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The Curious Case of Troilus and Cressida 

By Jack M. Shuttleworth 

Abstract  
The printing history of Shakespeare’s Troilus and 
Cressida is marked by unexplained events including a 
purported 1603 version listed in the Stationers’ 
Register but never printed; a 1609 Quarto in two 
states with disrupted printing and an added Epistle: A 
never writer to an ever reader. Newes and the 1623 First Folio, again with disrupted 
printing and a unique Prologue that states it is ‘not with author’s pen.’ Historical 
background and suggested contributors such as William Stanley, Earl of Derby, 
Ben Jonson, and Susan Vere Herbert, Countess of Montgomery provide possible 
answers to the questions about the play’s printing history that the conventional 
Stratfordian myth cannot explain. 

This talk was presented at the 2025 DVS Spring Meeting on 26 April 2025 and 
refers to two essays in the DVS Newsletter, one in Vol.32, No.2, Spring 2005, p.15–
24) and one in a forthcoming issue. This abstract is reproduced from the same
DVS Newsletter Spring 2025, p.13)

I must confess a private addiction: I have long read detective stories – 
Agatha Christie, Dorothy Sayers, Conan Doyle, and even the occasional Stella 
Rimington, from all of whom I learned to be suspicious of coincidences and 
anomalies. In this greatest literary detective story we are engaged in, I ask you to 
join me as we examine the curious case of anomalies and mysteries in the history 
of Troilus and Cressida, occurrences too troublesome to have happened without 
cause.  

Shakespeare’s, that is Edward de Vere’s, Troilus and Cressida is probably the 
least enjoyable, certainly the most argumentative of his plays, with more extended 
dialogue between characters and within the Trojan and Greek councils of war than 
we find in other plays. For example, the long debates about the justice of keeping 



 Vol. 32, No. 3, Summer 2025 
02Apro 

0 

The De Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk  11 

 

 
 

or returning the stolen Helen speak of grand moral principles, which are 
immediately betrayed: Hector insists that natural law and international custom 
demand that the Trojans return Helen, then abruptly agrees with Troilus that 
‘honour and renown’ are reasons enough that the Trojans fight to keep her 
(II.ii.198). Ulysses’ famous speech to the Greeks on the necessity of Degree and 
fixed order in the state and in the universe is immediately undercut. He and 
Agamemnon plot to rig a lottery to lure the pouting Achilles to return to the fight 
to secure Helen. The sour cynic Thersites comments ‘There’s Ulysses and Nestor, 
whose wit was mouldy ere your grandsires had nails on their toes.’ (II.i.101–2) 
Additionally, this play is the most philosophical of Shake-speare’s: it is a veritable 
catalog of all the concerns that run through his works: honour, loyalty, love, Time’s 
power, hypocrisy, appearance and reality, verbal wit, courtesy, love’s betrayal, a 
wronged woman, social order and decay. 

When Edward de Vere created this play, he drew on two stories familiar to his 
audience: the Fall of Troy and the doomed love story of Troilus and Cressida. 
Both stories were available to readers in several versions, including an earlier play 
Agamemnon and Ulisses, now lost, but probably by de Vere.  We know that he owned 
a copy of Chaucer which likely also included the version of Troilus and Cressida by 
Henryson, the two then commonly bound in the same volume. Over the centuries 
from Chaucer’s tale to the 1580s, Cressida had been transformed into a faithless 
wanton who readily abandoned her Trojan lover when she was trafficked as a 
prisoner to the Greeks. Her one-night tryst with Troilus, the virtuous, wordy, and 
adoring warrior prince, had been aided by her uncle Pandarus, who relished his 
role as a go-between. What makes this Troilus and Cressida different from its 
predecessors is how the author altered the characters, making Troilus less courtly 
or heroic, Cressida more self-knowing and thoughtful, Pandarus as more salacious 
and older (some critics see him as a version of Polonius). In each case they are 
recognizable as real people fully developed, rather than symbols of religious or 
courtly behavior or mythic figures.  
THE FIRST MYSTERY: 1603  
At the time Queen Elizabeth was nearing death, an entry for 7 February 1603 
appeared in the Stationer’s Register. For Master Robertes ‘for his copie in full 
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Court holden this day to print when he hath gotten sufficient aucthority for yt. 
The booke of Troilus and Cresseda as yt is acted by My lord Chamberlins Men.’ 
No evidence exists that such an edition was printed nor that it was ever acted 
publicly. It may have been merely a blocking entry to assert his right to print.  The 
mystery is furthered by the condition ‘when he hath gotten sufficient aucthority 
for it.’ 

