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Review by Michael Delahoyde, PhD 

When the best alternative to the illiterate grain merchant 
Shakspere as the brilliant poet/playwright Shakespeare 
was Francis Bacon, whose case for the authorship can 
seem hopelessly tangled in the arcane analytical contortions of conflicting 
‘symbolists and cryptologists’ (Michell 159), the discovery of even a slight hint 
towards a potentially more successful candidate must have seemed a thrilling 
promise. In the early 1890s, archivist James Greenstreet wrote of having uncovered 
a Jesuit spy letter from June 1599 reporting that William Stanley, 6th Earl of Derby 
– a person of interest to the European Catholic forces and one who carried 
considerable political potential – was ‘busyed only in penning commodyes for the 
common players’ (quoted in Michell 192), no doubt disappointing for the anti-
Protestant cause to learn. From this sole reference to Stanley’s involvement in 
literature, Greenstreet was impelled to explore the case for this William, this ‘WS,’ 
as William Shakespeare, extrapolating much and becoming the pioneer ‘Derbyite’ 
in what is now termed the Shakespeare Authorship Question. 

Abel Lefranc (1863–1952), a world-renowned scholar of French Early Modern 
Literature and therefore far less dismissible by the academic establishment, spent 
many years examining how the biographies and personal experiences of great 
French writers, especially Molière and Rabelais, illuminated their works. He, ‘as a 
Frenchman, wasn’t burdened with the entrenched English hagiography of the man 
from Stratford’ and ‘was convinced the grain-hoarding, illiterate skinflint from 
Warwickshire could never have penned the Shakespearean canon’ (Oberon Study 
Group). Lefranc investigated William Stanley, 6th Earl of Derby; determined he 
was in fact the man behind the pen name Shakespeare; and published his two 
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volumes of Sous le masque de William Shakespeare in 1918 and 1919. As we know, the 
case was soon overshadowed by the Oxfordian thesis after J. Thomas Looney 
published his initial work the next year, putting forth Edward de Vere, 17th Earl 
of Oxford, as the real ‘Shakespeare.’ Though committed to their individual 
candidates, Lefranc and Looney would cooperate amicably in the challenge to 
Shakespeare orthodoxy, exposing the absurdities of the traditional attribution to 
the Stratford grain-merchant and collaborating within the newly formed 
Shakespeare Fellowship in the 1920s. After Looney’s identification of Oxford, the 
case for Stanley demands much faith: ‘While there is one piece of documentary 
evidence to establish that Derby was a playwright, there is no body of work 
available by him to compare with the Shakespeare plays and poems. Unlike Bacon, 
there is not even any work to show him as a thinker – merely some letters on 
mundane matters’ (Hope 67). Stanley had an interest in theater and was patron to 
his own company of actors. But such vague connections are characteristic of the 
tenuousness of the case. I would add that the phrase ‘penning commodyes’ at the 
end of the 1590s may not necessarily be indicating that Derby was even writing plays 
himself; as the Earl of Oxford’s son-in-law, he may indeed have been ‘penning’ 
works, that is, serving as Oxford’s last secretary or amanuensis. Without conceding 
to the ‘Groupists,’ we might perhaps tentatively consider Stanley as responsible for 
some of the very un-Shakespearean touches in a few of the plays such as The Tempest 
in which his connection is indeed worth considering. 

Oxfordian Frank Lawler similarly and accurately recognized that there is value 
in incorporating Derbyism into the larger perspective on the SAQ. Originally from 
Canada, Lawler attended Harvard, worked for Microsoft, and subsequently 
devoted himself to theater and advocacy for the homeless. He learned that a fellow 
Canadian, Cecil Cragg, had translated Lefranc’s Sous le Masque into English in 1988. 
Totalling 538 pages, the Cragg translation, in addition to notes and appendices, 
includes publishers’ rejection letters under the heading ‘Humiliation of Abel 
Lefranc,’ after which comes some documented humiliation of Cragg too. The 
translation was and is out of print, difficult to find, and expensive: Amazon was 
selling a paperback copy for $298 when Lawler began the project. At this writing, 
the price has come down to $150. I would say that this point is moot, now that 
Lawler’s work has thoroughly superseded his predecessor’s. 
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Lawler reports that he had ‘heard that some considered the translation to be a 
bit on the literal side’ (Lawler). Locating reprints of Lefranc’s volumes from the 
University of Michigan and originally planning to revive his French language skills 
with some translation of a portion of the work, Covid turned the task into what he 
considers ‘a ready-made pandemic project that would last through the entire work’ 
(Lawler). He researched Derbyite discoveries made after Lefranc’s volumes; and, 
since Lefranc carried out his work in Paris amid World War I with no direct access 
to primary materials in England, Lawler was sure to double-check assertions and 
references, discovering quite a few errors, though nothing, he assures, particularly 
damaging to the thesis.  

