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Introduction 
In November 2023 we celebrated the 400th anniversary of the First Folio size 
publication of the Tragedies, Histories and Comedies of William Shakespeare. I wish 
to draw attention to one feature shared by all these different plays and that is their 
culmination in reconciliation, forgiveness, love and hope for a changed and better 
world in the future. Nevertheless, despite the healing lessons that the plays teach, 
the field of Shakespeare scholarship is riven with disputes about the very identity 
of William Shakespeare himself. It is my hope that the many factions currently 
engaged in defence of their own candidate for the true authorship may both place 
the plays in the historic politico/religio context of the last decades of the 
Elizabethan era and the first of the Stuart, and also find a way to craft a single 
narrative that accommodates all or most of the putative candidates including 
William Shakspere of Stratford (1564–1616). 

Each of the following writers currently has a group of loyal followers who 
argue, from the evidence of the plays performed at court and in the public London 
theatres, that their preferred candidate writes under the nom de plume, ‘William 
Shakespeare’: Edward de Vere, seventeenth Earl of Oxford (1550–1604), Will 
Stanley, sixth Earl of Derby (1561–1642), Francis Bacon, Lord Verulam (1561–
1626), Mary Sidney Herbert, Countess of Pembroke (1561–1621), Christopher 
Marlowe (1564–?1593) and Sir Henry Neville (1564–1615). All but one are related 
by marriage, directly or distantly, to the Earl of Oxford, a fact not always 
acknowledged in their respective biographies. Moreover, there are elements of the 
religio/political historic context that have been largely ignored thus far in Anglo-
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American scholarship, but which I argue are relevant to solving the puzzle of the 
authorship and shedding light on the reason for an apparently deliberate 
imposture.  

Currently missing from the debate 

First, the recovery in the Latin West after 1463 of a body of ancient texts which 
sparked a golden age of Hermetic thought and inspired some men and women to 
follow the way of Hermes to salvation. (See also, ‘Christian Hermetism and 
Shakespeare’, DVS Newsletter, Vol. 29, No. 4, October 2022, p.6–14, to which this 
section refers. Ed.). 

Second, the fact that troupes of English players travelled throughout Germany, 
Austria and other parts of Europe between 1585 and into the 1620s performing 
plays some of which could potentially inform, educate, instruct, persuade 
audiences about the Hermetic path.  

Third, the 1613 marriage of Frederick V Elector Palatine and the Princess 
Elizabeth Stuart followed by the publication in Germany of the Rosicrucian 
manifestos so-called, 1614–1616, and the subsequent Bohemian disaster which 
cost them their home in the Palatinate.   

Fourth, the Spanish threat of invasion from without, which loomed over England 
from 1558 to 1604, and more insidiously from within, during the latter term of the 
Spanish ambassador, Don Diego Sarmiento de Acuña, Count of Gondomar 
(1567–1626).  

Part One 
The golden age of religious Hermetism 
Following the fall of Constantinople in 1453 there arrived in Florentine Italy, in 
1463, some Greek texts of an ancient religious philosophy, believed at the time to 
predate the Torah, and immediately revered as God’s first words to mankind. 
Known now as the Corpus Hermeticum, the prisca theologia were believed (falsely as 
Isaac Casaubon showed in 1614) to be contemporaneous with or even to antedate 
the Egyptian Moses and the Pentateuch, the Persian Zoroaster, and to be anterior 
to the Greek Plato. The texts were held to be the work of a single man, Hermes 
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Trismegistus – his triple majesty encompassing king, philosopher and priest. For 
centuries, numerous practical texts concerning magia, astrology and alchemy had 
been associated with that name. However, the fourteen texts which came into 
Florentine Italy in 1463 were religio/philosophic texts, and completely purged of 
magic and astrology.  

The religio/philosophic texts outline the ‘way of Hermes’, a path to salvation 
of the soul; they teach that through contemplation leading to knowledge of self, 
mankind can ascend to the reciprocated knowledge and love of God who is within, 
that ‘for mankind this is the only deliverance, the knowledge of God. It is ascent 
to Olympus’ (CH X [15]);1 that mankind is perfectible, and through exercising 
free will, can make choices that will lead the individual to becoming like God. That 
love then manifests itself (as agape or caritas) in the service of others. The nature of 
God is described as androgynous, and the texts’ teaching about the nature of Man 
echoes the explanation of the Syrian Nestorius (c.386–c.450), Bishop of 
Constantinople, that Jesus was both fully human and fully divine, in other words 
that the Incarnate Christ was composed of two natures: the divine Logos and the 
human Christ, united under one prosōpon or persona (meaning theatrical mask). 

The Nestorian Christology reflects, or may even be the origin of, the Hermetic 
view of Man as two persons (a corporeal, mortal, material or human body and an 
incorporeal, immortal, essential or divine mind), united under one identity 
during life and separating at death which, according to Hermetic doctrine, is 
only change. At death, the mortal body dissolves, recycled into the cosmic 
elements from which it was formed, and separated from the immortal soul/ 
spirit/mind which lives on. 

It became clear to me from a detailed Hermetic exegesis of four plays 
attributed to William Shakespeare that the playwright had a knowledge of the 
Hermetic works which grew more profound as he aged. In Love’s Labour’s Lost, 
Hermetic references are discoverable on the surface, as the king exhorts his friends 
to become ‘God-like’, while Lear’s Hermetic journey to knowledge and salvation, 
or Othello’s to ignorance and destruction, is embedded and requires a guide armed 
with the knowledge, or with the Corpus Hermeticum to reveal and explain it. In The  
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Tempest, we witness men whose drowned mortal bodies lie at the bottom of the 
ocean being recycled into the elements,2 separated from their essential immortal 
selves which talk and walk about the island. 

The golden age of religious Hermetism in the Latin West lasted throughout 
the long sixteenth century from the recovery of the Hermetic books in 1463, to 
1614 when the philologist Isaac Casaubon cast doubt upon the supposed antiquity 
of their provenance, dating them securely to the first centuries of the Common 
Era. Nevertheless, during the years when the Hermetica were believed to contain 
God’s earliest words to mankind, their potential to unite the three Abrahamic 
religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam (specifically the mystic Sufi), brought 
hope that the gnostic theosophy could heal the divisions within and between those 
religions. Where the earliest translator, Marsilio Ficino had seen the influence of 
Plato in the Hermetic books, and Pico della Mirandola and others, the Jewish 
Kabbalah, it was Lodovico Lazzarelli who convincingly reconciled the teaching 
with Christianity. He was to influence a line of Christian Hermetists including 
Cornelius Agrippa and John Dee.  

The period was marked by the growth of secret, eirenic movements such as 
the short-lived Cenacle de Meaux, the Anabaptists, the Antinomians, the 
Libertines, the Haus der Liebe or Family of Love, the Pléiades, Freemasonry (see 
below) and other brotherhoods, like the rumoured Brotherhood of the Rose or 
Rosy Cross or Rosicrucians. The thoughts and ideas common to these movements 
largely post-dated and were certainly validated by the recovery of the Corpus 
Hermeticum. It is important to remember that followers of the gnostic doctrine were 
exhorted in Book I to ‘become guide to the worthy so that through you the human 
race may be saved by God’ (CH I [26]),1 while in Book XIII Hermes in a ‘secret 
dialogue’ reminds his son of the ‘promise to be silent’. This is the paradox that I 
am suggesting was resolved by the playwright, Shakespeare, by embedding aspects 
of the doctrine in the subtext of plays.   

