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‘Shakespeare’: Man of the Millennium

‘Shakespeare’, has been voted Man of the Millennium, the greatest literary
genius known to the world, yet what is known of the life of Shaksper (usual
spelling) is strangely divorced from the works which bear the name Shake-
Speare (often hyphenated). Shaksper was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564
and died there in 1616. There are about 80 documents relating to his life, which
show his involvement in various business transactions, including a share in the
Globe. The records, however, offer no insight into the mind of the author who
wrote the plays.

This yawning gulf between the person and the works has led many to question
whether Shaksper of Stratford was in fact the real author. Robert McCrum,
literary editor of The Observer, cites six questions about the authorship that
have perplexed scholars for years:

1 How could a provincial actor from Stratford gain such an intimate
knowledge of court life (and medicine, botany, the law, the sea and
aristocratic pursuits such as hunting and falconry)?

2 How could he know so much of classical authors?

3 How could he compose compromising love poetry to his social superior,
the powerful Earl of Southampton?

4 How could he know so much of Italy and Italian literature?

5 How could he leave not a single book or manuscript in his will?

6 Why was there no notice of such a writer’s death in 1616?

Many actors, including Sir Derek Jacobi (president of the De Vere Society),
Leslie Howard, Charlie Chaplin, Orson Welles, Michael York and John
Gielgud, have doubted the traditional biography of the Bard. Many writers,
including Mark Twain, Henry James and Daphne du Maurier have entertained
similar doubts. Many other intellectuals, including Sigmund Freud and J E
Powell, and many politicians, including Bismarck, Disraeli, Palmerston and De
Gaulle have found it impossible to accept this myth. After noting his genius, his
unparalleled learning and his aristocratic outlook, they have decided that the
Bard cannot have been William of Stratford.

Shake-Speare was almost certainly a pseudonym for the real writer of genius.
We should look for him elsewhere in the Elizabethan world.
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Doubts about Shakespeare as the Bard

The author was undoubtedly a genius, but genius alone could not have provided
the playwright with detailed inside knowledge and understanding of court life.
The author needed to be present and observe for himself. From the extensive
court records of the period, it is clear that Shaksper of Stratford received small
payments for court performances as an actor, but was never formally presented
at court to Elizabeth or James I and was never paid any money as a playwright.

Shaksper probably attended the local grammar school (the relevant records do
not survive) but he did not attend either Oxford or Cambridge (where the
records are complete). When and where did he learn Latin, Italian and French?
Genius alone could not have gained a deep understanding of classical literature;
the bard must have read the works thoroughly for himseif. Whose libraries did
he use?

Shaksper as a person seems to have left no literary impression on anyone. He is
not known to have been patronised by any person of rank. Two narrative poems
were dedicated to Southampton in his youth, but there is no mention in the
Wriothesley papers of William of Stratford or any great tendency to patronise
poets. Shaksper certainly did not live with Southampton at this time, as the
young earl was a royal ward at Cecil House, under the care of Lord Burghley.

Some sonnets (eg no 20) display a homo-erotic tendency. Yet, if the sonnets
were intended for the Earl of Southampton, as most scholars suggest, how could
a commoner dare publish them in 1609 when both were alive? Homosexuality
was a capital offence. The author would have needed powerful friends to defend
him from the now married Earl of Southampton.

Genius alone cannot account for the authentic setting of so many plays in Italy.
Shaksper is not known to have been abroad.

In his will, Shaksper left detailed instructions for the disposal of many assets,
including beds, sword and goblets, but he mentioned no manuscripts, no books
owned or borrowed, no rights to published plays or poems, such as the sonnets.
He did not even bequeath a copy of the Bible to his family

Geniuses such as Mozart or Michelangelo arouse great feelings during their
lives and at their deaths. The man from Stratford aroused none. An inferior
playwright, Francis Beaumont, who also died in 1616, was buried at
Westminster Abbey, but no such public honour was accorded William of
Stratford until 1740.
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Edward De Vere, Earl of Oxford (1550-1604)

In looking elsewhere for the Bard in the Elizabethan world, scholars
have been trying to find a match between the works and an author who
could have written them. While some have made claims for Bacon or
Marlowe, many more scholars are now convinced by a considerable
body of evidence and a wide range of arguments that Edward de Vere,
Earl of Oxford, was in fact the Bard:

1.

As an earl, Edward de Vere was frequently at Elizabeth’s court. He
was brought up by William Cecil, Lord Burghley, the Queen’s Lord
Treasurer, and he later married Cecil's daughter. The plays reflect an
aristocratic outlook, portraying kings and queens, dukes and earls.

Edward de Vere was accounted an outstanding scholar and studied at
St John’s College, Cambridge. In 1567, his uncle, Arthur Golding,
translated Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the most quoted classical text in
the works of Shakespeare. De Vere went to study law at Gray’s Inn.

In 1575-76, Edward de Vere toured some of Europe, spending most
of his time in Italy and especially Venice, the setting for many plays.
Twelfth Night is set in Illyria, a Venetian territory along the Adriatic
coast.

Lord Oxford was associated with Henry Wriothesley, Earl of
Southampton (1573-1624). Like Oxford, Southampton spent his
youth in Cecil’s house as a royal ward, where he was secen as a
prospective husband for Oxford’s eldest daughter, the Lady
Elizabeth, in 1593. The younger earl refused, incurring the Queen’s
displeasure and a hefty fine. (In this year, Venus and Adonis was
dedicated to Southampton.) The Lady Elizabeth married the Earl of
Derby in 1595.

De Vere was acknowledged in his lifetime as a poet, playwright and
literary patron.

Edward De Vere died intestate in 1604 at the age of 54. In 1623, the
First Folio was dedicated to the ‘incomparable pair of brethren’, the
Earls of Pembroke and Montgomery. Oxford’s second daughter,
Bridget, was betrothed for a time to Pembroke and his youngest
daughter, Susan, married Montgomery in 1604.
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1 The works of Shakespeare & Italian Comedy

As with all his works, Shakespeare drew on an astonishing variety of sources for
his comedies. One major influence came from Italian romances of the commedia
dell’arte. This is evident in the stock situation where an angry father refuses
daughter permission to marry; there are variations as A/l’s Well That Ends Well, A
Taming of the Shrew and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The influence of the
commedia dell’arte, however, is most notable in Twelfth Night, with its clever
servants, cross dressing, mistaken identities, satire, and recognition scenes.

According to Robert Miola (Shakespeare’s Reading, 2000), the Bard’s knowledge
of Italian sources extended to works by Ariosto, Giraldi, Cinthio, Bandello and
Fiorentino in Italian. In addition, Miola argues that the Bard was so steeped in the
Italian theatre that he must have seen many Italian plays in performance.

