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~~ 

Educating Shakespeare by Stephanie Hopkins Hughes 

Review by Jonathan Foss 

The cover art for Educating Shakespeare makes me happy 

and wistful. A young boy sits solemnly amidst a row of 

thick books, one splayed. An elbow on cheek, he is 

dreaming of a galleon fending off Barbary pirate corsairs. 

This imagined sea battle portrays Stephanie Hopkins 

Hughes’ main point: only a special child’s mind nourished 

by a life of learning and rich with vast a knowledge fosters 

a mind that towers over that of our next best writer. I hope 

a balanced explanation of Hughes’ book and my attempt 

to test her hypothesis is enlightening, because the subject 
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is highly educational. Hughes’ Grand Thesis is ‘Learn what he knew, and you will 

be rewarded.’ Furthermore, 

•

•

•

We, as a group, could study the canon for hundreds of years, and we would
not be able to discover all of the references on every subject, much less
uncover the Bard’s juvenilia.

We must transition to a fourth stage of study (moving past the authorship
debate), as it’s a critical step for humanity.

Our Author was more than an ultra-prodigy or mega-polymath, he was a
‘Creator’ who was a disruptor of the English Language, our Society and
Legal Profession. If Shakespeare is indeed our most excellent mind,
deducing how it became so skilled will be a wellspring, benefiting future
generations.

Educating Shakespeare is a passionately written, 350-page, four-chapter book. It cites 

137 mostly non-Oxfordian sources. The chapters are loosely tied under the huge 

umbrella of Hughes’ grand thesis. So, I decided early on to do two close readings 

of E S and then spend two months taking up Hughes’ challenge by attempting to 

dig deep and discover the true number of both legal references in the Canon. What 

would I, in turn, learn that would be unexpected?  I highly recommend everyone 

begin with the short fourth chapter, and then read chapters 1 through 4.  Each is 

chock-a-block with facts you likely haven’t seen before. Break out the sticking 

notes, have highlighter in hand, and prepare to dog-ear pages, because a passion 

for learning demands it. 

Chapter One: ‘Why Shakespeare Matters’ (46 pages) 

Hughes introduces us to the author’s greatness, citing many statistics. She posits 

that the First Folio and the Sonnets are the most valuable books, in which he 

invented thousands of new words and root-words, culminating in an almost 10-

fold dominance over the #2 writer found in ‘Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations’. 

Hughes then explains English’s remarkable transformation from a hodgepodge of 

dialects into the world’s lingua franca, which occurred under Edward de Vere’s 

years as a creative force. To quote Hughes, ‘When the world thinks, it thinks in 

English’ because Shakespeare ‘created a bigger, better and more powerful language’ 

that ‘provided a rich palate of choices’ for expression.  

She contrasts this epic greatness with the oddity of Shaksper of Stratford 

miserly wool merchant turned poet. She humorously explains the improbability of 
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Venus and Adonis, the non-obvious choice for a ‘humble’ first effort. She discusses 

his being an actor, theater shareholder, financial sharer (not) and playwright. Did 

Shaksper ever set foot in London? Could he have been the star of Court or the 

puppeteer at Middle Temple? Or were those few ascriptions to W.S. just as real as 

George Peele or Robert Greene? All used by a remarkable man to hide his literary 

activities. 

 Hughes lays out the improbability that is Shaksper as groundwork for the 

next two chapters. There was no funeral for him, no entry in Dr. Hall’s diary, no 

education, no ability to write and no drive to teach his daughters to write. You can 

feel the impatience of Stephanie, she is a thoroughbred wanting to hit her stride 

with her main argument. How could anyone who values learning embrace a dolt 

who bequeaths a ‘second best bed’? 

We soon learn how this ‘bizarre distortion’ occurred, through Ben Jonson’s 

‘Small Latine and Lesse Greek’ (1623 Folio), Milton’s ‘Fancy’s child, warbling 

native woodnotes wild’ (1633 Folio), Leonard Digges’ ‘Vulgar’ (1640) a laudatory 

tribute to Italian, French and Spanish fluency and even Betterton’s 1679 joke of 

‘untaught, unpractis’d’. Each poet jests in opposite of the truth. Hughes makes 

clear why early scholars, to solve the problem of ‘Shakespeare’, misread these 

humorous adulations to a most awesome predecessor. Why were these Academics 

so clueless? We soon learn.  

