was married to Hugh Pollard (1603-1666) who 

was the eldest son and heir of Sir Lewis Pollard, 1st Baronet (d. 1641) of 

King’s Nympton, Devonshire, by his wife Margaret Berkeley, daughter of Sir 

Henry Berkeley, Knight, of Bruton, Somerset. Pollard’s father was therefore the 

son-in-law of Margaret Lygon Russell Berkeley, whose will of 1617 clearly shows 

the Pollard connection. Thus, Oxford’s daughter, Lady Bridget Vere, was 

married to her grandson, later Sir Hugh Pollard, the nephew of the Thomas 

Russell (1570-1634) who allegedly became the overseer and a beneficiary in 1616 

of the will of William Shakspere of Stratford-upon-Avon. After her first 

husband’s death in 1574, Margaret married Sir Henry Berkeley (1541-1601) and 

through this marriage she was related to the Pollard family. In her will she 

mentions Hugh Pollard’s father, Lewis, whom her daughter, also named 

Margaret, had married. Their daughter was Elizabeth, Margaret’s grandchild, 

who thus appears to be the sister of Hugh Pollard who married Bridget Vere. 

Elizabeth Pollard married John Chichester (d. 1669) of Bishops Tawnton, Devon, 

and died in 1661 (see https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/159375442/elizabeth-chichester ).  

Of course, the references in Margaret’s will (1617) were written almost      

a decade before Bridget’s marriage to Hugh Pollard, who in 1617 was only 14, 

whereas Bridget was 33 – a relatively large age gap of nineteen years:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sir_Lewis_Pollard,_1st_Baronet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King%27s_Nympton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruton,_Somerset
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/159375442/elizabeth-chichester
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Item, I give and bequeath to my daughter, Margaret Pollard, wife of 

Lewis Pollard of Kings Nympton in the county of Devon, esquire, 

one hundred pounds’ worth of my plate; Also I give and bequeath to my 

said daughter Pollard my great gold chain and my great pearl, both which 

are in her keeping already; Also I give and bequeath to my said daughter 

Pollard my coach and my coach-horses, and my leading gelding, with all 

the furniture thereunto belonging, which she shall have presently after 

my decease, part of which plate before given is in my said daughter 

Pollard’s keeping ... Item, I give and bequeath to my grandchild, 

Elizabeth Pollard, daughter of the said Lewis and Margaret Pollard, the 

sum of two hundred pounds of current English money, which said sum 

of 2 hundred pounds is already in her father’s hands, and my will and 

intent is that the before-mentioned sum of two hundred pounds shall 

remain and be in the keeping of her said father for her and to her only 

use till such time as she shall be married or accomplish the age of one 

and 20 years, & in the meantime to give her yearly allowance of the use 

of the said money towards her maintenance; Item, I give and bequeath to 

my said grandchild, Elizabeth Pollard, presently after my decease my 

green mockado chest standing at the end of my cupboard in the 

drawing-chamber at Wells, with all such things as shall be in the said 

chest at the hour of my death unsight or unseen. 

To her son, Thomas Russell, then residing at Rushock, Worcestershire, 

Margaret left ‘one basin and ewer of silver which was his father’s, Sir Thomas 

Russell, deceased’.13  

Thomas Russell first lived at Bruton with his mother, and after 1598 as a 

tenant of Sir Arthur Throckmorton (d. 1626) – Oxford’s friend and supporter 

in the 1580’s and beyond – at Alderminster, near Stratford-upon-Avon, and 

from 1617 at Rushock, Worcestershire. Russell married Anne Digges, widow of 

Thomas Digges, in 1603, from whom he gained the Rushock lands as follows. 

Shortly before his death in 1599 Francis Brace, then a widower, courted Anne   

St Leger, widow of Thomas Digges, and persuaded her to sell some of Thomas 

Digges’ leases to pay his (Brace’s) debts. In return, Brace assigned to her his 

‘lease of the valuable manor of Rushock, Worcestershire’. By 1600 Anne Digges 

and her children were already living with Thomas Russell, later the overseer of  
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the will of William Shakspere of Stratford-upon-Avon, at the manor of 

Alderminster, Warwickshire, on which he held a lease which would not expire 

until 1611 or 1612, and Anne Digges had given him control of the lease             

of Rushock. In 1604 or 1605, Russell obtained a forty-year extension of the 

Rushock lease from the Merchant Taylors’ Company, assisted in his petition by a 

letter from Charles Blount, Earl of Devonshire.14 Anne Digges’ son from her 

first marriage was Leonard Digges (1588-1635) who would write a 

commendatory verse to the First Folio of Shakespeare’s plays (1623).  

Bridget’s second husband was a captain in the army before 1639, when he 

was engaged in raising troops in Devonshire for the expedition against the Scots. 

In the following year he was again serving under Edward Conway (1594-1655) 

against the Scots and was probably present at the battle of Newburn on            

28 August 1640. Conway was the eldest son of the 1st Viscount Conway and his 

wife, Dorothy Tracy, sister of Mary Tracy who had married Horatio de Vere 

(1565-1635). Conway had been baptised on 10 August 1594 at Arrow, near 

Stratford-upon-Avon; he matriculated from Queen’s College, Oxford in 1611 

and is thought to have learnt military strategy from his uncle by marriage, 

Horatio de Vere. Therefore, as Hugh was serving under Conway, there is a 

further connection with the de Vere family and particularly with Bridget’s 

father’s cousin.  Sir Hugh Pollard was a staunch royalist, fought in the Civil War, 

and eventually became Controller of the Household to Charles II at the 

Restoration. He died in 1666 and was buried in Westminster Abbey.15  

Earlier connection of Pollard and Norris via Paulet or Poulett 

Sir Lewis Pollard (c.1465-1526) of Grilstone in the parish of Bishop’s 

Nympton, Devon, was Justice of the Common Pleas from 1514 to 1526 and 

served as MP for Totnes in 1491 and was a JP in Devon in 1492. He was 

knighted  after 1509. He was a kinsman of the judge and Speaker of the House 

of Commons Sir John Pollard (c.1508-1557). His daughter, Philippa Pollard, 

married as his first wife c.1528 Sir Hugh Paulet (d. 1538) son of Amias Paulet 

(d. 1538), and they were parents of Sir Amias Paulet (1532-1588) who was 

ambassador to France and then keeper of Mary Queen of Scots until her 

execution. A son of the elder Amias Paulet was Hugh Paulet (1510-1573), who 

married Catherine Norris, daughter of Henry Norris of Rycote (1532-1601),  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arrow,_Warwickshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arrow,_Warwickshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bishop%27s_Nympton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bishop%27s_Nympton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justice_of_the_Common_Pleas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Totnes_(UK_Parliament_constituency)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justice_of_the_Peace
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knight_Bachelor
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the grandfather of Francis Norris, Bridget’s first husband. Moreover, Catherine  

Vere, third daughter of Horatio de Vere married into the Poulet/Paulett family 

of Hinton St. George, Somerset, later Marquises of Winchester. She married as 

her second husband John Poulett, 2nd Baron Poulett (1615-1665), of Hinton 

St. George in Somerset, who was an English peer and MP who fought on 

the Royalist side during the English Civil War. His father, John Poulett,         

1st Baron was the son Sir Anthony Poulett (1562-1600) (also spelled Paulet), 

of Hinton St. George, Governor of Jersey, and Captain of the Guard to Queen 

Elizabeth by his wife Catherine Norris, daughter of Henry Norris, 1st Baron 

Norreys (1525-1601) of Rycote.  

Bridget’s second marriage and death 

Bridget’s second marriage lasted only a short five years. We do not know where 

she died, but the year given is 1630. Nor do we know with absolute accuracy 

where she was buried. Most genealogical websites state that she was buried      

(as were her sisters Elizabeth and Susan) in the Burghley tomb in St Nicholas’s 

Chapel, Westminster Abbey, originally built for Mildred Cecil and Anne Cecil in 

1588. If this is so, it means the vault was re-opened three times: in 1627 (for 

Elizabeth), in 1629 (for Susan) and in 1630 (for Bridget). As with their father, 

Edward de Vere, there is a mystery and paucity of documentary evidence 

surrounding each of the daughters’ deaths and lack of evidence (so far) that 

these interments took place in the Burghley vault; nor is there evidence of 

respective wills and testaments for them. There appears to be no other evidence 

of their burials elsewhere. The Westminster Abbey website says of Susan, ‘Her 

grave is not marked and she has no memorial. Susan is depicted as a kneeling 

figure on the large monument in the Abbey to her mother Anne Countess of 

Oxford (together with Anne’s other daughters Elizabeth and Bridget)’, and gives 

similar comments for Elizabeth and Bridget. If the daughters did not die in 

London (e.g. it is said that Elizabeth Stanley died at Lathom, Lancashire), the 

long funeral journeys from the country to London surely would have been 

remarked upon by someone, but no evidence survives. There is considerable  

ambiguity in this and further research, perhaps amongst the Herald’s records, 

could be a possibility. It is remarkable that the death and burial of three 

daughters of an earl, themselves all countesses, and all dying within 3-4 years, 

should have passed unnoticed.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hinton_St_George
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hinton_St_George
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Somerset
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Member_of_Parliament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cavalier
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_Civil_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthony_Paulet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lieutenant_Governor_of_Jersey
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_I_of_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_I_of_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Norris,_1st_Baron_Norreys
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Norris,_1st_Baron_Norreys
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rycote
https://www.westminster-abbey.org/abbey-commemorations/commemorations/mildred-cecil-lady-burghley-anne-countess-of-oxford
https://www.westminster-abbey.org/abbey-commemorations/commemorations/mildred-cecil-lady-burghley-anne-countess-of-oxford
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Bridget’s daughter by Norris, Elizabeth Norris Wray (1603-1645) married 

the courtier Edward Wray (1589-1645) after eloping with him but was allowed 

suo jure to keep her mother’s former title of Baroness Norris of Rycote (see her 

entry on Wikipedia). We can only hope that her second marriage brought Bridget 

some happiness, as her first had not. Bridget is said to have had a daughter with 

Hugh Pollard, who was named either Bridget or Margaret, according to different 

genealogical websites, and again nothing more is known of this child, who may 

have died young.  

