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“Shakespeare” by Another Name

The Biography of Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford, The Man Who Was Shakespeare

By Mark Anderson

FOREWORD BY SIR DEREK JACOBI





Praise for “Shakespeare” by Another Name


“Deserves serious attention.”—New York Times

“Makes a compelling case.… Especially impressive.”—Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Quite a compelling argument.”—Chicago Sun-Times

“One of the most fascinating theatre-related books I have ever read. An absolutely first-rate piece of sleuthing and an absolutely first-rate read.”—Don Rubin, professor of theatre studies, York University, Toronto; editor, World Encyclopedia of Contemporary Theatre

“Makes a convincing argument that the brilliant, rather tormented Edward de Vere, the Earl of Oxford—not Shakespeare—was the dramatist…draws powerful connections between Shakespeare’s plays and the life of de Vere.”—USA Today

“Fresh, original research.”—Boston Globe

“Shocking.” —Star Tribune (Minneapolis)

“Lively…audacious.”—The Times Literary Supplement

“Tantalizing.” —The New York Sun

“Prepare to have the earth move under your feet.” —City Pages (Minneapolis/St. Paul)

“The battle is won. In page after page, Anderson shows how characters and story lines in virtually every Shakespeare play reflect people, places, and incidents in de Vere’s life.” —Compass (Connecticut)

“An extremely well written piece of prose…and a rewarding exploration that serves to add even more depth to our experience of the [Shakespeare] plays.” —Against the Grain

“A model of in-depth research, closely reasoned argument, and fine writing.”—Don Ostrowski, lecturer in European history, Harvard University

“‘Shakespeare’ by Another Name is a wake-up call. The wealth of new and revelatory corroborative evidence in this biography fleshes out Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford, as the man behind the plays of Shakespeare, and as the story unfolds the background to some of Shakespeare’s most important plays springs into life. Mark Anderson’s book will be a galvanizing force for actors and theatre people with its richly nourishing and illuminating information. No biography of the Stratford man is as persuasive.”—Kristin Linklater, professor of theatre arts, Columbia University, and co-founder of Shakespeare & Company, Lenox, Massachusetts

“Mark Anderson has achieved the seemingly impossible, weaving together the frayed ends of this mystery into a shining new tapestry to delight our eyes.”—ML Hart, author of The Art of Making Opera

“Without exaggeration, this is the most important Shakespeare biography of the past four hundred years. Mark Anderson brings Shakespeare out of biographical limbo and, in fully documented and convincing detail, shows who he was, how he fit into his time, and how he became the genius of our culture….Anyone who claims to have a serious interest in Shakespeare must read Mark Anderson.”—Sarah Smith, author of Chasing Shakespeares



*

Mark Anderson has devoted nearly 20 years to researching the life of Edward de Vere, and his publications on the subject include articles in Harper’s, The Boston Globe, and on the PBS.org Web site. He has been a contributing writer to Wired, a contributing producer to the WNYC/Public Radio International program “Studio 360 with Kurt Andersen” and lives in western Massachusetts.





To my father,
George R. Anderson,
who has supported and believed in me
every step along the way.





THE ARGUMENT

WHO WROTE SHAKESPEARE?

The answer to this question is not as straightforward as it might first seem.

A recent Hollywood movie, Anonymous, portrays the actor Will Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon (or Shakspere as he preferred to spell it) as a front-man for the Elizabethan court poet and playwright Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford (1550–1604).

And while Anonymous takes some liberties with historical fact, de Vere’s secret life as a celebrated author is arguably not one of them. A growing number of “Shakespeare” experts and fans today suspect de Vere was The Bard.

Here are five brief reasons why:


	Shakspere’s and de Vere’s contemporaries blew the whistle. Some writers from four centuries ago suggested the actor Shakspere was a fraud and front-man. They implied de Vere was writing great works behind the scenes and perhaps was the secretive genius behind the “Shakespeare” mask. Shakespeare authorship questions, in other words, arguably trace back to the earliest years of the “Shakespeare” brand itself. (See below)

	The markings in Edward de Vere’s hand-annotated copy of the Bible reveal a mind uniquely in sync with the many idiosyncratic biblical references found in the “Shakespeare” plays and poems. If the Bard’s nods to scripture are like a thumbprint at a crime scene, de Vere’s biblical annotations constitute a strong match, one that alone should single him out as a prime “Shakespeare” suspect. {See Appendix A}

	By all outward signs—such as contemporary references, publication dates and literary sources—new “Shakespeare” works stopped being written in 1604, the year de Vere died. {Appendix C}

	The top non-British setting for “Shakespeare” plays is Italy. Although ignorant critics claim otherwise, the author’s detailed descriptions of his plays’ Italian settings are in fact note-perfect. Almost to a city, the Italian locations in “Shakespeare” are ports of call on Edward de Vere’s Italian grand tour. {Chapters 4 and 5, Appendix H}

	The “Shakespeare” canon is autobiographical—far exceeding random coincidence and even transforming the sprawling assortment of plays and poems into a single, unified text. Much Ado About Nothing, for instance, becomes partly an apology for the author’s youthful misdeeds chronicled elsewise in The Winter’s Tale and Romeo and Juliet. Macbeth, As You Like It and The Sonnets all explore different reflective angles on the same personal experience: Serving as a juror on legendary Elizabethan treason trials. Incidental characters in Hamlet and The Comedy of Errors become fully fleshed out in The Taming of the Shrew and Antony and Cleopatra. The Bard, in this new light, becomes a confessional playwright characteristically ahead of his time—modifying various source texts into words that bare his soul, albeit from behind the protective guise of another man’s name.



Those who think de Vere wrote “Shakespeare” are called Oxfordians. Those who think Will Shakspere did are called Stratfordians. Both groups call each other lots of other names too.

When “Shakespeare” by Another Name first appeared in print in 2005, it intentionally avoided such rows, relegating Stratfordian and Oxfordian arguments to its endnotes and to a small library of books that make sizable cases both ways. The fundamental argument of “Shakespeare” by Another Name, instead, was de Vere’s epic and amazing story. And so it remains.

But in the intervening years, the rhetoric on both sides has only hardened and intensified. The present “Argument,” then, represents a brief foray into the back-and-forth of the “Shakespeare” authorship debate. (“Shakespeare” by Another Name’s final three appendicies also touch on a pair of recent “arguments” in the field and one additional claim—the “Prince Tudor” theory—that the movie Anonymous raises.)

For those who enjoy a good dust-up, stay tuned. If, on the other hand, the reader instead wants to get right to the ripping yarn, skip ahead to the brief Introduction and into the life story at the center of this book.

* * *

Although often derided by mainstream academics, the case for Edward de Vere as the man behind the “Shakespeare” mask—first advanced in 1920—is based on an overwhelming body of circumstantial evidence.

There is no unambiguous, direct evidence for de Vere, such as a manuscript of King Lear in his handwriting. But direct evidence isn’t the be-all and end-all either. In courtrooms around the world, circumstantial evidence is not only accepted, it sometimes clinches the case. As Henry David Thoreau put it, “Some circumstantial evidence is very strong, as when you find a trout in the milk.”

Because the Oxfordian argument requires a patient accumulation of evidence, it’s easy to short-circuit the process and make more immediate—often ad hominem—arguments against the Oxfordians instead. “Shakespeare” by Another Name wears its brickbat-bruises proudly. Careful histories of any discipline reveal the heights of irrationality and vitriol that authority-questioning ideas inspire, sometimes for decades.

“No one in his senses or imbued with the slightest knowledge” takes the heresy seriously, we are told. “If the readers already had occasion to deplore the error of some individuals, how much more will they be appalled today,” another critic observes. There is no sensible reason to doubt the mainstream view, he says, a fact that “can only excite the pity…of all reasonable people.” A third expert calls the unorthodox theory “fanciful and absurd,” “profoundly ignorant” and “below criticism.” A fourth review flays the doubters for putting forward “a fairy tale” that is “bizarre” and “utter, damned rot.”

None of these quotes, however, concern the Shakespeare heresy. The first critique comes from a 16th century writer scorning Copernicus’s revelation that the earth revolves around the sun. The second is an 18th century scholar heaping ridicule on anyone who thinks meteorites come from outer space. (Experts at the time believed, wrongly, that so-called “thunderstones” were terrestrial rocks struck by lightning.) The third constitute attacks on anyone questioning 19th century doctors who declined to wash their hands between performing autopsies and delivering children. (The epidemic of often deadly infections that resulted, called “childbed fever,” was for a time thought to be caused by an infectious “miasma.”) The fourth represent reactions of top scientists in the early 20th century against plate tectonics, today the basis of much of modern geology.

Practically any tide-turning theory, in other words, must first face the old guard’s scorn and ridicule. Sometimes, as in Copernicus’s case, the old guard persists over generations. And the new idea doesn’t get a fair shake for many decades.

As the essayist H.L. Mencken wrote, “All the durable truths that have come into the world within historic times have been opposed as bitterly as if they were so many waves of smallpox.” Or, as George Bernard Shaw said, “All great truths begin as blasphemies.”

Of course not all today’s blasphemies are tomorrow’s great truths either. Picking the right “wrong” idea still requires a discerning eye.

* * *

In 2010 James Shapiro, one of the world’s best-selling Shakespeare authors and academics, published Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare? A breezy volume that is entertaining to read, Contested Will was widely touted as a definitive rout of the non-believers.

The Shakespeare authorship controversy, as Contested Will portrays it, actually represents a strange alignment of psychological undercurrents over the past four centuries. This conspiracy of subconscious forces unknowingly misled great minds like Sigmund Freud, Mark Twain, Helen Keller, Orson Welles, Henry James, Malcolm X and Walt Whitman toward questioning Shakspere of Stratford’s authorship.

An early Shakespeare scholar, Edmond Malone (1741–1812), misguidedly seeks biographical realities underlying the Bard’s works. An unstable intellectual, Delia Bacon (1811–1859), mistakes her own psychological bugbears for cues that point to an alternate author. A closet proto-fascist schoolteacher, J. Thomas Looney (1870–1944), discovers Edward de Vere and with it an outlet to express the instructor’s nouveau feudalism.

Household names fare no better under Contested Will’s Argus-eyed gaze. Twain, the book suggests, was a pliable obsessive fooled by Malone’s acolytes. Keller was overcompensating for her blindness (!) by insisting that the author must have seen things firsthand to write about them. Freud was projecting his own anxieties about uncredited collaborations onto the Shakespeare canon. And so on.

Perhaps the English professor who psychoanalyzed an entire cross-section of history has played a mind game of his own. In fact, much of Contested Will appears to be a deft exercise in projection. The reader is left to marvel at the litany of psychological baggage that prevents so many capable people from seeing clearly. It’s curious how much avoidance of real issues everyone else seems to be doing.

Fortunately, 35 pages of Contested Will does retreat from the psychoanalytical battlefield to reconsider at least some evidence—albeit only for Will Shakspere.

The most important evidence-based argument in Contested Will is the claim that many contemporaries of the actor Shakspere said he was the author “Shakespeare.”