To get the necessary authority to print, a Star Chamber decree of 1586 made 
approval by the grand censors – the Archbishop of Canterbury or the Bishop of 
London – a pre-condition; others of importance such as the Master of Revels, the 
Lord Mayor or Lord Chamberlain may have had political or religious influence on 
the approval. Of course, printing was tightly controlled, presses limited in number, 
nothing could be printed to oppose Elizabeth’s religious policies or legal 
ordinances. (Stow’s Annals.) Illicit presses – usually secret Catholic ones – were 
seized and destroyed, their type melted, the printers punished severely. On the 
18th of April 1602, for example, ‘two printers were hanged at Tyburn for printing 
offensive books.’  

 But to understand that the plays were, as Hamlet says, ‘the abstract and brief 
chronicles of the time’ (II.ii.520), we must understand more about events of that 
time, out of which the plays emerge. 

Given circumstances in London in the first years of the 17th century brimming 
with controversy among Anglicans, Puritans, and Catholics, with the largely 
Spanish Catholic threats against the crown continuing, a delay in approval is not a 
surprise. There was the lingering question of the succession; some opposed the 
idea of a Scot, preferring a native Englishman such as the 5th Earl of Derby 
(though suspected of Romish leanings), and there was the problem of Arabella 
Stuart and her potential claim to the throne. Beside the continuing religious 
arguments that culminated in the Civil War, other problems were disturbing the 
Elizabethan peace. For example, in 1599 began a series of disorders, riots in 
London, bombings at the Dutch church, over the presence of about 10,000 
Flemish, Dutch, and French Protestant refugees who were viewed as threats to 
English artisans and businesses. To protect the native English population, the 
migrants were required to join the appropriate trade company or guild and not 
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work privately or were ordered to leave London for the countryside. Vagabond 
groups of masterless men and women plagued the countryside, foraging and 
stealing, making travel unsafe. And the lingering effects of the long wars in the 
Low Countries and Ireland caused unrest from the levies of young men forced to 
join or evade the fighting. The most notorious threat to the throne, however, 
occurred in 1601 when the Queen’s one-time favorite, the Earl of Essex, led a 
rebellion against Elizabeth. He and many of his followers, including the Earl of 
Southampton, were arrested and sent to the Tower; Essex was executed on 25 
February, after much distress at Elizabeth’s court. Popular unrest followed, for he 
was viewed as a hero among many Londoners despite his costly failures in Flanders 
and Ireland. At the same time, the plague grew in intensity, ultimately killing 30,578 
in 1603. When Elizabeth died 24 March, the government was at odds, uncertain 
pending the arrival of James VI of Scotland. Whether the unsettled situation 
delayed Master Robertes’ approval or something else happened, no one knows. 
What happened to the purported play text – returned to the author, to the play 
company, held by Master Robertes? No one knows. This first curiosity remains 
unresolved. 

THE SECOND CURIOUS MYSTERY: 1609  
Two versions of the 1609 Quarto exist with different title pages. The first, called 
Qa by bibliographers, is headed ‘THE HISTORIE 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. 
Walley, and/ are to be sold at the spred Eagle in Paules/ Churchyard over against 
the  /great North-doore./ 1609.’ Three copies of Qa are known. Its printing  was 
interrupted for two changes: a new title heading and an unusual preliminary 
Epistle.   

Twelve copies of the second version, Qb, are known; its title page reads: 
‘THE/ Famous Historie of/ Troylus and Cresseid./ Excellently expressing the 
beginning /of their loves, with the conceited wooing of Pandarus Prince of Litia.’ 
The other details remain the same.  The disrupted printing to delete the reference 
to the Kings men at the Globe and the addition of the Epistle caused some 
irregularities in the pagination which are of no concern to us. 
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Let us turn to the mysterious Epistle and its modernized title: ‘A Never Writer 
to an Ever Reader. News.’ 

My previous article in the DVS Newsletter (Vol.32, No.2, Spring 2025, p.15–
24)  dealt more fully with this singular document. But let me point out that ‘A 
Never Writer’ is likely one of the occasions when de Vere’s name is played with. 
Oxfordians know that his plays and poems often have Ever or variations to hint at 
his name: Consider the Vavasour Echo poem or what Bertram (the Oxford figure) 
in All’s Well That Ends Well says : ‘If she, my liege, can make me know this clearly,/ 
I’ll love her ever, ever dearly.’ (V.iii.313–14) Thus, I believe the  Epistle tells us that 
it was Not E Ver who wrote it for the benefit of the E Ver Reader. The address 
to ‘Eternal reader’ adds to the ambiguity: does it mean the frequent reader of de 
Vere’s works, or the eternal reader of future ages, or both? In either case it is 
unlikely that de Vere wrote it, since he had died five years earlier. Alexander Waugh 
suggested that de Vere might have written the Epistle for the 1603 version and 
that it may have remained with the manuscript (DVS Newsletter, April 2018 p.31). 
I believe that is unlikely, given the unfocused nature of the writing, the shift in 
pronouns, and the generous praise of the author. ‘That when he is gone, and his 
Commedies out of sale, you will scramble for them …’ the implication is that the 
author still lives. But, two months later, and surely not by pure coincidence, 
George Eld printed Shake-speare’s Sonnets with ‘our ever-living poet’ clearly 
indicating Shakespeare (de Vere) was gone. Whoever ‘the grand possessors’ were 
who allowed the manuscripts to escape, certainly knew the author had died, as did 
the writer of the Epistle. And just as surely George Eld, who was well known in 
the drama community, having earlier published Ben Jonson’s Collected Works, 
would have known the poet was dead.  