Yet such wide-ranging experience is difficult to put into the traditional biography
of William of Stratford. He is not known to have travelled abroad, as he would
have needed funds and permission. He was too young to have seen the troupes that
came to England in the mid 1570s from the northern cities of Italy (Chambers
Elizabethan Stage, 1923, ii 261-5). They played before the Queen at Binfield
(Berkshire) in 1574 under the auspices of Sir Francis Knollys. This is exactly the
time when the young Earl of Oxford was a court favourite, just before he set off on
his Grand Tour of France and Italy in January 1575.

Another argument against William of Stratford concerns his will. For an author
who studied contemporary literature, it is inconceivable that he owned no books.
Yet in Shaksper’s will, signed a month before he died, there is no mention of any
books owned; no poems or plays already published; no mention of Twelfth Night,
which had been performed in London ¢ 1602, still in manuscript and yet to appear
in print; no mention of the 17 other plays still in manuscript.

On the other hand, since the Bard’s Italian plays display such an overtly
aristocratic outlook, and detailed first hand knowledge of the tradition, they are far
more likely to have been the work of an educated aristocrat. Lord Oxford also
travelled extensively in Italy. He is known to have visited or passed through all the
cities where Shakespeare’s Italian plays are set. He spent three months in Venice,
where he was presented to the Doge. He visited the Northern cities of ltaly,
including the university town of Padua. He also left his mark as a dashing figure
when he visited Palermo in Sicily. On his return to England, Oxford was known
as the Italian earl. He was later praised by W Webbe (Discourse 1586) as ‘most
excellent among the rest,” by Puttenham (1589) for his unpublished plays and by
Francis Meres (1598): ‘The best among us for Comedy be Edward earl of Oxford.’
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2 Twelfth Night and Commedia dell’'Arte

John Manningham noted in his diary the performance of a play called Twelfth
Night or What You Will on 2 February 1602 (n.s). He remarks that it resembled
The Comedy of Errors or Menaechmi of Plautus, but most like to that in Italian
called Inganni. He then relates the plot, which is clearly the same play that we
know today. Strangely, he makes no mention of the author; elsewhere he
mentions William Shaksper in a bawdy anecdote in an entry on 13 March 1602

(n.s.).

As Bullough reports, it has long been noted that the tradition of mistaken
identity involving twins originated in Greek New Comedy, which influenced the
Roman poet, Plautus (ff/ ¢ 200 BC). His plays were frequently acted in
Renaissance Italy and inspired many Italian versions. One type has come to be
known as the commedia dell’arte and involved masks, mime and improvisation.
According to John Rudlin (Commedia dell’arte: An Actor’s Handbook, 1994),
this was a public spectacle aimed at ordinary people and relied on the use of
stock characters. Among these were the lovers, often of high status and brought
low by circumstances (eg Viola). They would undergo a familiar plot of
rejection, disdain, jealousy and reconciliation (eg Viola-Orsino; Olivia-
Sebastian).

Commedia dell’arte was a hilarious combination of realism, with ingenuity of
story and style, about incidents and affairs taken from everyday life. While this
clearly applies to Twelfth Night, one important difference is that the focus of
attention is not on the lower classes but on the nobility: Orsino is a duke; Olivia
is a countess; Viola and Sebastian are also aristocrats. ‘Be not amaz’d,” as
Orsino reassures Olivia in the final scene. ‘Right noble is his blood’, by which
he declares that Sebastian (and by implication his twin sister, Viola) is eligible
to marry someone of aristocratic standing.

Rudlin also describes the commedia erudita, the academic drama intended for
the educated aristocracy, which is more closely linked to the Roman originals.
As Manningham noted in 1602, Twelfth Night was based on Inganni (1547).
This play portrays a woman disguised as a man, helping the man she loves woo
another woman. The story of Viola, Orsino and Olivia is more closely linked to
the similar GI’Inganni (which had a French translation, Les Abusés, 1543),
written by a group called The Thunderstruck (by love). It had been performed
and published in 1537 in Siena, which Oxford visited in 1575. The question
remains: how did the author gain such detailed and precise knowledge of Italian
literature? It is impossible to think of William of Stratford as the author of
Twelfth Night.
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3 The works of Shakespeare & Tudor Politics

Two major studies have been made of Shakespeare’s History plays: in
Shakespeare’s English Kings (1977, reprinted 2000) Peter Saccio argues that
Shakespeare is the Tudor apologist: ‘The deposition of Richard II is seen as a
sacrilegious act interrupting the succession of God’s anointed kings, a kind of
original sin for which England and her rulers must suffer.’” He notes the
tendentious view of history which presented Henry VII as the saviour of England
and justified the Tudor acquisition of the throne. He argues that Shakespeare
surpasses these: ‘Richard III is made more villainous than any man could possibly
be,” so that Henry VII and the Tudor monarchy may appear more desirable.

A more recent study of Shakespeare’s Kings by John Julius Lord Norwich (1999)
also sees the plays as representative of Tudor orthodoxy: ‘The overall message of
the plays . . . was one which the Queen would have taken instantly to her heart: the
supreme importance — and the ultimate triumph — of the state.’

The classical scholar and conservative politician, J Enoch Powell, thought that the
dramatisation of the scheming nobles was based on first-hand experience. In an
address to the Shakespeare Club in 1964, he said: ‘The relish and verve with which
Shakespeare’s characters speak the language of ambition, intrigue and policy is not
synthetic or theoretical — it could only be drawn from experience of the political
struggle. . . . [The historical plays} span the entire diapason of political emotions
and exhibit the human personality in the coveting, the enjoyment and the loss of
supreme power.’

Such wide-ranging experience is impossible to include in a traditional biography
of William of Stratford. Lord Oxford, however, lived his own life at the centre of
Tudor politics. His ancestors had played prominent parts in the Wars of the Roses.
His great grandfather had been executed in 1461. The 13™ Earl, leading
Richmond’s army, proclaims (Richard 11 5.2.18-9):

Every man’s conscience is a thousand swords,
To fight against that bloody homicide.

The 14™ Earl accompanied Henry VIII to the Field of Cloth of Gold in 1521. The
15" Earl (Edward’s grandfather) carried the crown at the coronation of Anne
Boleyn in 1533 and was later one of the peers to find her guilty of adultery. The
16" Earl, Edward’s father, escorted Elizabeth to London on her accession and
entertained her at Castle Hedingham in 1561. Edward de Vere was brought up in
Cecil’s household 1562-71 and was at the Elizabethan Court until 1592. He was
also one of the peers to pass judgement on Mary Queen of Scots in 1587.
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4 Twelfth Night — a political allegory at court

Twelfith Night is one of only two Shakespeare plays with a sub-title. (The other
is Henry VIII or All is True. Other history plays seem to have been renamed.) It
is possible that What you Will was the original title for the play, which was
renamed Twelfth Night when adapted for performance on a special occasion.