On this key point, I actually partly agree with Shapiro. Oxfordians do invite derision if they claim that no contemporary individual refers to Will Shakspere of Stratford as “Shakespeare.”

I should know. Earlier versions of this book’s Introduction made such a claim. And as I look back on the argument, I realize it’s simplistic.

On one hand, it’s certainly true that many contemporary references to “Shakespeare” do not identify the individual any further. Elizabethan and Jacobean writers and critics like John Weever, William Covell, Richard Barnfield and Anthony Scoloker all refer to “Shakespeare” (by various spellings) with no indication as to who this author may be. And records exist of theatrical and business associates like John Clayton, George Buc, Richard Burbage and Richard Quiney interacting with Shakspere of Stratford in all the ways one might expect of a businessman, actor and theatrical impresario—but not necessarily author.

On the other hand, it’s also unsurprising that some Elizabethan and Jacobean readers recorded their conviction that Shakspere (d. Apr. 23, 1616) wrote the “Shakespeare” canon. Consider, for example, the anonymous scrivener who copied a 1622 manuscript elegy to the playwright “Mr. Wm. Shakespeare, he dyed in April 1616.”

In other words, if the story behind “Shakespeare” did involve any sort of front-man or pen-name subterfuge, then it necessarily means expecting conflicting testimony from the historical record. A cover-up is not a cover-up if no one falls for it.

The probative question is: Did anyone squeal? In other words, did any writers or actors or other commentators from four centuries ago suggest “Shakespeare” in any way involved a hoax? Did anyone point to a front-man? Did anyone connect Edward de Vere to any of the above?

Here a bright line separates Stratfordian from Oxfordian theories. From the Stratfordian perspective, there was no “Shakespeare” cover-up, and so there should be nothing to find. On the other hand, the Oxfordian theory almost demands some amount of tattling in the historical record. Even in a totalitarian state, like a 16th century monarchy, one would expect to find some whispers and murmurs.

On all three counts—concerning contemporaneous testimony about the “Shakespare” canon, the actor Will Shakspere of Stratford, and Edward de Vere—the Stratfordian theory arguably fails the ultimate test.

The “Shakespeare” Plays and Poems

An Elizabethan street barker said the “Shakespeare” epic poem Venus and Adonis was about Queen Elizabeth. {Chapter 9} But the poem was practically pornographic, and VENUS is portrayed as a sexually desperate vixen. How could this be a representation of the legendary Virgin Queen? Perhaps it was because, as a pair of Elizabethan satirists claim, Venus and Adonis’s author can “shift [his work] to another’s name.” {Chapter 10} As another poet from 1595 writes, the author of Venus and Adonis may have written a blockbuster, but he lives in the shadows in disgrace, in “purple robes disdained.” {Chapter 7} The purple robe typically symbolized nobility: That “Shakespeare” was both a nobleman and disguised author is twice more implied by other poets writing books in 1611 and 1614—one suggesting that “Shake-speare” [sic] was a courtier (“a companion for a king”) and one claiming that the greatest playwright of the age presented his works “prettily shadowed in a borrowed name.” {Introduction, Epilogue} New studies also point to one London versifier in 1603 recalling “smooth-tongued” poems written by the author of the “Shakespeare” poem Rape of Lucrece. But these “smooth-tongued” writings, the source says, date to the mid-1580s, before Will Shakspere had even moved out of his backwater hometown. A second poem says this same mysterious figure “contain[s] the characters of nobility.” The Bard is, its language suggests, a concealed aristocrat.

Will Shakspere of Stratford

Contested Will headlines a broad comedy staged at Cambridge University in 1600. In it a character who’s a spoof of a real member of Shakspere’s company is made to say the author “Shakespeare” was a “fellow” actor. It’s a superb piece of Stratfordian evidence. If only it weren’t also the subject of mockery within the same scene—deriding the actor who says it as a simpleton who doesn’t even understand what an author is. {Introduction} One Elizabethan playwright confesses in 1592 that he thinks Shakspere is a fraud who only pretends to write plays and poems. {Introduction} Two satirists in 1598 and 1599 extended the chorus of doubt over a similar “scoffing fool” who “having showed the [front-?] man, concealest his name.” {Chapter 11} In 1611, a court-wise poet compared Stratford Will to an ancient Roman actor who many at the time believed was an infamous theatrical front-man. {Introduction}

That said, the First Folio of 1623 does present Will Shakspere of Stratford as the putative author. The Folio, not without right, is the centerpiece of the case for the actor Shakspere as the Bard. However, court politics behind the scenes in 1622 and ’23 should be factored in too. At the time, de Vere’s son, the 18th Earl of Oxford, was essentially on death row over his opposition to a Spanish alliance that could have returned Catholicism to England. The political back-story in fact re-casts the “Shakespeare” Folio project as a last-ditch attempt by de Vere’s heirs to preserve their patriarch’s literary legacy at any price. {Epilogue} Had the Spanish takeover actually succeeded, the theater-hating new regime might just as well have buried the entire “Shakespeare” legacy.

Moreover, the Folio’s two key eyewitnesses to Shakspere as “Shakespeare”—playwright Ben Jonson and fellow members of Shakpere’s stage company—elsewhere provide testimonial that’s problematic at best. In 1635 when the survivors of Shakspere’s troupe submitted a plea to authorities concerning their rights to the Globe Theatre, all they could say about Shakspere was that he was one of the “men-players.” Their petition, not coincidentally, was addressed to one of the two grandees to whom the “Shakespeare” Folio was dedicated.

As for Ben Jonson’s First Folio testimony, he elsewhere provides at least as much counter-evidence against Stratford Will. A short 1921 book on the subject (Ben Jonson and Shakespeare by G. George Greenwood) only hints at the wealth of material awaiting heterodox investigators. One Jonson sonnet, for instance, blasts a “poet-ape,” who the author says might be recognized as the greatest writer of the age but instead “takes up all [and] makes each man’s wit his own.” {Chapter 11}. Elsewhere in a play from 1599, Jonson spoofs Will Shakspere practically by name—satirizing the motto on Shakspere’s new coat of arms, one whose central figure, as Jonson comically portrays it, is a boar that’s been beheaded. {Chapter 11} The boar, in fact, was the ancient heraldic emblem of…

Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford

De Vere, an acknowledged court poet and playwright was known to have written theatrical works in secret {Chapter 8}. Contemporaries nicknamed de Vere “Gentle Master William” {Chapter 9}, “Will Monox” {Chapter 9} and “W.S.” {Chapters 9 & 10}. A top Elizabethan humorist said this “William” (a.k.a. de Vere) wielded an unrivaled wit and was the most prolific author of the age. A court scholar and wit in 1612 wrote a book of erudite puzzles, one of which featured a pictorial riddle displaying a concealed author writing from behind a theatrical curtain. The answer to the riddle is a Latin tag that translates to “Thy name is de Vere.” {Epilogue} A satirist in 1595 wrote a poem about a disgraced aristocratic author somehow affiliated with the “Shakespeare” poem Venus and Adonis. The 1595 verses suggest the would-be “Shakespeare” had once tried to distance himself from street fights at the Blackfriars Theatre. In 1581, Edward de Vere and his servants got into trouble doing precisely this. {Chapters 7 & 10}. And in 1593, a Cambridge University scholar hinted that de Vere was behind the new “Shakespeare” poem Venus and Adonis {Chapter 9}.

After de Vere’s death the publisher who would be heading up the First Folio project dedicated a book to de Vere’s daughter Susan. In it, he begged the literary heiress to bestow on him the “fairest fruitages”—presumably from her father’s archives. Nineteen “Shakespeare” plays were still unpublished at the time, while still more were tangled up in other publishers’ copyrights. {Epilogue} The First Folio was ultimately dedicated to Susan de Vere’s husband and brother-in-law. Susan was the youngest of de Vere’s three daughters, the counterpart of King Lear’s CORDELIA. In the play, CORDELIA legendarily squabbles with her father over “nothing”—both the word and the concept. In 1602, a court poet gave Susan de Vere a witty couplet that rings through the centuries like a forgotten plea for literary justice. {Chapter 11} It reads:


“Nothing’s your lot. That’s more than can be told.

For Nothing is more precious than gold.”



No doubt Stratfordian defenders will dispute the above evidence. If recent history of authorship debates gives any guidance, expect to see the octopus’s defense: Squirt great clouds of ink (or, these days, pixels) at attackers and hope that in the resulting chaos, escape can be made once again.

In all the blasts and counterblasts, though, readers on the sidelines should not lose sight of one simple truth: Oxfordians persist because there remains a trove of evidence that Stratfordians persistently refuse to address. The Elizabethan and Jacobean whistle-blowers cited above constitute just one example.

Combine that docket with the four other brief points for de Vere listed at the beginning of the present Argument, and a concise but powerful case for de Vere begins to emerge.

The larger case is called “Shakespeare” by Another Name.

Click here to view the end notes for the Argument.





FOREWORD

By Sir Derek Jacobi

AN ACTOR FACES ALMOST CONSTANT CRITICISM—ALL THE MORE SO WHEN one advocates that Edward de Vere wrote under the pen-name “Shakespeare.” Some of the more popular accusations today include charges of the wildest eccentricity, outrageous snobbery, and downright heresy. It’s pointless, of course, to engage these unbecoming personal attacks. Fortunately, serious academic debate is triumphing while orthodoxy continues its retreat behind a facade of mind-numbing vilification. Herein, dear reader, you will find a book that performs the important, often fraught, always contentious, but necessary service of turning the spotlight full on the breathtaking discrepancies and shining anomalies in the accepted version of the creation of the Shakespeare canon.

So what does the Shakespeare authorship controversy mean for the poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the stage? It means, in brief, that we happy few have the opportunity at last to make contact with the original fount of thought and reason, to comprehend the hand that wrote, the eye that saw, the brain that forged, the heart that conceived, and the being that transformed a monumental life into an immortal corpus of literature.

An actor’s instincts and the evidence of a growing body of research convinces me that de Vere was—along with being a scholar, patron, and author par excellence—an actor. The troupe kept by Edward de Vere’s father had influenced his early childhood. De Vere’s own troupe had nurtured those interests, and acting and stagecraft became intrinsic to his talents. Hence the precise and very special observation of the mechanics and meaning of the world of the theater are everywhere expressed in the plays, often as instinctive comments on more serious topics.

In “Shakespeare” by Another Name, Mark Anderson demonstrates the intense intellectual energy and attention to factual detail that are required to unravel what, to honest minds, is an obvious mystery. “Shakespeare” by Another Name presents the logical, valid, and excitingly precise arguments for recognizing that de Vere, like all writers, drew from his own experiences, interests, accomplishments, education, position, and talents, and that he invested his writing with universal truths, emotional reality, and recognizable humanity drawn from his own unique life. Just as de Vere uses theatrical phrase and metaphor naturally and easily, so, too, his wide-ranging education and ingrained knowledge of many subjects flow effortlessly through his writing. Contrast this with the lack of any evidence which places a pen in the hand of William of Stratford (except, of course, on a dubious monument!).

