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Jan Cole’s comprehensive and masterly account of the relationship
between the De Vere and North families must be the essential basis for any
Oxfordian critique of this book. Thomas’ nephew had married Oxford’s first
cousin, and with their common interest in literature. | believe that Oxford
supported and learnt from North both in literature and financially (when he
could). It may be that Oxford encouraged North to devote his expertise to
translating rather than play-writing.

McCarthy’s is a seriously interesting book, and the author’s hard
work and excellent research makes his thesis very compelling and rewarding. As
the sub-title puts it, Thomas North is “The Original Author of Shakespeare’s
Plays”.

Then he falls into the ‘orthodox’ error of making a totally
unevidenced statement to try to prove that North and the illiterate money-
grubbing would-be social climbing William Shaksper are colleagues, originator
and copier of North’s works. On page 229 McCarthy writes:

“Sometime between 1588 and 1591, North met the young Shakespeare, likely
through the players Richard Burbage and Will Kempe.... The young and talented
Shakespeare had already become an important play producer by that time.”

Sorry, that is the usual dream stuff more widely found in ‘orthodox’ biographies
of the Stratford Man. Shapiro would be proud.

McCarthy could have written a very important book indeed. The
facts and logical deductions would include:

By 1560 North then 25 years old had already made an impression on the literary
scene.

In the introduction to his Thyestes 1560, which is a translation in the then
current fashion of bolstered English of Seneca’s play, Jasper Heywood writes:

“In Lincoln’s Inn and Temples twain, Gray’s Inn and other mo,
Thou shalt them find whose painful pen thy verse shall flourish so,
That Melpomen, thou wouldst well ween, had taught them for to write

And all their works with stately style and goodly grace t’indite



There thou shalt see the self-same North, whose work his wit displays
And Dial doth of Princes paint, and preach abroad his praise”

Heywood spreads his praises wide, naming the authors of the fatally drab
Gorboduc, and Yelverton of whom nothing much survives. While North was for
a short time Master of the Revels at Lincoln’s Inn, only the reference to
Melpomen the muse of Tragedy indicates that North may have written an
original play or plays rather the current fad for bolstering in English Latin
Tragedies. McCarthy is not deterred, for him North pours out a number of
preShakespearean tragedies, as bases for Arden of Feversham, Romeo and Juliet,
Two Gentlemen of Verona, Much Ado About Nothing, Measure for Measure, The
Merchant of Venice and Othello. There is not a quotation from any of them nor
any reference to or inference of North’s authorship.

It is curious that while Heywood’s Troades 1559, Thyestis 1560 and
Hercules Furens 1561 survive, there is nothing from this time from North. We do
have his Dial of Princes 1557 and his Doni’s Moral Philosophy 1570 as printed,
and also his 1555 Travel Journal manuscript, which is an account of his
occupation as secretary to the Bishop of Ely, a member of Queen Mary’s
delegation to the Pope to record the re-accession of England to the Pope’s
spiritual authority. He would already have a fluency equal to that which Oxford
and the political class generally would acquire in the following decade from the
substantial inflow of Protestant and Jewish Italians to London®.

In 1564 his father Edward North first Baron Bolton died, totally
disinheriting his second son Thomas. We have no evidence as to why. He may
have offended the family. It may be that the father kept to his rigid Catholic
principles, while Thomas became detached. Sometime before 1565 by her
marriage to John Scrope 8% Baron Bolton, Thomas’ sister Mary’s son Henry
Scrope married Margaret Howard, Edward (17t Earl of Oxford) de Vere’s first
cousin and sister of Thomas 4™ Duke of Norfolk?. While Oxford is unlikely to have
been at the actual marriage ceremony, the very narrow upper class social set in
London could not fail to have brought North and Oxford together.