As in almost every play by Shakespeare, Twelfth Night or What You Will deals
with royal and aristocratic themes. It treats the question of marriage of a female
prince. This had been the dominant concern at the Court of Elizabeth in the
1560s, 1570s and 1580s. Olivia, the eligible but unattainable countess obviously
represents Queen Elizabeth. She refuses to countenance the prospect of
marriage, which perversely encourages the attentions of various lords and
knights. Olivia was even smitten with love for an envoy (Viola as Cesario),
rather like Queen Elizabeth, addressed by Jean de Simier, who had been sent to
promote the Duke of Anjou’s suit (A Weir Elizabeth the Queen, 1998, 319).

Orsino, Duke of Illyria, most clearly represents Archduke Charles, the younger
son of the Holy Roman Emperor, whose possessions included Illyria. Charles
was a suitor in the 1560s and 1570s. The Earl of Sussex visited Vienna in 1566
and reported that Charles was ‘wise, liberal and courageous, intelligent, highly-
educated and very rich.” (Weir, 191). Compare Olivia on the Duke (T N
1.5.262):

Yet | suppose him virtuous, know him noble,
Of great estate, of fresh and stainless youth
In voices well divulg'd, free learn’d and valiant.

Twelfth Night also portrays a character unusual in the plays for having no
redeeming features. The unbecoming depiction of Malvolio is widely seen as a
personal diatribe against Sir Christopher Hatton, a prominent courtier of
Elizabeth in the 1570s. Like Malvolio, Hatton had openly proclaimed himself a
potential royal consort. Edward de Vere hated this ‘upstart’ as they both
jockeyed for the Queen’s attention (Weir, 272). A miniature in the V&A shows
that Hatton continued wearing yellow stockings until old age. The
representation of Malvolio is biting, but like most of the satire in Twelfth Night
was long out of date by 1602.

There is a further reference to Lord Oxford as a writer who used plays to
ridicule other figures at court. In Desiderata Curiosa (c1732) Francis Peck
noted a ‘pleasant conceit of Vere, Earl of Oxford, discontented at the rising of a
mean gentleman in the English court circa 1580.” No other play fits this
description so well as an early version of Twelfth Night written in the late 1570s.
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5 What You Will revived for Twelfth Night, 1601

Leslie Hotson (The First Night of Twelfth Night, 1954) reports that on Christmas
Day 1600 the Lord Chamberlain wrote a note ‘to confer with my lord Admiral and
the Master of the Revels to choose a play, with variety, music and dances and of a
subject most pleasing to her Majesty.” The occasion was to be 6 January 1601 (ie
Twelfth Night) when the Queen would be entertaining Don Virginio Orsino, Duke
of Bracciano. Since the title of the play is not suited to the action, so Hotson
argues, Twelfth Night refers to the occasion of its performance.

Against this, the sole objection (raised by J M Lothian, and T W Craik in Twelfth
Night Arden®, 1975) was the difficulty for any writer to compose a play at such
short notice. However, it would be easy for a court playwright to adapt an existing
play for the entertainment of the Queen and her guests.

Hotson’s arguments that Twelfth Night was performed for the Queen are
compelling: (1) the hero was named Orsino, with the same status as the respected
guest. The clown even makes a gratuitous reference (5.1.37) to the bells of Saint
Bennet, in Gracechurch Street, opposite the count’s lodgings. (2) In portraying Sir
William Knollys, Comptroller of the Court in the 1590s, who attempted to control
the disorderly behaviour of the maids, the Earl of Southampton and Sir Walter
Raleigh (C C Stopes, The Third Earl of Southampton, 1922: 115).

The Lord Knolis in Queen Elizabeth’s time had his lodgings at court where
some of the Ladyes and Maydes used to frisk and hey about in the next room,
to his extreme disquiet at night . . . at last he comes marching in at a posterne
doore of his owne chamber, reading very gravely, full upon the faces of them.

Compare Malvolio in Twelfth Night (2.3.87):

My masters, are you mad? Or what are you? Have you no wit, manners, nor
honesty, but to gamble like tinkers at this time of night? Do you make an ale-
house of my lady’s house, that ye squeak out your coziers’ catches without
any mitigation or remorse of voice? Is there no respect of place, person, nor
time in you?

How did the Bard know so many intimate details of life and court and how did he
escape repercussions for representing powerful men such as Hatton and Knollys?
The representation of Sir Toby Belch and Sir Andrew Aguecheek are also
unflattering portrayals of courtiers. William of Stratford would have needed
influential supporters to protect him.
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6 A Midsummer Night’s Dream for a wedding

Most commentators agree that A Midsummer Night's Dream was written for the
occasion of an important wedding. The theme of the play is love consummated
by marriage, announced in the opening line: ‘Our nuptial hour Draws on apace.’
The action that follows permits two more weddings. In the end, the fairies bless
the owner of ‘this palace’ with the promise that ‘he ever shall in safety rest.’
Harold Brooks, (MND Arden?, 1979, page 1v) also believes that references to the
Imperial votress was designed as a compliment to the Queen. He adds that the
provision of so much music and so many elaborate costumes suggest that the
poet ‘could reckon on resources beyond those in the public theatre.’

Since the play is mentioned in Meres (1598), a date for composition about 1595-
6 is widely accepted. Brooks describes two aristocratic weddings in this period:

(1) Lady Elizabeth de Vere (Oxford’s daughter) to William Lord Stanley, Earl
of Derby on 26 January 1595. Lord Oxford had been celebrated in 1589 by
George Puttenham in The Art of English Poesy as ‘first among noblemen-
poets if their doings could be made public’. The Lady Elizabeth was also
the grand-daughter of Lord Burghley and the Queen’s god-daughter.

The marriage was solemnized before the court at Greenwich and the Queen
even deigned to grace the celebrations at Cecil House on the Strand
(Chambers William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems i 358).
The groom, William Stanley, like Oxford, ran his own company of players,
Lord Strange’s Men. So it is very likely that a play would have been
performed for this union of theatrical families.

(2) The second aristocratic marriage in this period was between Elizabeth
Carey and Thomas, son of Henry Lord Berkeley on 19 February, 1596.
This marriage took place at Blackfriars, but there is no record that the
Queen or court attended. It is possible that some theatrical entertainment
would have been presented on this occasion as well.

Both weddings took place in winter and the fact that seven or eight of the nine
scenes occur at night seem to suggest an indoor performance (ie for the court)
rather than an outdoor performance (for the public). Whichever wedding is
taken as the occasion and first performance of A Midsummer Night's Dream, it
is far more likely that an aristocrat, such as Lord Oxford, would have been
involved in its composition rather than a provincial, such as William of
Stratford.
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7 Richard Il & the Essex rebellion

“I am Richard II. Know ye not that ?” Queen Elizabeth remarked six months after
the rebellion of her one-time favourite. She was speaking to William Lambarde,
Keeper of the Records of the Tower. “He that will forget God will also forget his
benefactors; this tragedie was played 40" times in open streets and houses.”