The travelling players 
A second element is the fact that there were ten companies of English players 
performing in Germany, as well as Austria, Bohemia, Poland and Brussels, the 
Netherlands and Denmark between 1585 and well after the outbreak of the Thirty 
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Years War in 1618. Their names and routes have been well documented by Albert 
Cohn (1865), and Emil Herz (1901), amongst others, and more recently by Jerzy 
Limon and Willem Schrickx.4 (See also Appendix, p.34). Although the companies 
and some of their players are known, as well as the names of the English plays 
being taken into Germany, it is not possible to be precise about which company 
played which plays and where. Even so, Emil Herz lists twelve plays now 
attributed to Shakespeare and four more, believed to be apocryphal, in the 
repertoire being performed in Germany. King Lear and Othello are listed, although 
there is no suggestion that audiences would have known the name of the 
playwright, Shakespeare. Lear is one of the plays which has the potential to 
introduce would-be initiates to the ‘way of Hermes’ and the path to knowledge of 
self. One particular company is of interest – the Brownesche Truppe led by Robert 
Browne who in 1592 had been licensed by the Lord High Admiral to pass beyond 
the seas into Germany with three others who all proceeded to the court of Prince 
Heinrich Julius at Wolfenbüttel.  

All the evidence suggests that the emergence of travelling players on the 
Continent after 1585 was organised at the highest level and in conjunction with 
the politico/religious alliances. In 1583 Francis Walsingham, Secretary of State, 
persuaded Queen Elizabeth to instruct Edmund Tilney, Master of the Revels, to 
form a company of travelling players, the Queen’s Men. The players, creamed 
from several prominent private companies such as Leicester’s, Sussex’s and 
Oxford’s Men, were to have the status of Groom in the Royal Household. Clearly 
such a company could also act as a vehicle and screen for intelligencers. This is 
not to suggest that the players themselves were spies, although there is evidence 
that they occasionally acted as messengers. It is to suggest that Walsingham was 
using the cryptographic principle of steganography, as described by Trithemius5 
by making his agents and their communications appear to be something other than 
what they really were. In effect, steganography works by hiding secrets in the open.  

A number of reasons for Walsingham’s move present themselves. First, in an 
influx of acting troupes, certain players, whose purpose might be to gather and 
transmit intelligence, would be invisible; second, by their nature, as Bacon and 
later Johann Valentin Andreae were well aware, plays can educate, inform, 
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persuade as well as entertain and, unlike books which were customarily read by 
one literate reader to a small group of listeners, plays can communicate at one time 
with an audience of hundreds many of whom may be essentially illiterate. Thus, 
as a vehicle for exposing a whole population to a coherent set of philosophic and 
religious ideas illustrated in the lives of men and women, or to their own country’s 
history, plays were unsurpassed. Third, scripts can be altered quickly on stage by 
the addition or omission of a speech to suit the occasion; clowns could easily ad 
lib a message to the audience. Shakespeare himself showed in Hamlet how a troupe 
of visiting players may be used to insert a provocative message into a performance, 
even as dumbshow. Fourth, messages can be concealed in the written text of a 
play or in the music that accompanies a play in performance.6 Fifth, intelligence 
or information can be conveyed to those in-the-know in ways that are invisible to 
others, for example through the setting or references to place which is heard by 
all but whose significance is remarked by few (Aleppo, Elsinore, Wittenberg, 
Bohemia, Vienna, Venice, Ephesus, Syracuse, Athens, Windsor might all convey 
certain information), through staging scenes in darkness or in light, through 
certain gestures, or through devices such as disguise. Sixth, plays like other works 
of art can exist at more than one level, the literal and the allegorical or symbolic, 
and thus mean different things to different people. Hence in any one audience 
there are always degrees of understanding. Finally, scenes can model rituals so that 
witnessing them for an initiate becomes tantamount to celebrating them. To give 
but two examples, Act III of King Lear where the King confronts his own human 
frailties, achieves self-knowledge, is ritually washed by the storm and returns 
dressed in white, garlanded in flowers ready to meet his Maker and accept his fate, 
has aspects both of Christian baptism and of masonic initiation ritual. Similarly, 
the betrothal masque in The Tempest is strongly redolent of the purification rites 
used in masonic initiation,7 or the Eleusinian Mysteries of the Greek goddess 
Demeter, that is the Roman goddess Ceres who in the play is summoned by Iris 
at the behest of Juno, Queen of the sky to bless the union of Miranda and 
Ferdinand. The play, including the masque, was performed for Frederick and 
Elizabeth in celebration of their betrothal on December 27th, 1612. That the 
interest in and performance of this ritual went beyond the theatre is attested to in 
a letter from Robert Naunton to the Earl of Essex dated March 1597 telling him 



   Summer 2024 The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      12 

 

 
 

that Henri IV of France (formerly Navarre), whose name is coded as ‘Vitellius’, 
was celebrating the Eleusinian mysteries that Easter.8 

Frederick V Elector Palatine, Elizabeth Stuart and the Bohemian 
disaster 
England had long sought to strengthen Protestant alliances in Europe in order to 
counter Hapsburg aggression. As far back as 1577, Philip Sidney visited Protestant 
princes in Germany in the hope of establishing a Union of German Protestant 
Princes to counteract the League of Catholic Princes (Yates, 1972, 16). He was in 
Europe to convey the Queen’s condolences on the death of the Holy Roman 
Emperor Maximilian, Knight of the Garter, to his son, Rudolph II, then in Vienna. 
Maximilian was a member of the Austrian Hapsburgs and enjoyed a reputation for 
religious tolerance.9 The fact that John Dee had dedicated his famously obscure 
and Hermetic Monas Hieroglyphica to Maximilian in 1564, suggests that the Emperor 
was favourably inclined toward Hermetism. Sidney found that the Lutheran 
princes were not interested in forming a Union, but Casimir of the Palatinate and 
the Landgrave William of Hesse, both Calvinists, were in favour and, like Sidney, 
adopted an activist policy. Thirty-five years later, Rudolph had moved the imperial 
court to Prague,10 Christian of Anhalt had replaced Casimir as chief advisor to the 
Heidelberg court, and the Landgrave Maurice now governed Hesse, Frederick IV 
had died and his son became Elector Palatine. Frederick V’s Protestant credentials 
were strong: he was connected with the Huguenot French, led by Henri IV, 
through his uncle, Duc de Bouillon, and with the Dutch through his mother, 
daughter of William the Silent. Marriage to the daughter of the king of England 
could only consolidate these alliances. Elizabeth Stuart herself was the niece of 
King Christian of Denmark and of Prince Heinrich Julius of Braunschweig-
Wolfenbüttel, who had married her mother’s sister, Elizabeth. Theatre, like 
alchemy, was the passion of the age and Prince Heinrich Julius was himself a 
playwright, famed after 1590 for writing plays in the English style. The Landgrave 
Maurice entertained the Brownesche Truppe in 1596 at the baptism of his 
daughter Elizabeth, goddaughter of the Queen, and he later built a theatre named 
for his son Otto, the Ottoneum. 
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In 1612, Frederick arrived in England to meet his betrothed. The young 
couple, both seventeen, soon fell in love. However, their happiness was soon 
clouded by the sudden death of the princess’ beloved brother Prince Henry. 
Despite widespread sadness at the death of the prince, London celebrated the 
marriage of Elizabeth and Frederick with great joy. In common with the whole 
Stuart Court, the princess and her prince were great lovers of the theatre. As part 
of the wedding celebrations, the King’s Men under the leadership of John 
Heminges presented over twenty plays, beginning with The Tempest, on the 
betrothal night.  

Limon describes the cycle of masques presented to the young couple in great 
detail. Not only do they signify the marriage of the Rhine and the Thames, they 
also prophesy that ‘the peoples of the world will unite in one true religion and in 
love and that ‘this “cultus unus” is the only way to the redemption of mankind’.11 
The ‘one true religion’, may admittedly express the hope that the whole world will 
convert to Calvinist Protestantism, or on the other hand, it may reference a pious 
hope to end religious wars by returning the world to the golden age before 
institutionalised religion. Support for the latter possibility comes from a book 
presented to the bride and groom where the title page shows two hands clasped 
in the grip of the Entered Apprentice recognisable to Freemasons (see below).  