The great excitement of this seminal work is the precise relationship between de Vere’s life and his art, unveiling many thrilling revelations of how much of himself de Vere put into his characters. This book, with fascinating specificity, suits “the action to the word, the word to the action.” Innumerable instances of de Vere’s experiences, his relationships, his travels, and his unusual circumstances find expression in his plays and poems. “Shakespeare” by Another Name is one of the very best whodunnits you will ever read.

The game’s afoot!

Sir Derek Jacobi

London

February 2005





INTRODUCTION


“A human being is the best plot there is.”—JOHN GALSWORTHY



EVERY AUTHOR’S LIFE TELLS A STORY. ACCORDING TO THE CONVENTIONAL biography, William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564; he moved to London sometime in the late 1580s or early 1590s and soon enjoyed great success as an actor and playwright, authoring some 37 or more plays, 2 epic poems, 154 sonnets, and assorted other verse that have become the crowning works of the English language. He retired to his hometown sometime around 1612, and he died in 1616. Seven years after his death, the first edition of his collected plays appeared in print.

Yet this image and this conventional story have confounded many great minds over the years.

The novelist Henry James remarked in a 1903 letter to a friend that he was “haunted by the conviction that the divine William is the biggest and most successful fraud ever practiced on a patient world.” In Sigmund Freud’s 1927 essay “An Autobiographical Study,” the founding father of modern psychology stated, “I no longer believe that William Shakespeare the actor from Stratford was the author of the works that have been ascribed to him.” Mark Twain published an entire book in 1909—Is Shakespeare Dead?—that tore the conventional Shakespeare biography to tatters. Walt Whitman told a confidant in 1888: “It is my final belief that the Shakespearean plays were written by another hand than Shaksper’s [sic]….I do not seem to have any patience with the Shaksper argument: it is all gone for me—up the spout. The Shaksper case is about closed.”

Doubts about the Shakespeare story emerged less than a century after the first conventional biography appeared. In 1709 the dramatist Nicholas Rowe first sketched out “Some Account of the Life, &c. of Mr. William Shakespear [sic].” In 1747, the antiquarian Joseph Greene came across a copy of Shakespeare’s will and was singularly unimpressed, calling the document “so absolutely void of the least particle of that spirit which animated our great poet.” In 1767, the theatrical impresario David Garrick launched the Shakespeare industry in Stratford-upon-Avon with a three-day jubilee that transformed the backwater Warwickshire town into the literary tourist mecca that Stratford has remained to this day. During the same year, Garrick’s friend, the physician Herbert Lawrence, wrote an allegory, The Life and Adventures of Common Sense, accusing “Shakespear” of stealing other people’s works. In 1786, the American statesman John Adams, upon visiting Stratford, echoed a growing skepticism of the validity of the Shakespeare story. “There is nothing preserved of this great genius which is worth knowing,” Adams recorded in his personal travelogue. “Nothing which might inform us what education, what company, what accident, turned his mind to letters and the drama.” Early in the next century, the novelist Washington Irving continued the thread of doubt with his own semiautobiographical account of a visit to Stratford. “The long interval during which Shakespeare’s writings lay in comparative neglect has spread its shadow over his history,” Irving wrote in his 1820 Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. “And it is his good or evil lot that scarcely anything remains to his biographers but a scanty handful of conjectures.”

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Walt Whitman, Mark Twain, and Henry James had joined a chorus of doubters who all expressed the same grave reservation: The conventional biography of Shakespeare is simply wrong; the ghost of another man haunts the canon.

In 1920, this ghost materialized in a revolutionary work of investigative scholarship by the British educator J. Thomas Looney. Looney’s “Shakespeare” Identified in Edward de Vere, seventeenth Earl of Oxford gained early converts such as Sigmund Freud and the actor and director Leslie Howard—both of whom proclaimed their conviction that the Elizabethan courtier Edward de Vere was “Shakespeare.” In establishment circles of Shakespeare scholarship, however, Looney’s book was met with a resounding harrumph. (Looney’s detractors’ most consistent critique was also their most effective: He has a funny name.)

De Vere (1550–1604) was a courtly poet and playwright who, as one literary critic in 1589 put it, would be recognized as perhaps the finest of his age “if [his] doings could be found out and made public with the rest.” Although some sixteen to twenty youthful poems have been attributed to de Vere—some of notable quality, some not—none of his mature dramatic or poetic works have survived under his own name. The young de Vere was an active patron of literature and drama and a sponsor of theatrical troupes. And, this book proposes, de Vere added to and revised his early courtly masques and interludes, eventually transforming them into the plays and poems published under the byline “William Shakespeare.”

“I think [the earl of] Oxford wrote Shakespeare,” the filmmaker and leading Shakespearean actor and director of the first half of the twentieth century Orson Welles told an interviewer in 1954. “If you don’t, there are some awful funny coincidences to explain away.” In the half century since the screen legend uttered these prophetic words, countless scholars and investigators have compounded those “awful funny coincidences” to the point that every corner of the Shakespeare canon has now been found to contain snippets or passages from de Vere’s life and times.

De Vere became entangled in a love affair that led to an interfamilial war—Elizabethan Montagues and Capulets. While traveling in France, de Vere suffered the devilish whisperings of his own IAGO, who ignited de Vere’s jealousy over his wife’s alleged infidelities. De Vere lived in Venice and went into debt borrowing from the local loan merchants. De Vere’s first marriage produced three daughters who inherited their alienated father’s family seat while he was still alive (King Lear). He had a close but rocky relationship with Queen Elizabeth—whom he portrayed variously as the witty and charming OLIVIA (Twelfth Night), the powerful vixen CLEOPATRA, the cloying VENUS, and the compromised CRESSIDA. De Vere’s father-in-law was the historical prototype for POLONIUS; de Vere’s brother-in-law was the original for PETRUCHIO; de Vere’s sister the model for PETRUCHIO’s KATE; his first wife for OPHELIA, DESDEMONA, and HERO (among many others); de Vere’s second wife for PORTIA; his eldest daughter for MIRANDA; her husband for MIRANDA’s FERDINAND.

Perhaps the most autobiographical play in Shakespeare is Hamlet, with multifarious connections to de Vere’s life that are discussed in nearly every chapter of this book. For example, when de Vere was traveling through France at age twenty-six, he encountered a Teutonic prince who paraded his troops before de Vere’s eyes. Soon thereafter, de Vere boarded a ship that was overtaken by pirates, and de Vere was stripped naked and left on the English shore. In Act 4 of Hamlet, in a sequence that is in no known source text for the play, HAMLET first witnesses the invading PRINCE FORTINBRAS’s troops and then boards a ship that is overtaken by pirates, in an ordeal that leaves a humiliated HAMLET stripped naked on the Danish shore.

“Shakespeare,” it turns out, was one of the most autobiographical authors who ever took pen to paper. To recognize this, one need only redefine “Shakespeare.”

The best place to begin is with the name itself: Shake-speare. The hyphen appears in many of the first publications of the plays and poems. Hyphenated phrases in an author’s name often suggested a concealed author—in an age rife with political and religious intrigue, when picking the wrong alliance or offending the wrong official could mean imprisonment, torture, forfeiture of one’s properties to the crown, or a death sentence. In the words of literary historians Archer Taylor and Frederic J. Mosher, “In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Golden Age of pseudonyms, almost every writer used a pseudonym at some time during his career.” During the Elizabethan Age (the period spanning the reign of Queen Elizabeth I of England: 1558–1603), hyphenated pen names included “Martin Mar-prelate,” a pamphleteer who railed at Anglican prelates; “Cuthbert Curry-knave,” a satirist who savaged (“curried”) his knavish pamphleteering opponents; and “Tom Tell-truth,” a supposedly truth-spouting polemicist.

William Shake-speare is no exception. According to ancient Greek myth, the goddess Athena—divine protectress of learning and the arts—was born from the forehead of her father, Zeus, fully dressed and armed for battle. At birth, she is said to have shaken her spear, and authors looking back upon this legend associated her with the act of spear shaking. As a deft allusion to the classical goddess affiliated with the theater, “Shake-speare” was in fact a perfect pen name for a playwright.

Numerous candidates for the authorship of the Shake-speare canon have been suggested over the years, including Edward de Vere, Francis Bacon, Christopher Marlowe, the countess of Pembroke, Edward Dyer, the earl of Rutland, the earl of Derby, etc. The academic establishment has largely ignored the heretics, assuming that only the incumbent could have written the plays. But the Stratford native Will Shakspere—as the actor preferred to spell it—is not as inevitably “Shakespeare” as he first appears.

(Hereafter, in fact, this book will use two different spellings to distinguish between the man and the myth: Shake-speare with a hyphen will signify the author, who this book hypothesizes was Edward de Vere, earl of Oxford (1550–1604); Shakspere will be used for Will Shakspere (1564–1616), the Stratford-upon-Avon-born actor, theatrical entrepreneur, and hypothesized literary front man.)

To begin with, no original playscripts exist. The greatest literary manhunt in history has yielded no manuscripts, no diaries, and no correspondence issuing from Will Shakspere’s pen. The only known letter written to him, concerning a loan, was never sent. Despite the enormous economic incentive that has existed for centuries to find any scrap of paper with Will Shakspere’s handwriting on it, scholars have authenticated only a few signatures on legal documents written by other people and two words, By me, signed on his will. These scratchings are all that has ever been found from the pen of the man presumed to be the greatest literary genius in the Western world.

Then there is the matter of Will Shakspere’s last will and testament. In it, the Stratford actor detailed his worldly possessions down to his silver gilt bowl and second-best bed. An interlineation in the will bequeaths money to three actor friends for mourning rings. But nowhere does Will Shakspere mention any literary or theatrical properties. No books, no manuscripts, no plays—the most precious things in a dramatist’s life—and one is to believe that not a scrap of it merited mention in his will?

Since great writers are invariably great readers, a further question emerges: Where are Will Shakspere’s books? Public libraries did not exist in Elizabethan England. Unless one had access to university libraries or other private collections, what was in your household was what you read. Approximately 150 books were printed in Elizabethan England per year. (By comparison, 40,000 books per year are printed today in the United States.) A vast majority of Elizabethan titles concerned matters of religion, law, or medicine. Assembling a library of more than a hundred volumes—especially a secular library containing plays, poems, and other works of fiction—was an impressive, time-consuming, and costly feat. Books were cherished commodities.

More than two hundred books survive from each of the libraries of the early seventeenth-century playwright Ben Jonson and poet John Donne. The Shake-speare plays and poems reveal that the author was a voracious reader—citing over two hundred books, some of which were untranslated works published on the Continent in Greek, Latin, French, Italian, and Spanish. Yet, scholars have never authenticated a single book, play, pamphlet, or broadsheet that ever belonged to Will Shakspere. Some Shake-speare plays, such as Hamlet and Macbeth, draw characters and story lines from unpublished manuscripts in private archives. But there is no explanation for how Shakspere could have gained access to restricted aristocratic family libraries.