On 6 February 1601 (n.s.), Essex’s steward, Sir Gilly Merrick, offered the Lord
Chamberlain’s Men forty shillings to perform Richard II, only two days before the
planned uprising against Elizabeth. A spokesman for the company, Augustine
Phillips, claimed that they had been reluctant to put on a play “so old and so long
out of use.”

When the plot failed and the rebels were tried, Francis Bacon led the prosecution
and the Earl of Oxford sat among the peers in judgement. The conspirators were
found guilty: the Earl of Essex was executed, Merrick was hanged at Tyburn and
the Earl of Southampton, condemned to death, was held in the Tower until his
sentence was commuted by James [ in 1603.

If ever there was a case for naming an author, this was the time. Both Merrick and
Phillips were summoned before the peers at Westminster Hall. Simply owning a
copy of Richard II had previously caused trouble to Essex when he was tried for
his conduct in Ireland. Another writer, Sir John Hayward, was tried in the Star
Chamber in 1600 for his prose account of Richard’s abdication, which he
dedicated to Essex. Hayward spent the rest of Elizabeth’s reign in the Fleet prison.

Other writers were also punished by the authorities. Thomas Nashe was
incarcerated for his Isle of Dogs in 1597 and the play was obliterated. Jonson, Kyd
and Marlowe were arrested, imprisoned or even tortured by the authorities for their
works. Yet Shakespeare was so far from being summoned to Essex’s trial that he
was not even mentioned as the author.

Clearly the play Richard Il is an outstanding piece of spin-doctoring. Richard was
known to have had his favourites and been forced to abdicate. The play, however,
while admitting his faults, portrays him as favourably as possible, without
conceding that it was right for Bolingbroke to rebel. Little wonder that Oxford
voted that Essex was guilty of treason.
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8 The works of Shakespeare & English History

Shakespeare’s History plays were conceived as two great tetralogies with
Richard II introducing the first and Richard Il closing the second. Between
them they cover nearly 100 years of English history:

Richard II ~ (1377-1399) I Henry VI (1422-1461)
[ Henry IV (1399-1413) 2 Henry VI
2 Henry IV 3 Henry VI
Henry V (1413-1422) Richard 111 (1483-1485)

No other writer has ever formed such a grand conception of history as this.
When we add other history plays King John and Henry VIII (and probably
Edward III), we are stunned by the extraordinary scale of his achievement.

These plays have had such a pervasive influence on the imagination of the
English people that few can seriously question whether Richard III was in fact
so evil or whether Henry V was really the embodiment national heroism. Both
characterisations derive from Shakespeare and both are open to doubt on
historical grounds. The plays Richard II and Richard III deal with the changing
of regimes. Both events were known to have happened but Shakespeare presents
both as necessary only under the most extreme of circumstances.

Who was this author whose grand sweep of English history encompassed a
century of turbulence ? Who was this author who closes the second tetralogy
with the inescapable conclusion that England’s troubles could only be brought
to a close by the accession of Henry Richmond and Elizabeth of York? Was he
the provincial actor, unknown to Edmund Tilney, Master of the Revels and the
authorities who licensed the plays, unkown to William Cecil, Lord Burghley,
Elizabeth’s principal minister, and unknown even to Thomas Walsingham, who
ran the secret service.

A far more likely explanation is that the author was a professional and (initially)
anonymous Tudor propagandist — a writer, who realistically dramatised the
personal situations of English kings while always retaining the fixed
hierarchical view of English society — an apologist whose identity was initially
kept secret, but whose works were published under a pseudonym from 1598.
William Cecil could find an established dramatist with such a royal outlook in
his own household: his own son-in-law, Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford, whom
the Queen paid a princely sum of £1,000 annually from 1586 for no reason ever
disclosed.
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9 Richard lll & the Classics

The influence of Seneca’s tragedies is evident throughout Richard III, especially in
scenes involving stichomythia (rapid interchanges) with or between mourning
women. The wooing of Anne in 1.2 reflects a similar passage in Seneca Hercules
Furens where the murderous king Lycus woos Hercules’ wife, Megara. In
Seneca’s Phaedra, the lustful heroine asserts to her step-son, Hipploytus: ‘shouldst
thou send me through fire and midst deadly battle ranks, I would not hesitate to
offer my breast to naked swords.” Richard similarly woos Anne:

Here | lend thee this sharp-pointed sword,

Which if thou please to hide in this true bosom

| lay it naked to the deadly stroke

And humbly beg the death upon the knee. (1.2.160-3)

Seneca’s Troades (Trojan Women) contains great pathos and passion. Jowett
comments: ‘Seneca’s group of women lamenting the destruction of Troy
anticipates Shakespeare’s gathering of women who have lost children at Richard’s
hands, with the Duchess of York equivalent to Hecuba, the mother of the ill-
omened Paris, grief stricken by the destruction his life has caused.”

Ovid’s influence in the Richard III is no less evident. Bate mentions the link
between the mourning queens and Ovid’s Heroides. In Ovid’s poem, legendary
heroines read their letters to their husbands or lovers as dramatic monologues.
They serve as studies of love from the woman’s point of view. In Richard I,
Lady Anne laments over the coffin of her dead father[-in-law] as well as her
husband killed previously. Clarence’s dream derives details from both Virgil’s
Aeneid vi 336-371 (Death of Palinurus) and Ovid’s Metamorphoses iii 792-798,
where Acetis tells how he ‘stepped upon the hatches’ where a ruffian gave him
‘such a churlish blow . . . that overboard he sent me.” Compare Clarence:

... As we paced along

Upon the giddy footing of the hatches,

Methoughts that Gloucester stumbled and in stumbling

Struck me, that sought to stay him, overboard. (1.4.9-19)

Lord Oxford was very highly educated, having attended University at Cambridge
(and gaining an honorary degree from Oxford). He also studied at the Inns of
Court. He was brought up in the house of William Cecil, Lord Burghley, which
contained an excellent library.

For William of Stratford, there is no easy access. Indeed, what is most surprising is
that in his will, Shakespeare makes no mention of any books at all — neither any
which he may have read or any which he may have written.
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10 Romeo & Juliet & Ovid

The Roman poet Ovid is the most quoted literary writer in Shakespeare. Ovid’s
epic poem on changing shapes, The Metamorphoses, was particularly
influential. Professor Jonathan Bate (Shakespeare and Ovid, 1993) has shown
how Ovid supplies many motifs for all the comedies, especially the episode of
Pyramus and Thisbe (Ovid Met iv 55-166) in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
Shakespeare has adapted this story as Romeo & Juliet and given it a more
serious and tragic tone.