The young couple accompanied by an English entourage numbering over 150, 
returned triumphant down the Rhine and the Neckar to Heidelberg castle.  

Within a year, probably emboldened by the expectation of support from the 
English in the event of trouble, a manifesto was printed by Wilhelm Wessel, 
printer to the Landgrave Maurice in Hesse Kassel: The Fama Fraternitatis or 
Discovery of the Most Noble Order of the Rosy Cross calling for the general reformation 
of the whole wide world.12 The manifesto communicates a sense of excited 
anticipation declaring: ‘for Europe is with child and will bring forth a strong child, 
who shall stand in need of a great godfather’s gift’, after promising to set down in 
a Confession 37 reasons why ‘we now do make known our Fraternity’. In 1615 
the Confessio Fraternitatis or The Confession of the Laudable Fraternity  . . . to all the Learned 
of  Europe was  published in Latin, and the trio of manifestos was completed in 
1616 with the publication of Chymische Hochzeit Christian Rosencreutz 1459. The 
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manifestos are clearly influenced by Hermetic thought, none more so than the 
Alchemical Wedding which allegorizes the process of inner transformation and opens 
with Dee’s Monas symbol, and the discovery of a small cross engraved with the 
words, in hoc signo + vinces (in this sign you will conquer), which happens to be the 
motto of the Knights Templar.  

 In his autobiography, Andreae, who admitted to being the author of the 
Alchemical Wedding, acknowledged the influence of the English actors he had seen 
while a student at Tübingen. Frances Yates thinks he may have been present at 
the investiture of Prince Frederick of Württemberg which was conducted by the 
visiting English diplomatic delegation with huge pomp and magnificent ceremony 
followed by a Garter feast and entertainments by the English players. Whatever 
the inspiration, it seems likely that the name Rose Cross comes from the 
combination of the red cross of St George, Patron Saint of England, and the 
Garter collar of red enamelled Tudor roses.   

I cannot disagree with Yates who asserts that ‘the major influence behind the 
German Rosicrucian movement was undoubtedly John Dee’ (1972, 221). Other 
connections with England which I have observed derive from the dates given for 
Christian Rosencreutz’s birth in 1378 and wedding in 1459. By numerology, the 
numbers sum to 1 or Spenser’s Una or Dee’s Monas (1+3+7+8=19  and  
1+4+5+9=19; 1+9=10; 1+0=1) and suggest that the mythical Christian 
Rosencreutz also signifies the Monas, the One or God. Choosing the way of 
Hermes would lead the individual to the perfection of self and loving charitable 
service to others (such as the Familists/later Quakers, and Freemasons follow), 
and that message is, I argue, dramatized and evangelised through many or possibly 
most of  Shakespeare’s plays. 

By contrast with the notion of spreading the Hermetic message invisibly from 
the grass roots up one person at a time with the goal of reforming the whole of 
society slowly over many years by means of the transformation of worthy 
individuals, the first two Rosicrucian manifestos trumpeted a call for the 
reformation of the whole of society in the tradition of More’s Utopia (1516), and 
hinted at the invisible presence of a brotherhood. The vision of a society reformed 
on Utopian lines, the subject of Tommaso Campanella’s La citta del Sole (1602),13 
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was soon to be echoed in Andreae’s Christianopolis (1619), and Francis Bacon’s New 
Atlantis (1626). The Rosicrucian Manifestos combined cabala, alchemy, 
Hermetism and Paracelsist ideas of medicine and healing; however, whereas 
religious, non-magical Hermetism of the Corpus Hermeticum offered a way to 
personal salvation that would reconcile and unite all, and the Manifestos appealed 
to Protestants particularly Lutherans, the manifestos attacked Catholics, especially 
Jesuits, and they called the Pope of Rome, the Anti-Christ. The response to the 
Fama Fraternitatis was immediate and furious. To the extent that the Manifestos 
were divisive, they would have caused consternation amongst those seeking to 
heal the confessional rifts. To the extent that they were Protestant, Hermetic, 
abusive and offensive, they appear to have provoked some powerful men to 
obliterate them.  

People wrote wanting to join the invisible brethren, others distanced 
themselves from them and repudiated the story. A letter dated August 1617 in the 
despatches of William Trumbull, English agent in Brussels, describes how the 
Landgrave Maurice of Hesse Kassel ‘has passed from Lutheran to Calvinist and 
finally emerged as an atheist’, before reporting an event that took place late one 
night in his palace that so terrified him that ‘it is thought he will become a Catholic’ 
(271). 

I turn now to the Kingdom of Bohemia, which after the demise of the 
Jagiellon dynasty in 1526 became part of the Hapsburg hereditary lands.14 
Maximilian II (1527–1576) was elected Holy Roman Emperor in 1564 and 
received Austria, another hereditary province of the Hapsburgs, along with the 
Bohemian and Hungarian crowns which were elective. Maximilian enjoyed a 
reputation for ecumenism that may have led Dee to dedicate the Monas 
Hieroglyphica to him. Bohemia’s reputation for religious reformation and toleration 
however had a long history dating back to Jan Huss, the Utraquists, and the 
Bohemian Brethren. In 1576, Maximilian was succeeded as Holy Roman Emperor 
and King of Bohemia and Hungary by his eldest son Rudolph II, who was similarly 
tolerant of Protestants and also of Judaism. Famous for his interest in alchemy, 
and his Kunstkammer or Chamber of Art, his library contained both Ficino’s 
translation of the Corpus Hermeticum and the 1585 Cracow edition by Father 
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Rosselli, which Dee also owned. Dee, acknowledged now as a Christian Hermetist 
in the line of Lazzarelli, Agrippa, Bishop Foix de Candale, Father Rosselli and 
William Shakespeare,15 was one of many with an interest in Hermetism and 
alchemy who visited Rudolph in Prague. They included Heinrich Khunrath (1560–
1605), a German Paracelsian physician and theosopher who admired Dee, and 
who Yates believed provided a link between Dee and Rosicrucian thought; Oswald 
Croll (1563–1609) of Hesse, Professor of medicine, who dedicated a treatise to 
Christian of Anhalt in the Palatinate after moving to Prague in 1597; and 
Rudolph’s physician Michael Maier (1568–1622), a Paracelsist, who travelled to 
England after 1612, meeting Robert Fludde, also a noted advocate of the 
Rosicrucian ideals of widespread social and moral reform. For all these reasons 
Marshall justifies calling Prague ‘the Hermetic centre of Europe at the turn of the 
(seventeenth) century’ (128).16 It was certainly a country where men and women 
of diverse faiths and confessions could live and worship in peace, protected by the 
ruler’s Letter of Majesty.  