The erudition on display in Shake-speare is wide-ranging and profound. Studies of the Shake-speare canon by lawyers, theologians, physicians, astronomers, philosophers, linguists, military tacticians, sailors, historians, botanists, literary scholars, musicians, and classicists conclude that Shakespeare manifests a ready knowledge of their respective fields. All find the author anywhere from competent to expert in these varied disciplines. The myth that Shake-speare had “small Latin and less Greek”—stemming from a misreading of a poem by Ben Jonson—has inhibited the natural conclusion of these studies: Shake-speare was one of the most learned and broadly educated authors in history.

Even if Will Shakspere had attended the Stratford Grammar School as a child, a supposition for which there is no evidence, it would not have provided him the kind of myriad-minded expertise one finds in abundance in Shake-speare. Will Shakspere’s documented biography is extensive, but it is all commercial activities, lawsuits, and entrepreneurial ventures. It reveals no formal education, tutelage, or apprenticeship in his presumed craft.

Shake-speare’s works also convey a familiarity with specialized knowledge of places and cultures that could not have been found in books or taught in school. The plays and poems reveal a well-traveled world citizen—one who had an intimate familiarity with Italian and French culture unattainable at second hand. Shake-speare sets as many plays in France and Italy as he does in England. Henry V contains a scene written entirely in courtly (and bawdy) French, while the characters and situations of Love’s Labour’s Lost reveal a familiarity with French manners, mannerisms, and courtly culture. Shake-speare knew that Florence’s citizens were recognized for their arithmetic and bookkeeping (Othello); he knew that Padua was the “nursery of arts” (The Taming of the Shrew) and that Lombardy was “the pleasant garden of great Italy” (Taming of the Shrew); he knew that a dish of baked doves was a time-honored northern Italian gift (The Merchant of Venice). He knew Venice, in particular, like nowhere else in the world, save for London itself. Picayune Venetian matters scarcely escaped his grasp: the duke of Venice’s two votes in the city council, for example, or the special nighttime police force—the Signori di Notte—peculiar to Venice, or the foreign city where Venice’s Jews did most of their business, Frankfurt.

The cornerstones of the case for Will Shakspere as “Shakespeare,” in fact, constitute one meager docket:

Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit: In 1592, the playwright Robert Greene allegedly lashed out in print at Shakspere. Greene’s posthumous pamphlet Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit chastised someone nicknamed “Shake-scene” as an “upstart crow…an absolute Johannes factotum” who “supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the rest” of London’s top dramatists. Because Shakspere “supposes” that he was as capable a composer as his fellow playwrights, Greene’s Groatsworth would appear to deliver crucial testimony that Shakspere was, in fact, an author—however much Greene did not like him.

A closer reading of Groatsworth, however, discredits Shakspere as a writer of any capacity. In Aesop’s Fables, the crow was a figure that disguised itself in the plumage of other birds. A “Johannes factotum” in sixteenth-century usage was a braggart and vainglorious dilettante. And according to the Oxford English Dictionary, Elizabethans often used the word suppose to mean, “To feign, pretend; occasionally, to forge.” Shakspere, Greene’s Groatsworth suggests, was actually an impostor.

The Return from Parnassus: This anonymous comedy staged by students at Cambridge University in 1600 pokes fun at an oafish actor, the clown Will Kemp. Kemp is made to say, “Few of the university men pen plays well; they smell too much of that writer Ovid and that writer Metamorphosis.” The joke here is that Kemp doesn’t know the difference between an author (Ovid) and the title of his work (The Metamorphoses).

In the next breath, Kemp says, “Why here’s our fellow Shakespeare puts them all down!” With these words, Kemp glorifies the playwright “Shakespeare,” a “fellow” actor. But the joke is on Kemp. A sophisticated Elizabethan university audience would understand that if Kemp doesn’t know that “Metamorphosis” wasn’t the name of a writer, he would have zero credibility to talk about the actor Shakspere as a writer.

Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece: These two Shake-speare poems from 1593 and ’94 are dedicated to the earl of Southampton, a high-ranking Elizabethan courtier. Southampton is conventionally assumed—upon no further evidence—to have been Shakspere’s patron. A number of scholars over the past two centuries have devoted countless man-hours to discovering other evidence of Southampton’s patronage of Shakspere. They have found none. As will be seen in Chapter 9, the Venus and Adonis and Lucrece dedications actually make more sense coming from Edward de Vere’s pen than from Shakspere’s. For one, at the time of the dedications, Southampton was being considered as a possible husband for de Vere’s daughter Elizabeth.

“Terence”: In a pamphlet published in 1611, the poet John Davies described “Shake-spear” [sic] as “Our English Terence.” Terence is known today to have been both an actor and a playwright.

However, this is not what many in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries believed. According to the essayists Cicero, Quintilian, and Montaigne, as well as a leading literary textbook of the Elizabethan Age, the actor Terence was actually a front man for one or more Roman aristocratic playwrights. Although most scholars today dismiss the possibility, many of Davies’s learned contemporary readers would have recognized the allusion: Shakspere was an actor who pretended to be an author. The author Shake-speare was someone else altogether.

The Book and the Monument: Shakspere’s funerary monument in Stratford-upon-Avon’s Trinity Church, constructed sometime before 1623, ostensibly suggests he was a writer. (The statue is of a man using a pillow for a desktop, holding a quill pen over a blank piece of paper; the cryptic inscription beneath the statue reads, in part, “…all [that] he hath writ leaves living art but page to serve his wit”—although exactly what these words mean has long been a mystery and will be discussed later.) The first edition of the complete plays of Shake-speare in 1623 alludes to the Trinity Church bust (“…when time dissolves thy Stratford monument…”) and to the river in Shakspere’s hometown (“…sweet swan of Avon…”). Together, the 1623 First Folio and the Stratford monument would appear to deliver prima facie evidence for Shakspere as Shake-speare.

However, both date to a period (circa 1623) when Edward de Vere’s children and in-laws were waging a brutal campaign in the court of King James I against a controversial British royal marriage alliance with Spain. This book argues de Vere’s children and in-laws used the works of Shake-speare as part of a propaganda war during the “Spanish Marriage Crisis” of the early 1620s—and that the Stratford monument and publication of the Folio constituted a last-ditch maneuver to preserve de Vere’s literary legacy, even if it meant burying his identity.

So far as is known and can be proved, Shakspere never traveled anywhere beyond the roads connecting London to Stratford-upon-Avon. So far as is known and can be proved, he did not even attend Stratford Grammar School. So far as is known and can be proved, Shakspere never wrote a complete sentence in his life. Shakspere’s wife and daughters were, like his parents and siblings, either illiterate or close to it.

“We are the reasoning race,” Mark Twain wrote in Is Shakespeare Dead? “And when we find a vague file of chipmunk tracks stringing through the dust of Stratford village, we know by our reasoning powers that Hercules has been along there. I feel that our fetish is safe for three centuries yet.”

* * *

Edward de Vere was a brilliant and troubled man with whom one might enjoy sharing a beer but loathe sharing a house. He was at times a cad and a scoundrel. He also was a notorious teller of tall tales. One of his contemporaries recorded a fable de Vere recited about his adventures in Italy: “In it [de Vere] glories greatly. Diversely hath he told it, and when he enters into it, he can hardly out, which hath made such sport as often have I been driven to rise from his table laughing.”

Despite his tall tales, it was actually de Vere’s truthfulness that ultimately necessitated his taking refuge behind the Shake-speare mask. De Vere spent nearly his entire life in Queen Elizabeth’s court, portraying this world and its key figures unflinchingly. He skewered such powerful men as Sir Christopher Hatton (MALVOLIO in Twelfth Night), Sir Philip Sidney (SLENDER in The Merry Wives of Windsor; SIR ANDREW AGUECHEEK in Twelfth Night; MICHAEL CASSIO in Othello), Lord Robert Dudley (CLAUDIUS in Hamlet; JUSTICE SHALLOW in The Merry Wives of Windsor), William Cecil, Lord Burghley (POLONIUS), the earl of Southampton (PATROCLUS in Troilus and Cressida), and the earl of Essex (CORIOLANUS). De Vere also exposed the court’s dirty laundry, accusing Dudley of being a poisoner (Hamlet), turning Cecil into a veritable pimp (PANDARUS in Troilus and Cressida), and even portraying the sacred Virgin Queen as a vain and fickle tease with a Jezebel streak (CLEOPATRA, GERTRUDE, CRESSIDA, VENUS). “Shakespeare” was a subterfuge that distanced the scandalous works from its primary subjects: the queen and her powerful inner circle of advisors. The “Shakespeare” ruse enabled de Vere to write till the end of his days in 1604. However, the bargain was a Faustian one, depriving de Vere of the immortality due him for his literary accomplishments and foisting upon the world a monumental myth.

The Shake-speare canon, informed by de Vere’s life story, paints a vivid and complex picture. He was both a defender and critic of the state, a bohemian and a statesman, an outlaw and an enforcer of the law, a comic and a quintessentially tragic figure, a patron and an artist seeking patronage. He was an athletic figure with military aspirations who also was effeminate and inhabited a small frame.

But de Vere’s most striking physical characteristic was his eyes. His extant portraits (one of which is reprinted herein, while the another two are discussed in Appendix D) all find the sitter, eyebrows arched, fixing a piercing gaze out of the canvas and through the ages. Behind those windows lay the cagey intellect of a man who knew he knew too much.

Click here to view the end notes for the Introduction.





CHAPTER 1

THE EYE OF CHILDHOOD

[1550–1562]

ON APRIL 12, 1550, IN THE PRIVATE APARTMENTS OF A BRITISH STONE-WALLED medieval fortress, a lord and lady welcomed their heir into the world. If the boy survived, the child’s father—John de Vere, sixteenth earl of Oxford—could henceforth rest assured that when he died, his own son would carry forward the title of seventeenth earl.

From the moment of christening at Castle Hedingham in the eastern county of Essex, Edward de Vere would be known as Viscount Bolbec. Lord Edward’s high birth would place him in adulthood among kings and queens and the powerful men around them who ran the state. His fate was to be their gadfly and fool, a black sheep of this ancient and revered family. But nothing at the time of his birth would have led anyone to suspect that such a strange and ungainly future awaited.

This biography will proceed under the assumption that, by himself or in collaboration, Edward de Vere wrote under the name William Shake-speare. He is not the Shakespeare with whom we are familiar.

Edward de Vere’s ancestors had, for four hundred years, played a leading role in the wars and politics of England. In an uninterrupted succession from the Norman Conquest onward, de Veres had served the crown as statesmen and military commanders. After 1142, de Veres also wore the coronet of the earldom of Oxford. The first earl of Oxford had supported Empress Matilda’s (unsuccessful) claim to the throne against King Stephen; the second earl had served under King John; the third earl had taken up arms against John; the seventh earl led a naval fleet against the French at Calais and laid siege to Rheims. The ninth earl, the most infamous of his line, had been a consort and royal favorite of the homosexual king Richard II, and had forfeited his lands on Richard’s fall. The eleventh earl had served Henry V at Agincourt. The twelfth earl had fought in the Wars of the Roses and was executed by King Edward IV.

