
SHAKESPEARE AND THE COUNTESS : The Battle that Gave Birth to the Globe. Dr. C. Laoutaris 
(Fig Tree-Penguin, London- 2014) by Richard Malim 

 

Dr. Laoutaris is lecturing at the Shakespeare Institute at Birmingham University. In this book 
he directs his energies into the field of history, coupled with biography. As a history of the 
career of Lady Russell (1540-1609), it is likely to be unsurpassed. With a sure command of 
wide swathes of Tudor politics, Laoutaris presents an indispensable account of the lady’s life 
and times, and the obstinate courage with which she defended her family and Puritan 
religious beliefs against the assaults (not always metaphorical) of her fellow nobles and 
religious partisans. 

Only when he turns to biography, does he come unstuck. The book barely touches 
“Shakespeare” the author: it purports to contain a substantial biography of William 
Shaksper of Stratford upon Avon, but because the two are irredeemably confused in his 
presentation, the title of the book encapsulate a lie – actually three lies, the second being 
that Lady Russell was never a Countess because her husband never inherited his father’s 
Earldom, and the third is in the word “And”: there are no records of meetings in the book 
between Shaksper and the Lady, so they are unlikely to have had much interplay. 

The principal selling point of the book (but not of its historical value) is the description of 
Lady Russell’s successful campaign in 1596 to prevent the Burbages (re-)opening the 
Blackfriars Theatre for indoor performances right next door to her property. At every turn 
he places Shaksper and the effect of her machinations on his alleged career at the centre of 
his account. In particular he is revolted by the “treachery” of Richard Field in siding with her 
and signing her petition to the Privy Council. There are five basic errors, and Laoutaris 
investigates none of them with a historian’s scientific approach: 

The suggestion that the Catholic Arden family was related to Shaksper’s mother, which is 
taken as read, regardless of the fact that there is no evidence and the Shakspers were at the 
relevant date fairly extreme Protestants; 

The suggestion that Greene’s “Groatsworth of Wit” relates to the career of William 
Shaksper; the actor/writer is a person of consequence and it is impossible for Shaksper to 
have “risen without trace” even to that eminence 

The faked record of the payment to “William Shakespeare” and others for a play before the 
Court which was never performed; 

The alleged friendship up to 1596 between the Field family and the Shakspers, for which 
there was no evidence at all. John Shaksper (William’s father) had to sue Henry Field in 1556 
and was an examiner on behalf of the creditors of his probably insolvent estate on his death 
in 1592 (Pointon 58, 151); 



Shaksper had a leading role in the administration of the Theatre Company known as The 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men before the financial arrangement undertaken at the time of the 
erection of the Globe Theatre 1598/9. Before then the Burbages did not need additional 
finance, and there is no evidence that Shaksper had any part at all in the undertaking. 

If you take these references out of the book and successfully fillet all reference to Shaksper 
as author from it, you still have that excellent account set out in my first Paragraph, which 
makes the book so valuable. 

However because Laoutaris does not distinguish between Shakespeare the author and the 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men (LCM) it exposes a flaw in his account of the political and theatrical 
situation. On the divide between the LCM and The Admiral’s Men in 1592 the works of 
Shakespeare passed to the LCM along with the interest of their distinguished author. While 
Shaksper himself was a ‘heavy’ Protestant, Oxford was certainly not, and indeed probably 
ran for the Cecils a spy ring with Nashe as a prominent member against Leicester and his 
successors as supporters of that faction. But when Lady Russell launched her petition to the 
Privy Council to prevent Burbage’s development of the Blackfriars Theatre next door to her 
property, Oxford apparently was obliged to look on as the Cecils caved in to that petition. 
No doubt his failure to prevent that denouement did not endear him to Burbage, and the 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men appear to have hitched themselves to Essex: which from Oxford’s 
point of view was the worst thing they could have done, since Oxford viewed Essex as an 
incompetent charlatan (as well of the nephew of Leicester who had plundered Oxford’s 
estates in his minority) and had seduced Southampton away from his influence and 
committed adultery with Oxford’s daughter. His disgust with the LCM must have been 
compounded first by the ‘apology’ made in the final paragraph of the Epilogue to 2 Henry IV 
in effect to Lady Russell and the Cobham for Falstaff, the vicious caricature of their saintly 
ancestor the ‘good’ Lord Cobham executed by Henry V for Puritan-type heresies in 1417, 
and then by their production of his play Henry V with the account of the return of the 
victorious general Ormonde from Ireland in 1579 being pinned on Essex even before he had 
set out for Ireland in 1599.  

When Essex attempted his putsch, he had commissioned the LCM to play Richard II about 
the deposition of the monarch: when it failed and Essex was sentenced to death, Oxford is 
the only person around with sufficient clout with the Cecils to prevent Southampton being 
executed as well and also to save the LCM from any punishment let alone total damnation. 

That is the logical position with reasonable speculations from the evidence. It damages the 
other minor references which Laoutaris calls in aid, but these scarcely enhance the virtues 
or further disfigure its flaws. The only factual point I would query is this from page 185: “Sir 
Thomas More did not make it to performance until the reign of James I.” Unfortunately 
Laoutaris is not familiar with David Ellis’ book, because he repeats the errors of a 
nonprofessional biographer/historian castigated in it e.g. “With some help from Richard 
Field, Shakespeare had been transplanted into the circles of the literary intelligentsia after 



scoring (sic ? securing) the patronage of the Earl of Southampton, the man to whom the 
playwright referred as the ‘noble godfather’ of his verse. It must have brought him to the 
personal attention of the Earl of Essex……” 

A.J. Pointon: The Man Who Was Never Shakespeare (Parapress 2011); 

D. Ellis: The Truth About William Shakespeare (Edinburgh U.P. 2012) 

 

It is interesting to see how Laoutaris attempts to bolster his five misconceptions by using the 
works of “Shakespeare”. 

He devotes a long passage to All’s Well That Ends Well ignoring the fact that it was 
completely unknown until its appearance in the First Folio in 1623, and not performed until 
1741, because of the Oxford/Cecil family relationship played out in it. The Countess of 
Rousillon he thinks is the model for Lady Russell: he ignores the Rousillon which Oxford 
would have stopped on his way back from Italy in 1576 and the possible dating of the play 
back to 1579. 

Cymbeline:  Laoutaris thinks is a late play, and also that the references to Fidele and Richard 
du Champ are to Richard Field, whereas one of Oxford’s Earldom’s properties had been 
Castle Camps and one of his predecessors was known as Earl John of Little Camps   

 