Nevertheless, all that was to change when Rudolph’s younger brother 
Matthias (1557–1619) supported by the Catholic Archdukes Maximilian and 
Ferdinand of Styria (1578–1637) wrested power from him. After Rudolph’s death 
in 1612, Matthias was declared Holy Roman Emperor and King of Bohemia and 
wasted no time in tearing up the Letter of Majesty, depriving Protestants of office, 
and destroying two Protestant churches. In 1617, Matthias being old, ill and 
childless, agreed to appoint Ferdinand of Styria as King of Bohemia.17 However, 
in May 1618, representatives of the Czech Brethren rejected Ferdinand as a 
Catholic king, marched to the castle and in the ensuing dispute three Catholic 
emissaries were thrown out of a window. The following year, 1619, Emperor 
Matthias died without a legal heir, and his cousin Ferdinand II sought permission 
from the Spanish branch of the Hapsburgs to assume the mantle of Emperor. He 
also resumed the title of King of Bohemia but was almost immediately deposed 
by the Bohemian Estates. It was in this dangerous and febrile atmosphere that 
Prince Frederick was offered and reluctantly accepted the throne of Bohemia, 
giving him an additional Protestant vote in the election of the Holy Roman 
Emperor.18 
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In 1619, the young couple with four small children moved their court to Hrad 
Castle in Prague. There can be no doubt that their entourage included plays and 
possibly players for the winter entertainment of the court. Robert Browne, once 
the manager of Derby’s Men and leader of the Brownesche Truppe was in Prague 
in June 1620 and last seen soon after in Frankfurt am Main. Frederick and 
Elizabeth were crowned in St Vitus cathedral in November 1619. In their absence, 
however, the Palatinate lands were vulnerable and unprotected. When news 
arrived in England in June 1620 that Ambrogio Spinola, in the service of the 
Spanish king, had set out from Flanders with twenty-five thousand men, probably 
headed for the Palatinate (Wedgwood, 120),19 impassioned appeals were made to 
King James, first by Frederick’s mother, Louise Juliana the Electress Dowager 
(Green, 153–5), and also by Elizabeth herself. The Electress Dowager who had 
returned to Heidelberg from Prague and feared for her son and his wife told 
James: ‘It is now too late to doubt whether Spinola’s large army is designed against 
the Palatinate, it is already at our door’. She pleaded with him in these words: ‘It 
is impossible that this should not touch your majesty’s heart, mine being so 
smitten with grief at seeing them [Frederick and Elizabeth] so unjustly oppressed. 
. .’ (Green, 153). Fearing a Catholic invasion of the Palatinate led by Spinola whose 
army was complemented by Don Luis de Velasco, the English levied money from 
the counties sufficient for an army of 2200 men, and James ‘permitted a regiment 
of two thousand volunteers under the command of Horace Vere to put out for 
the Low Countries’ (Wedgwood, 120). General Vere (1565–1635) set out in July 
1620, supported by the earls of Essex, Robert Devereux, and Oxford, Henry de 
Vere, the Lord Lisle (Robert Sidney), Sir Edward Sackville and Robert Bertie, 
Oxford’s cousin, heading for Mannheim.20  

Meanwhile, Ferdinand II determined to subdue Bohemia and punish the 
rebels responsible for the defenestration incident. Ferdinand’s troops commanded 
by General Tilly met Frederick’s Protestant forces led by Christian of Anhalt in 
November 1620, at White Mountain outside Prague. The Bohemian army was 
comprehensively routed. It was the end of constitutional rule in Bohemia and the 
beginning of an absolutist Catholic Spanish Hapsburg monarchy that lasted until 
1918. Frederick and the pregnant Elizabeth were forced to flee but had nowhere 
to go. Spinola, aware that the twelve-year truce struck in 1609 between Spain and 
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the Netherlands was about to expire, had already occupied the Lower Palatinate 
for its strategic value to his Netherlands campaign; by October 1621, Maximilian 
of Bavaria had moved his forces into the Upper Palatinate. Unable to find asylum 
in Germany even with relatives, such was the fear of Spanish reprisal, Frederick 
and Elizabeth were eventually permitted to settle in The Hague, the home of 
Frederick’s mother’s family. 

On 21st June 1621, twenty-seven men, noblemen, knights and burghers, all 
either Protestants, members of the Unity of the Bohemian Brethren (or, given 
what we now know about Rudolfine Prague, quite possibly Hermetic or 
Rosicrucian sympathisers), were publicly mutilated and beheaded or hanged in the 
Old Town Square of Prague. London had witnessed atrocities such as the public 
death of Robert Southwell, S J (the cousin of Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford) 
who was condemned to a traitor’s death, to be hanged, drawn and quartered alive. 
But the vicious cruelty of the executions carried out that day in Prague is 
remarkable and possibly without precedent. Hands were severed, tongues ripped 
out, bodies mutilated, some were hanged, others decapitated. Twelve heads were 
hung in wire cages on the Old Town Bridge Tower where they served as a grisly 
warning till the end of the decade. The effect was to intimidate and to silence every 
dissident voice. Protestants were given three days to leave or convert to 
Catholicism. History records these events as driven by Catholic hatred for 
Protestants. However, given Bohemia’s tolerant society where Hussites, 
Utraquists, Lutherans, Calvinists, Catholics and, as we are now aware, quite 
possibly Christian Hermetists, had lived in tolerant harmony for many years, it is 
worth asking whether the undeclared intention of the Catholic Emperor was to 
eradicate and eviscerate Hermetism forever. One unforeseen effect of the 
premature publication of the Rosicrucian manifestos was to connect the rumoured 
movement to Frederick of the Palatinate. Bohemia was forcibly returned to 
Catholicism within months; in Germany war more than decimated the population, 
Protestant and Catholic alike, over thirty years before the Treaty of Westphalia 
was struck in 1648. 

In 1620, Ferdinand II, once again the Holy Roman Emperor, and now King 
of Bohemia and of Hungary, decreed that the kingship of those countries should 
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be hereditary. Spinola continued his occupation of Palatinate lands, and in 
February 1623, Ferdinand rewarded Maximilian of Bavaria with the Palatinate 
electoral vote.  

In 1622 General Vere was once again stationed at Mannheim at the junction 
of the Rhine and the Neckar which flows through Heidelberg, but was no match 
for the forces of General Tilly who took the town and the castle in September. 
The great library was sent to Maximilian in Munich and the rest to the Vatican 
where it remains to this day. In 1986 to celebrate the sesquicentenary of the 
University of Heidelberg, the stolen manuscripts and incunabula were returned to 
Heidelberg for an exhibition. When I examined the commemorative catalogue of 
this exhibition in 2014, I could find no record of any book in English. It is 
impossible to believe that Elizabeth and the English court took no English 
language books with them to Heidelberg. It is not credible that no English plays 
whether in print or manuscript whether by Shakespeare or others were not 
performed in the wonderful new theatre. Where are those books and manuscripts? 
In Prague? In Munich? In the Vatican? What happened to them?  

The Spanish threat 
What did the Spanish know of the Hermetic philosophy? In 1563, Philip II, former 
husband of the late Queen Mary Tudor, undertook to build the great El Escorial 
palace and monastery in Madrid. He was inspired to celebrate the Spanish victory 
in 1557 over Admiral Gaspard de Coligny, a Huguenot. (It was Coligny whose 
wounding in August 1572 sparked the infamous never forgotten Bartholomew’s 
Day massacres when Protestant blood turned the Seine red.) Ernesto Frers in his 
study of manifestations of the Hermetic code in architecture, observed that: 

El Escorial’s measurements, forms and proportions were intended to 
combine all the millennia-old knowledge of Hermetic architecture.21 The 
geometry of its lines and spaces results from the use of kabbalistic tools, 
alchemical principles, Ramon Lull’s mnemotechnics, among other aspects 
of esotericism’ (Plate 26). ‘His essential intent, however, was to erect a 
symbolic reproduction of the destroyed Temple of Solomon, a sort of 
Civitate Dei, a mystical centre of the world and an emblem of the reunification of 
Christianity over which he hoped to preside’ (145). (my emphasis) 
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James VI and I also wanted to see the reunion of Christendom but refused to 
go to war in order to achieve it. He placed his faith in diplomacy, negotiation and 
arranged marriages. 

Over the whole period of interest, say from 1558 to 1623, Catholic Spain was 
a constant threat to England and her Protestant allies in the Netherlands. Those 
years were marked by bitter religio/political disputes within England and, even 
after the defeat of the Armada in 1588, until the peace treaty was struck there was 
constant fear of war with Spain. The Treaty of London, a treaty of ‘Perpetual Peace 
and Alliance’ between Spain, Brussels and England was finalised in 1604.22 And in 
1609 Spain signed the Treaty of Antwerp with the Netherlands, creating an 
armistice to last twelve years until 1621. These treaties meant a welcome break in 
hostilities and the concomitant crippling costs for all concerned.  

