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Elizabeth Winkler and Sir Derek Jacobi interviewed by Stephanie
Merritt at the London Library on 6th June 2024

Reviewed by Rosemary Loughlin

With all the drama in the run up to the
London Library event featuring Elizabeth
Winkler and Sir Derek Jacobi being
interviewed by literary critic and writer

Stephanie Merritt (who writes under her own name and also the pseudonym 8. J.
Parris), the event itself was a rather staid affair with no hecklers or hostile

questions.
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Members of the DVS may recall the press exposure in The Independent, The
Telegraph and The Daily Mail recounting veteran crank and sanctimonious, self-
styled high priest of Stratfordianism, Oliver Kamm’s attempt to get the event
cancelled, even writing to the Chairman of the Library in that vein. Good sense
prevailed — the event went ahead, but not before tickets sold out like hot cakes
following the press exposure.

So, one could be forgiven for having high expectations for drama. Arriving
eatly, I observed a motley crew of old faces and new, including many bookish and
arty looking types. An enormous room hosting the event — walls lined from floor
to ceiling with books — was packed out. The format was question and answer and
began with Elizabeth giving some background to her defiant yet coolly factual
book, along with some choice quotes from Shakespeare authorship questioners of
old. Sir Derek told us how he had no history of acting in his family. Nevertheless,
he felt naturally drawn to acting, but not Shakespeare, until he came down with
rheumatic fever and had to spend a year in bed, where he read a lot about
Shakespeare along with one of his works. It was Charlton Ogburn that brought
the authorship question to his attention. For Sir Derek, Shakespeare was like ‘an
impenetrable forest’ at first. He recalled that his most memorable role was playing

Hamlet, doing so in Elsinore and in front of the Pyramids.

Elizabeth recounted how she had been a lover of Shakespeare from an eatly
age — an English teacher suggested someone else could have written the sonnets
and this lodged in her head. She was shocked by the blowback to her A#antic
article and subsequent book — Shakespeare Was a Woman and Other Heresies, quickly
realising that having a rational discussion on the subject of Shakespeare authorship
was not possible.

Sir Derek humorously commented that actors, in contrast to scholars, are
much more generous: they don’t ‘attack’, rather they ‘ignore’. Elizabeth noted the
snobbish attitude of some scholars, dismissing actors who toy with the question
as ust actors’. She wryly commented on the religious undertones of what us
authorship sceptics term ‘Stratfordianism’, noting that so little being known about
Shakspere in the context of writing seems to nevertheless ‘increase the faith’, with
Stratford-upon-Avon being an ‘English Bethlehem’.
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Stephanie asked both speakers who was their preferred candidate and Sir
Derek announced to no one’s surprise: ‘I am an Oxfordian’. Elizabeth said she
preferred to take a journalistic approach to the question, but did cite George
Puttenham’s 1589 remarks in The Arte of English Poetry about Oxford’s secret
writings:

And in her Majesty’s time that is now there is sprung up another crew of
courtly makers, noblemen and gentlemen of her Majesty’s own servants,
who have written excellently well, as it would appear if their doings could
be found out and made public with the rest. Of which number is first that
noble gentleman Edward Earl of Oxford.

~~
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