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Mis-Married Wives in Windsor

By Bruce Johnston

Abstract

Played merrily before Queen Elizabeth, The Merry Wives of Windsor contained
topical text and stage mocks of Sir Philip Sidney. But played again at King James’
Court in November 1604, that seemingly ‘light’ comedy was an accelerant
motivating the ‘Incomparable’ Herbert family to rebrand and de-contextualize the
entire canon of Edward de Vere’s plays and poetry.

By 1623 the Herberts merged their unique motives, means and opportunities to bury de
Vere’s authorship and thereby sever his cruel topical allusions from Sir Philip and
other famous Elizabethans. The Herbert First Folio anointed Stratford’s
Shakespeare as author and ‘Soule of the Agel” Ben Jonson’s clever, contrary
paratext hints languished for three centuries before authorship Truth lit its torch.

Prelude

Searches in the websites of the De Vere Society and Shakespeare Oxford
Fellowship will access thousands of pages of scholarship that detail the personal
animus and literary frictions among the Oxford-Dudley-Sidney bloodlines.!

Sir Philip and Mary Sidney

Sir Philip Sidney, at age 31, died (October 1586) of gangrene after a Lowlands
battlefield leg wound. For decades sister Mary Sidney Herbert (MSH) mourned
her brothet’s demise; she claimed, edited, completed and by 1598 published most
of his manuscripts. With Herbert influence and wealth MSH advanced poets (e.g.,
Ben Jonson, Samuel Daniel, Edmund Spenser) who promoted Sir Philip’s acclaim.

MSH named her youngest son ‘Philip’ after his poet-hero uncle. After Queen
Elizabeth died in 1603 MSH hosted the newly Kinged James at Wilton House on
his goodwill journey from Edinburgh to London. Handsome Philip Herbert
captivated James with companionship, shared interests in dogs and hunting, and a
Pembroke jewel reputedly worth 40,000 pounds (M.G. Brennan, Literary Patronage
in the English Renaissance: The Pembroke Family, p.108, 1988).
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James’ 16045 Festival Plays

On 27 December 1604 MSH” son Philip Herbert married Susan de Vere, daughter
of the recently deceased Edward de Vere. King James adored Philip and Susan; he
presented the bride to the groom at their Whitehall wedding.

With Thomas Howard appointed Lord Chamberlain in April 1603, royal
actors became the ‘King’s Men’ (in Revels’ records, ‘His Majesties’ or the “The
Queens Players’) after a new patent from King James. In the 16045 holiday
season those actors performed 11 plays at Whitehall Palace. Seven (perhaps 8) of
those plays were written by Edward de Vere.2 Short modernized play titles were:
Othello, 1st November; Merry Wives of Windsor, 4th November; Measure for Measure,
26th December; Comedy of Errors, 28th December; Henry 17, 7th January; Every Man
Out of His Humonr, 8th January; Love’s Labours Lost, 9th January; Every Man in His
Humounr, 2nd February; Merchant of 1Venice, 10th February; The Spanish Maze (likely
the Tempest), 11th February; and again Merchant of 1enice, 12th February.? Each de
Vere play variously alluded to, roiled or otherwise endangered key English nobility.

Robert Cecil* and Henry Howard had secretly corresponded for years to
ensure that James succeeded Queen Elizabeth. Both advisors were Machiavels
previously stung by Oxford’s topical pen. Serving James until their respective
deaths in 1612 and 1614, those two insiders were ideally armed to convince James
that de Vere’s authorship and Crown support must remain hidden. As such, their
mission of decontextualization aligned with that of the Herbert family. Two plays
(Henry V" and Love’s Labours Los) landed only ambiguous wounds on Sir Philip
Sidney. But one comedy, start to finish, ridiculed his social, poetic and romantic
persona as Abraham ‘Slender’. Imagine how the Herbert brothers would react to
an Oxford text that savaged two decades of national acclaim that MSH had crafted
for her sons’ uncle.

