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Review by Jennifer Pommer 

The Living Record: Shakespeare, Succession, and the Sonnets 
by Hank Whittemore is a thorough look at Oxford’s 
Sonnets. He has extensively researched original 
sources of the late 16th century through to today’s 
analytical accounts, including such Oxfordian 
luminaries as Thomas Looney, Charlton Ogburn, 
James Warren, and Roger Stritmatter, as well as 
papers available from British State Papers of 1558–
1603, the British National Archives, and many other 
resources listed in his acknowledgements, 
bibliography, and index to support his own definitive 
thesis on the Sonnets and Oxford. 

Whittemore divides the Sonnets into four parts. 
The first is the ‘Fair Youth’ (Sonnets 1–26) written about and for Henry 
Wriothesley, Third Earl of Southampton for the years 1591–1600. The second is 
‘The 100-Sonnet Center’ comprising ‘The Prison Years’ (80 Sonnets, 27–106), 
from 8 February 1601 to 9 April 1603 and ‘The Final Days’ (20 Sonnets, 107–126) 
from 10 to 29 April 1603. The third is ‘The Dark Lady, Elizabeth Tudor, Queen 
Elizabeth I of England’ (26 Sonnets, 127–152), from 8 February 1601 to 24 March 
1603. The fourth part, the ‘Epilogue/Prologue’ (2 Sonnets, 153–154) seems more 
a prologue because the year, August 1574, was when Elizabeth visited Bath and 
(supposedly) conceived her and Oxford’s son.  

Whittemore explains that he has used historical context to reach his 
conclusions, married up with the Sonnets and information he has gleaned from 
them, using both primary and secondary sources. He goes over his theory in the 
first part of the book, taking up about a fifth of the book. Then he goes through 



July 2022 
02Apro
0

The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk     44 

each of the individual Sonnets and explains how each fits his theory. In this part, 
Whittemore’s explanations of the Sonnets mirror some known historical events 
and make his arguments very effective and plausible. Some of the facts are murky 
without adequate sourcing and many times overstated, but the essence of the book 
is enlightening and interesting. 

His theory that the Sonnets are entries in Oxford’s personal journal are 
plausible and well thought out. In effect, he theorizes they are the real-life drama 
of Oxford’s love for Queen Elizabeth I and their affair, which culminates in a 
‘natural’ son, the Fair Youth in the Sonnets and their son, Henry Wriothesley, the 
Third Earl of Southampton. The reader needs only to look at the photo on the 
front cover to see a striking resemblance between Elizabeth and Wriothesley, 
though the facial resemblance with Oxford is not as obvious in these two copies 
of historic portraits.  

The start of the whole story, and one that still raises questions, is how did 
Elizabeth and Oxford have a child together? The book details the cover-up of the 
indiscretion of the natural child, born between October 1573 and June 1574, using 
two possible events: Wriothesley born and then slipped into the Southampton 
household. The Queen would most assuredly want the birth and whole shady affair 
hidden. One of the probable reasons there are so few sources available.   

How did this affair happen? Whittemore uses official sources from the time 
that are somewhat contradictory: In May 1573 it was reported that Elizabeth was 
so taken with Edward de Vere that she  ‘delighteth more in his personage and his 
dancing and his valiantness than any other’. Meanwhile, Oxford’s Puritanical 
father-in-law, Burghley, ‘winketh at all these love matters and will not meddle in 
any way’.  

There is another quotation that could refute those above, though said at a 
much later date, July 1587, from a prisoner in Newgate who answered his 
interrogator’s question: ‘The Earle of Oxford said the Queen did woo him, but he 
would not fall in at that time.’ (The Living Record, p.55 gives the sources of this 
quotation and the two above.) 

Whittemore firmly believes that the language in the Sonnets proves that 
Southampton was Oxford and the Queen’s true heir. The Sonnets use ‘love’, both 
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capitalized and lower case in phenomenal number throughout. One contesting 
theory is that there was a sexual nature in the ‘love’ Oxford had for Wriothesley. 
However, Whittemore refutes this, saying the Sonnets are one connected work 
based on history. Otherwise, why the reference to prison and prisoners? Why the 
talk of the succession and the Tudor blood in Oxford’s Love? His arguments are 
compelling for a single sequence of a drama. Thus, not a sexual connection but as 
a father–son relationship. A Tudor son that could be the next king. It may be 
significant that James Warren regards Whittemore’s theory as the only explanation 
of the extraordinary efforts to conceal Oxford’s authorship of Shakespeare after 
his death (Shakespeare Revutionized, p.558; a book referred to in The Living Record 
bibliograpy). 