The history of the fifteenth earl is intimately bound up with the history of Tudor England. The fifteenth earl had supported the divorce of King Henry VIII’s queen Catherine and carried the crown for the coronation of Anne Boleyn, mother of the future queen Elizabeth. Edward de Vere himself was named after Henry’s only son, England’s king Edward VI. The 13-year-old king Edward sent a gilded chalice for Lord Edward’s christening on April 17, 1550.

Infant mortality rates demanded that children be baptized soon after birth, lest they die in the nursery without being blessed by holy water—dooming their souls to limbo. Then again, limbo was just the sort of idolatrous belief that the reformist king Edward was working to abolish. When Henry VIII founded the Church of England in 1534, it was little more than a British denomination of Catholicism. Communion still assumed the physical transformation of wine into blood and bread into the body of Christ. Much of the Mass in Henry VIII’s day was still read in Latin. Saints and sacraments of yore—blessing of the candles at Candlemas, releasing of the doves from the roof of St. Paul’s on Whit Sunday—remained firmly in place. Henry’s son, on the other hand, was a reformer. Edward VI set out to smash all remaining vestiges of Catholic beliefs. He enacted new laws to support Protestant reformers. He commissioned new books of homilies and a Book of Common Prayer; and in a bold stroke of radicalism, his government made English the primary language of the church service.

In the mid-sixteenth century, the ancient earldom of Oxford was a vestige of a bygone age. The earldom’s seat was a place called Castle Hedingham in East Anglia, northeast of London, set on a hill near the river Colne. The river wound through East Anglia, past another de Vere estate at Earls Colne, and into the North Sea via Colchester. Hedingham had been built within the first century after the Norman Conquest (1066), when the family’s ancestors came across the channel from their home in the town of Veere in today’s Netherlands. William the Conqueror granted Castle Hedingham and thirteen other estates to the de Veres for their military service in helping the Normans overrun the Saxons. Castle Hedingham’s central Norman keep—the one building that remains today—was a foreboding stone fortress roughly 60 feet on each side and 110 feet tall. Built to withstand the engines of a medieval siege, the keep sheltered five stories that included soldiers’ quarters, a munitions room, and a banquet hall and armory beneath a twenty-one-foot-high Norman arch. Brick walls around the entire hilltop estate formed a first defense against attackers. Inside stood the keep, a stable and barnyard, a brewhouse, a granary, a chapel, a tennis court, lodgings, kitchens, and pantries. In its exemplary battle, the castle was besieged in 1216 by King John himself.

Edward de Vere’s father owned some three hundred castles and mansions across England. But each of these medieval manors generated enormous bills as well as a dwindling supply of income. Many properties were forever in the red. Feudal estates had been ideal holdings to command in the centuries after the Conquest, when the government required its lords to provide armies for crusades and wars. The Tudors, on the other hand, needed money. Those who could generate a steady stream of income were the new men of the age. A keen business manager might have spent a career making the holdings of the earls of Oxford productive and profitable once again. But John de Vere, sixteenth earl of Oxford—or Earl John, as he was commonly called—was no businessman.

Personally, John de Vere seems to have been a man both boorish and cultured. His relationships with women can only be described as rocky. Earl John abandoned, but did not divorce, his first wife. One of his mistresses, to whom he may have been bigamously married, was beaten up by his in-laws and other associates. He abandoned a second mistress and left a woman to whom he was engaged, on the day before their wedding.

And yet Earl John was also a generous patron, sponsoring a dramatic troupe (the Earl of Oxford’s Men) that featured some of the finest actors in England. According to the scholar and diplomat Sir Thomas Smith, “I think no man of England…could do so much and so readily with threatenings, imprisonments, and pains as my lord doeth here with the love that the gentlemen and the whole country beareth to him.”

A story survives of Earl John hunting wild boar in France. His French companions were armed as if for war, while he was “no otherwise attired than as when he walked in his own private bedchamber, only a dancing rapier by his side.” When the hunting party cornered the beast, Earl John dismounted and attacked the boar with his inferior blade—much to the consternation of his fellow hunters. “My lords,” he replied to his astonished companions, “what have I done of which I have no feeling? Is it the killing of this English pig? Why, every boy in my nation would have performed it. They may be bugbears to the French: to us they are but servants.”

Of Margery, Earl John’s second wife and Lord Edward’s mother, few records survive. What she thought about her husband’s romantic history is unknown but probably not hard to guess. Countess Margery’s two known references to her son, both found in letters written to the Secretary of State Sir William Cecil, appeared at a time when the young lord Edward had been moved out of the house. These missives give only passing mention of her child and do not request any information about his life or well-being. The countess, it appears, lived out the teachings of the sixteenth-century humanist Juan Luis Vives, whose popular book Instruction of a Christian Woman told mothers that “cherishing marreth the sons and it utterly destroyeth the daughters.”

This skewed philosophy of mothering consistently appears as the norm in Shake-speare. Lord Edward would grow up to portray caring and nurturing mother figures almost as emissaries from an alien world—loving LADY MACDUFFS in a land where brutal LADY MACBETHS command center stage. A third of the Shake-speare canon features no mothers whatsoever.

While the author named characters after other family and friends—his cousins Horatio and Francis Vere, for instance, are known to eternity as Hamlet’s HORATIO and FRANCISCO—the name Margery gets only a passing mention, in The Merchant of Venice:


LAUNCELOT: I am LAUNCELOT, your boy that was, your son that is, your child that shall be.

OLD GOBBO: I cannot think you are my son.

LAUN.: I know not what I shall think of that…. I am sure Margery your wife is my mother.



At the time of Edward’s birth, the sixteenth earl and his countess had one other child, Katherine, from the husband’s first marriage. Katherine was approximately nine years older than Edward. (Her exact birth date is unknown.) She, too, never appears to have been close to her half-brother and would later file a slanderous lawsuit against her sibling accusing him of being a bastard. Sometime around Lord Edward’s fourth year, his other sister, Mary, was born.

As Castle Hedingham was the family seat, it is safe to assume that no small part of Lord Edward’s early childhood was spent there. As a toddler inside this ancient castle, Edward’s formative years were probably quite lonely ones, living with an indifferent mother and a distant, feudal lord of a father. During the winter months, when the sixteenth earl’s dramatic troupe was not touring the provinces, the players would have stayed at the castle to entertain the family and revel away the long, cold nights—while the troupe’s fool (some have suspected the otherwise unemployed jester from Henry VIII’s court Will Somers) would naturally have been a magnet for a precocious and lonesome child with a budding sense of verbal foolery. HAMLET’s heartfelt words over Yorick’s skull certainly suggest an author reflecting on his earliest days:


Alas, poor Yorick! I knew him, HORATIO; a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy. He hath bore me on his back a thousand times, and now how abhor’d in my imagination it is! My gorge rises at it. Here hung those lips that I have kiss’d I know not how oft. Where be your gibes now, your gambols, your songs, your flashes of merriment that were wont to set the table on a roar?



By the great stone fireplace in this ancient Norman keep, the players and the patriarch no doubt favored the young heir with tales of his ancestors’ exploits.

Such accounts of de Vere family successes and failures would color how Lord Edward would later portray the story of England in the Shake-speare history plays. Shake-speare’s histories reveal an acute sense of de Vere family legend: the Shake-speare canon rewrites English history not only to glorify the Elizabethan dynasty (the House of Tudor) but also to amplify some of the earls of Oxford’s greatest accomplishments and paper over some of the earls of Oxford’s greatest embarrassments.

Robert, the third earl of Oxford, living in the time of King John (1199–1216), had helped to force the monarch to sign the Magna Carta at Runnymede. There the earl was elected one of the Great Charter’s twenty-five guardians. Excommunicated by the pope for insolence, the third earl committed treason when he joined a rebellion to hand the throne over to the French dauphin. In response, King John laid siege to Castle Hedingham—a military campaign that ended in the French dauphin returning to his home country and John retaining the throne. In Shake-speare’s account of this era (King John), the traitor third earl is never even mentioned.

On the other hand, the thirteenth earl of Oxford brought fame to the annals of family legend. He patronized leading men of letters, including the translator and printer William Caxton. The thirteenth earl also helped depose the Yorkist king Richard III in the storied battle of Bosworth. A stone bas-relief now thought to have hung in Castle Hedingham tells the tale of this battle, with an unhorsed Richard III—one can almost hear him crying, “My kingdom for a horse!”—grasping at his crown while a victorious Henry Tudor rides triumphantly with the earl of Oxford close at his side.

Shake-speare is hardly subtle about the esteem he accords this illustrious de Vere: In the Shake-speare Henry VI plays, the thirteenth earl becomes “valiant OXFORD” and “brave OXFORD, wondrous well belov’d.” Shakespeare’s Henry VI plays have the EARL OF OXFORD retreating from one battle only to take up arms against the Yorkists at Dorset. At the Battle of Tewksbury, “sweet OXFORD” determines the place where the enemies will be fought. In reality, the historical thirteenth earl of Oxford was neither at Dorset nor at Tewksbury—and was certainly not worthy of the undying praise Shake-speare heaps upon him. Shake-speare also poked fun at his own infatuation with his ancestor, inserting a gratuitous joke into Henry V about the thirteenth earl of Oxford’s most inglorious moment—a friendly-fire incident that led to an embarrassing defeat at the Battle of Barnet.

* * *

In the winter of 1552–53, King Edward VI fell ill with what doctors now think was a virulent strain of pneumonia. On July 6, 1553, the prophecies of a long and illustrious Edwardian Age did not come to pass. The sixteen-year-old monarch had died. Next in line to the throne—after a botched attempt to crown the Protestant sympathizer Lady Jane Grey—was King Edward’s half-sister Mary, as zealously Catholic as her brother was Protestant.

Mary hated her younger half-sister Elizabeth, who the new queen thought was just a bastard child of her father’s strumpet Anne Boleyn. Elizabeth assured her elder half-sibling that she celebrated Catholic Mass with an honest and open heart. But, according to one eyewitness, Princess Elizabeth was also “very timid and trembled when she spoke” with Mary.

As England’s Protestants had feared, “Bloody” Mary, as she would soon be known, wanted foremost to return England to the Roman faith. The tools of the Spanish Inquisition awaited the application of her reactionary zeal.

Smart courtiers who valued their lives and lands discovered in themselves a renewed love of Catholicism. Protestants-at-heart learned to keep their antipapist curses to themselves. Earl John was one of many nobles drafted into supervising Mary’s burnings of Protestant heretics.