Bate’s extensive treatment of Romeo & Juliet (pp 167 — 181) examines both the
outline of the story and the use of signifcant detail. The tale of Phaéthon, who
drove the horses of the Sun chariot too high, is echoed by Mercutio in warning
that Queen Mab “gallops night by night Through lovers’ brains” and Juliet:

Gallop apace, you fiery-footed steads,
Towards Phoebus lodging. Such a waggoner
As Phaéthon would whip you to the west. Romeo & Juliet 111 ii 1-4

According to Bate, there is a double irony in that the tragedy of Phaethon
anticpates not just Romeo’s banishment from Verona but also the lovers’ deaths
through misadventure. Bate then draws parallels between Ovid’s Tristia (Sad
Poems from Exile) and the language of Romeo in banishment, starting from the
dawn parting;

Jul O be gone, more light and light it grows.
Rom More light and light: more dark and dark our woes.

Romeo & Juliet 111 v 35-6

Bate also demonstrates Shakespeare’s awareness of the less well-known Ars
Amatoria (Lovers’ Handbook) is apparent in Juliet’s speech on the perils of
love:

Dost thou love me? | know thou wilt say ‘Ay’,

And | will take thy word. Yet if thou swear’st

Thou mayst prove false. At lovers’ perjuries

They say Jove laughs. Romeo & Juliet 111132 - 135

That Shakespeare was exceptionally well-versed in Classical Love Poetry is not
in doubt. What is much harder to explain is how he can have acquired this
knowledge. The Ars Amatoria was most definitely not on the school curriculum
— but it would have been available to a well-educated, highly connected
aristocrat such as Edward de Vere.
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11 King Lear and Ovid’s Metamorphoses

The Roman poet Ovid is the most quoted literary writer throughout the plays and
is used extensively in King Lear, in particular his epic poem on changing shapes,
The Metamorphoses. Prof Bate (Shakespeare and Ovid. 1993) has shown how
Ovid supplies many motifs which occur in the play, eg the scene in which Lear
enters with the body of the dead Cordelia: this scene portrays the power of silence,
the idea of emotional extremity preventing speech; stress upon the heart; the
corrosive quality of tears; being petrified; the look to heaven; and a final look at
the face of the dead child.

All of these elements are clearly clearly evident in Golding’s translation (1567) of
Metamorphoses xiii 645 ff which describes the lament of the Trojan Queen,
Hecuba, for her dead son, Hector:

But she was dumb for sorrow.
The anguish of her hart forclosde as well her speech as eeke
Her teares devowring them within. She stood astonyed leeke
As if she had beene stone. One whyle the ground she stared uppon.
Another whyle a gastly looke she kest too heaven. Anon.
She looked on the face of him that lay before her Killd.

Jonathan Bate demonstrates that the author used both the original Latin text as well
as this translation when composing the plays. Rather strangely, he assumes that all
the Bard’s classical learning was completed at school in Stratford by the late 1570s
(apparently with complete retention for use and adaptation 30 years later).

A more likely explanation concerns Arthur Golding, De Vere’s maternal uncle,
who dedicated his translation in 1567 to William Cecil, Lord Burleigh. Golding
was living in the Cecil household at the time with his nephew, the young de Vere,
was still Cecil’s ward. Edward de Vere would have easy access to texts both in his
own and in his father-in-law’s library throughout his lifetime. William of Stratford
is not known to have visited any nobleman’s house, let alone studied in any of
their libraries. He is not even mentioned in the vast Cecil Papers.
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12 Cymbeline and Edward De Vere.

A tragic-comic story of misunderstanding

This tragic-comic tale depicts the travels of a youth to Italy; a youth brought up
by the most powerful man in the country, whose daughter he married; while
away in Italy he is persuaded that his wife has been unfaithful and whom he
wishes dead; a youth whose spiritual sympathies are with Rome; imprisoned on
his return for loyalties to Rome; who later sought and received forgiveness from
his maligned wife and out-raged father-in-law.

Strangely, this is not only the story of Posthumus Leonatus in Cymbeline, but
also the contemporary tale of Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford. In 1571, de Vere
married Anne Cecil, daughter of, Lord Burghley. In January 1575, de Vere went
to Italy; while away, he heard that his wife was pregnant. Rumours spread about
the parentage, especially when the baby was born in July. After Oxford returned
in 1576, he refused to acknowledge his wife or daughter, who continued living
with Burghley, until a reconciliation was effected years later.

Cymbeline and Heliodorus’ Aethiopica

The play has much in common with the little known romance, Heliodorus’
Aethiopica, for which a translation was published in 1569. Both involve
romantic separation, travels in foreign lands, and chastity in the face of
temptation. Both also share a crucial incident: in the final scene of Cymbeline,
Posthumus declares himself to the court and laments the apparent death of his
wife. When Imogen, dressed as a page and by now a slave, attempts to declare
herself, he thrusts her away with a blow (5. 5. 227):

Shall's have a play of this? Thou scornful page, There lie thy part.
This incident is an echo of the Aethiopica: “He seeing her foul face, of purpose
blackened, and her apparel vile and all torn, supposing her belike to be one of
the makeshifts of the city and a vagabond, cast her off and put her away, and at
length when she would not let him go, gave her a blow on the ear.”

Underdowne’s translation of Heliodorus® Aethiopica was dedicated to Edward
de Vere in 1569 when the earl was 19, with the following obsequious
commendation: “For such virtues be in your honour, so haughty courage joined
with great skill, such sufficiency in learning, so good nature and common sense
that in your honour is, I think, expressed the right pattern of a noble gentleman.”
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13 Twelfth Night and The Law

Knowledge of the law is exceptional throughout the plays, especially Twelfth
Night. Legal concerns in the play range from notions of habeas corpus to the
complexities of marital law. Consider Olivia’s ironic response to Viola (7N 1, 5,
245), which shows subtle analysis of testamentary law:

| will give out diverse schedules [ie lists] of my beauty. It shall be inventoried,
and every particle and utensil labelled [ie pasted as a codicil] to my will.

The great Victorian Lord Chancellor, Lord Campbell, wrote in 1859: ‘To
Shakespeare’s law, lavishly as he propounds it, there can be neither demurrer, bill
of exception nor writ of error.’ Sir George Greenwood in 1908 emphatically
reiterated the extent and accuracy of Shakespeare’s law.

So did Jerry and Mary Sokal in Shakespeare’s Legal Language: A Dictionary
(2001). This detailed study comprises 400 pages, quoting 1600 references and over
200 terms and concepts. What impresses these authors is not just the accuracy of
complex terminology, or incisive references to such important cases as Hales v
Petit (1561), but how the quality and aptness of the legal references support the
drama, especially in metaphors.