Whittemore and other Oxfordian sources point to WH (Wriothesley Henry) 
as ‘the only begetter’ of the Sonnets, and the dedication of Venus and Adonis and 
Lucrece in the 1590s, as further underlining Oxford’s shared parentage of 
Wriothesley with the Queen. Furthermore, the language of the Sonnets is clearly 
about someone with Tudor blood as The Living Record points out, and as many of 
Whittemore’s sources also do. 

The drama’s villains are William and Robert Cecil, and the Queen herself. The 
Cecils most likely manipulated policies as she aged, especially when she was close 
to dying. She hadn’t ever named anyone to succeed her up to the end of her life, 
possibly her ego wouldn’t let her, and the Cecils ‘wanted their own glory’. James I 
played an influencing role later in the drama when the Queen was beginning to fail 
without naming a successor and, once she died, he was named the King. This is 
the crux: that Elizabeth had not named a successor to the throne. 

Southampton did rise uncharacteristically quickly up the Court’s ladder as 
soon as he became known. The sources acknowledge this but don’t give a reason 
for his meteoric rise. The story laid out in the book and elsewhere (1) of his alleged 
non-biological family, the Southamptons, is quite interesting and revealing. 
Southampton was close to the Earl of Essex and was drawn into the politics at 
Court. He and Essex went on campaigns together. On their last one to Ireland, 
their lives took a drastically fatal turn. The two, with other accomplices, hatched a 
plan to get to the Queen to see the negative influence of Robert Cecil and get her 
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to name a successor. This plot, known as the Boxer Rebellion, put the two into the 
Tower facing death as traitors.   

Meanwhile, Oxford’s plans of identifying himself as Shakespeare and 
identifying Southampton as his and the Queen’s son are scuppered by the 
imprisonment and death facing Wriothesley, resulting in the Sonnets becoming 
missives to his son in prison. Oxford writes the Sonnets to his son as a living 
monument to him. Initially, according to The Living Record, it was probably to tell 
the world of his Tudor son and that he was Shakespeare. The Cecils, and later 
James I, use Oxford’s relationship as a bargaining ploy to hide the identity of 
Oxford as Shakespeare and the reality of a Tudor heir, although illegitimate, with 
Tudor blood in his veins.  

The compromise for Southampton’s release from a treasonous death and from 
the tower is silence on Oxford’s part. The cost of the compromise is still being paid 
today, though it seems the layers of this disinformation are being peeled away very 
slowly, revealing the answer to the SAQ and other historical inadequacies. 

Whittemore presents the Sonnets as a journal of events as much as an 
outpouring of Shakespeare’s feelings to Wriothesley about his own guilt in those 
events. Many of the interpretations are overplayed, and Whittemore states some 
things as obvious facts when they are neither fact nor obvious. He states points 
without sourcing except in a general sense by using many sources, such as Looney 
or Ogburn. There is no hard evidence for specific important issues, only 
circumstantial, and elusive metaphorical and lyrical use of Shakespeare’s Sonnets 
to prove his thesis.   

Whittemore’s own beliefs come through rather strongly in his explanations – 
sourcing isn’t as good as it could be. His verbiage lacks ‘probability’, and he uses 
‘is’ instead, repeatedly. The wordiness could be pared to make just as strong an 
argument. As the master of the metaphor said, ‘Brevity is the Soul of Wit’ (Hamlet 
II. ii). The first part of The Living Record scatters the Sonnets and information
confusingly, detracting from the overall message. The Sonnet material in The
Monument section does go through the Sonnets in a logically chronological
manner, but the pre- and post- information for each Sonnet is too repetitive. The
Monument is too overblown with the author’s interpretation. Some connections
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of quotes/words in the Sonnets correlating to quotes from Shakespeare’s plays in 
the after notes involve only one word, where a quoted phrase would be more 
relevant and illustrative of the connection. 

The Living Record is a validation of what many know to be true: that Oxford is 
Shakespeare or, at least, a leading writer of the Works. The Sonnets could hold the 
essence of the true account of Shakespeare, the Queen, and a realistic possibility 
of their son. The Living Record is interesting – a must-read for those looking for new 
developments in the life of Shakespeare and as food for thought for any 
Shakespeare enthusiast. It has excellent points for discussion; some would 
definitely be heated ones. How The Living Record teases out the story is remarkable 
and logical. Controversial, you say? Stuff of fiction? Read The Living Record: 
Shakespeare, Succession, and the Sonnets to make up your own mind. 

Endnote: 

1. For more information on the possibility of an Oxford and Elizabeth son, check
out the David Shakespeare videos on the DVS website:
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCX0fNU3oWZFKGnFBo4oFt0A
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