References  
1.  Nina Green – http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/ Documents 1597, TNA SP 

12/264/111, f. 151. 

2.  Nina Green – http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/ will of Charles Morison, 1598, 
PROB 11/94/168 and notes. 

3.  Nina Green – http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/ TNA SP 12/270/82, f. 147. 
For Henry Maynard see his Wikipedia entry, and 
http://www.henrymaynardhistory.com/maynard-family.html 

4.  For Francis Norris and the Norris family see Rediscovering Rycote at  
http://rycote.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/  

5.  Calendar of State Papers Domestic, 1603-10, p. 317. 

6.  Calendar of Hatfield MSS., part 18, p. 184. 

7.  Calendar of State Papers Domestic, 1603-10, p. 454. 

8.  Calendar of Hatfield MSS., part 18, p. 254, 424. 
9.  Faulkner, T. History & Antiquities of Kensington, 1820, p. 59 et seq. 

10.  Calendar of State Papers Domestic, 1603-1610, entry under 6 March 1606.   

11. Rule, F. The Oldest House in London, 2017; review at  
http://camdennewjournal.com/article/within-these-walls-the-secret-history-of-
cloth-fair 

12.  Genealogies of Barbados Families: From Caribbeana and the Journal of the Barbados Museum 
and Historical Society, 1983, Google Books online, pp. 455 et seq. 

13.  Nina Green – http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/ will of Margaret (nee Lygon) 
Russell Berkeley, 1617, TNA PROB 11/129/781.  

14.  Hotson, L. I, William Shakespeare, (1937), pp. 131-3, 211-13. 

15.  Dictionary of National Biography, 1885-1900, vol. 46, online and his entry at History of 
Parliament Online. See also Pollard genealogy in J. Burke, A Geneaological & Heraldic 
History of the Extinct & Dormant Baronetcies of England (1838), p. 418; and updated 
Wikipedia, ‘Bridget Norris, Countess of Berkshire’ (May 2020). 

http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/
http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/
http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/
http://www.henrymaynardhistory.com/maynard-family.html
http://rycote.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/
http://rycote.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/bibliography?filter=Calendar%20of%20State%20Papers%2C%20Domestic%20Series&filterfrom=title&match_all=1
http://rycote.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/bibliography?filter=Calendar%20of%20the%20Manuscripts%20of%20the%20Most%20Honourable%20The%20Marquess%20of%20Salisbury&filterfrom=title&match_all=1
http://rycote.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/bibliography?filter=Calendar%20of%20State%20Papers%2C%20Domestic%20Series&filterfrom=title&match_all=1
http://rycote.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/bibliography?filter=Calendar%20of%20the%20Manuscripts%20of%20the%20Most%20Honourable%20The%20Marquess%20of%20Salisbury&filterfrom=title&match_all=1
http://camdennewjournal.com/article/within-these-walls-the-secret-history-of-cloth-fair
http://camdennewjournal.com/article/within-these-walls-the-secret-history-of-cloth-fair
http://www.oxford-shakespeare.com/
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Introduction by Jan Scheffer to another Shapiro take-down: 

April Drusiana’s review of Contested Will is timely because Professor James 

Shapiro continues to give, and be invited to give, professional opinions designed to 

discredit those who do not believe that the traditional author wrote the works of 

Shakespeare. Non-Stratfordians are accustomed to ad hominem attacks on their 

supposed deviation, to being called conspiracy theorists, which many   

Stratfordians resort to for lack of credible arguments to support their case. While 

we could easily say that no intelligent person would, given the lack of evidence, 

support William Shaksper as the man behind the pseudonym William Shakespeare, 

it is a tragedy that intelligent Stratfordian scholars resort to the strategies that 

Shapiro extensively employs in Contested Will.  

In ‘The Psychopathology of Stratfordianism’ (The Oxfordian, 2012) Richard 

Waugaman, psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, describes the dynamics behind 

phenomena such as the attacks of Shapiro against J. Thomas Looney that April 

Drusiana describes so well. The absurdity of such attacks is augmented by the fact 

that the conspiracy theories that non-Stratfordians, particularly Oxfordians, are 

accused of are the very ones practised by Shapiro, Wells, Edmondson et al. on a 

global scale: in university Departments of English, by editors of newspapers, 

magazines and TV stations – where ‘do not mention the “O” word’, has gained 

Pythonesque proportions that will cost you your Ph.D. In pre-1990 Shakespeare 

biographies, Oxford would usually be mentioned as an authorship candidate – but 

since then he is mostly left out altogether. Why? Because of the significance of the 

762-page Index to Oxfordian Publications (James Warren, 2017)? There appears to be 

a collective, existential fear for conversion of our professors, authors and editors 

whose position and income depends on the Stratfordian myth.  

The reason for attacks on Looney is obvious: the way his investigations led 

him to Oxford as the author is so methodical and logical that it defies substantial 

criticism. Hence the only way to reject “Shakespeare” Identified is to discredit the 

author – as his adversaries used to discredit Oxford for his supposed ‘bad 

character’. Apart from being polite and logical, April Drusiana shows clear 

instances of Shapiro contradicting his own arguments – and also shows that he 

provides little evidence against Oxford – but is bound to derogatory ad hominem 

comments about those who believe in him. Perhaps such derogatory comments 

are the only arguments left. 



             January 2021 

02Apro 

0 

The de Vere Society newsletter 

newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      26 

 
 

 
 

JAMES SHAPIRO’S CONTESTED WILL: WHO WROTE SHAKESPEARE? 

A review by April Drusiana 

In Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare? James Shapiro argues in favour of the 

playwright’s traditional biography in four chapters: ‘Shakespeare’, ‘Bacon’, 

‘Oxford’ and ‘Shakespeare’. The first is a history of biographies and studies, 

from the eighteenth century to the present; the last, an exposition of the 

evidence which, he believes, proves that the man from Stratford-upon-Avon 

wrote the Shakespearean works. The middle chapters, to cite one of the book’s 

stronger points, contain interesting biographical explorations of famous writers 

whom he disputes. In particular, Shapiro demonstrates that the fascinating and 

talented Delia Bacon should be more studied as a playwright and author in her 

own right. He also makes the startling revelation that Helen Keller joined the 

ranks of those who doubt the Stratfordian biography, and that her 34-page 

manuscript on the Shakespeare Authorship Question (SAQ) is archived, still 

unpublished, in the American Foundation for the Blind in New York (140). 

Someone ought to publish it! However, in spite of these good points, Contested 

Will suffers from logical flaws, contains injustices to Shapiro’s ideological 

opponents, and is based upon a fundamental misconception about why the SAQ 

exists: namely, that it arises from an ‘anachronistic’ desire to see the author’s 

autobiography depicted in the plays and poems. 

As reviewer, before I proceed, I must clarify my own position on the SAQ, 

and use of terminology. I am non-Stratfordian: a word that I, and some others, 

prefer to ‘anti-Stratfordian’, since the former is less confrontational, and no less 

accurate. In this review, I will follow the non-Stratfordian convention of using 

the name ‘Shakspere’ to refer to the businessman from Stratford, who never 

used the medial ‘e’ in his surviving signatures, and the name ‘Shakespeare’ to 

refer to the author of the plays and poems, whoever he or she was. 

I also regard Edward de Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford, as the most 

promising alternative authorship candidate, although I recognize that the 

Oxfordian hypothesis has problematic elements. However, given the present 

levels of evidence, every candidate for authorship is problematic, and the 

Stratford man is especially so. 
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‘My interest,’ Shapiro states in his Prologue, ‘is not in what people think […] 

so much as why they think it’ (8; emphasis added). The question of ‘why’ people 

believe something may justly be deemed condescending by those who believe it, 

because they usually give only one reason: the evidence points in their direction. 