McCarthy does not provide evidence for a second visit by North to
Italy ¢.1570, but he was employed by Queen Elizabeth as part of a ‘peace’
delegation to Charles IX with his elder brother second Baron North to Lyons in
1574. In 1578 likewise our author suggests he was in Ireland, again without



evidence. In both the Italy and Ireland cases he does produce a number of
literary connections

McCarthy points out that the play Arden of Feversham depicts the
murderous activities of Thomas’ stepsister and would be the last thing the family
would want attention drawn to. The play is the one with the most references to
North’s translations The Dial of Princes and Doni. Using logic | would suppose
that North would be more likely to have written a version of Arden of Feversham
as an act of family revenge. At Court in 1579 a play Murderous Michael was
presented. Michael was Arden’s Body Servant and to portray him as one of his
murderers would be a particularly nasty revelation to a Court audience. It has
no Italianisms, so | would think it might have been written before Oxford went
to Italy four years earlier, and depend like Holinshed’s first edition 1577 on the
report of events presented by North. It was described as a “Device by the Earls
of Oxford and Surrey....”, and on it Gilbert Talbot wrote to his father the Earl of
Shrewsbury, “The device was prettier than it hap to be performed” — good play,
useless aristocrat actors. McCarthy leaves out the selection of the farce-
murderers names: Black Will and Will Shakspeare (although these names may
not have appeared till the 1592 printed edition)3. The production may however
been the last straw for his elder brother, whose support of him is almost non-
existent. McCarthy shows he was then without much financial support, which
mirrors the University wits apparently supported by Oxford in the period

McCarthy principal evidence for North’s continuing literary activity
rests upon some entries in the household account books of his brother Roger
the 2" Baron North:

9th and 10" November 1578: payment of 40 shillings (£2) to Leicester’s players
and Thomas for a performance of a comedy

June 1580: payments direct to Thomas of £6:13s: 4d and £3: 6s: 8d, being the
usual exact sums to a playwright of his share of the stock fee of 40s (i.e. one
sixth and one twelfth of the total sums) for a play performed at Court.

McCarthy rightly points out that these sums are the usual fractions paid out to
the authors, but one might say that they were pretty mean payments from a
wealthy man, able to put the Queen up on one of her progresses, to his own
brother. Unfortunately we do not have the names of these productions but the
Court Revels, but from Wiggins*in 1580 we find six anonymous plays listed. Four
others are also included, three by Nicholas Brereton and one by Puttenham. It



is odd that North’s name does not appear as author: perhaps he was only an
intermediary managing the productions and their financings.

We have reached 1579-80 in the summary of North’s career, and leave
off there to see how Oxford’s career was progressing.

By then Oxford was already a significant figure on the literary scene.
In poetry, he had already appeared as the poet ‘Willy’ in Spencer’s Shepheard’s
Calender, the opponent of Harvey and the circle round Sidney: he had already in
all probability written his superb translation of the Sixe Idyllia of Theocritus. In
prose we have the Latin preface to “the Courtier” (1572) and by the time he left
for Italy in Spring of 1574 he written first versions of the history plays, and shown
his command of Classical literature in such plays as Horestes. Furthermore he
was the subject of many dedications of praise in other authors’ works (there are
none surviving for North). | believe he was the substantial financier of The

Theatre opened in 1577°

So up to 1579, McCarthy can find from Dial and Doni over a hundred
reference incorporated into Arden of Feversham / Murderous Michael, making
it a candidate for a joint production by North and Oxford. There are twenty or
so further such references in Titus Andronicus. Some of the early history plays,
Two Gentlemen of Verona and Romeo and Juliet produce a smattering of further
references, and there are in total 30 plays where McCarthy makes a link. As far
as plot is concerned, Oxford was equally if not better placed then North to be a
taker of these plots, since he had access to the private libraries of Cecil and Sir
Thomas Smyth. Strings of verbal ideas and verbal phrases and words are listed
by McCarthy from these works, and his industry in these matters is much to be
praised. All scholars should be properly grateful to him.

The tenor of the evidence seems to show had a substantial input
of plot and verbally to the play Arden of Feversham; also to the Senecan
derivative Titus Andronicus with its heaps of mayhem and slaughterings.

In 1579 Thomas North was able to complete his magnum opus
Plutarch’s Lives. Great swathes of plot (Plutarch), ideas and wording appear in
Shakespeare’s Classical Era plays, Timon of Athens, Coriolanus, Julius Caesar and
Antony and Cleopatra. Now Oxford, as was the custom then, was an inveterate
borrower or plagiarist from foreign authors like Ronsard and Tasso, and Classical
authors. As by 1580 the leading exemplar to the professionals he had a hand in
Holinshed’s (post mortem) second edition 1587, now identified as edited and



written by Oxford’s colleague Abraham Fleming®. There seems to me no reason
why he should not had a similar réle for North in the Plutarch translations. It is
a nice point whether Fleming wrote the graphic descriptions from the English
History plays for Holinshed’s second edition, and they make their first
appearances in the printed versions; or North wrote the original ideas, words
and phrases, and they first appear in the printed versions. Similarly certain
wordings would have lodged in Oxford’s brain for use later.

