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A never writer, to an ever reader. Newes 
A puzzling problem for Stratfordians and Oxfordians 

By Jack M. Shuttleworth 

Abstract 
The 1609 first quarto of Troilus and Cressida was interrupted early in its printing 
with a change in title and an inserted Epistle with the heading ‘A neuer writer, to 
an euer reader. Newes.’  The new title removed the claim that the play had been 
performed by The Kings Men at the Globe. The heading to the Epistle cryptically 
suggests to a knowing reader a Not E Vere writer and an E Vere reader, rather 
than the alternative interpretation of an E Vere writer to an E Vere reader. This 
article examines the content of the Epistle which ambiguously implies the play’s 
author was still alive. The conclusion suggests three people – William Stanley, Ben 
Jonson, and Susan Vere Herbert – who had knowledge of the author and the 
influence to effect a change in title. The title change and the Epistle clearly touch 
on and reflect an Oxfordian answer to the Shakespeare Authorship Question. 

Introduction 
The ‘Epistle’ precedes the 1609 Quarto titled ‘The Famous Historie of Troylus 
and Cresseid./ Excellently expressing the beginning/ of their loues, with the 
conceited wooing/ of Pandarus Prince of Licia.’ It has no claim that it had 
previously been acted by anyone. This title and Epistle occur in the second version 
of the Quarto (Qb), inserted mid-printing1 to replace the original title (Qa) which 
reported the play had been acted by ‘the Kings Majesties servants at the Globe.’  
The removal of the claimed performance by the Kings Men appears to be the 
cause of the change, for political or personal reasons unknown. This 1609 Quarto 
is the first printed version despite a Stationer’s Registry entry in 1603 for Mr. 
Roberts to print ‘The booke of Troilus and Cresseda as yt is acted by my lo: 
Chamberlens Men,’ ‘when he has gotten sufficient authority for it.’ The authority 
to print, either from the Lord Chamberlain, the Master of Revels, religious censors, 
or the acting company itself, apparently was never granted. Hence, no 1603 
printing exists, though we can reasonably assume a manuscript of some sort had 
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been extant in the late 1590s. An even earlier version known as The History of 
Agamemnon & Vlises was performed before the Queen by Oxford’s Boys in 1584 
(Chambers, Vol 1, p.448), possibly forming the basis for the war stories in the 1609 
version. 

Together, the interrupted 1609 printing history and, particularly, the Epistle, 
remain a mystery, especially to traditional Stratfordian scholars, confined as they 
are by the Stratford myth. They can offer no explanation for the printing 
disruption or The Epistle. For example, the traditional Clark and Wright 1911 
Globe edition ignores both the 1603 entry and The Epistle; the Bevington 
Shakespeare (4th ed.) prints a modernized text of the Epistle and blithely describes 
the ‘grand possessors’ as ‘Shakespeare’s Acting Company.’ The Signet Shakespeare 
also prints a modernized text and identifies the ‘grand possessors’ as ‘the 
actor/sharers of the Kings Company’ and notes that the Epistle is unsigned. 
[Misleadingly applying ‘grand’ to actors, as Stratfordian editors do, is certainly an 
inaccurate anachronism, since actors, even those in a nobleman’s company, were 
not considered ‘grand’ i.e. ‘eminent; great in reputation, position’ OED 3.b.]  Anne 
Barton, in my well-worn 1974 Riverside edition, prints the old spelling Epistle as 
part of the textual notes without comment. In her introduction to the play, she 
asks ‘Why would a hard-working man of the theatre like Shakespeare compose a 
full-length drama not intended for the stage which he also declined to release for 
publication?’ (p.443). She, of course, has no answer. Kenneth Muir in the Oxford 
edition includes a modernized version of The Epistle and suggests the ‘grand 
possessors’ were ‘possibly the owner of the manuscript but more likely the actors 
who did not like to release any of Shakespeare’s comedies’ (p.194). 