Sidney’s Slender Character
Slender (Sir Philip) is described like this in Oxford’s Merry Wives text:>

Mistress Quickly sees in Slender ‘a weakly man’ (p.10).
Fenton calls him ‘foolish’ (p.47).
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Anne: ‘O God how many grosse faults are hid, And covered in
three hundred pound a yeare?’ (p.38).

Master Ford closes the play asking us to ‘laugh’ at Slender (p.53).
Orthodox scholars also belittle Slender:

In Marjorie Garbet’s Shakespeare After All (2004) Slender is ‘rattle-

brained’, ‘idiotic’ and a ‘clueless wooer’.

David Bevington’s Shakespeare canon (2003) cites Slender’s
‘idiotic deference to his superiors’ and his need to ctib from
popular sonnet/song books for wooing words.

Oxfordian scholars concut:

Michael Delahoyde labels Slender ‘fatuous’ and notes that Oxford
also satirizes Sir Philip in Love’s Labours Lost, Twelfth Night and
Henry 17.6

Charles Beauclerk cites Slendet’s: slender physique;
humoutlessness/tedious gravity; history of ill-health; meagre
interest in women; lukewarm feelings toward his prospective
bride; cliched, redundant, trite use of language; expressions of
imagined love in stilted terms; an obsession and insecurity over
family lineage; and dependence on his uncle’s wants and wealth.”

Broken betrothal plans for Slender (Sidney) and Anne (Cecil) enabled marriage
between Anne and Fenton (de Vere) — both in Merry Wives and real life. Sir Derek
Jacobi and Margo Anderson recently expanded the deep topical fits in the play.8

Slender’s Climactic Humiliation

Closing the 1602 Quarto text (Facsimile p. 52; also in the 1619 ‘Pavier’ Quarto),
Slender claims twice that he has married a boy instead of female Anne:5.?

Master Page [to Slender]: ... Where’s your bride?

Slendet: ... [T]heres #ever a man in the worell hath that crosse
fortune that I have: begod I could cry for verie anger. ...Why so
God save me, tis a boy that I have married. ... I came to her in
red as you bad me, and I cried mum, and hee cried budget, so well
as ever you heard, and I have married him. [Bolding and italics
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added. Fenton/de Vere scripted the Windsor tricks like a
playwright. The zalicized de Vere clue-words above invite essay
readers to ponder whether Oxford was leaving comical signatures,
or was this merely a coincidence?]

Depicting Sir Philip (previously to Elizabeth’s Court and now again on James’
stage) as a community laughingstock surely vexed the two Herbert brothers. Both
their uncle and mother were shamed by this text. Irrespective of whether Oxford
meant that Slender ‘married” by contract or by faked ceremony or however else,
Oxford’s 90 festival-minutes on stage laid waste to two decades of MSH diligently
promoting Sir Philip as a brilliant courtier, poet, war martyr and English hero.

Other 1604-5 Festival Play Dangers
Each of Oxford’s other festival plays contained topical Oxenford wounds.

Love’s Labours Lost was de Vere’s most Euphuist play — a flowery style that Sir
Philip detested. Among its characters were: (i) three overwrought sonneteers who
lacked romantic sincerity and innate poetic talent; and (ii) preening Boyet who
plagiarized others for poetic thoughts and words. Those were echoes of Slender.

In Henry 17 (Q-1, scene 10) the flighty French Dauphin (neglecting his Agincourt
battle prep) announces that his mistress is his horse; he yearns to write a sonnet to
his palfrey (a breed more suited to women than for battle). Sir Philip literally
married horsemanship to poetry in a Defense of Poesy panegyric.!0

In Othello, lago’s lies doomed Othello’s marriage and his wife. De Vere’s arch
enemy Henry Howard, who is likened to lago, spent years of poverty and disgrace
after Oxford’s testimony to Queen Elizabeth. Yet King James legitimized Howard
with Northampton Earlship and rewarded other Howard relatives. Imagine Henry
Howard in 1604 suddenly able to watch Aimself on stage, for the first time ever, as
the scheming, lying, wife-murdering lago.!!

Comedy of Errors painted harsh adjectives on James’ native Scotland. Even worse
derisions were bubbling in the ‘Scottish’ play and Edward I11.