To ask why many people reject Stratfordianism is, therefore, to imply that they 

reject it because of some psychological or sociological neediness, divorced from 

objective study. 

Shapiro thus misdiagnoses the motives of non-Stratfordians, and worse, he 

often resorts – especially regarding the Oxfordians – to ominous language 

regarding their secret, rarely-admitted ‘agendas’. In large measure, therefore, his 

book is a subtle, extended ad hominem argument: a patronizing attempt (despite 

some respect for the nineteenth-century Baconians) to demonstrate that non-

Stratfordian positions are due to individual psychology (often twisted, warped, or 

otherwise less-than-healthy) and to passing historical forces, i.e. ‘the spirit of the 

times’. In contrast, he presents the Stratfordian position as eternal truth: 

independent of place, time, and the psychology of individuals who maintain it. 

I: The Authorship Question and the Creative Process 

Shapiro criticizes some of his fellow Stratfordians for making the same 

(allegedly) faulty assumption as their opponents: ‘Anachronistic thinking, 

especially about how we can gain access to writers’ lives through their plays and 

poems, turns out to be as characteristic of supporters of Shakespeare’s 

authorship as it is of skeptics’ (10). This ‘anachronistic’ idea, of course, explains 

why a great number of writers – such as Mark Twain, Walt Whitman, Henry 

James, and their contemporaries – have doubted the Stratfordian position. 

According to Shapiro, they did not realize that, in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, the creative process was different from its counterpart in the 

nineteenth century and beyond.  

Shapiro does not even attempt to answer the most obvious historical and 

psychological question that arises from his argument: at what approximate point, 

in Western history, did the creative process change, causing authors to bring their 

own emotions and life experience into their works? And what caused this ‘shift’? 

An even more baffling question is that of how Renaissance writers – or any 

who wrote before the shift – managed to avoid bringing aspects of themselves 
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into their writing. One would think it is human nature to do so. But then … is 

there such a thing as ‘human nature’?  

Indeed, the experience of reading Shapiro reminds me of reading the 

medievalist D. W. Robertson, who challenged the idea of ‘universal human 

nature’ and argued that modern readers often misread medieval works because 

they do not understand medieval culture, with its overwhelming belief in Church 

doctrines (most importantly, the doctrine of charity). It is true, of course, that we 

should be cautious when viewing the literature and art of other cultures, 

including past cultures, because differences from ours certainly do exist; this is 

one of the first things one learns in cultural anthropology (the subject of my 

bachelor’s degree). However, that fact does not rule out the possibility of 

universal, cross-cultural elements as well.  

One unfortunate effect of Robertson’s view is that he makes medieval 

literature less potentially interesting to us today: it becomes a mere quaint artifact 

of the past, a product of a vanished culture, rather than something that still has 

relevance, and can resonate with the modern human soul. Shapiro, in his 

Prologue, admits to doing a very similar thing: ‘A secondary aim of this book, 

then, is to show how Shakespeare is not our contemporary, nor as universal as 

we might wish him to be’ (10).  

Such a stance, as in Robertson’s case, smacks of personal conceitedness: it 

enables the scholar to look down on modern readers and critics as naïve, even 

narcissistic – reading only themselves and their own creative processes (if they 

are writers) into the texts – while he, the true authority, has a more objective 

approach. And one mark of his objectivity is his unflinching willingness 

(sometimes it even looks like a desire) to make revelations that are disappointing 

to modern readers. The latter yearn to see universality in the literature, but the 

scholar sternly tells them, ‘Oh, no you don’t. You must see it in historical 

context, not the way you want to see it!’ 

On a less psychological level, Shapiro’s approach to the SAQ is obviously, 

and excessively, convenient. To those who object that hardly any element of the 

Stratford man’s life is discernible in the plays and sonnets, the answer is now 

simple: forget about seeing such an element! The search for them is ‘modern 

thinking’!  
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Let me be clear about one thing: it would indeed be a mistake to read 

everything in a writer’s output – every chapter, character, or aspect of every 

piece of writing – as autobiographical. Writers do like to imagine how it would 

feel to be somebody else, possibly someone unlike themselves; they may write 

sonnets or other poetry ‘in persona’ (in first person from the viewpoint of 

someone whom they are not); and innumerable times, writers are intrigued by 

‘the long ago and far away’ and get inspired to write about worlds in which they 

never lived. 

However, in the end, there is an enduring question about how far from 

personal experience a writer can go. Somewhere, to some extent, the self is 

bound to creep into one’s works; theorists doubt that a writer can ever avoid it!  

II: Culture, History, and the Motives of non-Stratfordians 

Shapiro’s two middle chapters, ‘Bacon’ and ‘Oxford’, are devoted to the history, 

and analysis, of ideas surrounding the two most commonly-proposed non-

traditional authors. The proponents of Bacon, most of whom lived in the 

nineteenth century, are largely treated as sad, misguided souls, even if also 

intelligent and gifted writers. 

By contrast, since the Oxfordian case has proved much more enduring – 

Shapiro suggests that it kept the SAQ alive – Shapiro’s analysis of Oxford’s 

proponents is far more condemnatory. Starting with the first, John Thomas 

Looney, Shapiro portrays Oxfordians as conniving, dishonest, and, in the case of 

Looney himself, positively evil: anti-Semitic (which seems to be true, to a 

relatively mild degree [188]) and opposed to a democratic society. 

In the beginning, Shapiro recounts, Looney had belonged to the English 

Positivists, a church founded upon the Religion of Humanity, developed by the 

French philosopher Auguste Comte. Each month in their calendar was named after 

a famous man (no women), one of whom was Shakespeare. At first, Looney was a 

devout member, even a candidate for the priesthood (168). However, he attracted 

few converts, and interest in the Religion of Humanity gradually waned in England 

and elsewhere, its branches folding up in the early twentieth century. Shapiro 

surmises that Looney, presumably in a state of bitter disappointment, ‘turned against 

his object of veneration [Shakespeare], something it’s hard to imagine him doing had 

he retained a position of leadership in the Church of Humanity’ (168). 
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Perhaps it would have been difficult for Looney to question the Stratford 

man’s authorship openly had the Church endured – but not necessarily. Looney 

could have argued, with impeccable logic, that he was not turning against the real 

Shakespeare: he was merely claiming that the great poet-dramatist has been 

misidentified, and that ‘William Shakespeare’ is the pen-name, rather than the 

legal name, of the actual author. To ‘turn against Shakespeare’ would be to 

dismiss the plays and poems as rubbish, and that, of course, was not what he was 

doing. Already, therefore, Shapiro exhibits a logical fallacy: he equates rejection-

of-Stratfordian authorship with rejection-of-Shakespeare. 

Worse for his argument, Shapiro gives us no proof – no letters, diary entries, 

or anything – to demonstrate Looney’s emotional and/or intellectual reaction to 

the Church’s demise; that reaction, as far as readers can tell, is a matter of pure 

conjecture. How do we know that Looney felt a desire to turn against the 

Church (or an aspect of it), rather than simple grief over his loss (and 

humanity’s, as he might have seen it)? And if Looney wanted to oppose the 

religion he had formerly supported, why would he do so by turning against 

Shakespeare – the dramatist who gave his name only to one month in its 

calendar – rather than in a more fundamental way, such as by writing a critique 

of the ideas of Auguste Comte? 

In other words, of all the ways whereby Looney might have expressed his 

disillusionment with the Church (assuming he felt disillusionment, which is itself 

unproven), turning against Shakespeare seems a remote choice. This is especially 

true because, as already demonstrated, Looney was not turning against 

Shakespeare’s greatness! A more likely source of Looney’s search for an 

alternative author, namely his work as a teacher of Shakespeare (as also was 

Delia Bacon), is hardly even mentioned in Shapiro’s analysis. 

That Looney didn’t begin his search for an alternative author until after the 

Church’s demise could be explained in various ways. For example, without the 

demands of the Church upon him, he may have had more time on his hands in 

which to pursue his long-term interest in Shakespearean Authorship. Hence, we 

now have a specific name for one of Shapiro’s logical fallacies: post hoc, ergo propter 

hoc. Such a perverse position as non-Stratfordianism, Shapiro implies, must come 

from warped or painful psychology, such as Looney’s alleged bitterness over his  
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church’s demise. Perish the thought that it might have arisen from Looney’s 

studies of Shakespeare.  

It is hard not to get a sense of wishful thinking from Shapiro’s statement 

that, had Looney become a ‘leader in a still-thriving Church of Humanity in 

Newcastle, the odds are that nowadays the Shakespeare authorship controversy 

would be little more than a historical footnote’ (168). Needless to say, non-

Stratfordians disagree. Indeed, I hypothesize (and I surmise that most 

Oxfordians would agree) that, had Looney not proposed Edward de Vere as an 

authorial candidate, eventually someone else would have done so. 