The remaining pages of this chapter discuss the long William D’Avenant 

oddity starting in 1622 into the dark days of the Puritan interregnum and 

Cromwell’s unholy campaign of censorship. Stephanie discusses early 

Shakespearean enthusiasts (Rowe, Steevens, Halliwell-Phillips etc.) and bridges it 

to the modern-day Birthplace Trust. All of this is good background information. 

Chapter Two: ‘What Shakespeare Knew’ (75 pages) 

This is the second-best chapter and could be expanded as a stand-alone work. 

Hughes begins with the scholar Lord John Campbell: ‘Shakespeare knew the laws 

of England as well or better than most practicing lawyers … Sonnet 46 is so 

intensely legal in its language and imagery … it cannot be fully understood.’ Minds 

of the 1800s looked to Bacon, who was the greatest legal mind of the age, as author. 

‘Who else could have surpassed Sir Francis on the law?’ This question leads to five 
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pages on Shakespeare and the law, which can’t be missed. The Merchant of Venice 

and other plays are far more than they appear to be, as revealed by the work of 

scholarly lawyers Malone, Johnson and Greenwood.  

Next, Hughes covers the canon’s knowledge of Medicine, Pharmacology, 

Gardening, Astronomy, English Literature as well as sources in Latin, French, 

Italian and Greek. I wondered, who discovered all this stuff? Hughes tells us. John 

Churton Collins’ 1904 work, Studies in Shakespeare, paved the way, and it is analyzed 

and discussed extensively. Shakespeare was obsessed with Roman versus Greek 

mythos, then used it to create an England versus Italian societal match. We learn 

what Edward de Vere had read, (everything) and of course travelled there and must 

have kept a detailed journal. She discusses Greek scholar Velz and Oxfordians Earl 

Showerman and Andrew Werth’s insights in contrast to the ideas of clueless 

classicist Robert Root, who led many astray.  

My favorite sub-section is that on Shakespeare and Trivium. I had no clue what 

the Triuvium was (Grammar, Rhetorick and Logic), much less how de Vere 

strutted an unparalleled expertise, experimenting with ‘inkhorn terms’.  As the great 

scholar Sister Miriam Joseph described it, he had ‘such control over movement and 

rhythm, like a skater’s dart, poise turn, plunge … gleeful bandying of words’.  She 

informs us that our writer used every one of the 200 types of Greek Schemata, 

undoubtedly on purpose. She surmised he must have been a student of Robert 

Reynolds at Oxford in the 1560s, as he was England’s master of literary schemes 

and figures. Evidently the good nun quoted thousands of examples of Greek 

‘figures’, including the most famous, ‘the soliloquy’ and ‘the metaphor’. Adherence 

to these obscure rules created ‘All the world’s a stage,’ and ‘To be, Or not to be’ 

and much hilarity when breaking those rules! The verbal missteps by Dogberry, 

Bottom, Falstaff, Launce and others were ‘figurative vices’ of the schemata. Today, 

our modern writers use just a few. In contrast, they are amateurs.  

The complex mechanisms behind Shakespeare’s style and imagery are 

discussed at length. And I will confess, my second reading felt like a first, ‘how 

much of this did I miss on round one?’ There is only so much detail one can 

comprehend. For example, Feuillerat (1953) showed how enjambment used in two 

different ways, was the Bard’s primary mechanism, and I thought it was all about 
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hendiadys. Sad for me. It is so good to learn how little one really knows… again to 

Hughes’ point.  

Lastly, I found the section on Tucker Brooke’s 1908 effort to classify 14 

stylistic traits to find our author’s juvenilia to be on target. They are quite similar 

to J.T. Looney’s 17 traits, which plucked de Vere from obscurity. I can see how 

Hughes’ passion inspired others to dig and find the apocrypha. Some may recall 

Oxford’s Voices, reviewed in the July ’22 DVS Newsletter, where Bob Prechter 

listened to Hughes and improved Tucker’s list to a total of 89 traits, applied to find 

a list of Oxford’s works beginning with a youthful poem by T.H. in 1560.  