Traditional biographers of the Bard have difficulty in locating William of Stratford
in a legal context. Either they ignore his legal knowledge (Holden), or they dismiss
it as derived from his experience in litigation (Dobson and Wells), or claim
without evidence that he worked as an attorney in a law office (K Duncan Jones)
during the so-called lost years, ie when Shaksper leaves no historical record
between 1584 and 1592. What biographers of Shaksper cannot do is explain how
the author acquired such detailed legal knowledge.

Against this, Lord Oxford was admitted to study law at Gray’s Inn, London, in
1567. This brought him into contact not only with the law, but also with the poet,
Philip Sidney (who enrolled there in December 1566 and was for a time betrothed
to Anne Cecil). At about the same time, the dramatist, George Gascoigne, staged
his plays there, including the first known performance of a Greek tragedy in
English. A few years later, in 1594, A Comedy of Errors was performed there.

Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, was Master of the' Revels at the Inns of Court.
He used drama for the propagation of his own political and religious viewpoints.
Twelfth Night is clearly in this tradition and was acted at the Middle Temple. It
seems likely that the play was composed by an aristocrat with legal training and
intended for an aristocratic audience. There is no better candidate than Oxford.
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14 The Tempest and The Geneva Bible

The Tempest makes many references to Bible, often revealing an interest
in obscure and little read books:

There’s nothing ill can dwell in such a temple, If the ill spirit can have so fair
a house. Tempest Act | Scene 2 vv 458-9

This alludes to 1 Corinthians 3.16: “Know ye not that ye are the Temple
of God and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?” In both cases
“temple” refers to the person of a Christian.

Yea, yea, my lord. I'll yield him thee asleep, Where thou mayst knock a nail
in his head. Tempest Act Ill Scene 2 vv 60-1

This echoes Judges 4, 21-22: “Then lael Hebers wife tooke a nayle of the
tent, and took an hammer in her hande, and went softly vnto him, and
smote the naile into his temples, and fastened it into the ground, (for he
was fast a sleepe, and weary) and so he dyed. . . . Sisera lay dead, and the
nayle in his temples.” This need for reciprocal mercy, as delivered in the
Epilogue, is derived from Ecclesiasticus 28 1-5: “Forgive the hurt that he
hath done to thee, so that thy sins be forgiven thee also.”(v2).

Dr Naseeb Shaheen’s study Biblical References in Shakespeare’s Plays
(1999) contains 16 pages of discussion on The Tempest (pp 734-749). He
notices that most quotations in the plays suggest that the Bard used the
Geneva Bible, (published in Switzerland in 1560) rather than the Great
Bible (1535) or the Bishops Bible (1568) published in England.

Shakespeare’s will does not mention any copy of any Bible — somewhat
surprising for a Stratford business man, who might have bequeathed a
copy as a family heirloom, but utterly inexplicable for the great poet who
quoted more from the Bible than any other poet in English.

On the other hand, Edward de Vere bought an expensive copy of The
Geneva Bible of 1560) and the bill of sale from 1570, survive in
Burghley’s papers. The Bible itself also survives, complete with de
Vere’s own crest, in the Folger Shakespeare Library in the USA. In this
copy, there are about 200 verses underlined, many with marginal notes,
closely correlating to .passages quoted by ‘Shakespeare’.
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15 Dates, Portents and Julius Caesar

The play Julius Caesar is generally assigned to the year 1599, yet there is no
mention of a play of this name by Shakespeare until the publication of the First
Folio in 1623. The 1599 date arises solely from a historical reference by a Swiss
Traveller to an unnamed theatre on the South Bank and a brief description which
fits this play but there is no indication that Platter saw a newly composed play.

An earlier date for Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar is much more likely as it is very
concerned with portents and assassination. Such a combination occurred in 1582
when a bright comet had appeared in the sky on 8 May (Gregorian Calendar) soon
after the attempted murder of William of Orange. On 18 March 1582 in Antwerp,
a Catholic Spaniard tried to kill the Protestant Prince of Orange.

The Prince survived but his would-be assassin was killed with three and thirty stab
wounds (just like Shakespeare’s Caesar). The Prince of Orange had been offered a
crown to be King of the Netherlands, which he refused. He was then offered a
coronet and the lesser title as Count of Holland. (The emblem of a count and an
earl is a coronet.) Casca mentions that Caesar was not offered a crown but a
coronet, which is not in the source material.

Julius Caesar deals with the terrible consequences of aristocrats who assassinate
the Prince or Ruler. As such it would apply to the discontented nobles at
Elizabeth’s court during the 1580s when various plots were uncovered and many
nobles implicated (including Oxford).

We know that various five act plays were performed before the Queen at Windsor
on Twelfth Night, Jan 1583, including ones dealing with Pompey and Caesar.
There were various plays on these subjects and the opening scene of Julius Caesar
presupposes knowledge of Pompey and his defeat by Caesar in the Civil War. In
the opening scene, the tribunes, Flavius and Marullus, berate the plebeians for
turning away from Pompey. They describe his previous fame and success, but take
for granted his defeat in a fratricidal civil war. These events would have been far
from obvious to groundlings in a new play in 1599. Interestingly, Polonius in
Hamlet claims to have played the part of Brutus while he was at university — a
further indication that the playwright conceived his audiences in aristocratic rather
than public terms.

Henslowe’s papers and diaries for the 1590s show many references to costumes
and performances of Caesar and other Roman plays. It seems likely that what
Platter saw in 1599 was a revival of a popular old play from the repertoire
originally written by Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford.
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16 The Taming of the Shrew & Aristocratic Pursuits

The author of The Taming of the Shrew was most conversant with activities that
were almost exclusively the prerogative of royalty and noblemen. In the play,
there are detailed descriptions of hunting and falconry which are hard to
reconcile with William of Stratford’s position in society. In describing how he
intends to tame the shrew, Petruchio says:

My falcon now is sharp and passing empty,
And till she stoop, she must not be full-gorg’d.
For then she never looks upon her lure.
Another way | have to man my haggard,

To make her come and know her keeper’s call;
That is, to watch her, as we watch those kites

That bate and beat and will not be obedient. (4,1,174 - 180)

A haggard is a female hawk in adult plumage, often thought to be the hardest to
train. To man a hawk was to seel (ie sew) the eyelids together. At about this
time the practice changed to using a hood (cf R&J ‘To hood my unmanned
blood’). Lure was a technical word for an artificial bird. To watch in falconry is
to keep from sleep and to bate was to flutter or flap the wings. In Shakespeare’s
England, vol ii (1917), Lascelles devotes 16 pages to Shakespeare’s technically
accurate references to falconry, which often emerge in imagery.