Merchant of V'enice received a repeat festival performance that was ‘Commanded By
the Kings Majestie’. Did James identify with melancholic Merchant Antonio?
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Measure for Measure also posed personality and behavior challenges for King James.
See: (i) Philip Johnson in Great Oxford, 2004, Gen. Ed. Richard Malim, Chapter 21;
and (i) William Farina in his de Vere as Shakespeare.\?

Also acted with James’ festival plays was Every Man Out of His Humonr. Ben
Jonson’s 1599 comedy satirized as Sogliardo the social-climbing Shakspere of
Stratford. Jonson hid a ‘liat’ in the clever Sog-liar-do name. Providentially Jonson
ridiculed the future faux ‘author’ of the 1623 First Folio. See also End Note 16.

Motive, Means, Opportunity

Planned killings and thefts typically reveal motive, means and opportunity. King James’
1604-5 play festival, especially Merry Wives, launched collective steps to terminate
Edward de Vere’s authorships, thus distancing his topicalities from the canon. The
Herberts would thereby: (1) maintain their uncle as a national hero-poet and (2)

shield other nobility members and descendants from Oxford’s wounds.!?

The Herberts were strongly motivated by their tutors and mother to emulate
and honor their uncle (e.g. Brennan, 76). As to financial and logistical means: (i)
Herbert/Pembroke wealth was sufficient to underwrite the total expense of the
entire First Folio printing;!4 and (if) Herbert ally Ben Jonson, having steered his own
1000+ page 1616 Workes into print, knew the editing/publishing logistics for a
Shakespeare play collection. As to gpportunity, Herbert family members aggressively
sought, captured and served as: (a) Lord Chamberlain (Court performances and
printing); (b) Master of Revels (text approval, censoring); and (c) Chancelor of
Oxford University.15

James’ health and spirits sank after Queen Anne’s 1619 death. MSH died in
1621. James’ Spanish Marriage dreams died after Prince Charles’ farcical Madrid
escapade. Aided by a Herbert cousin, French Princess Henrietta married Prince
Charles. Yet amid constant crosscurrents (e.g., of religion, Patliament fights and
dissolutions, jailings of the Southampton and Oxford Earls), the Herbert brothers
remained ascendant. Their Fo/io project coalesced in 1623.
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Conclusion

Edward de Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford, wove acerbic topicalities into his
histories, tragedies and comedies. The Merry Wives of Windsor, with brutal digs at Sir
Philip Sidney, was uniquely injurious — a poison pill for Herbert/Pembroke
descendants.

The 16045 Court ‘festival’ of Oxford plays flashed warnings. Oxford’s plays
flashed warnings. Oxford’s plays contained risks and dangers for the Herberts, for
other families and for James. Every festival play had troubling content that
might abate if Oxford’s self-imposed authorship masks of pseudonymity
and anonymity became permanent. A dead theater investor, grain-hoarder, tax
evader and fringe actor was an ironic ‘Berd’ (mask) for rebranding and
decontextualizing de Vere’s canon.

As Herbert motives, means and opportunities matured, Ben Jonson’s masterful
paratext ambiguities trumpeted the ‘Swan of Avon’ and ‘Less Greeke’ while
whispering very different authorship clues.!¢ Philip Sidney’s two Herbert nephews
enabled a 36-play collection that erased Lord Oxford from his canon. Collateral
damages otherwise soiling the Dudley-Sidney-Herbert-Cecil lineages,!” and those
of other Elizabethan families, were thereby blurred or hidden.

A toast to the Incomparable’ Herbert Brothers: Well done, Gents! You ‘got
the gitl’ (Susan Vere) and access to Oxford’s 18 unpublished manuscripts; you
pleased your mother and your King; you steadfastly captured key offices and
powers; you shielded your uncle Sir Philip and great-uncle Robert Dudley for three
centuries; you helped rescue Tudor Anglicanism. And you preserved your father-
in-law’s brilliant canon for the world and for the ages.