Lawler is grateful to Bonner Miller Cutting, who, when he was about two-
thirds of the way through his translation of the work, sent him a copy of Cragg’s 
1988 translation that she had found in her late mother’s collection. Finally able to 
read this translation, he noted that Cragg ‘had added some helpful insights of his 
own as footnotes, but he had also translated, word for word, many of Lefranc’s 
errors’ (Lawler). 

So, Lawler returned to Lefranc’s book and set about to untangle the 
challenging, sometimes baroque, sometimes choppy French style of Lefranc. 
Which of these two passages do you find smoother and more comprehensible? 

By what unheard of miracle, unprecedented in the history of literature, he 
having everything, in one word, to learn, obliged to master step by step his 
vocation as actor, doing his apprenticeship at the price of performing lowly 
tasks and continual travelling, in the company of companions whose 
manners and cynical behaviour one can guess; in short, in an atmosphere 
which was perhaps the antithesis of what could be made into comedy; by 
what miracle could he be possessed to imagine this subtle work, its 
quintessence, if I might so say, euphuism all through, impregnated with 
preciousness, which outrivals the most delicate conversations of l’Astrée, and 
where one runs into such accurate reproduction of the affectedly elaborate 
Court language of the end of the sixteenth century? (61) 

or 
What unheard-of miracle, without precedent in the history of literature, 
allowed Shakespeare to learn essentially everything, progressing through all 
the steps of an actor’s stagecraft, pursuing his writing apprenticeship while 
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performing often insignificant tasks, and continually moving locations, 
among colleagues whose manners and activities were known to be crude - in 
short, in what was quite possibly the most different environment imaginable 
from that portrayed in such a comedy? By what miracle would he have been 
able to imagine this subtle and, if I may say, quintessential work, riddled with 
euphuism [note: an ornate style of prose fashionable in the 1580s] and 
affectedness, anticipating the most refined conversations of the Astrée [note: 
a novel written by Honoré d’Urfé (1568–1625) and published in the early 
17th century], and so precisely reproducing the mannered and complex 
language of late 16th-century court culture? (64) 

The latter excerpt, of course by Lawler, alters nothing but our ability to glide rather 
than trudge haltingly through Cragg’s very literal translation of Lefranc’s prose. 

There’s much more to be said about this new edition; but first, one might ask 
(especially were one an Oxfordian): why bother? I have met a Baconian, a few 
Marlovians, a couple Sidneyites, a Rutlander, a Florio-ist (?), and assorted other 
obscurians – and never one Derbyite. Lefranc emphasizes Stanley’s importance in 
having had a legitimate claim to the throne (cf. Michell 196). The initials WS are 
handy for the case. Lefranc expounds at length about Love’s Labour’s Lost, 
connecting the Nine Worthies material to the court of France, and considers the 
play Shakespeare’s ‘debut’ (245), claiming unquestioningly that The Tempest is the 
other bookend to the Bard’s career. Then Stanley never wrote again in his 
remaining 30+ years of life (?!). Lefranc forges some connections between Stanley 
and some other plays in between, such as parallels between Ophelia and a tale 
concerning a lady at the court of Navarre (299–300); and he vaguely touches on As 
You Like It, The Merchant of Venice, and a few other plays. But his strongest cases are 
for Love’s Labour’s Lost and The Tempest - neither of which I think we would consider 
the most quintessentially Shakespearean play. Lefranc does recognize the 
importance of music to the authorship issue (422–39), but his handling of the topic 
is not woven into the works. Similarly, he says much about the Lucrece dedication 
but very little about the content of the poem (97). He tries to interpret a Spenser 
poem into confirming his authorship identification, and this too seems not just 
circumstantial but strained and peripheral. Material concerning various aristocratic 
marriages of the time and regarding Stanley’s residences and travels fails to 
illuminate any of the works significantly. Again, ‘the sixth Earl of Derby is not 



              July 2023 
02Apro 
0 

The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      47 

 

 
 

known to have written a single play or poem and showed no signs of doing so up 
to his death in 1642’ (Michell 211).  

Other weaknesses include Lefranc’s presenting his case solely against the 
Stratford man Shakspere (120, 200–1, 321, etc.). He accepts the problematic 
orthodox dating of the plays. He accepts the suffocatingly circular argument that 
Thomas Kyd was the author of the “pre-Hamlet” (now called the Ur-Hamlet) 
because he repeats the unfounded assumption that Kyd wrote another revenge 
play, The Spanish Tragedy (352). He doesn’t explain why Richard III, who established 
the Earldom of Derby (193) is demonized in the canonical play, nor why John of 
Gaunt should be awarded the most glorious paean to England in Richard II (202). 
More dubious than recent attempts at stylometrics is Lefranc’s submitting of 
Stanley to handwriting analysis, which yielded this telegraphic result: ‘Connected 
to and with many things. Sexual jealousy. Magnificent signature, more French than 
English’ (139). Lawler helpfully supplies subchapter headings to Lefranc’s original 
volumes; but that he has to resort in one section to this rubric – ‘Allusions to Bad 
Weather, Elizabeth, and Weddings’ (326) – seems to bespeak Lefranc’s 
occasionally haphazard desperation. One feature of Lefranc’s writing that Lawler 
cannot amend, as it would require thorough rewriting of the volumes, is the 
frustrating organization. Amid constant interruptive references to future chapters 
in the same volume, Lefranc, for example, sketches Stanley’s life story, ending with 
his death, of course. But wait, there’s more. Subsequent chapters loop around to 
his biography again (131–4). The same takes place with discussion(s) of Love’s 
Labour’s Lost and other matters. 