It is somewhat amusing that, after noting that several noblemen had been 

proposed as authorial candidates, Shapiro begins a paragraph by stating, ‘It’s not 

entirely clear why Oxford emerged as the most plausible of these aristocratic 

contenders’ (emphasis added) – only to recognize, later in the same paragraph, 

‘What ultimately tipped the scales in de Vere’s favour was that he alone among 

these earls had been recognized in his own day as an accomplished writer and 

praised by his contemporaries for both his poetry and his comedies’ (190). 

Seems like a very good reason! And one which makes Oxford’s candidacy 

‘entirely clear’. 

Shapiro’s analysis becomes even stranger when he submits that Looney – 

having ‘turned against his object of veneration’, namely Shakespeare (168) – did 

not turn against a far more central object of veneration in the Positivist church, 

namely Auguste Comte. In fact, according to Shapiro, Looney promoted 

Edward de Vere, in the book “Shakespeare” Identified, as part of an insidious, anti-

democratic agenda based on Comte’s views: the belief in a supposedly 

benevolent aristocracy as the rightful rulers of humankind. 

‘Only at the end of the book,’ says Shapiro, ‘does Looney drop his guard and 

admit to this agenda […] the restoration of the socially and politically repressive 

“new order” in which superiors rule over their inferiors […] .’ Referring to 

Looney’s conclusion, Shapiro says, ‘It’s a sobering vision of what Looney 

thought the Oxfordian cause was ultimately about’ (181). 

Looney’s daughter recounted that her father, a few days before he died, told 

her that ‘My great aim in life has been to work for the religious and moral unity 

of mankind; and along with this, in later years, […] to see Edward de Vere 
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established as the author of the Shakespearean plays – and the Jewish problem 

settled’ (Shapiro, 188). By this, Shapiro tells us, Looney meant that the Jewish 

people should completely assimilate into gentile nations; he rejected as 

‘impractical’ the idea of a Jewish homeland (188). Looney’s position represents 

an unfortunate bit of prejudice – but is far from the worst sort of anti-Semitism. 

As for his being antidemocratic, Shapiro quotes Looney’s reply to a letter 

from an American admirer, Flodden W. Heron, during World War II, and sums 

up Looney’s thoughts as follows: 

Though disgusted by Hitler and the Nazis he [Looney] nonetheless 
preferred to “think of our two nations [England and the United States] 
as being united in a struggle for the preservation of spiritual liberty 
rather than the maintenance of what is called ‘democratic’ government.” 
He remained – as his book and his ‘Shakespeare’ remain – dead set 
against the forces of democracy and modernity to the very end. (182) 

In the next paragraph, Shapiro warns us: 

Looney’s Oxfordianism was a package deal. You couldn’t easily accept 
the candidate [Oxford] but reject his method. […] Looney had 
concluded that the story of plays’ authorship and the feudal, 
antidemocratic, and deeply authoritarian values of those plays were 
inseparable; to accept his solution to the authorship controversy meant 
subscribing to this troubling assumption as well. (182) 

Read that again. You cannot believe that Edward de Vere wrote the Shakespearean 

plays and poems without accepting an anti-democratic worldview. The fallacy is self-

evident. 

Moreover, it leads to a glaring irony. In his chapter ‘Oxford’, Shapiro spends 

a great length lamenting the progress of the Oxfordian movement in the worlds 

of self-publishing and the Internet: ‘In this new battleground for hearts and 

minds, academic authority no longer counted for much; the new information age 

was fundamentally democratic’ (126). That’s impressive indeed for a movement 

that started with principles so fundamentally anti-democratic. 

Shapiro makes one point which, though imbalanced, is incontestable: the 

increase in popularity of non-Stratfordian views is linked to changes in social 

climate. Specifically, ‘The rise of Oxfordianism in the closing years of the 

twentieth century coincided with a greater willingness to believe in governmental  
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cover-ups of all kinds. […] In such a climate, a minor act of conspiratorial 

suppression [of Shakespeare’s true identity] on the part of Tudor authorities 

made perfect sense’ (211). This is true, however, because ultimately every view – 

on every topic – and its acceptance or lack of it, is linked to social climate. 

One could, for example, connect the rise of Charles Darwin’s evolution-

theory to the general growth of a more scientific, and less conventionally 

religious, worldview in the West. But does that mean Darwin’s theory is purely 

the result of social forces, and has no objective truth in it? Obviously, those who 

(like myself) espouse the theory would not say such a thing. Shapiro, however, 

implies that Oxfordianism is the result of social climate alone, with no basis in the 

real study of literature and history. 

That is why I characterize his observation not as wrong per se, but as 

imbalanced: he does not recognize the ways in which Stratfordianism is also an 

outgrowth of historical climates of opinion. It may have held sway for a long 

time because, for example, it fulfilled many people’s desire to believe in the 

miracles of ‘instinctive genius’, with little input from education and experience. 

Shapiro’s error, therefore, is to place the Stratfordian position in a realm of 

transcendental truth. It too must be seen as a product of social and psychological 

driving forces. 

III: Weighing Shapiro’s Evidence for Stratfordian Authorship 

Shapiro begins his final chapter, ‘Shakespeare’, with one wise statement: ‘It’s one 

thing to explain how claims that others wrote the plays rest on unfounded 

assumptions; it’s another to show that Shakespeare of Stratford really did write 

them’ (223). He goes on to say that his confidence in Shakspere’s authorship 

rests on evidence in the early printed texts (the quartos and the published 

poems), and the testimony of other writers who knew Shakspere (or allegedly 

did; non-Stratfordians have questioned the evidence of personal acquaintance). 

These data could, in theory, make a strong case; unfortunately, however, most or 

all of the evidence Shapiro cites is either weak or illogical. In particular, he relies 

heavily on circular reasoning: assuming the thing he is trying to prove. 

Consider, for example, this passage, which is one of the most intensely 

circular: 
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The sheer number of inexpensive copies of Shakespeare’s works that 
filled London’s bookshops after 1594 was staggering and unprecedented 
[…] As an actor, playwright and shareholder in the most popular playing 
company in the land – which performed before as many as three 
thousand spectators at a time in the large outdoor theatres – he was also 
one of the most familiar faces in town and at court. If, over the course 
of the quarter-century in which Shakespeare was acting and writing         
in London, people began to suspect that the man they knew as 
Shakespeare was an imposter and not the actor-dramatist whose plays  
they witnessed and purchased, we would have heard about it.  
(224; emphasis added) 

Here, Shapiro repeatedly states that Shakspere was a writer – the very thing 

he wants to prove. He uses the compound term actor-dramatist as if actor and 

dramatist were inseparable in this case. In fact, Shakspere may not have been as 

much of an actor, in London and at court, as Shapiro’s account says. Non-

Stratfordian author Diana Price, in Shakespeare’s Unorthodox Biography, gives 

documentary evidence (pages 32-35 in the 2012 paperback edition) that 

Shakspere was in Stratford during some of the busiest performance seasons of 

his acting company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men (later renamed the King’s Men, 

under King James). So Shakspere’s face may not have been quite as well known 

as Shapiro claims, but that is a secondary matter. 

The primary point is that we do not know how many audience members, if 

any, thought he was a dramatist. Certainly, none could have thought Shakspere 

was an ‘imposter’ as an actor if they saw him acting on the stage! But does that 

mean they assumed he was also the playwright? 

Even if some recognised Shakspere as an actor, they may have got the 

impression – one way or another – that the playwright was a different William 

Shakespeare, or possibly someone using that name as a pseudonym, bearing in 

mind that the plays were anonymous until 1598. 

As further evidence of his playwriting ability, Shapiro cites the fact that 

Shakespeare was approached by a certain George Buc (‘Buck’ in some spellings), 

who asked him to identify the author of an old, anonymous play, George a Greene, 

the Pinner of Wakefield, after Buc had obtained a copy of it. (Shapiro also mentions 

that Buc was acquainted with the Earl of Oxford, but never explains the 

significance of that.) Shapiro, who fails to mention the long-running scholarly 
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controversy over the authenticity of the source of the document in question, 

notes that Buc might have ‘sought out or run into Shakespeare at the Curtain or 

Globe playhouses, or at a court performance, or perhaps at London’s bookstalls 

[…], where Shakespeare must have been a familiar sight, browsing through titles – 

for he could not possibly have owned all the books that echo through his plays’ 

(224; emphasis added). Shakespeare could not remember the playwright’s name, 

a lapse that Shapiro deems ‘excusable’ since many years had passed since George a 

Greene was staged. Shakespeare did claim, however, that the play was written by a 

minister who had acted in it, playing the title role of the pinner (a person who 

impounds stray animals). Buc duly recorded all this information onto the 

quarto’s title page, adding that it was ‘Teste [witnessed by] W. Shakespeare’. 