 Kenneth  Palmer in the 1994 Arden edition, however, perceptively notes that 
‘The writer of the Epistle . . . seems to be an interested party [who] insisted that 
Troilus was “a new play”, but while he may have been right in implying that the 
play had not hitherto been widely known, it does not follow that he thought, or 
meant, that it had only recently been written.’ (p.21) 

Although The Epistle could be merely a publisher’s squib to promote sales, I 
think that the Arden editor is correct that it was ‘an interested party’ who wrote it.  
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I believe Oxfordians can provide a reasonable explanation to what the 
Stratfordians see as inexplicable and mysterious.  

Figure 1 (reproduced below verbatim in a more familiar style) 
 
 
                                                             
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
https://digitalcollections.folger.edu/img16638               
See full text as Figure 2 and 3 on p.22 below 

A never writer, to an ever 

reader. Newes. 

[E]Ternal reader, you haue heere a new 
play, neuer stal’d with the Stage, 

     neuer clapper-clawed with the palmes 
[Ornamental E] of the vulger, and yet passing full of 

the palme comicall; for it is a birth of 
your braine, that neuer vunder-tooke 
any thing commicall, vainely: And 

were but the vaine names of commedies changed for the 
titles of Commodities, or of Plays for Pleas; you should 
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see all those grand censors, that now stile them such 10 
vanities, flock to them for the maine grace of their 
grauities: especially this authors Commedies, that are 
so fram’d to the life, that they serue for the most com- 
mon Commentaries, of all the actions of our liues, shew- 
ing such a dexteritie, and power of witte, that the most 
displeased with Playes, are pleasd with his Commedies. 
And all such dull and heauy-witted worldlings, as were 
neuer capable of the witte of a Commedie, coming by 
report of them to his representations, haue found that 
witte there, that they neuer found in them-selues, and 20 
haue parted better wittied then they came: feeling an 
edge if witte set vpon them, more then euer they 
dreamd they had braine to grinde it on. So much and 
such sauored salt of witte is in his Commedies, that they 
seeme (for their height of pleasure) to be borne in that 
 sea that brought forth Venus. Amongst all there is  
none more witty then this: And had  I time I would 
comment upon it, though I know it needs not, (for so 

                            THE EPISTLE 

much as will make you thinke your testerne well be- 
stowd) but for so much worth, as euen poore I know to be   30 
stuft in it.  It deserues such a labour as well as the best 
Commedy in Terence or Plautus. And beleeue this, 
that when hee is gone, and his Commedies out of sale, 
you will scramble for them, and set vp a new English 
Inquisition.  Take this for a warning, and at the perrill 
of your pleasures losse, and Iudgements, refuse not, nor 
like this the lesse, for not being sullied, with the smoaky 
breath of the multitude, but thanke fortune for the  
scape it hath made amongst you. Since by the grand  
possessors wills I beleeue you should haue prayd for them   40 
rather then be prayd. And so I leaue all such to bee 
        prayd for (for the states of their wits healths) 
                          that will not praise it. 
   Vale. 
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The heading ‘A never writer to an ever reader’ immediately leads anyone 
familiar with Edward de Vere’s frequent use of Ever in various forms to suspect 
an allusion to his name, E Vere.  Hence, ‘A never writer’ could easily be read as 
‘an E Vere writer,’ though I believe it more likely that ‘never writer’ means ‘Not E 
Vere writer;’ that is, The Epistle is not written by de Vere.  The words ‘your braine’ 
in line 6 are open to interpretation: they may refer to the knowing readers who 
always understood more than mere comedy in de Vere’s works; ‘your braine’ may 
instead hint at a revision for what perhaps should read ‘his braine’ to refer to the 
author’s, not the reader’s, especially given the later  pronoun shift in lines 12 and 
16 to ‘this author’ and ‘his Commedies’  and the later warning that ‘when hee is 
gone’ readers will scramble for his works.  