Lawler doesn’t believe that William Stanley was Shakespeare. However, though 
he does not subscribe to Lefranc’s conclusions, Lawler has come to believe that 
William Stanley and likely his brother Ferdinando were part of the whole 
authorship mystery. Stanley was married to Edward de Vere’s daughter, and he 
shared some of his father-in-law’s interests as well as, apparently, some of his 
temperament. He had also travelled extensively in Europe and was closely tied to 
the courts of both Elizabeth I and James I. Stanley may have been involved in his 
father-in-law’s work during the late 1590s and early 1600s. 
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If so, the case for The Tempest indeed is especially intriguing, involving a father, 
daughter, and suitor to the daughter, and a work that features the word ‘strange’ 
frequently – Lord Strange being a subsidiary title of the Earls of Derby. Looney 
did not think the play was Oxford’s and allowed Lefranc to claim it for Derby. 
Lefranc identified Prospero as Dr John Dee, the polymath, mystic, and 
cryptographer at Elizabeth’s court (390–4); Ferdinand as Ferdinando (William 
Stanley’s brother who died under worrisome circumstances); and Prospero’s Island 
as the Calf of Man, a small island off of the Isle of Man, of which Stanley was king. 

Amusing if it were not so tragical is how closely and repeatedly Lefranc verged 
on discovering the 17th Earl of Oxford, as Lawler points out (e.g. 66, 102–3, 165). 
Not just with the accurate conclusion that the real Shakespeare must have been an 
aristocrat, Lefranc recognizes countless features in the Shakespeare canon that 
might have pointed him towards Oxford. Instead, since he is defying only 
Stratfordian orthodoxy, Lefranc, for example, while correctly asserting that since 
Hamlet’s advice to the actors makes no sense coming from Shakspere, decides that 
it evidences Stanley’s reception of his traveling theater troupe. We privileged post-
Looney readers here will experience numerous ‘Oh damn! So close!’ moments. 

For all of the weaknesses in Lefranc’s work, he did at least open up a variety 
of more productive and intriguing authorship issues than orthodox scholars had 
allowed. Lawler retrieves and renders more eloquent valuable statements Lefranc 
made about the general SAQ: ‘There is no respected work of literature in which 
one cannot find a trace of the author’s environment as well as a reflection of his or 
her ideas, feelings, concerns, struggles, passions, joys, trials – in a word, the soul of 
the author’ (xiii). ‘We ask for some ray of light to give us a glimpse into the 
magnificent being whose soul was one of the greatest in the universe, and in return 
we are given legal documents. We have only managed to discover in him a crafty, 
relentless businessman’ (22). Bravo! 

Lawler has painstakingly carried out the microscopic editorial work of 
correcting transcription errors, tracking down references, amending mistaken 
dates, and noting when Lefranc puts forth unsubstantiated claims (e.g. 436). He 
has also performed the stylistic task of modifying some of Lefranc’s exaggerations  
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(e.g. 60, 78). As mentioned, he has supplied subheading titles for sections originally 
only numbered. 

What is most remarkable about this new translation, though, is the enormous 
research work Lawler has also done, adding new footnotes, plus diagrams, maps, 
an index, a timeline, a detailed bibliography, and an appendix supplying more about 
Stanley and other relevant developments in authorship studies, such as Stanley’s 
place in the English succession, his marriage to Oxford’s daughter Elizabeth Vere, 
further examples of eagle symbolism that Lefranc connected to the Derby title, the 
Earl of Southampton’s relevance, Dr Dee’s travels, and more (442–3). One 
footnote (#142) amounts to a short monograph on the Stanley crest (68)! Other 
footnotes contain whole other documents (e.g. 79). Included are also notes on and 
explanations of subsequent thinking by Lefranc, who wrote several papers and 
another two-volume work on Shakespeare over the following 33 years until his 
death in 1952. 

The triumphal accomplishment here, with valuable annotations to clarify 
obscure matters and to situate the authorship issue in a contemporary context 
focused on a person of interest, makes accessible a vital contribution to the history 
and evolution of the Shakespeare Authorship Question. Frank Lawler’s new 
edition of Abel Lefranc’s Behind the Mask of William Shakespeare is not just a 
translation: the thing is an encyclopedia. 
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