
              July 2023 
02Apro 
0 

The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      39 

 

 
 

REVIEWS 
 
Shakespeare was a Woman and Other Heresies: 
How Doubting the Bard Became the Biggest 
Taboo in Literature   

By Elizabeth Winkler 

Published by Simon and Schuster (2023) 

Reviewed by Brigadier General Jack Shuttleworth 

Every Shakespeare admirer should be delighted with this 
author and her book. It’s an exciting, provocative, 
informative masterwork. She liberates the Orthodox Stratfordian professors from 
the trap of an impossible biography and the limits of a faulty date scheme. She 
undermines the dictatorial hold the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust has on pretended 
truth. And she exposes the fear-laden hypocrisy of the high priests of the 
Stratfordian religion  (Wells, Bate, Greenblatt, Shapiro) as she records their 
ignorance of newer scholarship and, indeed, even of allusions to authorial doubt 
in the 1590’s. Of course, non-Stratfordians especially profit from her determined 
research into and insightful discussions of every likely participant in the authorship 
of the plays and poetry.  

She explains from the start that ‘Among Shakespeare scholars, the Shakespeare 
authorship question – the theory that William Shakespeare might not have written 
the works published under his name – does not exist; that is, it is not permitted.’ 
(p.1) The first  chapter essentially prepares a reader for the rest of the book: 
Chapter by chapter she traces her examination of possible contributors to the plays 
and poems. She interviews all the key Stratfordians and doubters with entertaining 
and revealing results. The Earl of Oxford is the foremost candidate, but she fairly 
suggests that Mary Sidney, Marlowe, Bacon, Derby, Elizabeth and Susan Vere, and 
Emilia Bassano all may have contributed – while a distinctive voice permeates the 
works. She does so with surprising evidence and solid reasoning that deserves a 
more detailed review. Her analysis of how Shakespeare as a national symbol of 
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Britain’s greatness, of international or imperial political and religious importance 
have led to the vituperation she and other doubters receive.  

 When she dared write ‘in the spirit of inquiry’ an article for The Atlantic in 2019 
‘exploring the case for a newly proposed candidate, Emilia Bassano’ (p.10), the 
Stratfordian outrage erupted. Having received more than her share of opprobrium 
(to use a dainty word), calling her deranged, neurotic, a conspiracy theorist, a 
fantasist, even a Holocaust denier, she realized the story was bigger: ‘Why so 
emotional? Why was a literary question being framed as a moraI problem?’ (p. 17)  

Part of the answer may come from two themes that undergird the book. First 
is the uncertainty of received truth: How do we know that the history we have 
learned is factual? How much is created story-telling or deliberate distortion? We 
as readers or scholars must insist on the search for truth, regardless of our belief 
or biases. The second underlying theme – implicit or explicit – is that ‘Shakespeare 
understood what it was to be female.’ (p.11) The two themes appear positively in 
every interview, especially those with Alexander Waugh, Mark Rylance, Ros Barber 
and Roger Stritmatter, but with painful revelations of how unimportant or absurd 
the ideas are to Stanley Wells and James Shapiro. The interviews and exchanges 
alone are vivid reading, worth the book by themselves. 

Oxfordians will find Chapter Seven ‘Wolfish Earls’ especially valuable.  In this, 
Ms. Winkler traces Oxford’s recognition as the likeliest author. As she learned 
about the case for Oxford she reports,  ‘. . . I began to see why the majority of 
Shakespearean skeptics today are Oxfordians. I also began to see why the case 
encountered such resistance – and not just resistance but visceral disgust. No one 
wants the story of Shakespeare as a member of the 1 percent.’ (p.188-9) She reports 
reactions to Looney, key parts of de Vere’s life, the founding of the Shakespeare 
Fellowship, and the subsequent fall and rise of the Oxfordian movement. And 
again, does so with details and provocative insights. 

Because Shakespeare Was a Woman and Other Heresies is so well integrated, such 
a considered work of exploration, no review – including this one – can do it and 
its author justice. The best advice: Listen to Ben Jonson writing as Heminge and 
Condell: ‘Whateuer you do, Buy’ this book. 
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