Shapiro concludes: 

Buc’s flesh-and-blood encounter with a man he knew as both actor and 
playwright suggests that once you begin to put Shakespeare back into his 
own time and place, the notion that he actively conspired to deceive 
everyone who knew or met him about the true authorship of the works 
that bore his name seems awfully far-fetched. (224-25; emphasis added) 

Nothing in this account indicates that Buc thought Shakespeare was a 

playwright. It rather suggests he was referring to Shakspere, a theatre 

shareholder, and a man who bought, sold, and produced plays – including old 

ones with lapsed copyrights, as some accounts suggest (Price 88-89) – which 

would make him a logical person to consult about the authorship of an old play 

(although, as it turns out, Shakspere misidentified the author of George a Greene, 

who was not a minister [Price 109-110]). Shapiro throws in, as self-evident, the 

idea that he was a writer! 

Another point, regarding Shakspere’s self-education, is the sentence about 

how he ‘must have been’ a familiar sight at London’s bookstalls – one of the 

innumerable ‘must have’s’ that are so notorious, and frustrating, in Shakespeare 

biographies. The truth, of course, is that there are no accounts of him buying 

and reading all the books (including those in Italian, French, and Spanish) which 

he would have needed, in order to write such erudite plays and poems. 

Unwittingly, Shapiro makes a count against Shakspere’s authorship when he 

describes the incredibly busy life of an actor, just a few pages later: ‘Rehearsing 

with a small group of fellow actors every morning, performing that same play 
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with them that afternoon, and meeting regularly after that with shareholders for 

business decisions and to hear and purchase new plays could not have been 

stress-free’ (230). Even if one believes, as Diana Price demonstrates, that 

Shakspere was more of a businessman in Stratford, and less of an actor in 

London, than we had previously thought, the demands on his time are more or 

less equally large. That such a person would have found time for writing at all is 

impressive, to say the least; maybe, one could hypothesize, he was one of those 

people who gets by very well on two or three hours (or less) of sleep every night. 

However, when one adds the sheer amount of research he would have had to do, 

in preparation for his writing – research on law, medicine, military tactics, 

politics, Italy and its geography, horsemanship, falconry, and foreign languages 

and literature, just to name the main ones – it strains credulity past the breaking 

point. His documented activities do not allow enough time for that much 

undocumented activity. 

I do not believe that Shakspere was trying to deceive anyone, and not all 

non-Stratfordians are proponents of conspiracy theories. I hypothesize a simple 

coincidence: a playwright, probably a nobleman, and quite possibly the Earl of 

Oxford, chose the name ‘William Shakespeare’ as his pseudonym because he 

liked it; it expressed some part of himself, which is what pseudonyms tend to do. 

(Certainly, that is how I feel about my own pseudonym: April is the creative part 

of me, my authorial persona.) At some point, probably in the mid-1590’s, he 

learned that an actor and theatre shareholder from Stratford just happened to 

have (legally) a similar, or identical, name. Whether or not the dramatist 

consciously decided to use that as a cover, to hide his authorship, is a debatable 

issue. Perhaps both he and Shakspere – who probably came to know each other, 

at least briefly through court performances – just decided to let the chips fall 

where they may. 

That scenario, of course, raises enormous questions about how and why the 

First Folio’s introductory materials, especially the poems by Leonard Digges and 

Ben Jonson, came to be written. That, however, is beyond the scope of this 

current review. 

Shapiro cites at least one piece of evidence which bolsters the non-

Stratfordian position. Consider this paragraph: 
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William Camden’s 1590 edition of Britannia, written in Latin, contains     
a brief description of Stratford-upon-Avon. Camden describes (here 
rendered into English) how the town “owes all of its reputation to its 
two foster sons, John of Stratford […] and Hugh Clopton […]”.  
There’s a copy of this book [Britannia] in the Huntington Library that 
was owned by Richard Hunt. Hunt, born in 1596, went on to become   
a vicar […]. In this copy a reader, in all probability Hunt himself, had 
come across that passage and added, in Latin, next to the words about 
Stratford’s most famous sons: “et Gulielmo Shakespear Roscio planè 
nostro” (“and to William Shakespeare, our very own Roscius”).   
Roscius was a widely admired Roman actor who achieved great fame 
and amassed a considerable fortune before retiring from the stage.      
To compare someone to Roscius in Shakespeare’s day […] was to 
acknowledge that he was a star of the stage. (242-3) 

A star of the stage, yes – but only as an actor. I cannot find any mention of 

Roscius, in encyclopedias, as a playwright or a poet; he seems to have gained 

fame strictly for his acting. 

Moreover, Richard Hunt was twenty years old when Shakspere died in 

1616, which means that he wrote that note either late in Shakspere’s career or 

after his death. Therefore, that someone at this late date compared ‘William 

Shakespeare’ to Roscius, and not to a dramatist (e.g. one of the classical 

playwrights) seems to be very powerful evidence that the Stratford man was 

regarded mainly, if not entirely, as an actor, not a playwright. 

Of course, now that I’ve said this, maybe some Stratfordians will start to 

argue that the note was likely written by someone other than Richard Hunt: 

someone writing earlier, when Shakspere was known mostly as an actor, before 

he gained fame as a dramatist. Since we might not be able prove who wrote the 

note, or when, such a position may be tenable. However, the note still would not 

constitute positive proof that Shakspere was a playwright. 

It is also possible that young Richard Hunt – perhaps wanting to find 

reason for pride in the town of Stratford – exaggerated Shakspere’s acting talent. 

Recall Diana Price’s data about Shakspere’s whereabouts during busy acting 

seasons in London. This means that he was not as much an actor as Hunt (and 

others) might have thought. Perhaps, if Hunt knew Shakspere personally, he 

heard Shakspere exaggerate his own acting ability. Or maybe Hunt heard other  
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Stratfordians (inhabitants of Stratford, in this context) relay exaggerations of it, 

and Hunt naïvely believed them. In short, it seems to me that this one notation 

should be considered with caution, for it may reflect a young man’s gullibility, 

and/or pride in his town, more than Shakspere’s truly being a ‘star’. 

Shapiro presents various pieces of data which, he alleges, are evidence of 

William Shakspere’s authorship of the Shakespearean plays and poems. While all 

are interesting, none is strong, let alone conclusive. 

For example, Shapiro recounts how, in 1613, Shakspere and Richard 

Burbage, his fellow actor, were commissioned by the sixth Earl of Rutland to 

compose an impresa: ‘a painted and ceremonial pasteboard shield on which an 

enigmatic saying, usually in Latin, was written’ (231). Apparently Shakspere was 

commissioned to write the proverb, and Burbage, with his artistic talent, to 

decorate the shield. Their impresa does not survive (most do not), so we don’t 

know what Shakspere wrote, or in what language; all we know is that Rutland 

was evidently pleased enough to re-hire Burbage to decorate another one in 

1616. At that point, Shakspere was dying in Stratford, so we don’t know whether 

or not he too would have been commissioned again, had it been possible. All we 

know for certain is that Shakspere did some writing (perhaps by dictation), 

specifically of an ‘enigmatic saying’. 

How far, though, does that go toward proving he wrote the Shakespearean 

canon?  

One of Shapiro’s stronger arguments – although by no means irrefutable – 

concerns Shakspere’s intimate knowledge of the available cast in his acting 

company, which was allegedly necessary for him to write as he did: 

You couldn’t write Rosalind’s part in As You Like It unless you had 
absolute confidence that the boy who spoke her seven hundred lines, a 
quarter of the play, could manage it. You couldn’t write a part requiring 
the boy playing Lady Percy in The First Part of Henry the Fourth to sing in 
Welsh unless you knew that the company had a young actor who could 
handle the tune and was a native of Wales. Whoever wrote these plays 
had an intimate, firsthand knowledge of everyone in the company, and 
must have been a shrewd judge of each actor’s talents. (229) 

It is indeed possible that some parts might have been inspired by specific 

actors and their abilities, but the first rebuttal is that these actors could have been 



             January 2021 

02Apro 

0 

The de Vere Society newsletter 

newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      39 

 
 

 
 

known to someone like Edward de Vere, himself a man of the theatre, and one 

who had his own company of players. A deeper objection, however, is that a 

playwright’s inspiration is not always governed by the available talent. And 

presumably, if the dramatist was a nobleman, not dependent on his writing for a 

living, he could have afforded to put aside a script until suitable players could be 

found. 

Shapiro’s argument depends, in part, on the traditional Stratfordian dating of 

the plays – whereas Diana Price gives good evidence that, on average, they were 

written eight to ten years earlier than most chronologies say. (Edward de Vere, 

although Price does not mention him by name, was fourteen years older than 

Shakspere.) When an account of an early production is discovered, usually 

Stratfordians assume it refers to a pre-Shakespearean play, now lost, by a similar 

title (Price 286). If, however, these pre-Shakespearean dramas were really the 

ones written by Shakespeare (whoever he or she was), then the available players 

in later decades were hardly relevant to the dramatist’s writing process. 

