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REVIEWS 

Shakespeare, Elizabeth and Ivan: The Role of English 
Russian Relations in Love’s Labours Lost 

by Rina Greenhill 

McFarland & Company, Jefferson NC, 2023  

Interview of the author and review by Phoebe Nir 

Rima Greenhill’s latest work was conceived in a classic 
eureka moment – a shotgun marriage between the 
Stanford professor’s deep knowledge of Russian history 
and her abiding love of the Bard. The result is Shakespeare, Elizabeth and Ivan: The 
Role of English-Russian Relations in Love's Labours Lost, a concise tour-de-force 
devastating to film critic Roger Ebert’s assertion that the play is ‘not about 
anything’. I sat down with Dr. Greenhill in her San Francisco home to discuss her 
process and report her answers to my questions. 

What was the starting point for your thesis that LLL was related to the failed 
marriage negotiation between Elizabeth and Ivan the Terrible? 
The starting point was the realization that this play touched on the relationship 
between England and Muscovy. It all began with Don Adriano de Armado’s 
comment in Love’s Labours Lost Act I about his ‘sabled-coloured melancholy’ which 
brought to my mind Russian sable pelts and the Russian Tsar Ivan IV, known as 
Ivan the Terrible. Armado’s words made me interested in what the English could 
have known about Russia in the second half of the 16th century.    

The more I researched, the more I saw parallels between the actual historical 
events and references to them in LLL, be it allusions to Ivan buying weapons in 
England or to his advances towards Elizabeth. This is an example of how history 
could inform literature and vice versa. 

Could you share some of your favorite discoveries from your research? 
Here are some examples: 
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- Finding masked references to foreign traders, competitors of the Muscovy
Company.

- Figuring out the characters’ names and linking them to the Tsar’s family.

- Allusions to various Russian customs and details from the Russian-English
exchange.

- Linking the characters from the play with the characters at the Russian
court

- Figuring out various linguistic puzzles.

- Allusions to Ivan, his sons and Boris Godunov within the Pageant of the
Nine Worthies.

- Discovering the existence of the account ‘O’ and linking the excess of
exclamations ‘O!’ in LLL to the losses incurred by the shareholders of the
Muscovy Company in 1587. Prior to that it was easy to imagine that it was
Edward de Vere trying to signal his name (Oxford!) – but he is much too
subtle to do that.

Your book delves deeply into the relationship between England and Russia 
during the Elizabethan period, which I have rarely heard discussed. 
Pre-Petrine era gets little coverage. The Russian-English interlude was a brief but 
important period which is not well known, even among historians. So, it’s not 
surprising that you haven’t heard much about it. 

How do you imagine LLL was received in its time? 
It was written for the court to entertain the Queen and, we know, it achieved its 
goal. I think Elizabeth loved it. Samuel Johnson said that the play was coarse and 
not suitable to be played before the ‘virgin’ queen, but I think Elizabeth would 
have lapped it up. She would recognize references to herself, to her clever 
manoeuvring of the Tsar and to the characters from the Russian court that the 
play’s characters represent. I think the whole court would get a kick out of seeing 
foreign dignitaries satirized and the names of foreign traders – the competitors of 
the Muscovy Company  –  camouflaged and smuggled into the play.  

 LLL is the most international of Shakespeare’s plays.  We have characters 
representing the French court and the court of Navarre, Frenchmen dressed up as 
Russians. Spanish and ‘men of Ind’ are mentioned, too. And, as I show in my 
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book, Italians, Dutchmen and Russians lurking in and behind the scenes. The 
author is acutely aware of the international scene. He knows exactly what products 
England is supplying to Russia. In the second chapter of my book, I spend much 
time pointing out various types of woollen clothes and the disguised names of the 
English merchants responsible for establishing the trade with Russia in 1555. He 
knows the quirks of the French kings: he knows that Henri IV is a womanizer, 
that he spends his time on a horseback, that his letters to Elizabeth are covered 
with writing on the margins. 