Admittedly the origin of the Epistle is unclear; it may have been prepared for 
the 1603 Stationers’ entry and remained with whoever had that version of the play. 
Thus, de Vere could have originally written it, as Alexander Waugh speculates in 
the April 2018 De Vere Society Newsletter (p.31)2  Though the unfocused way it is 
written (and the  generous praise for the author) makes it more likely the Epistle 
was either updated or created by one of the ‘grand possessors’ who adopted or 
revealed an aristocratic tone toward ‘the vulger.’ He (or she) clearly attempts to 
establish that the Epistle was not the product of a professional writer, but someone 
familiar with Shake-speare’s works as an ‘ever reader,’ an E Vere reader. Given the 
well-known frequency of hidden allusions, cryptic names, and pseudonyms, 
reading ‘never’ and ‘ever’ in these ways seems reasonable, considering what follows 
in the body of the text. 

Addressing ‘Eternal reader,’ the Ever Reader is speaking to those who know 
the works of Shake-speare, not from their theatre performance, but from the plays’ 
texts, i.e., those literate, educated patrons of booksellers. When The Epistle and a 
new title page were inserted mid-printing, someone powerful enough to compel 
the change and knowledgeable about the author’s history, perhaps one of ‘the 
grand possessors,’ wanted to set the record straight that this complex, satiric play 
had not been performed in public theaters subject to ‘the palmes of the vulger.’ 
Peter Alexander has famously argued that ‘the audience for Troilus and Cressida was 
a male one’ where ‘an acquaintance with the story is taken for granted.’ He also 
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suggested the Inns of Court as the likely location, an explanation widely accepted.3  
This ‘new’ play is full of the ‘palme comicall’ but the play’s author ‘never 

under-took any thing comicall, vainely’; hence, the ‘grand censors’ like the Lord 
Mayor, the Master of Revels, even some Puritans would flock to his plays for the 
‘maine grace of their gravities.’ Note that the plays have such ‘witte’ that ‘they 
seeme (for their height of pleasure) to be borne in that sea that brought forth 
Venus.’  Surely the reference is meant to link the play directly to Shakespeare’s best-
selling Venus and Adonis. The Epistle writer further points out that more comment 
is really needless to justify even the expense of a ‘testerne’ [sixpence], since the 
play ‘deserves . . . as well as the best Commedy’ in Terence or Plautus.4  

 A most significant and ambiguous comment comes with a warning ‘that when 
hee is gone, and his Commedies out of sale, you will scramble for them.’ Given 
that George Eld in 1609 was also printing Shake-speare’s Sonnets, for Thomas 
Thorpe, whoever wrote The Epistle certainly knew who Shake-speare was, knew 
that the Stratford man was still alive, that Edward de Vere, either in 1603 was in 
ill health, or had died five years earlier.  

The question becomes, then, why maintain the illusion that the author was 
still alive? The answer almost certainly remains with ‘the grand possessors’ who 
willingly or not allowed or regretted ‘the scape’ of Troilus and Cressida in its 1609 
form. Since Troilus likely reflects and pointedly satirizes events and people of the 
Elizabethan court, many still alive, discretion likely suggested maintaining the 
public illusion that William Shake-speare was the playwright while providing the 
enigmatic clues to those who knew the true author. 

The origin of the Epistle is further complicated when we consider that while 
living in London, William Stanley, Earl of Derby, and his wife Elizabeth Vere, 
Edward de Vere’s eldest daughter, lived close to de Vere and his second wife, 
Elizabeth Trentham; the two couples frequently spent time together.5 In the 1590s 
Stanley had been rumoured to be penning plays. Derby was also closely associated 
with the Earls of Pembroke and Montgomery whom he named as two of three 
trustees for his son James when he made over his estates to his son after Elizabeth 
Vere Stanley died in 1626. 

Ben Jonson was well acquainted with both George Eld and the Herbert–
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Sidney–Vere family. In addition to printing Troilus and the Sonnets in 1609, Eld was 
well known in drama circles; he had earlier printed Ben Jonson’s Sejanus and 
Volpone as well as dramatic works by John Marston and George Chapman. In 1610 
Eld printed a translation of St. Augustine’s City of God with a dedication to William 
Herbert, 3rd Earl of Pembroke. The same year Ben Jonson was rewarded with a 
pension by Pembroke.  Jonson, of course, knew the Earl of Montgomery and his 
Countess, Lady Susan Vere, Edward de Vere’s youngest daughter, who took part 
in several of Jonson’s masques. 