Unanswered questions remain:  
Why was deleting the name of the King’s Men and their alleged performance 

at the Globe important enough to merit the expensive disruption? Who had the 
knowledge, the influence, even the power to cause the printing disruption, to 
change the title, to delete the reference to the King’s Men, to write and insert The 
Epistle?     
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The answer to why the change almost certainly lies in the political situation at 
the Court and the international complications at the time. Three examples will 
suffice: Arabella Stuart, cousin to King James, was still a problem for him since 
some Catholics were plotting to put her on the throne; the continuing threat of 
Jesuit priests and their secret efforts had not ended; peace negotiations to end the 
unpopular, endless wars were ongoing and Troilus and Cressida depicts an unending, 
pointless war. To have the King’s Men attacking an endless war may have been 
seen as politically unacceptable.  And the depiction of Cressida may have offended 
the misogynistic King.  

I suggest three people who at the time had the knowledge and influence to 
effect these changes: 

1. William Stanley, 6th Earl of Derby, de Vere’s son-in-law, neighbor, friend, and 
likely contributor to several late plays; 

2. Ben Jonson, who had the editorial skills and previous printing arrangements 
with George Eld as well as close ties to the Herbert – Vere family; and 

3. Susan Vere, Countess of Pembroke, who knew Jonson and Eld and had the 
time and family backing (perhaps) to assure her father’s legacy was preserved.  
And beyond that, the influence of the two Herbert brothers – the Earls of 
Pembroke and Montgomery – at court., especially Pembroke. 

Nevertheless, without conclusive answers, the mystery of the 1609 Quarto and its 
unique Epistle remains.  

THE THIRD MYSTERY 1623   
Fourteen years later, in 1623 with the printing of the First Folio, still more 
mysteries arise about Troilus and Cressida. Though we Oxfordians and conventional 
Shakespeare scholars alike consider the publication of the First Folio a major 
moment in literary history, it remains only one title among hundreds published in 
London that year, including a ‘Royal Proclamation against disorderly printing. of 
books.’1And the King’s instructions to the Bishops to rebuke women for their 
dress, hairstyle, and behavior. In the larger world, the wars on the continent 
between the European Protestants and Catholics continued and England’s forces 
led by the fighting Veres were actively involved and sorely threatened. King 
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James’s policy had eased restrictions on English Catholics as part of negotiations 
with Rome and Madrid for the possible marriage of Prince Charles and the Spanish 
Infanta, Maria. James’s policies were widely viewed as a surrender to Gondomar, 
the notorious Spanish ambassador, to Spanish influence and Spanish gold (the 
Treasury was essentially empty). In 1621 James had torn up the Parliament’s Great 
Remonstrance for freedom of speech and asserted his power to act without 
Parliamentary approval. Unsurprisingly, the king encountered strong opposition 
from the dominant Puritans, Anglicans, and other Protestants, and many patriotic 
nationalists, including the Earl of Pembroke. His chaplain had earlier written Vox 
Populi, purporting to be a Spanish plan to bring England under Spanish rule.2  Its 
popularity led to at least four editions. But surprisingly, despite well-known 
widespread opposition to the idea of a Spanish marriage and fears of Spanish 
domination, on February 17, 1623 Prince Charles and the then Marquess, later 
Duke of Buckingham, secretly traveled to Spain to meet the proposed bride. They 
spent weeks at the court of Phillip IV without being allowed to see the Infanta. 
Their escapade was the talk of the court and country. It generated great fear for 
their safety and greater celebration when the Prince returned as both a Protestant 
and a healthy bachelor. 

