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I AM A WEAKISH SPELLER 

By Eddi Jolly 

Abstract 
Exactly how the Earl of Oxford became one of those courtiers who concealed his 
authorship, potentially of the canon of plays now known as Shakespeare’s, is 
unknown. But it is enlightening to investigate some of the ways in which allusions, 
serious and playful references, codes and images were an integral part of the 
Elizabethan world. ‘Of Shakespeare and Pseudonyms’ (DVS Newsletter, October 
2000, p.12–18) explored reasons for pseudonyms, examples, printers’ devices and 
rebuses, and began to touch upon the use of codes in the developing world of 
Elizabethan espionage. ‘ ‘Spies’ and ‘Battalions’ ’ (DVS Newsletter, Vol. 31, No. 2 
Spring 2024, p.12–22) explored the evolution of codes and spying from classical 
times to Lord Burghley. In Remaines Concerning Britain (1605) William Camden, 
whom we would recognize first and foremost as a serious historian, noted that 
rebuses and anagrams were an integral part of intellectual life in Elizabeth’s reign. 
These anagrams are the subject of the following article. 

Alexander Waugh once suggested that Oxford’s pseudonym was an ‘open 
secret’. The background revealed in these three articles demonstrates the whole 
sweep from codes and political secrets to linguistic and visual in-jokes familiar to 
those in Elizabeth’s court. It is clear that the cultural context of the day was ripe 
for supporting a pseudonym like ‘Shake-speare’. 

Introduction 
‘ ‘Spies’ and ‘Battalions’ ’ (DVS Newsletter, Vol. 31, No. 2, Spring 2024, p.12–22) 
demonstrated how widespread codes and ciphers had become in diplomatic and 
court circles during the late sixteenth century. Thomas Smith, Burghley, the Queen 
herself – these were among the people Oxford knew and who were familiar with 
ciphers and codes, useful for diplomacy, and interesting for intellectuals. 

Another linguistic interest for Elizabethans was the use of anagrams, though 
not always in the way we identify them today. Modern cruciverbalists know that an 
anagram in a crossword is accurate, letter for letter, so that CARTHORSE and 
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ORCHESTRA have exactly the same letters, just rearranged. It is a little different 
in earlier times. 

Anagrams fascinated John Donne, Ben Jonson and George Herbert;1 
Christopher Ricks comments and sees Shakespearean times as the ‘heyday of the 
anagram’.2 Helen Vendler has explored such patterns, embracing ‘anagrammatic 
filaments’, in The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, seeing for example the overlap of 
letters in Sonnet 14, ‘Not from the stars do I my judgement pluck’, with play on 
astronomy, constant, stars, art. Much closer to the time, William of Drummond 
commented on the delights of an anagram: 

An Anagram, which turneth in an Hemistich or half Verse, is most pleasant.3 

Drummond, whom Ben Jonson visited, apparently reported that Jonson 
‘scorned Anagrams’. However, as Ricks points out, in the masque, Hymenaei 
(1606), Jonson gives us this: 

And see, where IVNO, whose great name 
Is VNIO, in the anagram, 
Displayes her glistering state, and chaire,  
As she enlightened all the ayre. 

(It is also difficult to miss the graphic and aural effect of ‘chaire’ and ‘ayre’, 
especially knowing the modern spellings.) That isn’t a particularly remarkable 
anagram, but Jonson also borrows one of those which Camden records. Camden 
was, of course, headmaster at Westminster school, and a friend and mentor to Ben 
Jonson, who shows his appreciation of Camden in Epigram XIV: 

CAMDEN! Most reverend head, to whom I owe 
All that I am in arts, all that I know … 

It is in his Speeches at Prince Henry’s Barriers (1610) that Jonson shows us this 
borrowing: 

Now when the Iland hath regain’d her fame 
Intire, and perfect, in the ancient name, 
And that a monarch æquall good and great, 
Wise, temperate, iust, and stout, claimes ARTHURS seat.4 



 Vol. 31, No. 4, Autumn 2024 
02Apro 

0

The de Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk     26 

‘[C]laimes ARTHURS seat’ is Camden’s anagram of Charles James Stuart (the <i> 
becomes a <j>), i.e. James I, the king. Jonson is apparently confirming James’ right 
to the throne; Jonson is not a subtle flatterer here. 

