
              October 2023 
02Apro
0

The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk     45 

~¶~ 

The Tudors in Love 

By Sara Gristwood 

Published by St Martins Press, New York, 2021 

Reviewed by Mike Gansecki 

Sarah Gristwood is a British journalist and historian, with an 
impressive command of British and European medieval 
history and literature. While the subject matter might initially seem light fare, her 
book is framed around the concept of ‘courtly love’ and especially how it was 
employed by the Tudor dynasty. In short, the development of Arthurian stories 
from the 12th Century focused on the royal ‘triangle’ of Arthur, Guinevere and 
Lancelot. Guinevere is given special prominence as a queen who had an adulterous 
relationship with Lancelot, the knight and close friend of Arthur.  
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Gristwood traces the court literature in Europe which expanded and 
expounded on these legends. In the spirit of ‘Camelot’, increasingly lavish courts 
held jousting tournaments, spectacles,  parades, poetry readings and early theatrical 
plays. These courtly love fantasy tropes became the behavioral norm for courtiers 
around various royal courts. It also sparked lively debates about the nature of 
women and potential sexual relationships. But the key concept developed for 
courtly love  in a royal setting was the central image of   ‘…the knightly lover bound 
to serve, without reward if necessary, since his mistress was often married to 
someone else and a lady of higher rank.’ In the first 92 pages of the book, the 
author develops these ideas of ‘courtly love’ from the 12th Century up to Henry 
Tudor VII’s accession to the throne, his marriage and births of sons Arthur and 
Henry. The remainder focuses equal weight on King Henry VIII and Queen 
Elizabeth, with one intermediate chapter on Queen Mary.   

My interest here is on the Elizabethan court and its potential relationship to 
Edward de Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford as well as to Shakespeare’s works. In 
identifying the main courtiers surrounding Elizabeth, Gristwood naturally focuses 
on Robert Dudley and Christopher Hatton, but also includes de Vere. It is one of 
very few ‘histories’ by a Stratfordian that acknowledge de Vere as a major courtier 
in Elizabeth’s early reign. Gristwood also covers Walter Raleigh and Robert 
Devereux (Essex) as the chief courtiers in her later tenure as Queen. Oxford is 
introduced as another rising courtier (266): 

There was yet another new figure on the scene, and one who, unlike 
Hatton, everyone hated. The young Earl of Oxford was a compelling but 
erratic figure. In 1571, at twenty-one, he came to Court; and his rank, since 
he had succeeded to his father’s title at twelve, meant it hardly needed his 
skill at dancing to catch the Queen’s attention.  
A former ward of the Queen herself and of William Cecil…, Oxford was 
well-educated, trained in music and the classics, in modern languages and 
cosmography. He was particularly gifted at the joust, where again he 
intruded himself to the Queen’s notice. He was, moreover, a poet of some 
note and a patron of plays – hence the theory that he was in fact the 
author of Shakespeare’s works. Oxford also patronized the translation of a 
whole series of continental ‘romances of chivalry’ and would himself be 
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the leader of one group of Early Elizabethan court poets. 
The author then goes on to highlight de Vere’s ‘fickleness’, by mentioning his 

killing of a servant at seventeen, later fleeing England  ‘… perhaps just to escape 
his creditors …’ , and his Catholic sympathies. Gristwood relies on B.M. Ward’s 
Seventeenth Earl of Oxford 1550-1604 and Alan Nelson’s Monstrous Adversary for de 
Vere’s biographical sources. In quotations, we get conflicting views: while Ward 
admits de Vere received both ‘scurrilous abuse and unstinting praise’ from his 
contemporaries, it isn’t difficult to surmise which of the two authors provide the 
harshest judgements. Gristwood treads carefully around the Shakespeare 
authorship question but does signal a neutral affirmation in the quote above. 

Pages 271–2 have an interesting discussion on how Elizabeth kept her ‘men’ 
with patronage and occasionally made a scapegoat. As Gristwood notes: ‘Perhaps, 
instead of seeing her favorites as her weak spot, we should ask whether Elizabeth 
was drawn only to individuals exceptional in mind as well as body … She was able, 
at the least, to bring out men’s abilities.’ Although the author never considers de 
Vere in this context, there was the £1,000 pound lifetime annuity granted for 
something! We next meet Oxford dealing with events from 1575–1584 (286): 

On his return to England Oxford had become associated with a group of 
aristocratic Catholics, and his star once more fell dramatically when, in the 
spring of 1581, his mistress Anne Vavasour, one of Elizabeth’s maids of 
honor, had given birth to his illegitimate son, in the Queen’s own palace. 
Both were placed in the Tower, and, though Oxford was soon released and 
forcibly reconciled with his wife, Burghley’s daughter, the gilt was off the 
gingerbread; the more so since an armed brawl with one of Anne’s relatives 
was only the first skirmish in a feud worthy of Montague and Capulet. 