Let me give a very obvious piece of evidence – obvious to any layperson 

with some knowledge of Shakespeare – that writing can take on a life of its own, 

regardless of theatrical realities and demands. If Shakespeare was such a 

practical-minded dramatist, why did he write plays like Hamlet and Richard the 

Third, which, in an uncut performance, stretch at least twice as long as the 

normal playing time of two hours? In Romeo and Juliet, the Chorus’ Prologue 

informs us that the forthcoming drama is ‘the two-hours’ traffic of our stage’; 

however, the BBC version in 1978, starring Patrick Ryecart and Rebecca Saire in 

the title roles, runs about three and a half hours, and even this production makes 

some notable cuts (particularly in Friar Lawrence’s closing speech). Hence it is 

difficult not to get the impression that the dramatist wrote according to his 

inspiration, rather than practicality – doubtlessly knowing that the scripts would 

be cut in performance, but probably hoping that the cuts would be kept to a 

minimum, and that readers of published versions would enjoy the fullness of his 

artistic vision. 

We cannot assume, in other words, that Shakespeare would not have written 

Rosalind’s long part, in As You Like It, had he lacked a boy-actor in the company 

who could handle it. In the absence of such a youngster, the playwright might  
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have written the part exactly as it is, sadly recognizing that the speeches would  

have to be cut in performance (or, as mentioned earlier, that the whole play 

might have to wait) until a suitable boy could be found. 

Apropos of Shakspere’s familiarity with the cast, Shapiro’s next argument 

contains an unfounded leap. He says, ‘There were times when Shakespeare was 

thinking so intently about the part he was writing for a particular actor that in 

jotting down the speech headings he mistakenly wrote the actor’s name rather 

than his character’s. We know this because compositors passed on some of these 

slips when typesetting his foul papers’ (229). However, as other scholars have 

pointed out – both in the Stratfordian and non-Stratfordian camps – we cannot 

be certain that the typesetters were working from foul papers or fair copies. The 

latter could have been written by the playwright, but at least as often by scribes 

who may have also been familiar with the cast; hence the error could have been 

the scribe’s instead of the playwright’s. In particular, the scribes who wrote the 

prompt books, a common source for typesetters, were especially likely to 

substitute an actor’s name instead of a character’s. Thus these slips tell us little, if 

anything, about the true author of a drama. 

Particularly strange is a section in which Shapiro cites ‘one incident that 

ought to persuade even the most hardened skeptic [about Shakspere’s 

authorship]: the special epilogue written for a court performance of The Second 

Part of Henry the Fourth, where Shakespeare speaks for himself as the author of the 

play’ (231). Shapiro’s reasoning is as follows. 

First, he explains that a shorter epilogue had been written for the popular 

audiences at the Curtain in Shoreditch; it was delivered by Will Kemp, the actor playing 

Falstaff, who speaks for himself as an actor, and indicates that he is about to dance a 

jig – which that audience would have expected (232). However, Shapiro says, the 

concluding jig, and hence the epilogue that precedes it, would not have been suitable 

for the performance at Whitehall Palace, where the queen was in attendance.1            

So a different speech was written, which I will henceforth call the Epilogue. 

According to Shapiro, ‘Taking center stage himself, Shakespeare replaces Kemp and 

delivers his own lines (‘what I have to say is of my own making’). It’s the closest we 

ever get in his plays to hearing Shakespeare speak for and as himself. It’s a brassy and 

confident speech, one that may even have caught his fellow players off guard’ (232). 
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With that introduction – and without citing any documentary evidence that 

Shakspere, not Kemp, delivered the speech – Shapiro then quotes it in italics (the 

bracketed portions below are my additions, not Shapiro’s, though they contain 

data given in his later analysis): 

First, my fear; then, my curtsy; last my speech. My fear is your displeasure.          
My curtsy, my duty. And my speech, to beg your pardons. If you look for a good 
speech now, you undo me. For what I have to say is of my own making. And what 
indeed (I should say) will (I doubt) prove my own marring. But to the purpose and so 
to the venture. Be it known to you, as it is very well, I was lately here in the end of   
a displeasing play [presumably 1 Henry IV], to pray your patience for it, and to 
promise a better. I meant indeed to pay you with this [the play they’ve just seen, 
2 Henry IV], which if (like an ill venture) it come unluckily home, I break, and 
you, my gentle creditors, lose. Here I promised you I would be, and here I commit my 
body to your mercies. Bate me some, and I will pay you some, and (as most debtors 
do) promise you infinitely. And so I kneel down before you; but indeed, to pray for 
the Queen. 

Reading this speech, juxtaposed to Shapiro’s analysis of it, makes me feel 

like I’m entering a strange, altered state of consciousness; a surrealistic state, 

wherein I wonder, ‘Am I missing something obvious, or is Shapiro?’ 

For my impression of this Epilogue is antithetical to his, starting with the 

fact that it does not strike me as ‘brassy and confident’. That anyone would make 

such a speech may be deemed brave, but its content seems submissive and self-

abasing, particularly – and this is most important – because the speaker appears to be 

denying his ability to create a good speech. How else can one interpret the fifth and 

sixth sentences, i.e. ‘If you look for a good speech now, you undo me. For what 

I have to say is of my own making’? 

In his analysis, as quoted earlier, Shapiro mentions the clause ‘what I have to 

say is of my own making’, but leaves out the ‘for’ that precedes these words, and 

never explains the preceding sentence. The latter seems a rather blatant 

statement to the effect that, ‘If you anticipate a good speech now [as opposed to 

“during the play you just saw”], you’ll be disappointed.’ 

The crucial point is that the writer-speaker of this Epilogue apparently contrasts 

his inability to create a good speech with the playwright’s ability to create one. 
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Shapiro goes on to say that it is hard to imagine Francis Bacon, Edward de 

Vere, or any other proposed author getting up to deliver this Epilogue; and, 

moreover, ‘it is even harder […] to imagine the alternative, that the speaker, who 

claims to have written the play they just saw, was merely a mouthpiece for someone 

else in the room and lying to both queen and court’ (234; emphasis added).  

After a great deal of confusion, I concluded that these statements contain a 

number of unfounded assumptions and circular reasoning. Specifically, it took 

me a while to figure out what, in the quoted Epilogue, might constitute a 

statement that the speaker had ‘written the play they just saw’. I can only assume 

Shapiro is referring to the part where it says ‘I was lately here […] to promise a 

better [play]. I meant indeed to pay you with this [the one which you’ve just 

seen].’ Had it read, ‘and to promise I’d write a better play’, then it would be 

unambiguous. However, as it stands, is it necessarily a statement that the speaker 

is the playwright? 

The answer is no. This Epilogue could be the words of an agent or 

spokesman of the playwright, recounting his acknowledgment that a previous 

work had been displeasing, and also recounting his expression of confidence – 

i.e. his ‘promise’ – that the playwright’s next work is going to be better: for as an 

agent he would have seen it, at least as an early draft. 

Indeed, that these lines belong to an agent or spokesman, and not to the 

playwright himself, appears confirmed by the earlier sentences in which           

the speaker denies his ability to write a good speech, implicitly in contrast to the 

playwright’s ability. 

The closing sentences in the Epilogue, in which the speaker compares 

himself to a debtor, and the audience to his creditors, might appear to imply that 

he is the dramatist – but they could also refer to the fact, so often mentioned by 

Stratfordians, including Shapiro, that plays were the property not of the 

playwright, but of the performing company (225), of which the playwright’s 

spokesman is a part (especially if he is also an actor). In other words, everyone in 

the company is a ‘debtor’, and the audience is their ‘creditors’. Therefore, if the 

works prove ‘displeasing’ too often, the result could be very bad for everyone 

involved in the production. 

The next question, then, is pivotal. Who wrote and spoke this Epilogue?  
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The only thing that seems certain, at the outset, is that the speaker (or at least, 

the intended speaker) and the writer of it are the same person. 

If the speaker-writer is Kemp, who played Falstaff – or, for that matter, if 

the speaker-writer is anyone other than Shakspere himself – then we have           

a scenario which neither supports nor weakens any position about who wrote 

the main play. 

However, if the speaker-writer is Shakspere, as Shapiro maintains, then far 

from having proof that he wrote the play, it seems we have the exact opposite:   

a smoking-gun confession that he did not write the play – only the Epilogue – 

and that, in fact, he is not capable of writing a good speech at all. 

IV: Shapiro’s Unwitting Defense of the Oxfordian Hypothesis 

One more curious section in Shapiro’s book is worthy of analysis, because – 

although it claims to rule out the Oxfordian theory – it actually, albeit unwittingly, 

bolsters a version thereof. It is the section titled ‘Jacobean Shakespeare’, and is 

devoted to studying the plays allegedly written for the Blackfriars Theatre, where 

Shakespeare’s late plays were performed, beginning in 1610 (244-249). Edward 

de Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford, had died in 1604, probably during an outbreak 

of plague that lasted from about 1604 through 1610. Shapiro says: 

The move to Blackfriars coincided with and may have accelerated what 
critics have long characterized as Shakespeare’s turn to a distinctive late 
style — […] after 1608 or so. [Could it be “after 1604”?] The change in 
how he composed blank verse marks a watershed, excluding potential 
candidates such as Oxford who died long [four years is “long”?] before 
Shakespeare’s style took this turn. 
One of the curious things about this late style is that most critics      
(and I suspect most actors) don’t like it much: it’s often too difficult,  
too knotty, and for some too self-indulgent on Shakespeare’s part.     
(251; emphasis added) 

Shapiro goes on to say that, as many critics have observed, ‘Shakespeare’s 

verse is now a lot more clipped and elliptical. It’s much tougher to follow 

because he removes connections between clauses, wreaks havoc with 

conventional syntax, and keeps interrupting speeches (and lengthening them) 

with parenthetical thoughts or qualifiers. Metaphors spill over one another, and 

letters, sounds, words, and phrases re-echo. As scholars as long ago as Malone  
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were quick to note, rhyme is all but banished, in its place far more enjambment 

and lines that have what’s called an extrametrical or eleventh unstressed syllable’ 

(252). 