Chapter Three: ‘Shakespeare in his own time’ (137 pages) 

I will attempt to truncate this long and excellent chapter. Stephanie completes a 

long list of attributes and details about the author, and not from an Oxfordian 

point of view. The works speak for themselves. She knocks out new details of what 

he knew, one by one. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

Italian culture, playmaking, stock characters and personal geographic

knowledge. Was Shakespeare fluent in Italian? Hughes proves it

unequivocally. She adds to Rowe’s Guide to Italy, pointing to six cities and

where they are in the plays. Did de Vere sail the Med, undoubtedly or visit

Vulcano? Maybe.

Shakespeare and Music. She notes hundreds of references and numerous

instruments and melodic allusions.

History: So many sources. Clearly de Vere posed as Robert Greene,

Thomas Nashe and others. Would it be easy to self-reference the works

he knew best (those he wrote), such as Ovid’s Metamorphoses? Hughes, like

Prechter, would make us consider de Vere’s oversight and/or authorship

of at least part of the 1587 update of Holinshed’s Chronicles,

(Shakespeare’s primary history source), with its new entries by Sir Thomas

Smith and others close to Oxford.

Religion and the Reformation. De Vere is often besmirched as a drunk, a

bad boy, his faults too numerous and confirmed by so many salacious

scenes. This view is counteracted by a DEEP and PROFOUND

knowledge of Religion. The Book of Common Prayer (1549) is mined again
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5.

and again. ‘Oh death, where is they sting?’ is echoed in Hamlet’s ‘O 

shame, where is thy blush?’ Insights from Richmond Noble’s 1935 work 

along with Naseeb Shaheen’s of 2021 reveal over 1,300 references from 

the Bible alone. 

The remainder of this chapter is a series of 40 intriguing sub-topics on

other subject: Politics, the Queen, the Universities, even the Parliament

chambers as well as many other interesting bits and pieces. The plays and

poems provoked the government and the church yet also affirmed the

Tudor monarchy. There are allusions not obvious to a modern audience.

Audiences of the day no doubt gasped and guffawed. Each page begs the

question, how exactly did ‘Shakespeare’ get away with it all?

Chapter Four: ‘Shakespeare in our time’ (53 pages). 

This short but excellent chapter explains the ages of Shakespearean scholarship in 

a way I had not considered. It is a timeline of events with deep insights on 

successive epochs of understanding. Here is the briefest of outlines:  

1.

2.

3.

4.

1840–1860: The rise and fall of John Collier’s work for the Shakespeare

Society and the Duke of Devonshire. His eagerness to find a simple

Shaksper solution to a complex problem led to forgery.

The New Shakespeare Society, founded by Furnival and Flea, was a new

defense of the sole author against Delia Bacon’s group theory. They

would solve the ‘Shakespeare problem’ set forth by EK Chambers. They

‘Disintegrated’ the author, finding earlier skills in others such as Greene,

Nashe and Peele. They believed Shaksper just transformed this immense

erudition easily. (How could they not surmise that so many of the

University Wits were just early pen names?)

Then began the great division we see today, the literal philologists

(academics) vs. the free-thinking detectives (us). Furvinal and Flea were

discredited in a vain attempt to explain the myth.

The New Bibliographers or New Bibs, from 1909 to 1960’s: Pollard’s

‘Study’ launches a 50-year dominance of Walter Greg and his buddies.

With McKerrow, the three were the core apologists for Shaksper. Hughes

features Laurie McGuire’s (1996) analysis prominently. She explains how

these three scholars self- and cross-referenced their own ignorance,
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causing an infinity loop of bad logic. Greg and others enslaved 

scholarship by invoking ‘Science’ in their bibliographic analysis. It was 

these guys who invented ‘bad quarto’, ‘good quarto’, ‘right’ and ‘wrong’.   