17 End notes in honor of the 17th Earl of Oxford, Edward de Vere

1. See Shakespeare’s Apprenticeship (2018) by Ramoén Jiménez, page 90, for a 17-page
summary of de Vere-Sidney frictions. See also the essays by Kevin Gilvary and
William Niederkorn in Volume 26 of The Oxfordian (2024).

2. For sources, dates and contexts of de Vere’s plays see: Dating Shakespeare Plays,
2011, by Kevin Gilvary; and William Farina’s De 1Vere as Shakespeare, 2000.

www.deveresociety.co.uk 35 FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk



The De Vere Society Newsletter Vol. 32, No. 3, Summer 2025

3. Performed amidst Oxford’s plays was The Tragedy of the Spanish Maze. In Great
Oxford, Chapter 31, 2004, General Editor Richard Malim proposed Maze as
possibly a proto-Tempest. In response, Roger Stritmatter and Lynne Kositsky in
2013 advanced Mazge as Oxford’s Shrovetide play; see O the Date, Sources and
Design of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, 2013. Eva Turner Clark (Hidden Allusions, p.
411, 1931) saw Antonio and Alonso in Tempest as Henry and Philip Howard.
Oxford viewed the Howards as ‘the most treacherous race under heaven’ and
Henry as ‘the worst villain that lived’. See: Chatlton Ogburn, Mysterions William
Shakespeare, page 563, 1984; and End Note 11.

4. The Cecils had lifelong, actrimonious histories with de Vere. See: e.g.,
https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=24et01D8I10e, a Dorothea Dickerman
video.

5. The excerpted 1602 Quarto text facsimile is from ISBN 9798353859239. As to
its initial composition, Philip Johnson concluded that [t|he most probable
(admittedly Oxfordian) date is 15845, shortly before likely date for the Henry
11 plays’ (see Chapter 3, page 74, of Dating Shakespeare Plays, Kevin Gilvary Ed).
Orthodox scholars debate whether the 1602 quarto text is: (i) the authot’s or a
playhouse text from a play acted before Elizabeth’s court and elsewhere; (i) a
memorial reconstruction by an actor; or (iii) audience notetaking. Some Q-1 text
improves the 1623 Folio text and is inserted in modern performances. A 2018
staged performance at Ohio State University demonstrated the ‘entertaining
performability” of Q-1 (see Cambridge University Press, 2020, Kindle version of
Q-1, page ix). In all events, the printed 1602 and 1619 Pavier texts contain (a)
compelling topicalities of the Oxford-Anne-Sidney marriage triangle and (b)
derisive views of Sir Philip.

6. See: https://michaeldelahoyde.org/shakespeare/mww5/ (accessed 15.08.25)

7. Vere, Charles. ‘Sir Philip Sidney satitized in Merry Wives of Windsor.” The
Elizabethan Review. 2:2 (Autumn 1994).

8. Sir Derek Jacobi and Margo Anderson reported Merry Wives text sourced to
Oxford’s Geneva bible annotations at the Folger Shakespeate Library. See:
https:/ /www.theguardian.com/stage/article/2024/jun/13/ the-mettry-wives-of-
windsor-offers-strong-evidence-that-shakespeare-was-not-its-author. (Accessed
15.08.25). Merry Wives studies flourished after |.T. Looney deduced Oxford as
the author behind the ‘Shakespeare’ pseudonym. Extensive Merry Wives tesearch

www.deveresociety.co.uk 36 FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk



The De Vere Society Newsletter Vol. 32, No. 3, Summer 2025

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

thereafter came from R.L. Miller, Charlton Ogburn, Robert Brazil, Charles
Beauclerk, Richard Malim, Jim Warren, Ramén Jiménez and Michael Hyde.

Rogue 1619 ‘Pavier’ quartos reignited prior 1604-5 warnings (for the Herberts
and King James) about dangers of unknown Oxford texts from unknown
persons with unknowable intentions for future editing, publishing or selling.
James’ Lord Chamberlain, William Herbert, in 1619 forbade that abuse of
Crown Players’ plays. In the longer 1623 First Folio text of Merry Wives, Slendet’s
two boy-marriage claims were cut.