The wonderful Oxford English Dictionary (OED) cites examples of the word 
‘anagram’ and its cognates and its earliest dates of use: 

Anagram  1589 Puttenham The Art of English Poesie 
Anagrammatised 1590 Marlowe Faustus 

1609 Jonson Silent Women 
Anagrammatical  
Anagrammatically 
Anagrammatism 

1605 Camden Remains Concerning Britain 

Which brings us back to Camden, friend of the editor of the First Folio. William 
Camden was a contemporary of the Earl of Oxford, being born a year later in 
1551 and dying in the year the First Folio was printed. Educated at Christ’s 
Hospital, St. Paul’s and Oxford University, Camden became a classical scholar. In 
1575 he began his career at Westminster School, prepared a Greek grammar for 
his students, and became headmaster in 1593. In 1597 he also became Clarenceux, 
King of Arms, at the College of Heraldry. He was a friend of Abraham Ortelius, 
who persuaded him to write his Britannia (in Latin, 1586), which was dedicated to 
Lord Burghley, his ‘great friend and patron’.5 Camden’s Annals of Elizabeth was 
published in 1615, and his Remains Concerning Britain (started in 1583 and completed 
in 1597), in 1605. Remains was expanded prior to republication in 1614. 

The incomplete index of fourteen topic areas follows the title on the title page 
of Remains. We will ignore Allusions, and resist the brief additional section on 
Rebus, or Name-Devises, in which Camden gives examples of this ‘wit-craft’ by 
knights, a Warden of New College, an abbot, archbishop and various deans, 
although this does show how widespread the use of rebuses was. Indeed, Camden 
also demonstrates how long-standing this usage was, for ‘in the Coins of Julius 
Cæsar we have seen an Elephant, for so Cæsar signifieth in the Mauritanian 
tongue’.6  

Next listed is a section on Anagrams [sic], which begins with a definition: 
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The only Quintessence that hitherto the Alchymy of wit could 
draw out of names is, Anagrammatisme or Metagrammatisme, 
which is a dissolution of a Name truly written into his Letters as 
his Elements, and a new connexion by artificial transposition, 
without addition, subtraction, or change of any Letter into 
different words, making some perfect sense applycable to the 
person named. 

The changing around of letters is as today; the attempt to change the letters to 
something relevant to the person is not usually part of today’s use of anagrams 
(although many enjoy martial and marital as anagrams). Moreover, today anagrams 
go well beyond persons’ names. 

The second paragraph explains that not everyone practises such precision. So 
the ‘Licentiats’ are considered ‘licentious’ and may ‘pardon themselves for doubling 
or rejecting a letter, if the sense fall aptly, and think it no injury to use E for Æ, V 
for W, S for Z, and C for K, and contrariwise’.7 In other words, for some there 
was flexibility in anagrammatising. 

Camden illustrates the lengthy history8 of this ‘troublesome joy’. It seems that 
at times people have thought that ‘Names are divine notes, and divine notes do 
notifie future events; so that events consequently must lurk in names’, which – 
supposedly – anagrammatising them can reveal. Or not, which make some ‘scratch 
their heads … tear their papers’. Camden tells us that the French started enjoying 
anagrams in their renaissance, which begins in the times of François I. Camden 
indicates that in England it has been a fashionable pastime for forty years (though 
whether we backtrack from 1583, 1597, 1605 or 1614 or some time in between is 
unclear). This makes it a relatively recent pastime, which explains the dates for 
earliest citations in the OED. 

Let us turn aside for a moment to François I of France (born 1494, reigning 
from 1515–1547). He had a sister two years older than him, Marguerite de Navarre 
(1492–1549), who assembled a collection of short stories in her Heptameron, first 
published in 1558. This continues the tradition of Boccaccio’s Decameron, and 
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, of having a number of narrators telling each other 
stories. The Heptameron is distinctive, for it has five male and five female narrators, 
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and their discussion before and after the tales, with their views upon them, is 
significant. Note the equality in numbers, and note too that the discussion can be 
lengthy, sometimes as critical in what it tells us about women in France as the tales 
themselves. The tales are racy and were popular (‘the favourite reading of English 
ladies in the first decades of Elizabeth’s reign’9). William Painter would later 
translate some sixteen altogether, as found in the latest editions of his Palace of 
Pleasure. However, unfortunately, Painter truncates the discussion. This shows the 
female narrators are feisty women, a feistiness which Hugh Richmond sees as 
contributing to the feistiness of Shakespeare’s women.10 (It is particularly 
interesting to read these tales at a time when the feminine touch is considered as 
present in the plays.11) One of the supposed conditions of the storytelling is that 
the tales are true. The storytellers’ names are noteworthy: 