        In fairness, many of these big brains uncovered valuable information. 

But in the end, they could not handle Shaksper’s lack of juvenilia and even 

weirder publishing history; 4 plays in 1594 (Anon), 12 in 1598 (as W.S.), 5 

in 1600, 7 more by 1609 then nothing till posthumously, in 1623. Only a 

New Bibs bravado could explain away all of the authorship problems. At 

least Oxfordians show respect for the genius of the human mind, rather 

than attributing a play to Greene or Lyly because it ‘sounds’ like 

Shakespeare but is ‘too early’ for him. 

5. The Age of the English Department began in 1884 with a chair at Oxford 

and in 1926 and Cambridge offering its first degree. These Departments 

hated the concept of ‘Authorial Revision’ of the works between 1593 to 

1623. Why? because it undermines the miraculous Shaksper story and 

exposes the time he didn’t have to learn then re-pen and re-publish. 

6. Albert Feuillerat’s Shakespeare in Composition (Yale, 1953) demolished 

‘actor’s recollection’ and started a new age of enlightenment, which 

Hughes’ embraces. Feuillerat argued for revision as the only explanation 

for variation and improvements from the Quartos into Folio. ‘What writer 

doesn’t revise?’ (so true). It seems that every quarto’s frontispiece had 

‘newly augmented’, or ‘corrected’, or ‘newly imprinted’ by the author.  

7. What is the future?  The Good: If we take Feuillerat one step further: 

Why isn’t it ‘Wits’ then ‘Quarto’ then ‘Folio’?  Why are we not 

investigating an entire 73 years’ worth of life experience from 1550 to 

1623? She cites Seymour Pitcher’s 1961 analysis of the detailed knowledge 

of Famous Victories as the starting point for Shakespeare’s famous Henry 

IV-V trilogy. The Bad: English as a major is dying, for dismembering the 

curriculum and losing its lodestar, Shakespeare. Just imagine music 

without Mozart or drawing minus Da Vinci.  

Hughes on page 293 writes, ‘Literature without history becomes so diminished 

in value … its path to understanding is lost.’ Academia got sucked into the 

Shakespeare problem in the Early 20th century and got lost. The correct history 
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should account for the Bard’s expertise in Law, Medicine, Music theory, Rhetoric, 

Roman and Greek poetry, and dozens of other fields of study. It should silently 

tell every student, THIS IS WHAT YOUR MIND CAN DO.  

Concluding thoughts: 
Hughes closes the book by synopsizing Ellen Winner’s Gifted Children (1996). Few 

children break through and change the world. These ‘creators’ have interesting 

qualities: 

• Precocious, establishing mastery very young. 

• Learn quickly and devise novel solutions. 

• The ‘Rage to Master’, at times losing sense of the outside world (Midsummer 
Night’s Dream). 

• Derives pleasure from challenge (writing Romeo and Juliet in iambic 
pentameter) and fiercely independent and non-conforming. 

• Mental gifts are not genetic but result from a specific mental process and 
relying on support (the Noble Brethren) to achieve. 

• A few disrupt their domain and change the structure of their medium. 

• Hard-driving risk taker and sacrifices to prolifically produce, hence, subject 
psychopathology. 

• An unshakeable belief in themselves (‘Your monument shall be my gentle 
verse, such virtue hath my pen’). 

Have you ever read a more perfect description of Shakespeare? Winner 

profiled young Edward de Vere, and her description of the creator needs to be 

embraced. She described how youthful tragedy is often the Mélange (a Dune 

reference) that propels them to the stratosphere. Oxford, viewed as orphaned 

prodigy with a score to settle, is 1,000 times more appealing than as a wolfish Earl. 

Only a focus on what this singular author knew can defeat the myth. 

My Conclusion: I endorse Educating Shakespeare. 

~~ 

I would like to thank Amanda Hinds, Editor of the DVS Newsletter, for the 

opportunity and Bob Prechter for his skillful editing of this Review and ChatGPT 

article.   

Jonathan G. Foss is a successful Entrepreneur from Minnesota and interested in the 

authorship question since 1982. 
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