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The Covid Pandemic was an ill wind, but it did blow a bit of good for those 
students whose lives are normally too full for them to pass on the fruit of their 
studies. In the United Kingdom it was accompanied by a fierce lock-down, which 
freed those students and forced them to pass their time in bringing forward 
studies and mature reflections. 

  Such a reaction results in the appearance of Eddi Jolly’s new book. Eddi is a 
long-service Oxfordian, but she wants her book and its conclusions to achieve 
maximum circulation, which means that Oxfordianism never breathes its name 
in the book. Its value lies in the realisation that it portrays the full spread of her 
studies into the effect of the playwright’s own knowledge upon the actual plays 
he writes. How and where the Stratford illiterate obtained that expertise is not 
discussed, and therefore the play dating is not a subject on which this book 
should be consulted. Thus the Frenchiness of the language in Edmund Ironside 
has to be passed over notwithstanding the claims of Eric Sams1  for its ‘orthodox’ 
authorship, let alone Oxfordian dating suggestions2. To link Shakespeare’s 
biography the ‘orthodox’ and with them our author can really only find that his 
landlord in Silver Street, London (temp. 1602 to 1611) is a French refugee Court 
ladies’ hat maker.  

However (and it is a very big ‘However’), the book is beyond value on the topics 
our author wishes to cover. First, there is a study on how after 1066 the English 
of the vanquished interacted with and finally triumphed over the Norman 
French of the conquerors, helped by political developments such as the loss of 
Normandy and the rest of the Angevin Empire in France a hundred and fifty 
years later. This scenario is studied by Shakespeare in King John, being as 
Oxfordians would say a re-write of Oxford’s own The Troublesome Reign. To the 
orthodox it must be puzzling that Shakespeare bothered with Thomas of 
Woodstock and Richard II, or even Henry IV, as they show a not particularly 
glorious chunk of English history. The triumphs of Henry V are readily 
understandable but the picture of decline and collapse into Civil War less so. 
Political the playwright is able to show at the end of Richard III, and in Henry VIII 
the glorification the Queen and her Tudor ancestors, ignoring the non-canonical 



Sir Thomas More. This might be thought to devalue the historical study aspect 
save that the comprehensive and lush survey of the French allusions of the 
History plays will be a matter of wonderment to any scholar. 

As I suggest there are gaps in the historicity element of the study. Where Eddi 
triumphs is in her studies of those French characters whose influence on the 
plays is radical, even though the ‘how’ whereby Shakespeare gained the 
playwright’s expertise is not discussed. In the case of the Heptameron of 
Marguerite of Angoulême (1492 – 1549), stories told by a company thrown 
together in form like Chaucer’s Pilgrims and Boccaccio’s Decameron, many of 
the tales and passages themselves resonate inside Shakespeare’s plays. A 
second lady is Catherine de’ Medici (1519 – 89): she became the patroness of a 
circle of educated ladies at Court and acquire a reputation for consulting 
astrologists and the like. This Shakespeare touches on in Measure for Measure, 
Macbeth and Othello. Her policies were instrumental in the disastrous French 
religious civil wars of the second half of the sixteenth century.   

The most relevant play from the French historical and cultural perspective is 
Love’s Labours Lost which faithfully mirrors the bachelor study circle of 
philosophy set up by Henry III, Catherine’s third son who becomes King in 1574 
even like Measure for Measure to the point of including imperfectly disguised 
French Courtiers, as well as portraying the negotiations between the King’s 
Catholic Party and the Protestant Navarre party at Nerac in 1579. As an 
Oxfordian I cannot understand how on earth Shakespeare expected to make a 
living writing a play on such esoteric circumstance and have it acted fifteen years 
later. Frances Yates the great expert on the culture of the period (and quoted in 
the book p.145) says the play “bristles throughout with allusions to 
contemporary events” (of 1579 when Shakespeare turned 15!). 

A witness to those events is Eddi’s third French lady, Marguerite of Valois (1553 
-1615), Queen to Henri IV King of Navarre and then 1589 -1610 of France. She 
records the death by rejected love of one her ladies Helen de Tournon, but in 
looking at All’s Well That Ends Well, Eddi does risk mentioning the Oxfordian 
autobiographical parallel in a throw-away line or so, but she does suggest that 
Ophelia’s fate in Hamlet is mirrored. That leads us on to a study of the source-
influence of the author Belleforest, where Eddi has a formidable track record3. 

This mere catalogue does not do justice to the analysis of Shakespeare’s French 
language command, its puns and filthy jokes4, as well as the social manners and 
noble skills, which Eddi sets out in the fascinating detail. The general study and 



these analyses makes this book essential and thoroughly recommended not only 
to the specialist but to the general literary reader. 

 

1 Sams : Shakespeare’s Lost Play: Edmund Ironside (Wildwood House 1986) 

2 Malim : Shakespeare’ Revolution (Austin Macauley 2022) p.50 

3 Jolly :  The First Two Quartos of Hamlet (McFarland  2014) 

4 The English teaching scene in Henry V (III, iv) terminates abruptly with clever 
obscenity. How many knew that (not I for one) ? 
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