After the discovery of the northern route to Russia in 1553, other foreign 
nations saw the opportunity to invade the Russian market with the goods that 
England was supplying Russia and to do it cheaper than England was able to do. 
After all, English didn’t just supply English-made goods, they also re-exported 
goods they purchased themselves elsewhere (e.g. sugar from Barbary, paper and 
wines from France) and then sold for twice as much to the Russians.  

 The Queen’s leading courtiers and the country’s elite were involved in trade. 
William Cecil, Lord Burghley, in 1598 was documented as being the oldest of the 
original members of the Muscovy Company ‘still living’.  He would often 
intercede with the Queen on behalf of the Muscovy Company and would even 
order a book to be banned if it threatened the wellbeing of the Company or its 
members. Such was the case with Giles Fletcher’s book Of the Russe Commonwealth, 
published in 1591 and banned almost immediately by Burghley and the Queen 
because of the negative comments about the Russian tsars, Orthodox religion and 
the national character traits. 

Does LLL feel to you like a work of political propaganda? 
I like Simon Schama’s words in his History of England that ‘stagecraft is also 
statecraft’.  LLL is not political propaganda as such, but it could have become part 
of political propaganda if it was shown, for example, to a foreign ruler visiting the 
English court, as it would help to promote England's agenda vis-à-vis Russia. 

I've heard many theories about which historical figures are represented 
in LLL, from Gabriel Harvey to Giordano Bruno. Do you see parallels 
between historical figures and the characters in LLL? 
Absolutely. My contribution lies in identifying the characters that are usually 
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considered secondary as having Russian avatars at the Russian court. I believe the 
Russian contingent of the play is composed of the characters originally (in Q1 of 
1598) labelled as the characters from the Italian Commedia dell’arte: the Braggard 
Armado was, at least partially, modelled on Ivan; Costard the Clown – on Ivan Jr.; 
Moth-the Boy – on Ivan’s youngest son Dmitry; Sir Nathaniel – the Curate – on 
Ivan’s second son Fyodor; Holofernes, the Pedant – on Boris Godunov; 
Jaquenetta – the Wench – Maria Nagaya, on the seventh wife of Ivan. 

How has your research impacted your perception of LLL? 
Initially, like everyone else, I saw the Masque of Russians as something goofy, easy 
to dismiss and forget about. Gradually I began to see that it is loaded with meaning 
and that the Russian elements permeate the whole fabric of the play.   

Are you hoping that your work will lead to more historically-informed 
revivals of the play? 
I hope so. I think if a well formulated overview of the Russian-English exchange 
was added to the program/brochure handed out prior the performance, the 
audiences would put two and two together. The viewers are smart, they just need 
to be pointed in the right direction. I remember talking to one of the London 
Globe Theatre’s actors during LLL’s run in Berkeley in 2009, and he said that 
audiences are ready for a new interpretation of this play. 
Final comments by Phoebe Nir 
Though Shakespeare, Elizabeth and Ivan does not address the question of the play’s 
authorship, Dr. Greenhill’s identification of allusions to topical events in 
Elizabeth’s court add further weight to the case for the Earl of Oxford. I 
personally delighted in imagining Edward de Vere’s reaction to hearing Russian 
words spoken aloud for the first time, surely so much catnip for a linguistic genius. 
An additional pleasure of the book is the detailed timeline presented in its opening 
pages, which juxtaposes tickertape parades of 16th century news highlights for 
England, Russia, and continental Europe. Monarchal births, deaths, and 
poisonings beat a steady cadence throughout all three columns, punctuated by 
wars and the occasional transcendent human achievement.  

Frances Yates and Alexander Waugh (see links below) and others have argued 
that LLL contains cryptic allusions to the philosophy of Hermeticism, perhaps 

http://www.deveresociety.co.uk/


              Winter 2024 
02Apro
0

The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk     43  

added by de Vere many years after the play’s initial composition. If so, LLL carries 
the informed reader on a sweeping journey, starting with the absurd foibles of 
politicians, and ending with the ultimate secrets of enlightenment. 
https://youtu.be/Wk6inxzLHeo?si=Sf_9KQ7O-PvbsEhP) 
https://www.amazon.com/Study-Loves-Labours-Lost/dp/1107695988 
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