Perhaps the inexpetienced, ill-prepared Dauphin allusion reminded Court
attendees that Master of Horse Sir Philip lost his horse and vainly under-
armoured himself before taking his battlefield wound. See also Oxford’s
foolhardy Adonis: eschewing sex and affection from enus he loses his horse and
is gored in the groin by a boar. Also: hilatity in Henry 1" atises from Fluellen’s
Welsh accent (like Henry Evans in Merry Wives). Theater comedy from accented
English offended Sir Philip. Worse yet, both the Herbert/Pembroke and Cecil
family progenitors were Welsh.

Charles Beauclerk (in Shakespeare’s Lost Kingdom, page 238, 2010) cites the Iago-
Howard resemblance. Chapter 32 of Ogburn’s Mysterious William Shakespeare
details the Howard-Knyvet-Vavasour animus aimed at Oxford.

Errors, Merchant and Measure in the Revels’ records each list “Shaxberd’ as author.
‘Berd’ glosses as beard in Frisian/Middle English. Thus ‘Shaxberd’ phonetically
and modernized becomes Shak’s beard, i.c., a disguise!

(https:/ /shakespearedocumented.folger.edu/resource/document/account-
edmund-tylney-master-revels-listing-plays-performed-year-1604-5). (Accessed
15.08.25)

E.g., Robert Cecil married into the Brooke family. Q-1 audiences heard/read the
name of ‘Brooke’ (Master Ford in disguise) 22 times. Cecil surely bristled.
Oxford had already satirized William Cecil as the doddering, two-faced
Corambis/Polonius in two Hamlet quartos. William’s short, crookbacked son
Robert surely saw his own malevolent reflection in Oxford’s Richard I1I quarto.
Christopher Hatton was ridiculed as Malvolio in Twelfth Night.

In his 1968 Norton First Folio Charlton Hinman concluded (p. x) that the
‘decidedly chancy’ First Folio (a) required a ‘considerable outlay of capital’
(mainly for paper but also for printing, proofing, correcting, assembly); and (b)
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15.

16.

17.

that the front-end capital had to remain ‘in press’ for over two years. Orthodox
scholars never identify publishers, printers, booksellers and actors zhat collectively
conld finance wholly tn advance this prolonged, ‘chancy’ risk-capital venture. But
the Herberts had ready money. The annual Pembroke income was 22K pounds
(Peter W. Dickson, Bardgate, p.111, 2011). That income was 17+ times the fotal
retatl revenue from 1000 sturdy, regally bound Fo/io volumes (that might last for
4 or more centuries) and illustratively could have been bought for 1.25 pounds
each. Unbound Fo/io pages reportedly sold for 0.75 pounds.

The savvy, motivated Herbert Brothers consecutively held Lord Chambetlain
powers (1615—1641) for royal entertainments (R.L. Miller, Oxfordian 1 istas,
pages 4-21, 1975). By a purchased reversion, a Herbert cousin served as Master
of Revels (censor, text approval) from 1623—-1641 (Brennan 137—41; Ogburn
217). As Oxford University Chancellor (1616-30), William Herbert could direct
Folios to tutors, students, Inns at Court, Parliament, private libraries, foreign
officials, etc.

E.g., To understand why Jonson’s references to ‘Avon’ and ‘small Latine and
Lesse Greeke’ truly meant respectively Hampton Court and massive classical roots, see
Alexander Waugh’s two essays in Ben Jonson’s Unorthodox Poetics, Gen. Ed. Roger
Stritmatter, ‘Brief Chronicles IX’, 2025. See also: (i) Earl Showerman’s 2025
book — Shakespeare’s Greater Greek; and (ii) all the essays in ‘Brief Chronicles
VT, Gen. Ed. Roger Stritmatter, The First Folio: A Shakespearean Enigma, 2023.

By attributing ‘Shakespeare’ play authorship to the Stratford Shakspere, the Firsz
Folio also shielded Sir Philip and Robert Dudley (e.g., as Adonis and Tarquin,
respectively) from three centuries of piercing topical, allegorical spears in the
texts of de Vere’s two famous narrative poems.

~
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