With this background (and the king’s misogynistic attacks on women’s 
behavior and dress), printing of the First Folio began in Jaggard’s shop early 
February 1622. Sometime later that year, the first anomaly appears. Jaggard 
apparently intended to place Troilus to follow Romeo and Juliet among the tragedies. 
Three pages of Troilus without a Prologue were set in type and printed when 
something happened once again to disrupt the normal process. Bibliographers 
theorize that Jaggard was unable to get the rights for the play from Walley who 
had published the 1609 Quarto. Regardless, of its source, late in the printing, 
Jaggard somehow had obtained a full text with a Prologue that did not exist in 
the 1609 version, and inserted that text between the Histories and the Tragedies, 
too late to include a listing in the Catalogue at the front of the Folio.  The Prologue, 
printed in larger type to fill the added page, summarizes the origin of the Trojan 
War briefly: The Greeks came ‘To ransack Troy, within whose strong 
immures/The ravish’d Helen, Menelaus’ queen/ With wanton Paris sleeps – and 
that’s the quarrel’ (ll.8–9) and then he continues: ‘. .  . hither am I come/ A 
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Prologue arm’d, but not in confidence/ Of author’s pen or actor’s voice . . . ’ 
(ll.23–24).( Naturally,  no Statfordian explains why the prologue does not have the 
confidence of the author’s pen.)  

And with that we come to the final mystery of Troilus and Cressida.   
Where did Jaggard get his new copy of the play with its new Prologue?  It seems 
reasonable to me to think it likely came from one of ‘the grand possessors,’ 
particularly the Earl of Derby.  Here are the reasons:   
1. The Troilus Prologue’s clear statement that he did not have the ‘confidence of 

author’s pen’ seems evidence of Derby’s desire to avoid responsibility for any 
depiction in the play or for its implicit political warning. 

2. Derby almost certainly arranged the 1622 printing of Othello by Thomas 
Walkley at the Eagle and Child, a publisher long associated with the Stanley 
family whose crest was that same eagle and child. In the publisher’s squib, 
Walkley pointedly said he had ‘set forth a book without an epistle … the 
Author being dead’ as if to prevent any blame falling to Derby, an outspoken 
opponent of the Spanish marriage. As Roger Stritmatter points out (quoting 
Peter Dickson) ‘Iago is the diminutive short form for the name Diego or James, 
as we see in Santiago, meaning Saint Diego or St. James, the patron saint of 
Spain.’  King James and Gondomar were known to refer to themselves as the 
‘two Diegos’ as Gondomar pushed for the Spanish marriage. The play Othello, 
which shows a fatal marriage with a powerful foreigner, and an evil plotter with 
a Spanish name, is a not-so-subtle warning against the Spanish marriage.            

3. Among critics, First Folio’s Troilus Prologue has often been cited as an allusion 
to Ben Jonson’s Prologue to The Poetaster.  Jonson’s Prologue, speaking in the 
author’s voice says, ‘If any muse why I salute the stage,/ An armed Prologue; 
know ‘tis a dangerous age:/ Wherein who writes, had need present his 
scenes/ Forty-fold proof against . . . base detractors.’ (ll.59). Of course, Jonson 
could have written the Troilus Prologue, though to my ear, it’s neither Jonson’s 
style nor voice, especially as its writer emphasizes it is not with the author’s 
pen. Derby was well aware in that ‘dangerous age’ of the risk of opposing the 



 Vol. 32, No. 3, Summer 2025 
02Apro 

0 

The De Vere Society Newsletter 
newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk  18 

 

 
 

King’s support of Spain; both the 18th Earl of Oxford and Southampton were 
put in the Tower for such opposition and Pembroke was so threatened. 

 

Clearly the mysteries remain:    

What happened to the 1603 Troilus if it existed?  

Who could have directed the disruption of the 1609 printing? 

Who wrote the 1609 Epistle and why the pretense that the playwright lived? 

Why did Jaggard disrupt the First Folio printing to insert a never-before-seen 
Prologue? 
Who wrote that Prologue? 

Ultimately, in our great detective story, we have no Agatha Christie or Dorothy 
Sayers to wrap things up with an obvious, rational explanation. We have only our 
best, reasoned arguments that the Earl of Pembroke at Court as Lord 
Chamberlain, and the Earl of Derby as de Vere’s friend and son-in-law, profoundly 
affected both the 1609 and 1623 versions of Troilus and Cressida for very good 
religious, nationalistic, political reasons. 

As with the dying Hamlet, ‘The rest is silence.’ 

 

End notes 

1. STC 8719: a proclamation by the King ‘For restraint of resort to the court.’  

2. STC 22098: a proclamation by Thomas Scott (Pembroke’s chaplain) titled ‘Vox 
Populi, or newes from Spayne.’  

STC: A Short-Title Catalogue of Books Printed in England, Scotland, & 
Ireland And of. English Books Printed Abroad 1475–1640. Compiled by 
A.W. Pollard & G.R. Redgrave.  London: The Bibliographical Society, 
1969.  (Commonly just listed as Short-Title Catalog or STC) 
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