I turn now to two men, the significance of whose presence has not been 
sufficiently acknowledged in this context: Lord Admiral, Charles Howard Lord of 
Effingham, Earl of Nottingham (1536–1624), and Don Diego Sarmiento de 
Acuña, Count of Gondomar. 

Admiral Charles Howard’s commitment to the crown and public service place 
him in the theatre of war as Admiral of the fleet that defeated the Armada in 1588; 
in the theatre of entertainment as patron of a company of players successively 
rebadged as: Lord Howard’s Men, the Admiral’s Men, Nottingham’s men, Prince 
Henry’s Men, and the Palsgrave’s Men; in the royal court where he was appointed 
Lord Chamberlain in 1558, a position he filled between 1558 and 1572 and from 
1574 to 1585; in the international world he was responsible for licensing those 
who needed to pass through the ports; in the secret world of Freemasonry where, 
as we now know from Anderson’s 1723 Book of Constitutions, he served as Grand 
Master of all the lodges of Southern England from 1567 to 1588 – his founding 
of the Chatham Chest in 1588 for the relief of the soldiers and sailors disabled in 
the defence of England may well have arisen from the commitment to charity that 
is part of Freemasonry; Howard also knew or knew of Dee who had married Jane 
Fromonds, formerly lady in waiting to Lady Howard; and finally in the world of 
diplomacy. As a delegate to the Treaty of London in 1604, he was chosen by James 
to lead a delegation to Spain to ratify the treaty in 1605.  
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It was there that he met Sarmiento. 
In 1605, Don Diego Sarmiento de Acuña, later to become Count of 

Gondomar, was corregidor or governor of Valladolid. A recent paper by José A. 
Pérez Díez with access to primary sources in Spanish has shone a light on 
Sarmiento’s role as corregidor which was ‘to regulate the public performance of plays 
in the city’ (267).23 Díez was interested in Gondomar’s London library which 
contained relatively rare and untranslated works that might have been the source 
of ‘early adaptations of Spanish contemporary literature to the English drama of 
the period’ (265); he was particularly interested in some plays by John Fletcher 
that appear to have knowledge of untranslated works in Spanish. More 
importantly for my purposes, Díez has revealed that Gondomar’s ‘interests in 
drama as an art form and in the theatre as a profession are well attested in his vast 
correspondence’ (264). In 1611, before his arrival in England and while still in 
Madrid, Gondomar had met the English ambassador, Sir John Digby who was to 
become his lifelong friend, and through him the Spanish translators and scholars, 
James Mabbe, who was secretary to Digby, and Leonard Digges, both of whom 
spent some years in Madrid (Díez, 270). 

Gondomar served two periods as a diplomat in England, from July 1613 to 
July 1618 and from March 1620 to May 1622; in 1622 Gondomar returned to 
Madrid for the express purpose of negotiating the projected marriage of Prince 
Charles and the Infanta Maria. Ill health prevented his returning to complete his 
term which should have ended in April 1624. When Gondomar arrived in England 
in 1613 to take up his appointment as ambassador, he already had friends at court. 
Charles Howard was able to introduce the ambassador to his cousins some of 
whom were Catholics and some also Hispanophiles. They were the distinguished 
scholar, Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton (1540–1614),24 Thomas Howard, 
Earl of Suffolk (1561–1626) Lord Treasurer (whose daughter Frances was married 
to Robert Carr, Earl of Somerset, the King’s favourite25), and Thomas Howard, 
Earl of Arundel (1585–1646) the art collector and friend of Inigo Jones. Two of 
the four, Charles Howard, Earl of Nottingham and Thomas Howard, Earl of 
Suffolk, had served as Lords Chamberlain – Charles between 1558 and 1585, and 
Thomas Earl of Suffolk from 1603 to 1614. Suffolk was briefly replaced by his 
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son-in-law in 1615 before William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke was appointed in 
1615. Pembroke served as Lord Chamberlain of the Household until 1626 when 
he was replaced by his younger brother Philip, Earl of Montgomery who served 
the Royal Household until 1641. 

Not only was this Howard faction connected with the court and theatre, 
Charles Howard, Lord High Admiral, Lord Effingham, Earl of Nottingham, and 
Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel were both masonic Grand Masters – Effingham 
from 1567 to 1588 and Arundel from 1633 to 1635. In addition, two men of 
interest here were also masonic Grand Masters – Inigo Jones from 1603 to 1618 
and again from 1636 to 1646; the Earl of Pembroke, brother-in-law to the Earl of 
Arundel,26 also served as a masonic Grand Master from 1618 until his death in 
1630. In short, in the crucial years of interest to Shakespeare scholars 1618 to 1623 
when the plays were first published in Folio, William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke 
was both Lord Chamberlain responsible for the King’s Men and the court’s 
theatrical entertainment, and masonic Grand Master. Gondomar knew them all. 
He also knew, and was on good terms with, Francis Bacon, the  Lord Chancellor 
and may have heard of Bacon’s tribute to King James as being 

invested with that triplicitie which . . . was ascribed to the ancient 
Hermes, the power and fortune of a King, the knowledge and 
illumination of a Priest, and the learning and universalitie of a 
Philosopher (Book I)  

in The Advancement of Learning published in English in 1605, although Gondomar 
himself had not then mastered English. Ernesto Oyarbide Magaña records that on 
Gondomar’s departure at the conclusion of his first embassy in 1618, Bacon, as 
Lord Chancellor, gave a feast in his honour and wrote to the ambassador wishing 
him good health and a fair crossing (17).27 

According to Raleigh Trevelyan, quoting from a letter of Gondomar to his 
King Philip III (1578–1621) the erudite, celibate Henry Howard, whom 
Gondomar described as ‘the first gentleman of the kingdom’, and whom he had 
encouraged to return to the Catholic faith, had apparently ‘urged Gondomar to 
consider the possibility of a Spanish Infanta for Charles’ (1600–1649) (454). It is 
impossible to know Howard’s motivation for this advice. It may have been given 
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in the knowledge that Gondomar was anxious to prevent a marriage alliance 
between England and France, or in 1614, Howard may have seen such a marriage 
as an opportunity to effect the reunion of Christendom so dear to James’ heart. 

Gondomar was the consummate diplomat, completely loyal to his king in a 
way that James admired and envied. He arrived in London, with his wife and some 
of his family in July 1613, just after the newly married Elizabeth and Frederick 
accompanied by their huge entourage departed for Heidelberg. He was well-liked 
and affable, witty and learned in a way that appealed to James, also erudite, with 
whom he communicated in Latin. He and James patronised the same bookseller 
and publisher, John Bill (Oyarbide, 16). Díez has revealed that Gondomar was 
Spain’s premier bibliophile with a library of more than 6000 volumes in nine 
languages. In addition to his ‘particular interest in theatre as an art form and in 
theatre as a practice’ (Díez, 265), which saw him regularly attending court masques 
such as those on Twelfth Night, ‘it is reported that Gondomar sponsored the 
performance of a masque or several masques between 19 and 21 February, given 
at his ambassadorial residence at the Barbican’ (Díez, 273). The ambassador had a 
reputation as a spymaster following revelations that many at the English court 
(including Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton) were in receipt of pensions from 
Spain.28 Actually Gondomar spent on average a mere £350 a year for information 
(Carter, 195). His determination to familiarise himself with England is interesting. 
It was said of him that he travelled far and wide throughout England and knew 
every creek and landing place, the channels, the rivers and the seaports, their 
depths and soundings.  