The names of these characters are bizarre at first sight. The general 
principle behind them, however, appears to be this: a historical 
individual’s name is rearranged to form an anagram, not a 
meaningless anagram, but one which suggests the personal attributes 
of the character to whom it is applied.12   

This is where the fun begins, for scholars are striving to identify these people. For 
example, Oisille may be Louise de Savoie, Marguerite’s mother, or Louise de Daillon. 
The name, a female bird, may suggest spiritual flight. Parlamente may be derived 
from perle amante, meaning loving pearl, and therefore apply to Marguerite, which can 
mean pearl. Parlamente’s fictional husband Hircan may be derived from Henri 
(sometimes spelled Henric or Hanric), the name of Margurite’s second husband, 
Henri of Navarre. Hircan suggests Latin hirquinus, goatish, which suits his 
chauvinistic approach to matters of male dominance and rights to sex.13  

This at least gives some indication of Camden’s aptness in seeing anagrams as 
fashionable in renaissance France. But to return to Camden, examples of anagrams 
abound in Remains, mostly between two different languages. Camden offers 
instances from Greek into Greek, French into French, French into Latin, English 
into Latin, English into English, and Latin into Latin. As such, anagrams would 
have been devised by the well-educated, and clearly intended for entertainment. 
An ancient one is ATLAS, who supported heaven, changed to TALAS, meaning 
wretched.14 The one Jonson borrows – ‘Charles James Steuart’ changing from ‘claims 
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Arthur’s seat’ (slightly different from his version in the extra placing of <e>) – is 
one of the relatively few English to English ones. Camden even knows and names 
the authors of some of these. Complimentary anagrams for James, his wife and his 
children have an obvious purpose, and many of the examples are for important 
figures. Disconcertingly, Camden gives one for ‘the late Earl of Essex, whose 
surname is D’eureux’: Vere dux.15   

The conclusion to ‘ ‘Spies’ and ‘Battalions’ ’ suggested that relatively few 
readers of Shakespeare16 might be aware of how widely codes and ciphers were 
used in the Elizabethan court. Is this true of anagrams too? We might fairly 
conclude from Camden’s section on Anagrams that Elizabethans with leisure time 
were also playing with anagrams; it was another way to test their ‘wit-craft’. That 
this learned classical scholar and historian even included a section on anagrams in 
his book shows they were significant at the time. In the absence of modern 
distractions (television, film, music and all the ‘delights’ of our electronic age) it is 
not surprising that codes, ciphers, rebuses and anagrams are among the more 
cerebral activities and entertainments of the Jacobethan age.  

And we know that acrostics were too; Anthony Munday offers one in The 
Mirror of Mutability.17 Interestingly, there has recently been evidence of a modern 
one for apparently conveying a ‘secret’ message. Recently Noelia Voigt, Miss USA, 
wrote a resignation letter which on the surface appears fully appreciative of her 
opportunities in that role. She is supposed to have signed NDAs so that effectively 
she couldn’t criticise the organisation. But curiously, the opening letter of each 
sentence in that resignation letter gives us this: 

In life … 
As individuals … 
My journey …  
Sadly I … 
I am … 
Lifelong friendship … 
Every time … 
Never could … 
Constant and …  
Eternal gratitude … 
Deep down … 
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Old games, new uses. I am tempted to ask, as with the two previous essays, 
how much do readers of Elizabethan drama know about these aspects of the 
background? With these examples in mind, we might well go back to, say, William 
Covell’s Polimenteia, or Jonson’s dedication in the First Folio, and at least be more 
alert to the kinds of wordplay these Elizabethans and Jacobeans revelled in. And 
this fascination with linguistic games is illustrated with the title, the cheeky 
anagram, I am a weakish speller. Accurate in letter usage and in its characterising of 
the writer? Or wordplay on the original name, alluding to the Greek goddess Pallas 
Athene, the warrior goddess who emerged from Zeus’ head fully armed, often 
shown holding a spear, and associated with the arts and sciences? 
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