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Shakespeare’s French Connection: How the History, Literature and Culture
of France Permeate the Plays
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As Margrethe Jolly observes in her Introduction, this book is  |[EEEIe

of France Permeate the Plays

a natural sequel to her work on Belleforest in her 2014 book
The First Two Quartos of Hamilet.

Review by Elizabeth Imlay

Once again Margrethe, aka our respected colleague Eddi, has provided the
world of scholarship with a splendid compilation of facts and ideas which
illuminate the mind of ‘Shakespeare’ the author. It is not only Oxfordians who will
benefit from it, if there is any justice in the Stratfordian camp. The latter has been
given more consideration than we may think it deserves, for Jolly has not set out
to be combative, and any half-reasonable Stratfordian should find her work
acceptable and indeed admirable. ‘Almost every play has a French connection’ says
Jolly. “The range of details is huge.’

It is Oxfordians who will benefit most from Jolly’s painstaking sleuthing
through the entire Shakespeare oeuvre, as they will be most receptive to the
obvious links to the career of the Seventeenth Earl, and his knowledge of France,
and the French will present no problems for them. But what I also found so
valuable is that in the process she reveals great sweeps of history and brings to life
personalities of whom I was totally unaware. I did not realise the extent of my
ignorance about European, especially French, affairs and people who would have
been completely familiar to educated English people of the sixteenth century.

Right at the start, she provides a most useful “Timeline’, a table starting
effectively with Philip II of France in the early Middle Ages and ending with the
publication of the Memuoires of Marguerite de Valois in 1628. This is the period the
book covers, including its major publications, translations, monarchs, aristocrats
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and writers. The maps drawn by Colin Jolly are also of great assistance, particularly
in detailing the extent of English possessions in France and how they came to be
lost.

Relations between England and its neighbour France were of course the major
political consideration up to and during the Reformation period. Jolly goes right
back to the Norman invasion to illustrate the complexity of the relationship and
the degree of influence which French exerted on the native Old English language.
She demonstrates how English historians relied on French chroniclers such as
Froissart, and how widely Shakespeare read in them, to ‘create dramas which
present a markedly individual and powerful view of English history.”

There was also a major cultural consideration. The English Renaissance was
behind the French one in most respects. Ideas coming through from the classical
past often took the route via French translators such as Amyot. He has always been
a shadowy figure for me, but Jolly has filled out his life with an account of his
career and his ambition to make French as good a language as Greek and Latin.

She has done even more in shedding light into the lives of French women such
as Joan of Arc and introducing me to scholars and personalities like Marguerite of
Angouléme. French women often headed brilliant and sophisticated coteries,
which seem to have influenced ‘Shakespeare’s” view of the female intellect.
Catherine de Medici and Marguerite de Valois are also given expansive and
generous coverage. It shows how important high-born women were as bargaining
pieces in treaties between nations, and how little control they usually exerted over

their own futures.

In detail after detail, Jolly tempts the reader with possible sources of
Shakespeare’s inspiration. Was his concept of Lady Macbeth influenced by the
Catherine de Medici’s instigation of the St Bartholomew’s Day massacre, and her
son Charles IX’s subsequent sleeplessness?

So — a book heartily recommended to Oxfordians and to all other scholars of
English literature.
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