Gondomar’s brief as Spanish ambassador was both to improve the lot of 
Catholics in England, and to spoil the negotiations going on between France and 
England for a marriage between Charles and a princess of France. The idea of a 
marriage between the Prince and the Infanta Maria of Spain offered a means to 
achieving both those ends, and of appealing to James as a way of ensuring an 
enduring and stable peace and collecting a substantial dowry in the process.29 

In 1614 there occurred several events whose effects proved inimical to those 
hopes and life-changing to many involved. First, Isaac Casaubon, a philologist in 
the employ of King James, established that the famed Corpus Hermeticum was not 
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in fact God’s earliest words to mankind recorded by Hermes Trismegistus before 
Moses and the Torah, but was the product of several hands in the early centuries 
of the Common Era, thereby throwing doubt on its provenance and the status of 
Hermetic doctrine. Second, in Germany, as we saw earlier, the Fama Fraternitatis 
or rumour of the (Hermetic) brotherhood was published and soon followed by 
two more Hermetic manifestos. And third, Sir Walter Ralegh published his History 
of the World, which he had worked on for a decade while in prison, intending it for 
the education of the young Prince Henry. The place of Hermetism in the work is 
immediately revealed on the title page with the great all-seeing eye of Osiris. 
Ralegh, as navigator and explorer of the new world, had also known Dee, the 
friend of Mercator, and sought his advice on navigation and the use of the 
astrolabe. In the 1590s Ralegh had been suspected of hosting night-time meetings 
at Durham House with men including scientists such as Thomas Hariot, and poets 
such as Christopher Marlowe and George Chapman; from Paris, the recusant 
priest Robert Parsons accused Ralegh of hosting a ‘school of Atheism’. I suggest 
that in the same way that ‘loving friends’ was shown to be a clue to Familists, so 
‘Atheist’, ‘pious’ or ‘worthy fellow’ identified Protestants who had Catholic 
sympathies such as Philip Sidney and Devereux Earl of Essex, or converts such as 
Bishop Marc Antonio de Dominis, as followers of gnostic Hermetism. In fact, 
Hermetism is more Deism than it is Atheism.30 

In Henry Howard and Gondomar, Ralegh had two formidable enemies. 
According to Trevelyan, Howard’s hatred dated back to the incident involving the 
Earl of Oxford in 1578. Gondomar’s hatred stemmed from his Spanish 
detestation of pirates in general and Ralegh in particular; in 1585 he had been at 
the family home in Gondomar in Galicia when Drake raided and had helped chase 
him off. In 1586 a pinnace sent by Ralegh on a privateering expedition to the 
Azores had captured the Governor of Patagonia, Don Pedro Sarmiento de 
Gamboa, presumably a relative of Gondomar; he was brought to Ralegh in 
Durham House where he told him about the Incas and the fabled El Dorado. In 
1596 Ralegh had set out for Guiana exploring along the Orinoco River naming 
the mouth, Red Cross River, but found no gold. In 1603, with others, he was 
accused of accepting a pension from Spain and plotting to put the Catholic Arbella 
Stuart on the throne; he had powerful enemies in the earls of Northampton, 
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Southampton and the duplicitous Cecil. Found guilty and sentenced to death as a 
traitor, he was granted a last minute reprieve by James and spent the next fifteen 
years in the Tower. There he wrote his History of the World for Prince Henry, Prince 
of Wales. In 1615, several people including Queen Anne and her brother Christian 
of Denmark had been urging Ralegh’s release. Knowing the King’s need for 
money, Ralegh proposed that he be freed and allowed to go again to Guiana to 
seek El Dorado; he offered to give the King whatever proportion he wanted from 
the riches he found there (Trevelyan, 453). Gondomar was furious when Ralegh 
was released, suspicious that he intended to return to piracy, fearing success would 
ignite a gold rush, and also fearing the end of the proposed Spanish Match still 
being negotiated. He wrote angry letters to Philip III. Before being allowed to 
leave in 1618, Ralegh signed a letter promising that he would not harm Spanish 
subjects or encroach upon Spanish territory. If he failed, he was to pay with his 
head. For whatever reason, James shared the letter and maps with Gondomar. In 
the event, the expedition was an unmitigated disaster involving illness, disease, 
death, the Orinoco unnavigable, encounters with hostile Spanish who were 
expecting them, death of his son, mutiny and piracy. Back in England, accused of 
acts of war, Ralegh was to be tried and, when convicted, to be sent to Madrid to 
be hanged along with ten of his captains. Gondomar demanded no less. If war 
between Spain and England was to be avoided, and the plans for the Spanish 
Match to proceed, Ralegh must pay the price.  

In July 1618 on his way home, Gondomar wrote to Philip III: 

From England they write all marvellous things, how the King is at once 
putting in hand what he promised me about matters of religion and about 
Walter Ralé, who has been declared a traitor and a pirate and as such has 
been sent to the Tower, waiting for our master, Your Majesty, to order 
what should be done. (Trevelyan, 529) 

In reading his conviction and sentence, the Lord Chief Justice, referring to 
The History of the World, reminded Ralegh that ‘your Faith hath heretofore been 
questioned, but I am resolved you are a good Christian, for your book which is an 
admirable work, doth testify as much’. 
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On 15 October the Spanish Chargé d’Affaires advised James that ‘the King of 
Spain had decided that James should have responsibility for putting Ralegh to 
death’ (Trevelyan, 537).31 Because he had already been attainted of high treason in 
1603, granted clemency and spent 14 years in gaol, the warrant for his execution 
would be issued on the conviction of 1603. Trevelyan best sums up this whole 
mess: 

So he was to die on the presumption that fifteen years before he had been 
ready to accept a pension of £1500 a year for acting as a spy on behalf of 
the enemy, namely Spain; and now for having attacked a friendly nation, 
namely Spain. In reality he was being sacrificed for the hope of a dowry of 
£500,000, ‘besides the jewels’ (541). 

To appease the King of Spain, James refused clemency and Ralegh went to 
the block on October 29, 1618. The terms of the Catholic Spanish Match were 
still being negotiated. 

Before Gondomar departed, the King had granted him a number of 
concessions and privileges including stopping pursuivants’ actions against 
Catholics (noted above) and the release of seventy Catholic priests from prisons 
all over England (Oyarbide, 17). Gondomar had every reason to regard his first 
embassy as a success.  

Meanwhile, the clouds of the Thirty Years War were gathering.  Following the 
defenestration incident in Prague, Frederick V was pondering whether to accept 
the proffered crown of Bohemia. The turbulent reactions to the manifestos from 
those repudiating all knowledge of Christian Rosencreutz, to those wanting to 
know how to join the invisible brotherhood continued. Spinola was looking to 
pounce on the Palatinate. 

Rumours of the brotherhood 
The existence of groups of men and women meeting to read and discuss 
recognisably Hermetic ideas in France in the sixteenth century was never even 
suspected until the archive of the printer Plantin was opened in the nineteenth 
century. These conventicles, begun by a merchant from Emden in 1540, Hendrik 
Niclaes, met privately in family homes where men and women gathered to discuss 
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ideas informed by Niclaes’ prolific and obscure writings such as Terra pacis. The 
books, smuggled into England in merchants’ baggage, taught that mankind is 
perfectible, that mankind’s will is free, that our lives should be filled with service 
to others, and other doctrines found in the Corpus Hermeticum. These groups 
known as the Haus der Liebe or the Family of Love believed that all religions should 
be tolerated; their members refused to bear arms. In England their presence was 
known because they came to the notice of the Privy Council nineteen times 
between 1579 and 1582 when they were outlawed.32 However, no one was 
prosecuted, those in prison were released and the sect dropped beneath the pages 
of recorded history until they emerged as the Society of Friends or Quakers c. 
1660. It was the German scholar Frederik Nippold who remarked in the 
nineteenth century the similarities between the administration and rituals of the 
Family and those of Jesuits and the Freemasons (Dietz Moss, 1969, 13). Unlike 
the Familists, Freemasons either do not know or will not reveal when the 
brotherhood began; in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, members 
depended on memorisation and committed nothing of their proceedings to 
writing. Unlike the pacifist Quakers, Freemasons were willing to take part in a just 
or defensive war. 