Sometime during Lord Edward’s youth—when is not precisely known—the child was moved out of Castle Hedingham and into the household of Sir Thomas Smith. Former Secretary of State to the late king Edward, Smith was a Protestant friend of the family. According to a letter written years later between two of Smith’s courtly colleagues, Smith had, at some point during Lord Edward’s youth, made Lord Edward his “scholar.” During Queen Mary’s reign, Smith was otherwise unemployed, enjoying a prosperous country life at his riverside estate of Ankerwicke in Buckinghamshire, near Windsor Castle. Smith had also recently married into a family that owned an Essex estate named Hill Hall, a day’s ride from Castle Hedingham.

Smith would later write to the Lord Treasurer of England that Lord Edward was “brought up in my house.” By this statement, Smith likely meant that he home-schooled his young student at either Hill Hall or Ankerwicke. However, since Hill Hall was under construction during much of the 1550s, Smith’s Buckinghamshire estate is the more likely site of a rigorous classical and Renaissance education for one precocious earl-in-waiting. The former statesman and Cambridge University regius professor of civil law may have felt that the task of tutoring a mere child was a demotion. But Smith’s instruction of Edward de Vere would, in the end, prove to be an inestimably generous gift to the world of English letters.

Ankerwicke was a manor that overlooked the Thames and stood an hour’s walk from Datchet Mead, Frogmore House, and the town of Windsor, all part of the local color that form the backdrop of Shake-speare’s Merry Wives of Windsor. Although Ankerwicke was pulled down in the nineteenth century, inventories of the twenty-room domicile survive—detailing a comfortable but still modest household containing such curious items as a “picture in a table,” “a hanging of cosmography,” and three unidentified “painted pictures.” In 1555, the forty-two-year-old Smith, who had recently served as provost of nearby Eton College, was settling into Ankerwicke with his new wife, Philippa Wilford, the childless widow of an Essex landowner.

The Smiths’ marriage remained childless, too, although the husband had an illegitimate son, Thomas, three years older than Lord Edward, who may have spent some time in the family household. Disburdened of raising her own brood, Philippa Smith, in her early thirties at the time, was probably the closest the former Hedingham resident ever had to a caring mother figure in his life. When, as a young adult, Edward de Vere was recuperating from a deadly illness, he holed himself up amid surroundings that must have sparked childhood memories of a nurturing environment—the nearby town of Windsor.

Nurturing, however, would only have consumed a small portion of the day’s agenda in the Smith household.

Education started early in those days. In one extreme example, the French essayist Montaigne was already fluent in Latin by the age of six. Nobles in particular were given little time to enjoy childhood. In the words of the handbook on upper-class child-rearing, Thomas Elyot’s Boke Named the Governour (1531), “That infelicity of our time and country compelleth us to encroach somewhat upon the years of children, and especially of noblemen, that they may sooner attain to wisdom and gravity.” What a student might today encounter in college was deemed appropriate for elementary-school-aged children.

Some of Lord Edward’s earliest lessons were at the hands of a truly gifted educator. According to Smith’s twentieth-century biographer Mary Dewar, “There is evidence that [Smith] was an outstanding teacher. Apart from his brilliant formal ‘oratory’ he held strong views on the techniques of teaching and thorough study. His recommendations to young students intending to apply themselves to the law in his inaugural lecture are formidable.” One contemporary even compared Sir Thomas Smith to Plato.

The analogy was apt—and not just for Smith’s tendency to surround himself with the brightest young minds. Intellectually, Smith was also an insatiable omnivore. In his biographer Dewar’s words, “[Smith’s] colleagues and students were always dazzled by his wide range of interests and impressed by his capacity to discuss any topic and pronounce learnedly in almost any field of study.” One of Smith’s students called Smith “the flower of the University of Cambridge.” According to Smith’s seventeenth-century biographer John Strype, Smith was “reckoned the best scholar [at Cambridge] University, not only for rhetoric and the learned languages, but for mathematics, arithmetic, law, natural and moral philosophy.”

Lord Edward, as his “scholar,” would have had access to Smith’s library of hundreds of books. In 1566, Smith inventoried his collection at more than four hundred titles—quite sizable for its day—in theology, civil law, history, philosophy, mathematics, medicine, grammar, and literature. Nearly all these works were in foreign tongues. Smith was fluent in Latin, Greek, French, Italian, Spanish, and Hebrew; it’s likely that the scholar introduced his student to these languages via the cornucopia of culture at his fingertips. Works by Livy, Tacitus, Virgil, Plutarch, Saxo Grammaticus, Edward Halle, Plato, Pliny, Homer, Ovid, Pindar, Aristophanes, Sophocles, Plautus, Petrarch, Dante, and Boccaccio lined Smith’s bookshelves. Modern scholars have found all of these authors inspiring and informing the writings of Shake-speare.

In 1554, Smith was working on what would become an influential tract concerning international economics, “For the Understanding of the Exchange.” Smith also interested himself in mathematics, geography, and astronomy and indulged these scientific instincts with projects (erecting sundials and constructing geographical globes) and experiments (he would conduct his own observations of the supernova of 1572). Smith’s textbook on government and politics De Republica Anglorum would influence the Shake-speare history plays as well as Measure for Measure and Julius Caesar. Observations Smith recorded about Spanish pronunciation show up in Love’s Labors Lost. Smith’s fascination with horticulture, pharmacology, and medicine is shared by Shakespeare, who specialists in these fields say must have been an “expert gardener” and “an apothecary and a student of medicine.” Smith did not shy away from heretical writings, either, carrying both Copernicus’s revolutionary tract on cosmology De Revolutionibus and the complete works of Niccolò Machiavelli in his library.

At the center of Smith’s universe, though, was the law. Legal studies represented to Smith an ideal playground for the true Renaissance intellect. The educator reserved contempt for lawyers who practiced as if the law were an isolated subject unto itself. Following Justinian’s Pandects, the classic treatise interpreting Roman law, Smith believed legal training first required a mastery of subjects including philosophy, rhetoric, language, and history. One of Smith’s later students, the Cambridge academic Gabriel Harvey, recorded in his journals his frustration at the reading Smith mandated before a student could even crack the spine on Justinian.

For nearly two centuries, eminent lawyers and judges have recognized in Shake-speare a fellow man of the craft, someone whose unerring legal allusions and metaphors betrayed an expertise that can only have come from years of study in the field. With Sir Thomas Smith as his earliest teacher, it is little wonder that Shake-speare used legal terminology, in the words of the nineteenth-century legal historian Richard Grant White, “as if it were a part of the language of his daily life, making no mistakes that can be detected by a learned professional critic.”

Beyond the rigors of legal studies, Lord Edward would also have learned the forms of recreation that rounded out a gentleman’s education. Chief among those were hawking and hunting. Commoners were traditionally prohibited from either hunting deer or keeping a bird of prey—although these prohibitions did not prevent hunting from becoming a popular Elizabethan sport. The arcane terminology of hunting and hawking—intentionally kept arcane to enforce the conventional class distinctions—serves as fodder in Shake-speare for vivid metaphors concerning love, marriage, death, war, and sex. The hunt and the law both represented worlds apart from the experience of many English subjects. Both would have become firsthand knowledge at Ankerwicke.

The year 1558 marked two major events in Edward de Vere’s life: He began his brief university career, and his queen came to the throne. The two were probably connected. As a Protestant and a former Secretary of State, Smith expected that he would hold government office again under the Protestant Elizabeth. When Queen Mary was discovered to be suffering from cancer, Smith prepared to return to the seat of power. In October 1558, a month before Queen Mary’s death, de Vere was enrolled at Smith’s alma mater, Queens’ College at Cambridge University. Men typically went to college in their early teens. As de Vere was only eight, he was entered as impubes, too young to take the university’s oath of fidelity. Three months later, de Vere also enrolled at St. John’s College, although he continued to reside at Queens’ College.

De Vere’s curriculum at Cambridge does not survive. Only one record—concerning the replacement of a broken windowpane in de Vere’s Queens’ College dormitory room—taunts the ages with its inconsequence.

The turbulence of a Catholic nation turned Protestant turned Catholic about to turn Protestant again was mirrored in the Cambridge University campus. Once the nation’s wellspring of higher learning, Cambridge under Mary Tudor had become a reactionary government institution given over to despotism. To be admitted for a degree, Cambridge students in Queen Mary’s day had to swear an oath of papal supremacy and condemn as “pestiferous heresies” the teachings of Martin Luther and his ilk. Two years before Edward de Vere’s enrollment, the King’s College scholar John Hullier was arrested for nonconformity and burned alive by the banks of the river Cam. In an even more ghastly display of Marian barbarity, the bodies of two recently deceased foreign Protestant professors had been exhumed, chained together, and publicly burned on the university’s Market Hill.

Nonetheless, the eight-year-old’s brief stay on campus was probably enlightened by Cambridge’s one beacon of learning during the dark decade of the 1550s, Dr. John Caius. Caius was a cosmopolitan and moderate Catholic professor of medicine, who had studied anatomy under Andreas Vesalius at the University of Padua in that faraway Italian Renaissance utopia, the Republic of Venice. De Vere would later reencounter Caius once the doctor had been appointed court physician to the soon-to-be-crowned queen Elizabeth. Caius (d. 1573) would twice be memorialized by name in Shake-speare, both in the character of the French doctor in Merry Wives of Windsor and in the alias the EARL OF KENT assumes during his period of exile in King Lear.

Also in 1558, state records reveal the hiring of the tutor Thomas Fowle for de Vere. The post carried with it a handsome annuity of £10. Fowle was a hot-blooded Protestant, like Smith, although less distinguished in his erudition. Fowle’s scholarly record and curriculum with de Vere do not survive, nor do accounts of his teaching style.

On November 17, 1558, cancer retrieved Bloody Mary from her missionary calling on this earth. The passing of Mary Tudor marked the third British royal death in nearly twelve years. The prospects for yet another short-lived Tudor monarchy tainted the enthusiasm that greeted the wan and frail-looking Elizabeth as she entered London six days later. The twenty-five-year-old queen consulted her astrologers for the most auspicious date to be crowned Elizabeth I of England, Ireland, and France. (England still hadn’t come to grips with its loss of the last patch of French soil, Calais, earlier in the year.) Her Majesty waited until after the Christmas season had passed.

During December and January, foreign visitors to London could be forgiven for believing that the city was under siege. Cannon fire from the Tower and from specially equipped barges on the Thames punctuated the young queen’s frequent visits throughout the city and Westminster. From Elizabeth’s first days on the throne, she was no cloistered royal, sheltered from her subjects like a precious work of art. Elizabeth was a true politician, in the modern sense of the word, and she could win over a room or work a crowd like any of the best vote-seekers today.

Practically every nobleman and noblewoman in the nation—and not a few of the thousands of English gentry, too—attended Queen Elizabeth’s coronation and banquet on January 15, 1559. The eight-year-old Lord Edward undoubtedly made the pilgrimage with his fellow Cambridge students to Westminster sometime in early January. Earl John had claimed his ancestral right as Lord Great Chamberlain of England to serve as royal water-bearer, enabling Her Majesty to symbolically wash herself before and after the coronation feast. De Vere’s mother, Countess Margery, served as one of the queen’s numerous ladies-in-waiting at the Westminster Abbey service.