In other words, the style of William Shakespeare changed immensely, and 

for the worse, in plays written after the death of Edward de Vere. 

That statement speaks for itself. It suggests what some Oxfordians have 

suggested: that de Vere may have left his unfinished manuscripts with the 

playing company, and other writers took it upon themselves to finish them. 

Another equally telling point is that, according to Shapiro, and most other 

scholars nowadays, ‘Shakespeare’ started collaborating, in these late works, much 

more than before (254-259), especially with John Fletcher. That is not surprising, 

when we recognize that collaboration – or ‘co-authorship’, a more accurate word 

according to some – is the only way to finish a work of writing when you’re 

dead. 

Shapiro tries to refute this idea of posthumous collaboration                      

(or co-authorship) in the following paragraph, the last before his Epilogue: 

The Oxfordian claim that lesser playwrights touched up the works 
attributed to Shakespeare but written by de Vere by 1604 had until now 
proved quite difficult to refute. But editors of the collaborative plays have 
recently shown that some of these late plays could not have been started 
by one writer and later finished by another. A representative example 
appears in Lois Potter’s Arden edition of The Two Noble Kinsmen, where 
Potter shows that Fletcher wasn’t adequately aware of what Shakespeare 
was up to in the previous scene. In Act 2, scene 1, Shakespeare has a 
Jailer’s Daughter describe how Palamon and Arcite “discourse of many 
things, but nothing of their own restraint and disasters” (2.1.40-41).    
The friends appear on the upper stage at the end of the scene but never 
exit – and that’s where Shakespeare leaves them. Fletcher, independently 
writing the scene that immediately follows […] has Palamon and Arcite 
appear on the main stage. And when they start to speak, they contradict 
what the Jailer’s Daughter has just told us in the scene Shakespeare wrote, 
for they act as if they are meeting for the first time since the battle […]. 
Such discrepancies, while no doubt ironed out by the company in 
production, are still visible in the surviving script – and render highly 
improbable the argument that Fletcher is completing an old unfinished 
playscript that fell into his hands. (259) 
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It took me a while to figure out Shapiro’s reasoning, but the unstated 

assumption seems to be this one: had Fletcher been working from an old script 

that lay before him, he would have plainly read the last scene, and where it left 

off, and therefore would have continued writing logically from that point 

onward, without these continuity errors. The refutation is that writers – whether 

of fiction or drama – often make continuity errors, even with their own 

manuscripts lying before them. One humorous example occurs in the second 

chapter of James Malcolm Rymer’s ‘Penny Dreadful’, Varney the Vampire, 

wherein a bedroom door is forced open twice in one scene, clearly indicating 

that, probably due to some interruption in his writing, Rymer forgot that he had 

just written of its being thrown open. Hence Fletcher could have made a similar 

error with Edward de Vere’s manuscript before him. 

I must conclude, therefore, that James Shapiro’s Contested Will, though 

impressively researched, actually weakens the Stratfordian case it seeks to 

defend. With its condescension toward – and sometimes outright vilification of – 

its opponents, it creates the kind of ad hominem argument that is a red flag, 

signalling lack of substantial argumentation. And in its efforts to prove 

Stratfordian authorship it grasps at straws, relying on slight or inconclusive data 

(such as the commission of the impresa) and various types of faulty logic, 

particularly circular reasoning. If this is the best argumentation that Stratfordians 

can produce, then their days as the dominant academic position are probably 

numbered. 

 
Footnote (p. 40) 
1 
Diana Price argues, with typical impressive erudition, that there is no evidence that this 

play was performed before the Queen at Whitehall Palace (277–79). However, that point, 
though important, is not essential here, since I believe the epilogue itself reveals reasons 
to doubt Shapiro’s analysis. 
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REVIEWS 
 

Renaissance Man: The World of Thomas 
Watson by Ian Johnson 

Review by Kevin Gilvary 

Thomas Watson (1555-1592) was an Elizabethan poet 

and musician who was a member of the rival literary 

groups of the Earl of Oxford and Sir Philip Sidney. He 

was also a close friend of the poet and playwright 

Christopher Marlowe, and a colleague of the Catholic 

composer William Byrd. Watson seems to have spent 

time as government agent, probably an informer for the 

spy master Sir Francis Walsingham. Watson’s rich and interesting life was cut 

short abruptly by the plague in 1592 when he was aged 37.  

The author, Ian Johnson, is to be greatly applauded for drawing on a wide 

range of primary and secondary sources, including much research conducted by 

Oxfordian scholars. Renaissance Man emerges as a detailed and well-rounded 

biography of an Elizabethan writer of the highest calibre. For Watson deserves 

to rank alongside Edward de Vere and Sir Philip Sidney as a veritable 

Renaissance Man. Johnson suggests, quite sensibly, that the rivalry between 

Oxford and Sidney might not have been so fierce as it has often been described. 

Watson’s role, however, has been overlooked, perhaps due to his premature 

death or perhaps because of the disreputable company he sometimes kept. 

Today he is most recognised as a musician friend and colleague of the composer 

William Byrd. While modern scholars praise his translations of Italian madrigals, 

in his own day he was famous for a much wider range of activities as a classical 

scholar, translator, poet, playwright, scientist, traveller, philosopher and 

cosmologist. His famous book of 100 love poems, The Hekatompathia or Passionate 

Centurie of Love, was published in 1582 and dedicated to Edward de Vere. This 

collection is widely considered to have influenced Shakespeare’s sonnets and 

Venus & Adonis.  

Johnson describes the diverse cultural milieu of the Elizabethan Age in a  
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lucid and interesting manner. For those of us who have focused our attention on 

literature and the theatre, there were many other exponents of artistic endeavour 

at the time. Watson seems to have had connections with many of them, and we 

learn that he studied at Oxford University in his youth. 

In the second chapter, Johnson takes us along with Watson in what is 

known about his seven years of travel in Europe. He demonstrates that while 

abroad our traveller mixed with English Catholics in France and Germany. He 

was able to extend his time abroad after he came into some money when his 

uncle, Thomas Lee died. Watson studied law in Italy and was awarded his degree 

from the prestigious University of Padua. He returned to northern Europe and 

shuttled between Paris and the Low Countries, perhaps informing Walsingham 

about the English Catholics. Eventually, in the late 1570s, he decided to return 

home: ‘Often my studies were obstructed by wars. Still I fled from camps, save 

those of Phoebus’, Watson later recorded, reaffirming his interest in the arts. 

In chapters three and four, Johnson deals with Watson’s return to England. 

He probably attended one of the Inns of Court, in common with members of 

the literati, and quickly established his reputation as a ‘very learned man’. He was 

well acquainted with the poet and playwright Thomas Lodge, and the 

pamphleteer and Protestant reformer Barnaby Googe. He was also involved with 

a number of disreputable people, including a woman who claimed to be the 

daughter of the late queen. He was known to Walsingham and to Christopher 

Marlowe. In 1581-82, Watson paid a visit to Paris, perhaps to gather more 

information on the Catholics. He was acquainted with all those who were later 

present at Marlowe’s apparent death in Deptford in 1593.  

Johnson sensibly brings together an appreciation of Watson’s literary output 

into a central chapter entitled ‘Poetry, science, wit and wisdom’. Much of 

Watson’s oeuvre seems to have been lost, most regrettably his drama. For much 

of the 1580s, Watson was employed as an assistant by Edward de Vere. Watson’s 

early works were lauded by his friends and colleagues with literary puffs             

(a promotional activity which became fashionable with Ben Jonson in the 

Jacobean era). In 1581, Watson published his own Latin translation (more like an 

adaptation) of Sophocles’ Antigone. His own poems circulated in manuscript and 

at Oxford’s instigation, he had them published with a Greek title Ἑκατομπαθία,  
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more usually known as The Hekatompathia. The range of style, emulation, and 

learning is ‘truly breath-taking’. We are shown the two versions of Sonnet 

LXXXI, ‘My Love is Past’, the earliest printed pattern poem in English. Johnson 

also describes the brief critical introductions to each poem which are known as 

‘annotations’ and were written by a third person who refers objectively to the 

‘Author’. These annotations give an erudite insight into each poem; in one of six 

interesting appendices Jonson considers the likelihood that Oxford was the 

annotator. Johnson also illustrates the wood-cuts used by the printer on the title-

page depicting various animals including the caleygreyhound. This animal was an 

emblem of the earls of Oxford and was later used on the First Folio of 

Shakespeare’s plays. These and many further points of interest in The 

Hekatompathia, often linking Watson to Oxford, and Oxford to Shakespeare, are 

described in a thoughtful and considered manner. 