The structure of Freemasonry, as far as this outsider can understand it, is 
allegorical and alchemical, and possibly derives from Philo of Alexandria’s 
perception of the universe as the product of the intelligent design of God the great 
Architect and Geometer (the GAOTU or Great Architect of the Universe);33 if 
God is the Architect whose mind conceived the universe, then men (and women) 
are his masons charged with building his universe.34 The rituals derive from 
operative masonry where apprentices proceed from Entered Apprentice to Fellow 
Craft to Master Mason, which are the three basic degrees of all speculative 
Freemasonry. How did Familists, Freemasons and the Rosicrucians remain 
invisible? They dissembled, equivocated and practised Nicodemism; that is, they 
obeyed the magistrate wherever they lived, attended whatever church they were 
ordered to attend, and did so without hypocrisy because for them the true God is 
within, and externals are irrelevant. In day-to-day life they wore and said nothing 
that would draw attention to the gnostic teaching. Familists met privately in each 
other’s homes and in mixed groups. They required neither church nor cathedral, 



   Summer 2024 The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      28 

 

 
 

neither statue nor icon, neither liturgy nor sacrament, neither priest, vestment nor 
candle.  

The masonic brethren seem to have met at first in public places like taverns 
or, later in the century in coffee houses, and were sworn never to divulge their 
proceedings on pain of death. Inside the lodge, masons wore distinctive regalia 
and medals that marked their role and rank. The lambskin apron, the gavel, the 
trowel and gloves all had significance for the wearer, and the tools of the operative 
mason were used to symbolise the ideals of the movement. Hence the plumb line 
(of Truth), the spirit level (of Equality), the set square (of Integrity) and the 
compasses that circumscribe the distance from the centre.  

How did they evangelise to the worthy the message of the Hermetic way to 
salvation? Andreae, probably to protect himself, dismissed the Rosicrucian 
Fraternity as a ludibrium which may mean a play scene or players, but also means a 
joke not to be taken seriously. Jonson’s character Merefool was ridiculed for not 
knowing that the Rosicrucians were players. My Hermetic exegesis of four plays 
by Shakespeare revealed Hermetic references and teaching which are discoverable 
within those plays. Others, Freemasons themselves, such as A E Dodd, who in 
1933 called Shakespeare the ‘Creator of Freemasonry’, or like Helen Heightsman 
Gordon (see online) recognise a plethora of Hermetic and Rosicrucian allusions, 
tropes, allegories, alchemical references, puns and jokes in play after play. 
However, other evidence suggests that, far from inventing Freemasonry, 
Shakespeare joined an existing Hermetic movement to which he contributed his 
genius. Evidence that the masonic brotherhood was in existence when Elizabeth 
came to the throne in 1558 is to be found in Anderson’s Book of Constitutions. In 
1723, possibly to celebrate the centenary of the First Folio, Anderson published 
the book where he named the men who had been Grand Masters of the order 
starting with Sir Thomas Sackville (also a playwright) from 1561 to 1567, the Lord 
Francis Russell, 2nd Earl of Bedford, Grand Master in the North in 1567, and Sir 
Thomas Gresham, Grand Master in the South in 1567. He was followed by 
Charles Howard, Lord Effingham, later Earl of Nottingham, from 1567 to 1588 
as we saw earlier. Howard was succeeded by George Hastings, Earl of Huntington, 
and Inigo Jones, architect and designer from 1603 to 1618 when he was replaced 
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by William Herbert Earl of Pembroke until his death in 1630. The roles these men 
were playing would not have been known to others unless initiated at the time. 
Gabriel Harvey once referred to ‘sworne brethren’, 
which is possibly an indiscreet reference to masonic 
brethren, but apart from that I can find few 
allusions to masonry. Certain features35 in the 
portrait of Henry Wriothesley when imprisoned in 
the Tower of London have been interpreted as 
masonic. Another, never likely to have been seen in 
England, is on the title page of a book presented to 
Frederick and Elizabeth in 1613 after their wedding. 
There, two hands, grasped in what is recognizably 
the grip of the Entered Apprentice, decorate the 
page in a masonic joke to the newly wed couple.  
It was however the title page of Henry Peacham’s 
Compleat Gentleman published in 1622 and 1634 
which revealed the presence of Freemasons in 
England. Peacham had been for several years tutor 
to the children of the Earl of Arundel who became 
masonic Grand Master as we saw above. The book 
is dedicated to Peacham’s pupil, William Howard, 
Arundel’s son. The title page declares the book’s 
intention to teach the most necessary and 
commendable qualities concerning mind or body 
required of a noble gentleman. The page is 
decorated with some ancient weapons of war on 
one side and with the instruments of peace on the 
other: these are the artist’s brush and palette, and 
the mason’s rule, square and compasses supported 
by the learned books of Plutarch, Thucid[ides] and 
Tacitus. 

 
 

Masonic insignia showing the 
square and compasses 
surrounding G for God the 
great Geometer 



   Summer 2024 The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      30 

 

 
 

In Part Two, I discuss the Shakespeare epitaph in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford, 
and the Spanish element in the First Folio encomiums, focussing on Gondomar. I 
speculate that the FF and the epitaph together constitute a sophisticated imposture 
undertaken to protect from Spanish reprisals the lives of men responsible for the 
spread of Freemasonry in England (Rosicrucianism in Germany) and in the Spanish 
Hapsburg lands by way of plays attributed to William Shakespeare – and the roles of 
the two noble kinsmen, Oxford and Derby. 
 
For information about my recent publication, Shakespeare and religio mentis, A Study of 
Christian Hermetism in Four Plays, please go to my publisher’s website, brill.com. 

End notes 
1. CH refers to the Corpus Hermeticum, followed by the number of the book and the 

section in square brackets. Translation by Brian Copenhaver.  
2. Ariel: Full fathom five thy father lies; / Of his bones are coral made; / Those are 

pearls that were his eyes; / Nothing of him that doth fade, / But doth suffer a sea-
change… (1, 2, 398–402). 

3. Shakespeare’s principal sources of the Hermetic doctrine have been identified thus 
far as the 1579 French translation and commentary by the Catholic Bishop François 
Foix de Candale, and a detailed commentary by the Italian poet Lodovico Lazzarelli 
dating to c.1495. Lazzarelli had an edition of the Corpus Hermeticum that included an 
additional three books, giving seventeen in all. 

4. Albert Cohn. Shakespeare in Germany. 1865; Emil Herz. Englische Schauspieler und 
englisches Schauspiel. Hamburg und Leipzig: Leopold Voss, 1903; Willem Schrickx. 
“English Actors at the Courts of Wolfenbüttel, Brussels and Gräz during the 
Lifetime of Shakespeare” Shakespeare Survey 33. CUP. 1980.153-168; “‘Pickleherring’ 
and English Actors in Germany”. Shakespeare Survey 36. CUP. 1983.135–147; Jerzy 
Limon. The Masque of Stuart Culture, 1990; Gentlemen of a Company. Cambridge: 
CUP.1985. 

5. Trithemius, the Abbott of Spondheim was the author of De Septem Secundeis dedicated 
to the Emperor Maximilian and also of a work on the theory of cryptography, 
Steganographia, a copy of which was in the Mortlake library of John Dee by 1563. 

6. As Latin was the lingua franca of the educated, music was the lingua franca of the 
initiated. In 1624, Duke Augustus of Braunschweig Wolfenbüttel published his 
Cryptomenytices et Cryptographiæ under the nom de plume Gustavus Silenus, containing an 
example of a musically coded warning. 