As if inaugurating the stylistic Renaissance her reign would usher in, Elizabeth had four complete outfits made for each portion of the day’s proceedings. In her city processional gown, Her Majesty frequently stopped the royal train along the parade route to converse with subjects presenting Christian tableaux and allegories of time and justice. Elizabeth’s remarkable gift for oratory is preserved in this, her first official day as monarch addressing her subjects. “I will be as good unto you as ever queen was to her people,” she told the assembled crowds in London’s Cheapside. “No will in me can lack. Neither, do I trust, shall there lack any power. And persuade yourselves that for the safety and quietness of you all, I will not spare, if need be, to spend my blood.”

Her coronation service, complete with two costume changes, featured a monarch for the first time swearing the oath of office on an English Bible. Bowing to Catholic tradition, some of the ceremony was read in Latin. The archbishop also elevated the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. But, although she took communion, the Anglican Elizabeth withdrew herself behind a curtain during the elevation of the Host. The feast that followed, celebrating a newly crowned monarch resplendent in violet velvet, carried on from three P.M. till one o’clock the following morning.

As an introduction to the woman who, in concert with her chief ministers, would map out the terrain that Lord Edward would be navigating for the rest of his life, the festivities of January 15 must have been as overwhelming and exhausting as the voluminous accounts of the day that soon appeared in London booksellers’ stalls.

The following fall, Queen Elizabeth gave Sir Thomas Smith, Earl John, and the queen’s handsome favorite, Lord Robert Dudley, an assignment. She had already begun entertaining suitors for her hand in marriage, and the duke of Finland would soon sail to England to press the case for his elder brother Eric, king of Sweden. In early October of 1559, the group rode to Colchester to greet the duke. Lord Edward probably joined his tutor and father on the journey.

With the accession of Queen Elizabeth, Dudley had vaulted to a position of unrivaled power unlike any other during the whole of the Elizabethan age. He was also emerging as a serious candidate for Elizabeth’s hand. Dudley’s greatest hindrance at the time was the inconvenient fact that he was already married.

Dudley, Smith, and Earl John escorted the Swedish noble through Colchester, parading their train through the hilly town with all the ceremony befitting royalty. Hundreds rode in formation, with eighty men displaying gold chains and the tawny livery of the earls of Oxford. Following the train were two hundred more yeomen bearing an embroidered emblem of the blue boar, the earl of Oxford’s heraldic badge, on their left shoulder. The columns of horses, men, and military hardware then set off for London, where the journey would end at Oxford House near London Stone.

Both court and Parliament were working to ensure that Elizabeth marry soon. All but perhaps Elizabeth herself hoped that, within a few years at most, a sensible husband—not the Master of the Horse Dudley—could be settled upon. Then the real business of running England could begin. And Elizabeth could concern herself with the proper role of queens: delivering heirs to the throne.

That Her Majesty would soon marry was taken as a given. The disastrous reign of Elizabeth’s predecessor Mary only reinforced the prevailing prejudice that a woman was simply incapable of running a country by herself. As the Protestant polemicist John Knox wrote in 1558, “To promote a woman to bear rule, superiority, dominion, or empire above any realm, nation, or city, is repugnant to nature, contumely to God, a thing most contrary to his revealed will and approved ordinance; and finally, it is the subversion of good order, of all equity and justice.” Quotations from the Bible and from Aristotle buttressed Knox’s adfeminam attack, which was repeated in more muted tones by authors such as Thomas Becon and even Sir Thomas Smith.

However, Elizabeth confounded the pundits of her day. Her refusal to marry Sweden would be the first of many nuptial evasions.

When news arrived in 1561 that the still unmarried queen would be visiting Castle Hedingham in August, little in the eleven-year-old Edward’s life could have been more exciting. For a few glorious days, all the power and stature belonging to this realm would be contained within the walls of his family’s ancestral estate. His father would be the center of the court’s attention.

The Elizabethan royal summer progress, of which the 1561 Hedingham visit played just one small part, was the queen’s great annual outreach campaign. In July, Elizabeth would depart from the city—which during the summer became more subject to plague outbreaks anyway. Her Majesty would invite herself into the country seats of ten or fifteen noble families. The queen and the hundreds of retainers and courtiers that made up her royal household would take over their hosts’ estates for several days of feasting, hunting, and entertainments. As one Puritan critic wrote, during the annual progress season Elizabeth was “entirely given over to love, hunting, hawking, and dancing, consuming day and night with trifles [plays]…. He who invents most ways of wasting time is regarded as one worthy of honor.” And it was the progress that made each of these diversions a full-time job that carried on into the fall.

More than three hundred carts, stretching down the road as far as the eye could see, trucked luggage and provisions from site to site.

At each stop, the queen would address and mingle with hundreds of locals from the surrounding shires. It appealed to her notorious vanity to be treated like an earthbound deity by a new phalanx of admirers every few days. Simply by visiting a household, she paid her host family a singular honor. However, each household also tried to outdo all others in extravagance. All parties thus conspired to maximize the estate-crushing magnitude of their burden. In her wake, Elizabeth often left behind a family whose purse had been ransacked. And the deer population in her hosts’ parks, decimated by the wholesale slaughter that was the typical royal hunting party, might take years to restore.

Elizabeth’s 1561 progress worked its way northeast from greater London and Havering into Chelmsford and to the city of Colchester—where Sir Thomas Smith, Earl John, and Lord Robert Dudley had met the Swedish embassy to England two years before. Britain’s oldest recorded town, Colchester was once the capital of Roman Britain, with ruins dating back to the pre-Christian era.

On August 6–9, Queen Elizabeth and her roving train of opulence—which, one is tempted to suppose, included an eleven-year-old heir to the region’s great earldom—descended upon Ipswich.

Although the Ipswich city fathers entertained the court with all the customary pageantry, the queen still lost her temper at her hosts. Her Majesty was shocked to find widespread “undiscreet behavior” among the ministers and readers at the colleges. There was, as one courtly correspondent lamented to the archbishop of Canterbury, a “great variety in [ad] ministration” of communion, including clerics giving the sacrament in their street clothes. “The ministers follow the folly of the people,” the letter writer added, “calling it charity to feed their fond humor.” Elizabeth was most shocked by the presence of women and children in the sacred spaces of the colleges and cathedral closes. Then and there she wanted to prohibit clergy from marrying altogether. But she was talked down to proclaiming an edict that only prohibited women from lodging at the universities. This measure would later come back to haunt the queen—and provide inspiration for the comedy Love’s Labor’s Lost.

Also at Ipswich, Elizabeth and her assembled throng took in one or more plays written by the former Carmelite monk John Bale. The Ipswich players, it is now thought, staged his history of the reign of King John. Bale’s King Johan was a work of Protestant propaganda that had debuted before the court of Elizabeth’s father twenty-five years before. Scholars have long noted Bale’s likely influence on the Shake-speare play King John, even though Bale’s King Johan was available only in manuscript and never, so far as is known, staged anytime after the early 1560s. If the young de Vere were not in the audience that night in Ipswich, he would at least have had access to Bale’s manuscript, since Earl John had been one of Bale’s longtime patrons.

King Johan purports to tell the history of England’s legendary thirteenth-century king—a man most famous today for his reluctant signing of Magna Carta. However, King Johan in no small part is also about sixteenth-century England. Since King John’s claim to the throne was often compared to Queen Elizabeth’s, any play celebrating John’s reign was, by extension, a public affirmation of Elizabeth’s sovereignty.

The Protestant propaganda in Bale’s King Johan is impossible to miss. Throughout the play, Bale’s righteous, antipapist king opposes such transparently Catholic villains as Sedition, Dissimulation, Treason, Usurped Power (symbolizing the pope), and Private Wealth (a cardinal). Sedition and Dissimulation ultimately succeed in assassinating the king, but the noble hero Verity (Bale’s tip of the hat to his patron) emerges to defend the king’s good name and to help his colleague Imperial Majesty (the House of Tudor) carry John’s anti-Catholic crusade forward. “He that condemneth a king condemneth God without doubt,” says Verity. “…I charge you, therefore, as God hath charged me, to give to your king his due supremity—and exile the pope [from] this realm for evermore.”

Though the play seems heavy-handed today, King Johan was in fact a groundbreaking piece of drama for its time. It departed from the traditional morality plays by dramatizing contemporary politics, drawing upon English history—not just biblical tales or folklore—as the playwright’s polemical tool. It was also the first English play to cast a historical English king as a character onstage and to portray a tragic hero as a man of essential virtues, not just vice.

One can readily picture Bale, a learned and contentious sixty-five-year-old, greeting the heir to his patron’s earldom. The eleven-year-old child had probably never met a playwright before this moment. The young de Vere would certainly have been impressed by the royal and courtly attention lavished upon the dramatist. Whether at Castle Hedingham or later, after he’d inherited the family’s papers and manuscripts, de Vere could also have read Bale’s other writings, including his history of a knight from King Henry V’s day. Bale’s Chronicle of the Blessed Martyr Sir John Oldcastle exhorts English authors to retell English history with a decidedly Protestant slant now that England has thrown off the yoke of Rome. “Set forth the English chronicles in their right shape,” Bale urges his readers. De Vere would, in fact, grow up to do just this, crafting an entire epic of history plays that refocused and distorted English history so as to, as Bale puts it, discard old “Romish lies and other Italish beggaries.” The most celebrated character from the Shakespeare history plays, SIR JOHN FALSTAFF, would be based in part on Oldcastle.

Also on hand during the August 1561 progress to Castle Hedingham was a man Sir Thomas Smith had known since his earliest days at Cambridge. Much to Smith’s frustration, Sir William Cecil had advanced in government far beyond him. During Mary’s reign, Cecil had helped to orchestrate Princess Elizabeth’s survival and ultimate rise to power. While outwardly conforming to Catholicism—one contemporary called Cecil a “creeper to the cross”—Cecil had also maintained a secret correspondence with the princess, providing her with insider knowledge from the court and valuable counsel. As an administrator, Cecil proved to be an undisputed master. At times strategically savvy and sly as a fox, he could also be a maddeningly plodding and unoriginal thinker. But it was his keen instinct for political survival that made him Elizabeth’s closest and dearest advisor and, as she put it, her “code of laws.” The queen would keep this wily statesman, a man she would nickname “Sir Spirit,” by her side until his dying day.

A crafty, scheming, and disarmingly politic man, Cecil at age forty had already become the most powerful man in England short of Elizabeth’s favorite, Dudley. Earlier in the year, before his appearance at Castle Hedingham, Elizabeth had appointed Cecil to the coveted post of Master of the Court of Wards and Liveries. The court of wards was an institution set up to supervise the lands and wealth of underage heirs and to arrange their marriages. It was a plum of an assignment, since the Master of Wards had notorious leeway to tap into and otherwise manipulate some of the country’s richest estates. The office had been profitable for Cecil’s predecessor Sir Thomas Parry, and Cecil would harvest this cash farm to his own financial and political advantage.