Oxford’s practice and treatment of other writer’ good quality
works has long been acknowledged: for example in As You Like It, “All the
world’s a stage” is a direct crib from Ronsard, and Tasso supplies passages from
his Aminta for the same play and also Love’s Labours Lost (some of which
remained unprinted in Italian 1565 - Oxford must have seen the author’s
manuscript)’.

Because North receives little or no recognition, it might seem that
he has no case for his authorship of the canon except possibly the Senecan Titus
Andronicus (where, indeed, there is some near contemporary support 1687
outlined by McCarthy at 370), and rather more substantially Arden of
Feversham. There is also the powerful reference in Nashe’s Preface to Robert
Greene’s Menaphon 1589 where he denounces the iniquities of would-be
writers “thinking themselves more than initiated in poets’ immortality if they
but once get Boreas by the beard, and the heavenly Bull by the dewlap”. Boreas
the North Wind and the heavenly Bull are clear references to North (as McCarthy
points out) and Oxford respectively. While there are several references to the
excellencies of Oxford in the rest of the passage (the Roman actor “Roscius” for
acting, “Caesar” for leadership among writers), there is nothing more for North,
notwithstanding Nashe’s survey of current authors by name. There is a
denunciation of plagiarism and literary imitation which includes the passage:

“.... yet English Seneca read by candlelight yields many good sentences, as
“Blood is a beggar” and so forth; and if you entreat him fair in a frosty morning,
he will afford you whole “Hamlets”, | should say handfuls, of tragical speeches.”

On balance | think this refers to Oxford: Seneca in English is the result of
translation, but ‘English Seneca’ compares the Latin playwright Seneca with
Oxford, the Englishman with a similar literary status. Some members of the
current literary establishment suggest that this a reference to a ‘lost’” Hamlet
authored not by the 25 year old Shaksper but an unknown genius, able to write
a play of sufficient brilliance to be a recognisable source for quotations, but



McCarthy’s Hamlet quotations and plot references will not fix North with any
real weight for his authorship. McCarthy lists five of the type of similarities from
Plutarch in Hamlet, but none amount to more than the usual playwright’s
borrowings of the era.

| cannot follow McCarthy leading the aristocratic North (steeped in the
Gorboduc heavy subclassical literary tradition) into some kind of partnership
with the author of the canon, naturally of course as he identifies that author
with the illiterate money grubbing, would-be social climber from provincial
rustic Stratford upon Avon; to say nothing of the evidential space between
North’s Plutarch 1579 and Shakspeare’s appearance in London 1592/3, when
North would be an old man by the standards of the time. As this critique explains
McCarthy would have more of a case if he had put forward Oxford as
recognisably William Shakespeare as the author (whose scintillating mind flits
from lavatory humour to high economic social policy).

Even so, North’s attachment to Leicester and subsequently to Essex as an
influence on, or colleague of, Oxford constitute something of a barrier.
However, in enabling this idea to be introduced, McCarthy may be some help in
resolving the Shakespeare Authorship question.

[As stated, this critique owes much to the meticulous researches by Jan Cole in
her essay Edward, Earl of Oxford: His relationship with the North Family (De Vere
Society Newsletter January 2022) setting out the social and family connections.
An original version was put to Dennis McCarthy, and | have taken some of his
comments on board]

Notes:

1. See Malim: Shakespeare’s Revolution (Austin Macaulay 2022) and website
richardmalim@ampbk.com

2. Wikipedia supplied these references

Anderson: “Shakespeare” By Another Name (Gotham — Penguin — 2005)

4. Wiggins: British Drama 1533-1642 (Oxford U.P. 2012) A Catalogue Vol llI
1567-89

5. Oxford’s career — see Malim

w


mailto:richardmalim@ampbk.com

6. Abraham Fleming: generally recognised as the editor of Holinshed 2"
edition 187. Oxford’s interest is obvious: | think there is a good possibility
that Oxford supplied the versions of events in that second edition,
possibly from Burghley’s or Smith’s libraries, or they are dramatic licence
by Oxford alone, rather than the reverse, i.e. borrowings by Oxford from
unknown sources.

7. Borrowings, etc. —see Malim