7. Robert Macoy. A Dictionary of Freemasonry. New York: Gramercy Books, 1989. (133–
137). 

8. The letter from Naunton to ‘le Compte d’Essex’, dated 26 March 1597 (Ungerer II, 
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1976, 128) provides evidence that Henri IV, the Huguenot/Catholic convert, was 
interested in religious Hermetism. 

9. Peter Marshall claims that Maximilian’s religious affiliation was ambiguous, that he 
supported the Catholic religion but ‘was impatient with the Catholic fervour of his 
Spanish cousins’ (11). 

10. Although a Hapsburg, Rudolph was more interested in alchemy, astrology, magic, 
science and the occult than in politics and war. He soon moved his court to Prague 
in Bohemia, the home of Jan Huss and the first vernacular Bible, a country renowned 
for religious toleration. Here both the Jewish diaspora and the Bohemian Brethren 
could worship in peace protected by the monarch’s 1608 Letter of Majesty. 

11. Jerzy Limon. The Masque of Stuart Culture (141). 
12. Allgemeine und General Reformation der gantzen weiten Welt. The Fama Fraternitatis was 

prefaced with a chapter from Traiano Boccalini’s Ragguali di Parnasso in German 
translation where Apollo calls for a reformation of the world and, after examination 
uncovering the rotten carcase, decides the wisest course is to leave things as they are. 

13. The City of the Sun, Civitas solis or A Dialogue between a Grandmaster of the Knights 
Hospitallers [Knights of Malta] and a Genoese Sea Captain, his guest. 

14. in addition to Spain, Austria, the Netherlands and parts of Italy. 
15. See Shakespeare and religio mentis: a study of Christian Hermetism in four plays. Leiden: Brill, 

2022. 
16. Peter Marshall. The Magic Circle of Rudolph II. New York: Walker & Company, 2005. 
17. In 1617 the Greensche Truppe was in Prague for the coronation of the Archduke 

Ferdinand of Styria as King of Bohemia but as is now well-known, the elected king 
was subsequently rejected by the Bohemian nobles who threw his Catholic emissaries 
out of a window in May 1618 in the infamous ‘defenestration of Prague’ incident. 

18. The result was that four of the seven electoral votes were in Protestant hands and 
inevitably the next Holy Roman Emperor would be a Protestant. 

19. Ambrogio Spinola was ‘a Genoese nobleman and a natural soldier’, who served the 
Spanish king and who had long wished to control the Rhenish Palatinate as part of 
his plan to defeat the Dutch (Wedgwood, 112). 

20. A letter from Sir Thomas Roe in London to Queen Elizabeth in Bohemia dated 17 
June 1620 assures her of the love and support her cause enjoys in England, and lists 
the Earl of Southampton and Sir Edward Cecil as first to stand up after the King had 
consented to the raising of 4000 foot for the defence of the Palatinate. It appears that 
the King did not consent to Southampton’s wish to volunteer. Akkerman (248). 

21. Ernesto Frers. Trans. Ariel Godwin. Secret Societies and the Hermetic Code. Rochester: 
Destiny Books, 2005. 

22. The English delegation consisted of Robert Cecil (1563–1612) Earl of Salisbury, 
Charles Blount (1563–1606) Earl of Devonshire, Thomas Sackville (1536–1608) Earl 
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of Dorset, Henry Howard (1540–1614) Earl of Northampton, and the Lord Admiral, 
Charles Howard (1536–1624) Earl of Nottingham.  

23. José A. Pérez Díez. “Gondomar and the Stage: Diego Sarmiento de Acuña and the 
Lost Theatrical Connection”. The Review of English Studies, 2022 vol 73, 309, 264–288. 

24. Henry Howard was the son of the poet Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey and his wife 
Frances de Vere. About 1578, Howard, Edward de Vere his cousin, and two others 
recommitted to Catholicism, but when de Vere discovered the others were loyal to 
Spain he reported them and Howard was put under house arrest. Henry Howard 
never forgave the betrayal. 

25. They were convicted of murdering Sir Thomas Overbury but the sentence for each 
was commuted by the king to imprisonment. Gondomar went to their wedding and 
took an interest in the scandal.  

26. Pembroke and Arundel had each married into the Talbot family. Mary Talbot 
Herbert and Alethia Talbot Howard were sisters and the daughters of Gilbert Talbot, 
Earl of Shrewsbury. In 1579, Gilbert Talbot in a letter to his father from Court told 
of a masque which had delighted the Queen presented by the Earl of Oxford and 
other courtiers who had acted in it themselves. 

27. Ernesto E. Oyarbide Magaña. The Count of Gondomar: The Early Modern Spanish 
Anglophile. Dissertation. Oxford. 2014. 

28. Instituted with the first Spanish embassy to James in 1603. However, the pensions 
were rarely honoured.  

29. Her elder sister Anne of Austria married Louis XIII. 
30. A line in a letter written by Ralegh in 1597 to Robert Cecil on the death of his wife in 

childbirth reveals Hermetic teaching possibly shared by Cecil: ‘The mind of man is 
that part of God which is in us . . .’ (my emphasis). 

31. Translation now at Simancas from original now lost. 
32. It was revealed that several members of the Queen’s guard, the Yeomen or her 

Spears as they were known, were Familists. Sir Christopher Hatton followed by 
Ralegh were both Captains of the Guard. 

33. Two men associated with the Hermetic teachings were both interested in the great 
Greek geometrician, Euclid. Bishop Foix de Candale, who wrote a translation and 
detailed commentary on the Corpus Hermeticum also did the first French translation, 
while John Dee, author of the Monas Hieroglyphica wrote a lengthy mathematical 
preface to the first English translation of Euclid. 

34. Philo, Vol 1 On the Account of the World’s Creation. Comparing God to a ‘trained 
architect’… ‘We must suppose that when He was minded to found the one great city, 
He conceived beforehand the models of its parts, and that out of these He 
constituted and brought to completion a world discernible only by the mind, and 
then with that for a pattern, the world which our senses can perceive.' 17–20. 

35. Such as his gloves, the black and white cat, and the downward pointing finger. 
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Appendix 
Plays later attributed to Shakespeare performed by the travelling companies in 
Europe. Albert Cohn, 1865 and Emil Herz, 1903.  
The indications are that an early company led by Johann Kempe played 
Chamberlain’s Men plays: Much Ado About Nothing, Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, Henry 
IV, Merchant of Venice, Edward III and King John.   
The Browne-Green troupe is known to have been supplied by Worcester’s Men, 
Admiral’s Men and Queen Anne’s Men, giving them Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy, 
Robert Greene’s  Orlando Furioso, A Looking Glass for London and England and 
Alphonsus King of Aragon, Dekker’s Fortunatus, Heywood’s Edward IV and The Rape 
of Lucrece, Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus, The Rich Jew from Malta, Massacre at Paris and  
Tamerlan (sic) as well as Nobody and Somebody and old plays such as Esther and 
Ahasuerus.  
The twenty-nine plays listed as belonging to this troupe and played in Dresden in 
1626 also included Romeo and Juliet, Julius Caesar, Hamlet, King Lear, and The 
Merchant of Venice and ten or more anonymous plays which could conceivably be 
by Green. In addition to the plays of Shakespeare already mentioned, Herz lists: 
A Comedy of Errors, The Taming of the Shrew, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and a 
related play Peter Squenz (Quince), Titus Andronicus, Othello, The Winter’s Tale, and 
the apocryphal London Prodigal, A Yorkshire Tragedy, Mucedorus and The Two Noble 
Kinsmen.  
Herz groups the plays under the name of each playwright, so it is not possible to 
tell whether a play belonged exclusively to any one troupe. Moreover, some 
German playwrights such as Prince Henry Julius (d.1613) already mentioned, and 
Jacob Ayrer (d.1607) seemed to have knowledge of other plays by Shakespeare 
such as Merry Wives and The Tempest. Interestingly there is nothing of Ben Jonson’s 
performed in Germany. 

    ~¶~ 