In the Induction, another aristocratic pursuit is described: hunting. The passage
(more developed than the corresponding passage in the anonymous 4 Shrew) is
largely irrelevant to the action of the Induction or to the play:

Lord. Huntsman, | charge thee, tender well my hounds:
Trash Merriman, the poor cur is emboss’d
And couple Chowder with the deep mouth’d brach.
Saw'st thou not, boy, how Silver made it good

At the hedge corner, in the coldest fault? Ind 1, 16 - 20

In Shakespeare’s England, vol ii, 1917: 348-50, Fortescue explains that the
Lord had been hunting hare; emboss’d meant worn-out so Merriman was to be
held back (a trash cord was a restraining leash). Brach is a another word for a
hunting hound. Fortescue concludes: ‘Among the best [huntsmen] in the
sixteenth century, we must certainly rank William Shakespeare.”

The author was exceptionally knowledgeable in aristocratic pursuits. It might
just be possible for a senior attendant to a Lord, but how William of Stratford
could have gained this knowledge is never explained
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A Short Life of Edward De Vere
17th Earl of Oxford

Early Years

Edward de Vere was born in 1550, probably at Castle Hedingham, Essex,
his family’s ancestral home. His father, John de Vere, the sixteenth earl,
held the title of Lord Great Chamberlain (as Edward did later) officiated at
the coronations of both Mary and Elizabeth Tudor. His mother Margaret
came from the old Saxon family of Golding. In 1561, when Edward was
eleven years, his father, entertained Queen Elizabeth. Castle Hedingham
enjoyed four days of masques, feasting and entertainment.

When his father died in 1562, young Edward left his home to become (like
Bertram in All’s Well) a ward of the Crown, under the tutelage of William
Cecil, the Queen’s Private Secretary (later Lord Burghley). His mother
took as a second husband Charles Tyrrell. His sister Mary went to live with
her mother and we know of no record of her and Edward meeting again
until adulthood, when she married Lord Willoughby.

Education

From a young age, Edward had scholarly tutors, including Sir Thomas
Smith and Lawrence Nowell, Dean of Lichfield. Later as a royal ward in
the Cecil household, his personal curriculum included dancing, French,
Latin, Greek, cosmography, penmanship, shooting, exercise and prayer.
Edward’s education continued at St John’s, Cambridge, where he was
awarded his MA, and Gray’s Inn (a college of law). He was also awarded
an honorary MA from Oxford University at Christ Church College.

His maternal uncle, Arthur Golding, was a visitor at Burghley’s house
while Edward was still a ward and in 1567 Golding published his
translation of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, an extremely influential text
throughout the works of Shakespeare.
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EDWARD DE VERE, 17th Earl of Oxford

First Marriage

In 1570 Lord Oxford joined the military campaign in Scotland under the
Earl of Sussex. By 1571, after various youthful pranks, such as highway
robbery at Gad’s Hill (cf / Henry IV ), he was reported as a leading
luminary at Court, high in the favour of the Queen. In 1571, he married
the 15-year-old Anne Cecil, daughter of his guardian. This dynastic
marriage gave advantage to Cecil, recently ennobled as Lord Burghley.

Dedications

In 1572 a Latin translation of Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano had been
dedicated to Oxford by his Cambridge tutor Bartholomew Clerke.
Oxford wrote an enthusiastic preface in Latin. In 1573 he wrote a preface
to Cardanus’ Comfort ‘to execute mine own intention towards the
publishing of your book’. In 1576 4 Paradise of Daintie Devices was
published, including several poems by Oxford that show originality. In
1584 Robert Green’s Card of Fancy was dedicated to him, identifying
him as a ‘pre-eminent writer’. The writers and dramatists, John Lyly and
Anthony Munday, were at this time under Oxford’s patronage and part
of his household.

Foreign Travel

Oxford’s Grand Tour began in Paris and Strasbourg. He spent about a
year in 1575/6 travelling in Italy. He stayed mainly in Venice, but also
visited Genoa, Florence, Siena, Palermo. After returning through
Roussillon (scene of All’s Well that Ends Well) and France, he lost his
possessions in a pirate attack in the Channel (cf Hamler). His enthusiasm
for Italiam culture was noted by Gabriel Harvey, who called him ‘the
Italian Earl’ and praised his learning and scholarship. Fourteen of the
plays are set in Italy or ancient Rome and show a detailed acquaintance
with the country and the culture.

While abroad, he heard that his wife Anne had given birth to a daughter,
Elizabeth, in July 1575. There were rumours that he had been cuckolded
and that the daughter was not his. Oxford refused to acknowledge the
child. He was estranged from Anne for five years.
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EDWARD DE VERE,17th Earl of Oxford

Earl of Southampton

The year 1573 saw the birth of Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton. It
is interesting that Oxford’s own son (born 1593) was also called Henry. A
print survives called ‘The Two Henrys’, showing Henry Wriothesley and
Henry de Vere, despite the difference in their ages, side by side on rearing
chargers. In the early 1590s, Southampton was seen as a potential husband
for the Lady Elizabeth de Vere. Shakespeare’s veiled call to marry, Venus
and Adonis, was dedicated to Southampton in 1593. We can only guess
why he dedicated The Rape of Lucrece to the young earl in the following
year. These were the first works to be published under the name ‘Shake-
Speare’, and for the next five years the name was associated only with
these two poems. Printed plays under the name ‘Shake-Speare’ did not
appear until 1598, the year that Burghley died.

Sea-faring Interests

Lord Oxford had an interest in the sea from an early age, as we can tell
from one of his letters to Burghley. In May 1577 he was negotiating to
purchase a share in Frobisher’s voyage in the ship Edward Bonaventure.
He invested in this expedition in search of the North-West Passage in 1577
(cf Hamlet: ‘1 am but mad north-north-west’). He invested in another
expedition in 1578, in hope of gold being found. Considerable losses on
both ventures left him owing a man called Lok over £3000, forcing him to
sell more family estates (cf Shylock in The Merchant of Venice).

Literary connections

After 1576, Oxford was less popular at court and he seems to have
concerned himself with literary and musical patronage. He was the subject
of various poems by Gabriel Harvey, including an address in Latin to
Queen Elizabeth in 1578, describing him as a prolific private poet who
‘tela quatit’ (shakes weapons) which could be translated as ‘shakes spears’.

In the same year his secretary John Lyly published Euphues: the Anatomy
of Wit, followed in 1579 by Euphues his England, dedicated to Oxford.
These two books launched the fashion for Euphuism, a style characterised
by high-flown language, satirised in Love’s Labour’s Lost.
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EDWARD DE VERE, 17th Earl of Oxford

Imprisonment

In January 1571, Oxford was sent to the Tower and interrogated as a
Catholic sympathiser. He was soon released. In March 1581 his mistress,
Anne Vavasour, gave birth to a son. Oxford was sent to the Tower again
by an infuriated Queen. After his release in June, Oxford was wounded
in a fight instigated by Thomas Knyvet, an uncle of Anne Vavasour;
affrays continued in the streets of London between rival gangs for a year
(cf. Romeo and Juliet). In December 1581 Oxford resumed living with
his long-suffering but devoted wife, and accepted Elizabeth as his child.
A son and a daughter died soon after birth; two other daughters survived.