Why would a Stratfordian want to cite one more reason that Oxford and/or his 
life is reflected in Shakespeare’s works? Combined with the previous text (266), 
perhaps the author wants to keep her options open. Looking into the decade of 
the 1590's, Gristwood evaluates the changing of the guard in the Court (315): 

Even Oxford, while he would outlive his royal mistress, was from the end 
of the 1580's removed from the life of the Court and its ‘reptilia’ – 
preferring his ‘Country Muses’ and the activities of his company of players. 

In discussing Essex’s rise during this time, the author notes: 
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From the start of 1592, Essex really began building his network of friends 
and supporters. Socially, his closest ally was that new young star the Earl 
of Southampton, who would be Shakespeare’s patron; politically he took 
on the Bacon brothers as his advisers.  

Oxfordians will wince at this point, but there’s more on page 335. By this time, 
Essex had begun his inept attempt at a rebellion and tried to use the play Richard II 
to build up support; it was: ‘a play written by the protegé of Essex’s associate, the 
Earl of Southampton.’ Along with a further image of Wriothesley as 
‘‘Shakespeare’s patron’, this makes three assertions of Southampton’s patronage 
of Shakespeare. One has to question here the ‘historian’ in Gristwood relying 
almost solely on that connection, since we know there isn’t any historical 
confirmation. The more likely desire may have been to get published and avoid a 
nasty Stratfordian backlash. In a comment (‘Notes and Further Reading’) on the 
matter of Southampton as Shakespeare’s patron, she indicates: ‘…And, like the 
Earl of Oxford before him, suggested by anti-Stratfordians as the candidate for 
authorship of Shakespeare’s plays’. A most bewildering statement that seems 
appropriate for this chapter entitled ‘confusion and contrarities’! Has anyone 
seriously considered Southampton as the true Shakespeare?  

A Sad Postscript 
In this concluding discussion, Gristwood realizes that the works of Shakespeare 
(obviously written during the later years of Queen Elizabeth’s reign), must be 
accounted for. It is worthwhile to consider much of her following text: 

The Tudor saga should end with another, even more famous. William 
Shakespeare, the great poet of the reign of Elizabeth as well as that of James, 
plays with, against, over, and above the conventions of courtly love. Indeed, 
it would be the work of a whole other book to list the places in which 
Shakespeare’s words – whether written seriously or in affectionate mockery  
– echo those either of the courtly love theorists, or of Tudor worthies. 

Romeo and Juliet, that eternal number one in the romantic charts, is full of the 
tropes of courtly love; love at first sight, secrecy, love ending in tragedy. Yet 
Shakespeare’s mockery of the fantasies of love is omni-present: ‘My mistress’ 
eyes are nothing like the Sun; … /If snow be white, why then her breasts are 
dun.’  In Love’s Labors Lost, his ladies prick the balloon of the lords’ courtly 
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charade, exposing it for a hollow thing.  And yet again … even in that play, 
out of the ruins of ritual romance grows some hope of real affection. 

Time and again Shakespeare’s plays – Twelfth Night, As You Like It, – begin 
with the fantasy, the fancy of love. They end, if we are lucky, by at least 
opening up the possibility of something more durable. Germaine Greer in 
The Female Eunuch, saw Shakespeare even as providing the mythology for a 
‘new ideology of marriage.’ 

The sad aspect of this dénouement is that there is only a feeble attempt to relate 
the man Shakespeare to the courtly love saga she presents. Somehow our country 
yeoman businessman from Stratford is able to assimilate the historical literature 
and royal situations, which he played no part in.  

By contrast, Edward de Vere lived the Tudorian courtly love fantasy – jousting 
and acting as the Red Knight for his Phoenix, writing poems and plays – and 
ultimately souring on its premises and outcomes. In particular, his characterization 
of the Court and its ‘reptilia’ makes sense in light of his strong sense of ancient 
peerage in contrast to ‘rising stars’ with eventual ennoblement and financial 
advancement (Dudley, Hatton, Raleigh and Essex, among others). De Vere’s sense 
of obligation to his ‘Prince’ stemmed not only from the courtly fantasy, but also as 
required of aristocratic courtiers (with feudal English and Castiglioni as his 
inspiration). 

This book is worthwhile reading. Gristwood’s medieval literature citations are 
mostly known to Oxfordians: Boethius, Gower, Chaucer, Thomas More, Cardano, 
Castiglione, poets like Thomas Wyatt, other historians and antiquarians. It provides 
an added contextual framework for the life and times of de Vere and ultimately, 
Shakespeare. If anything, this book enhances Edward de Vere as the true author. 
He was so familiar with much of this literature, even sponsoring translations of 
Cardano, Comforte and Castiglioni Il Cortegiano. Who could better display both a 
mastery and mockery of the courtly love stories? We can only hope that Gristwood 
will produce the sequel book suggested above – identifying Shakespeare’s lines with 
those of the courtly love theorists or Tudor worthies. Some knowledgeable 
Oxfordians might independently pursue this potentially fruitful line connecting de 
Vere, courtly love and Shakespeare.  
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