Thus, the most likely ‘Not E Vere’ writers are:  
(1)  William Stanley, Earl of Derby, who was closely associated with de Vere 

in the 1590s and later. He seems certain to have had a hand in revising 
plays like As You Like It and Measure for Measure. He also certainly had a 
hand in the 1622 Othello printed by Thomas Walkley, long associated 
with the Earls of Derby. 

(2)  Ben Jonson, whose view of play-goers may be echoed in the language of 
‘clapper-clawd’ (also in the text of Troilus at V. iv. 1) and ‘the smoaky 
breath of the multitude.’  

(3)  Susan Vere Herbert, Countess of Montgomery, concerned for her 
father’s and her family’s legacy. As one of the likely Grand Possessors 
she could well have had a hand in the publication, likely with the 
knowledge and cooperation of her sister Elizabeth Stanley. Of course, 
none of the three appears in any Stratfordian account of the Epistle. 

We will likely never know the Epistle’s origin or who imposed the title change. 
Like so much of the authorship question, it remains unknown and likely 
unknowable.  

However, the certainty that Edward de Vere’s was the principal voice in the 
plays and poems provides solutions simply not available to a traditional 
Stratfordian. 

 

   ~¶~ 
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Figure 2a & b, T&C 1609 Qb, p2–3 
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End notes 
1. Of the known 15 copies of the 1609 Troilus three are Qa, the earlier version 

titled The History of Troylus/and Cresseida/ As it was acted by the Kings 
Maiesties servants at the Globe written by William Shakespeare. /LONDON /
Imprinted by G. Eld for R. Bonian  and H. Wallley and/ are to be sold at the 
spred Eagle in Paules/ Churchyard, over against the / great North-doore.
/1609./
The remaining twelve (Qb) are titled THE/ Famous Historie of/ Troylus and 
Cresseid./Excellently expressing the beginning of their loves, with the conceited 
wooing of Pandarus, Prince of Licia/ Written by Willliam Shakespeare [with 
identical printers’ information]. Cited by Kevin Gilvary, Dating Shakespeare’s 
Plays, p.316. Typographical and bibliographic evidence of the interruption also 
cited in Chambers, William Shakespeare, II, 438–9.

2. Alexander Waugh, ‘Oxford as ‘Shakespeare’  De Vere Society Newsletter, April 
2018, p.31.

3. Peter Alexander, Shakespeare (London: OUP, 1964), p.247. Leslie Hotson in 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets Dated and Other Essays goes farther, identifying Troilus as the 
presumed missing Love’s Labour’s Won and arguing it was probably performed at 
the Middle Temple in 1598 or earlier. He speculates that The Epistle was likely 
written by a witty young lawyer from the Temple as early as 1603. Hotson’s 
theory that Troilus was Love’s Labour’s Won is largely
disproven by T.W. Baldwin’s discovery of an anonymous book-seller’s listing of 
a published copy of LLW extant  in 1603. See Shakspere’s Love’s Labor’s Won 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1957), Pp. 39–42).

4. Ben Jonson in ‘To the Memory of my beloved, The Author’ observes that
‘Neat Terence, witty Plautus now not please.’ (Shakespeare’s First Folio, front 
matter).

5. B.M. Ward (1928) cites George Fenner in Calendar of State Papers, Domestic. 
277.34.35: ‘The Earl of Derby busied only in penning comedies for the 
common players.’ and provides an ‘Interlude’ on the association between the 
Earls of Derby and Oxford during the 1590s (p.315–28) Also see John Rollett, 
William Stanley as Shakespeare: Evidence of Authorship by the Sixth Earl of Derby, 
McFarland  & Co., 2015, p.106.
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