Annuity

In 1586, when he was 36, Lord Oxford served on the tribunal which
condemned Mary, Queen of Scots, to execution. In this year, the Queen
awarded Oxford a pension of £1000 a year for life (an enormous sum at
the time of national crisis). This payment allowed Oxford to continue his
high living, but such generosity on the part of the Queen was
uncharacteristic. Her successor, James I, continued to pay the pension.

In 1586, he was praised by William Webbe A Discourse of English
Poetry wrote: “I may not omit the deserved commendations of many
honourable and noble Lords and Gentlemen in Her Majesty’s Court,
which in the rare devices of poetry have been and yet are most skilful;
among whom the Right Honourable Earl of Oxford may challenge to
himself the title of the most excellent among the rest.” Webbe thereby
places him above Sir Philip Sidney and Edmund Spenser. In 1589
George Puttenham referred to him as first among noblemen-poets ‘if
their doings could be made public.’

Second Marriage

In 1588, Lady Oxford died and was buried at Westminster Abbey. Lord
Oxford remarried in 1591 or 1592 and a legitimate son, Henry, was born
in 1593. At this time, Lord Burghley tried to arrange a marriage between
his grand-daughter, the Lady Elizabeth de Vere, and Southampton.
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EDWARD DE VERE, 17th Earl of Oxford

Retirement from court

After Oxford married Elizabeth Trentham in about 1591-92, he signed over
his heavily-mortgaged ancestral home to Lord Burghley to provide an
income for his daughters and he retired from court (cf King Lear). In 1594
the Edward Bonaventure, in which he had once tried to buy an interest,
was wrecked in Bermuda. A detailed account, like many other shipwrecks
at the time, was published (cf. The Tempest).

In January 1595, his daughter, the Lady Elizabeth, married the 6™ Earl of
Derby, another literary aristocrat. He moved to King’s Place, a house
(provided by the family of his second wife) in the then fashionable village
of Hackney in 1596, close to the Curtain Theatre. From then on his public
life becomes obscure.

In September 1598, two months after Burghley’s death, Francis Meres’
Palladis Tamia was registered for publication, naming Oxford as the ‘best
for comedy’ and including the first mention of ‘Shakespeare’ as a
playwright, attributing twelve plays to him. Until then the literary
reputation of Shakespeare had rested on the two narrative poems.

Financial difficulties and death

Oxford suffered all his life from financial difficulties, most of which
appear on the face of it to have been of his own making. He was described
by several contemporaries as a very generous man. At the Queen’s death in
1603 he wrote eloquently to his brother-in-law, Robert Cecil, second Baron
Burghley, of his grief, and his ‘shipwreck above all the rest’. He expressed
his support for the new king and quickly received a renewal of his
enormous annual pension. As Lord Great Chamberlain he bore the Sword
of State at the King’s coronation in 1603.

He died on 24 June 1604. Parish records state that he was buried in St
Augustine’s Church, Hackney, on 6 July 1604, but a family history, written
by his first cousin, Perceval Golding, states: ‘Edward de Veer [sic] ... a
man in mind and body absolutely accomplished lieth buried at
Westminster.” His cousin Francis de Vere was buried in the north transept
of Westminster Abbey in 1609, as was his son Henry in 1635.

26




EDWARD DE VERE, 17th Earl of Oxford
The Aftermath

During the winter season of 1604-5, the highest number of
Shakespeare’s plays, six, were presented at court, by command of James
I. Was this a commemoration? Had unpublished manuscripts just been
found among the poet’s papers? In 1609 the Sonnets were published in
an unauthorised edition. The famous dedication describes the poet as
‘ever-living’, a phrase which was invariably used of the dead; perhaps it
was a pun on Oxford’s motto Vero Nil Verius (‘nothing truer than truth’,
or ‘than a Vere’).

Many of the plays are conventionally dated to the period 1604-10, but
only to fit into the supposed literary biography of William of Stratford.
There is no established date of composition or first performance for any
of the plays. The only firm evidence gives dates of performances (not
necessarily first) and publication. All other dates are guesswork. In 1622
Henry Peacham published, in The Compleat Gentleman, a list of poets
who made Elizabeth’s reign a ‘golden age’ unaccountably omitting
Shakespeare. He did include Lord Oxford; perhaps Peacham knew them
to be the same.

Publication of First Folio

We do not know who instigated the publication of the First Folio Edition
of the Shakespeare plays in 1623, but there is no mention of any
executor or relative of the man from Stratford.

However, the Incomparable Brethren, the two nobles to whom the First
Folio was dedicated, had intimate connections with de Vere. William,
Earl of Pembroke, had once been a suitor to Lady Bridget Vere. As Lord
Chamberlain under James I, he was the supreme authority in the world of
theatre, and thus was in a position to decide which plays were published.
His brother Philip, Earl of Montgomery, was the husband of Oxford’s
youngest daughter, Susan.

Ben Jonson, who wrote the dedication to F1, composed poetry for Susan
de Vere, Countess of Montgomery, who appeared in all his masques.
The First Folio was a family affair, but not the family from Stratford.
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“he De “Yere Society

is concerned with the Authorship of Shakespeare’s works and the life of
Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford. With an active membership in the
hundreds, the Society holds regular meetings throughout the country and
has a quarterly newsletter. We welcome inquiries and members of
whatever persuasion. We invite you to:

¢ join the De Vere Society

& ook critically at the evidence for authorship, noting that most of the
works were originally produced and published anonymously;

¢ accept the possibility that publication was under a pen name;

¢ re-examine the plays in the light that they may have been written 10 -
15 years earlier than previously assumed, and produced originally at
court, not for the public theatres;

& consider evidence for the composition and production of the plays
throughout the period 1575 - 1611.

The Society accepts that there may be compelling evidence (as yet
undiscovered) that Shaksper really did write the plays (eg in the form of
contemporary diaries, accounts etc), but we think this is unlikely.

On present evidence, it is far more probable that the plays and poems
ascribed to ‘Shakespeare’ were in fact written by

Eadward De VYerve, Larl of (Ixford.

De Vere Society www.deveresociety.co.uk
Shakespeare Oxford Society =~ www.shakespeare-oxford.com

Shakespeare Fellowship www.shakespearefellowhip.org

You can contact the De Vere Society through: The Hon Secretary,

Richard Malim Esq, Brookman’s Old Farm, Iwerne Minster, Blandford,
Dorset, UK
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