The following chapter details Watson’s musical co-operation with William 

Byrd. Watson’s publication in 1590 of The First Set of Italian Madrigals involved a 

loose translation into English, matched to the music ‘after the affection of the 

note’. Through Byrd, he seems to have consorted with many Catholics during 

the 1580s, perhaps still acting as an anti-Catholic informant. In 1589, Watson 

intervened in a brawl between Christopher Bradley and Christopher Marlowe. 

Acting first as a peace-maker, then in self-defence, Watson killed Bradley with 

his sword. Watson spent almost six months ill and injured in Newgate Prison 

before being released. A year or so later, Watson contributed speeches and 

blank-verse sections for the famous pageant before the Queen in 1591 when she 

was staying at Elvetham in Hampshire. He may even have written some of the 

songs. The Queen and some 500 were entertained in ‘magnificent style’. 

Watson apparently died of the plague in September 1592. Johnson takes us 

through the known records and the hints for doubting this. The biography is 

accompanied by six appendices, copious notes and a detailed bibliography. 

Renaissance Man: the World of Thomas Watson is an important study for all 

Oxfordians as it gives so much insight into a close associate of Edward de Vere 

as well as into the artistic life of the court and the capital during the 1580s. Parts 

of The Hekatompathia were transcribed by Barbara Flues and digitised by Robert 

Brazil. It can be viewed at www.sourcetext.com/hekatompathia/. Edward Arber’s 

edition of The Hekatompathia (1870) can be viewed at www.goo.gl/rmj6xF. 

http://www.sourcetext.com/hekatompathia/
http://www.goo.gl/rmj6xF
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The Shakespeare Masterclasses by Ron Destro 

Review by Costa Chard 

When it comes to performing Shakespeare the very 

thought of it can send shudders down the spine of 

even the most seasoned of actors. Whether you are 

reading a Shakespeare monologue aloud for a class 

project, starring in an amateur dramatics production, 

attending the first cast read-through or your first-ever 

Shakespeare performance at drama school, the weight 

of performing Shakespeare is a heavy one and one that many choose to avoid.   

This is where Ron Destro’s book is invaluable and is one I wish I had with 

me during my training. Ron’s style of interviewing is really something to behold; 

he allows the actor to feel at ease and willing to engage, which certainly comes 

across through the actor’s responses and it really makes you feel that you are part 

of the class. Where this masterclass really excels is in giving the reader full access 

to a conversation between actors, for actors, and it isn’t afraid to ask those 

questions that we’ve all thought of but were too afraid to ask – especially to such 

truly talented actors. From Sir Derek Jacobi, Jeremy Irons, F. Murray Abraham 

to Dame Diana Rigg, Tim Piggot-Smith and the one-and-only Cicely Berry to 

name a few, this book allows us a front-row seat, learning from the finest talents 

in the theatrical world who discuss their experiences, their successes and failures, 

as well as their technique and commitment to their art; which is not only 

inspiring for any actor but also leaves you wondering why this book wasn’t 

available years ago. 

This book is a must-read and, for myself, one that will have pride of place in 

my collection. For any actors, performers or fans of Shakespeare this is a ‘must-

purchase’.  

For those who missed the recent DVS Band of Brothers conference, Ron 

Destro’s mini-performance and talk was as entertaining as his book and will be 

available for viewing online soon. Check our website, Facebook and Twitter 

pages for details. 
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Behind the Name Shakespeare: Power, Lust,  

Scorn & Scandal – documentary by Robin Phillips 

Film review by Yvonne Cheal 

Don’t be fooled by the seeming irreverence of this film:  

the presentation style masks a powerful commentary on   

who really was behind the works of ‘Shakespeare’ – and  

provides ample well-researched evidence that it was not  

‘the guy from Stratford’ but was Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford.  

DVS member Robin Phillips is the auteur writer, producer, director and 

artistic creator of this multi-award-winning documentary, presented in an 

experimental style that succeeds in getting a great amount of detail, based on 

solid research, across to all audience levels. She is also the elegant presenter 

‘Christina di Marlo’ (whose opulent costumes would not have escaped 16th-

century sumptuary laws) who provides tongue-in-cheek guidance through the 

sequential unfolding of events in Edward de Vere’s life. With 86 film festival 

awards gained so far, the word is getting out. 

All the main points of Oxfordian theory are covered and explained with 

clear graphics and sumptuous illustrations that make the information accessible 

to all levels of prior knowledge. The research is impressive, convincing, 

substantiated, and with little or no conjecture. Content moves between 16th-

century history, literature and art but the facts, visuals and music make the 

proposition very easy to follow; accessible but not dumbed-down. Those with a 

long-standing knowledge of de Vere’s life will find the poignancy and penetration 

of the points made deeply affecting – such as the injustice of the Dérogeance 

Laws for someone of Oxford’s position in the nobility. 

The film has already had a huge impact on film festival audiences 

worldwide, successfully highlighting the subject with its multi-layered approach. 

Oxford’s story is illustrated in every sense, with seemingly unconnected facts 

settled into context through pictures, music and words. The theory and evidence 

make an impact on an emotional and sensory level with the world’s oldest film 

festival – fittingly – stating the film ‘teaches and entertains … remaining faithful  
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to the primary purpose of Elizabethan theater’ (Venice Film Awards Review, 

11.11.2020). This Robin is no upstart, and has plenty to crow about. The film is 

one to watch, in all senses. Trailers available at: https://groundbreakerfilms.com/ 

 

DVS EVENTS 

In view of the continued restrictions on travel and meetings, the DVS 2021 

Annual General Meeting scheduled for 20 March 2021 will be conducted on 

that date by email, as was the 2020 AGM. The Agenda and papers will be 

circulated by email (or by letter to those without email) in good time for all 

members to return replies and comments to nominations for the Committee and 

Honorary Membership, draft minutes of the AGM, etc. 

The DVS 2021 Spring Meeting will take place remotely via Zoom, as did the 

DVS 2020 Autumn Meeting. The date and details of the Spring Meeting are yet 

to be decided. 

The date and details of the Summer Weekend Meeting are yet to be decided. 

J. T. Looney Centenary Celebrations 

The semi-staged production at The Water Rats public house-theatre of Nothing 

Truer Than Truth by Darrol Blake has been postponed. A date will be 

announced on the DVS website once conditions allow rescheduling. In the 

meantime, copies of the play are available from www.amazon.co.uk or 

riverhousepress1@gmail.com  

________________ 
 

Members will be informed via the website Events page and email about all new 

and rescheduled events. Events information is also posted regularly on our 

Facebook and Twitter pages: https://www.facebook.com/deveresocietyuk   

https://twitter.com/deveresocietyuk?lang=en 

See also Oxfordian News on the website, which is regularly updated: 

https://deveresociety.co.uk/news/oxfordian-news/  For any further information 

please visit: https://deveresociety.co.uk or contact events@deveresociety.co.uk 

https://groundbreakerfilms.com/
http://www.amazon.co.uk/
mailto:riverhousepress1@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/deveresocietyuk
https://twitter.com/deveresocietyuk?lang=en
https://deveresociety.co.uk/news/oxfordian-news/
mailto:events@deveresociety.co.uk
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THE DE VERE SOCIETY 

 
 MEMBERSHIP 

Why not ask your friends to join the DVS or try Membership for a year? 

The de Vere Society is a registered charity (No. 297855) looking to welcome new 

members with an active interest in the Shakespeare Authorship Question. 

Members receive The de Vere Society Newsletter four times per year (included 

in the annual fee), will have access to our new research grants and training 

opportunities, and will be eligible to attend Society meetings and special events. 

There are at least three DVS meetings per year and events are being planned in 

different de Vere-related locations around the UK. 

Categories of membership include: 

 Annual membership – £30 (UK/Europe); US$60 (Overseas) 

 Life membership – £300 (UK/Europe); US$600.00 (Overseas) 

See the DVS website for full details: http://www.deveresociety.co.uk 

Members with special areas of interest or expertise might also be able to assist 

the Society with some of the following activities: 

1. Original research 

2. Publishing/access to the media/IT 
3. Public relations & publicity/social media 
4. Organizing meetings/social events 

5. Education 
6. Accounting and fundraising 
7. Membership and recruitment 

 
Please contact the Hon. Secretary with your name, contact details and areas of 

interest/expertise. Please also confirm that the Society may hold your personal details 

solely to maintain membership records. 

Hon. Secretary, PO Box 1904, Southampton, SO15 9LQ, UK 
secretary@deveresociety.co.uk 

http://www.deveresociety.co.uk/
mailto:secretary@deveresociety.co.uk