At the time of the queen’s Hedingham visit, Cecil’s son Thomas was living in Paris. According to intelligence Cecil had gathered, Thomas was also gaining a reputation as a lout. As the elder Cecil wrote in a letter posted from Hedingham, he had learned that his child was becoming “sloth [ful] in keeping his bed, negligent and rash in expenses, careless in apparel, an immoderate lover of dice and cards; in study soon weary, in game never.” De Vere would later caricature Cecil as Hamlet’s officious and manipulative court counselor Polonius—who sends his spies to check on his wayward son LAERTES, living in Paris.

* * *

Sometime around or soon after the departure of the queen’s train from Hedingham, Earl John began to negotiate with a family of royal lineage for marriage with Lord Edward. On July 1, 1562, Earl John and Henry Hastings, earl of Huntington, drew up a marriage contract. This agreement ensured that Edward, once he turned eighteen, could choose one of Henry Hastings’s younger sisters—Mary or Elizabeth—to be his bride. The twenty-seven-year-old earl of Huntington was descended of royal blood from a brother to Richard III and was considered at the time the most likely inheritor of the throne should Queen Elizabeth die childless. Earl John had secured a step up in the world for his son, enabling Edward to marry into a potential future royal family of England.

At twelve, Edward was still two years shy of the legal age of consent for marriage contracts. The Hastings-de Vere deal was not legally binding in 1562. However, to ensure that the Hastings-de Vere marriage go through, the two patriarchs would only need to reaffirm the contract in April 1564, once Edward had reached the age of consent. If he played the courtly game right, Edward’s children or grandchildren might someday look forward to sitting on the throne of England themselves.

But those royal progeny were not meant to be. Mary Hastings would, in fact, die years later, an unmarried woman. Yet this tall, lean and fair-haired beauty exerted enough of a sentimental tug on the author’s heartstrings that he would later look fondly back upon her as one that got away, a love’s labor lost. Hastings would later cause a scene at court when she publicly refused a marriage offer by the envoy of the czar of Muscovy (Ivan the Terrible). The event gained so much notoriety that Love’s Labor’s Lost spoofs it. The play’s wooing lords (FERDINAND, LONGAVILLE, BEROWNE, and DUMAINE) disguise themselves as ambassadors from Muscovy and try to win over the mistress MARIA (Mary Hastings) and her friends. But just as Mary Hastings dressed down the real-life Russians, in Love’s Labor’s Lost MARIA and her three friends rebuke the supposed Muscovites.

The Hastings daughters would constitute the final image of de Vere’s childhood. Mary’s eyes may have uttered “heavenly rhetoric” and she may have been the “empress of…Love”—to quote the infatuated suitor describing MARIA in Love’s Labor’s Lost. But the “vapor vow” to Mary/Maria would soon be broken, though it was, as the forsworn suitor says, “no fault of mine.” Only a month after Earl John had sealed the marriage contract with the Hastings family, a new and unexpected shock wave would shake the foundations of Lord Edward’s world.

On August 3, 1562, at Castle Hedingham, Edward’s father died. Earl John was forty-three years old. He’d prepared a will—his second known will—less than a week beforehand. Although this act might seem like hasty preparations for the hereafter, the historical record suggests Earl John was neither ailing nor on death’s doorstep at the time. In late June, for instance, the sixteenth earl had adjudicated day-to-day business of the local government, collecting fees from the local “alehouses and tipling houses.” The language of the earl of Huntington marriage contract also suggests the father of the presumptive groom anticipated a long life—stipulating provisions presuming a time when Earl John would have other male children of his own and even when he would become a grandfather.

Before his father’s death, life was good with all the prospects only getting better. Lord Edward looked forward to his teenaged years, free from the burdens of labor, enjoying some of the finest opportunities the Elizabethan Age had to offer in learning and leisure.

But now, whether he wanted the title or not, the twelve-year-old Edward de Vere had become the seventeenth earl of Oxford. Because he was still in his minority, Lord Edward would now be under the administration of the royal Court of Wards and Liveries. His marriage would become a commodity to be bought or sold like property by Sir William Cecil, Master of the Court of Wards. With Earl John’s death, the Hastings marriage deal was effectively over before it had even been made official. Any fantasies of marrying into a potential royal family of England were now just so much faerie dust.

The love’s labor that de Vere had lost was not just Mary Hastings or her sister Elizabeth. It was also an entire alternate universe wherein de Vere had remained the master of his own fate into his young adulthood.

But how much had the twelve-year-old boy come to know the foreboding figure of his father? Behind the Shake-speare mask, he would twice portray Earl John’s passing—in All’s Well That Ends Well and Hamlet—as something that takes place before the play’s action begins, an event that carries less significance in itself than it does in its aftermath. Edward knew his father in death, one suspects, as he did in life: a specter to be contemplated from a distance.

Edward, Countess Margery, and several trusted servants were brought in as executors of the sixteenth earl’s will. Earl John left household items, livestock, several manors, and money to various friends, servants, family, and charities.

Earl John had also vested a “use” on his properties wherein he conveyed them in trust to the duke of Norfolk—a twenty-six-year-old nephew—and to the queen’s favorite, Sir Robert Dudley. It was a legalistic trick sometimes used to avoid the possibility of a child losing his inheritance in the Court of Wards bureaucracy.

However, from a child’s perspective, the “use” surely looked like trading one swindle for another. For in short order, records of the Court of Wards reveal that Dudley had been rewarded with “all…the lands…and all and singular there appertaining in the counties of Essex, Suffolk, and Cambridgeshire, late the inheritance of the Right Hon. John de Vere, earl of Oxford.” In scarcely more than a year after Earl John’s death, Edward’s mother was complaining about Dudley’s diversion of revenues from the farm income of Earls Colne to line his own pockets.

In 1562, Dudley was worrying other courtiers, since his wife, Amy Robsart, had recently been found dead at the bottom of a staircase. Dudley was now available to marry Elizabeth and become King Robert.

It doesn’t take a paranoiac to piece together Dudley’s gains derived from Earl John’s death—both de Vere family properties and the nullifying of Edward’s marriage match with potential royal significance—and wonder whether the usurper was also a murderer.

In Hamlet the theft of family inheritance and the murder of a father achieve tragic grandeur. Shake-speare’s HAMLET is concerned, not only with the passing of his father, but also with his lost family properties. As HAMLET notes, “I can say nothing—no, not for a king upon whose property and most dear life a damned defeat was made” (emphasis added); the PRINCE later adds that his father was poisoned “for his estate.”

Edward’s noninheritance would be his first taste of the brutal and back-stabbing world of the Tudor court. To survive, he, too, would learn the language of courtly realpolitik—a dialect that he would ultimately translate for the stage under the Shake-speare guise. This “riotous inn,” this “palace of tongues,” would be home for the rest of de Vere’s life. And the author would soon enough find that “the art o’ the court,” in the words of a banished courtier in Cymbeline, is “as hard to leave as keep, whose top to climb is certain falling, or so slippery that the fear’s as bad as falling.”

Earl John’s body lay at Castle Hedingham for twenty-two days as the family made funeral arrangements. Noble funerals were events of consequence and pomp, like a wedding, that required weeks of planning. Heralds from the Royal College of Arms were typically called in as freelance consultants—funerals were an important source of income for them—to plan the ceremony and prepare the many heraldic banners and badges that would festoon the church and adorn the liveries of the servants performing their various ceremonial duties. In the words of the diarist Henry Machyn, Earl John’s funeral at the end of August, held probably at the parish church at Earls Colne, featured “three Heralds of Arms…with a standard and a great banner of arms, and eight banner rolls, crest, target, sword, and coat armor, and a hearse with velvet and a pall of velvet and a dozen of scutcheons [heraldic shields] and with many mourners in black; and a great moan was made for him.”

Three days after burying his father, de Vere prepared to leave the quiet world of country estates and hilltop luxuries behind. The knowledge he had absorbed after years of intensive schooling, under the likes of Sir Thomas Smith and Thomas Fowle, would now lie offstage. At the other end of his journey, as the child readied his train of servants to depart out of the Castle Hedingham gates, stood a world of power, mystery, and romance that the boy must have dreaded as much as he yearned for it.

His immediate future was now to serve as a ward of the crown, living in the household of that strange, officious man whom the boy had seen the year before spying on his own son. Sir William Cecil was to be the child’s new foster father. The halcyon days of youth had come to an abrupt end. He would depict this moment, in its shocking starkness, in the opening lines of All’s Well That Ends Well:


COUNTESS: In delivering my son from me, I bury a second husband.

BERTRAM: And I in going, madam, weep o’er my father’s death anew; but I must attend His Majesty’s command, to whom I am now in ward, evermore in subjection.



Click here to view the end notes for Chapter 1.





CHAPTER 2

EVERMORE IN SUBJECTION

[1562–1569]

ON THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 3, 1562, THE LONDON DIARIST HENRY MACHYN recorded that between five and six o’clock in the afternoon, the twelve-year-old earl of Oxford came riding out of Essex “with seven-score horse all in black through London and Cheap and Ludgate and so to Temple Bar.” The child’s parade was hundreds of feet long as it progressed over the drawbridge and through the arches of London’s Aldgate, on the eastern side of the city. With 140 horsemen riding behind the youth bearing the colorless cast of mourning, de Vere took his entrance onto the worldly stage as the boy in black.

As his procession made its way into London, the first sensations that would have struck a child from the country were the swarming noise and the powerful smells. Elizabethan London was a loud and odoriferous city, hemmed in by the Thames to the south and a wall in all other directions that was broken every quarter mile by gates—Aldgate, Bishopsgate, Moorgate, Cripple-gate, Aldersgate, Newgate, and Ludgate. The scents of a summer’s worth of garbage and filth perfumed Aldgate Street as Londoners no doubt paused to observe such an opulent procession of mourning forging its way west. De Vere’s train would in a matter of minutes have converged onto Cheapside, a wide thoroughfare and shopping district featuring vendors offering up everything from breads and puddings to live peacocks and apes. The commercial traffic and racket of haggling would have only taken on a more polyglot air as de Vere’s parade headed down Paternoster Row near St. Paul’s Cathedral. St. Paul’s was London’s largest church, and its yard was also the site of the city’s booksellers, who hawked their literary wares in competition with hellfire preachers, and, often, public executions. Every day the courts were in session, men hung for their crimes—with pronounced traitors suffering the posthumous indignity of having their bloody heads displayed on pikes at London Bridge.

Down Fleet Street toward Temple Bar, de Vere approached a more affluent section of the city. As the road, which became the Strand, veered closer to the Thames, de Vere would have heard the echoes of the boatmen—the mass transit operators of their day—cry out, “Eastward ho!” and “Westward ho!” And as the river’s path flowed closer to the Strand, the houses got richer. Leicester House, Arundel House, Somerset House: All these mansions abutted the Thames, eliminating any worries of waste disposal and, since they were upstream from London, (somewhat) clean water. De Vere’s dark parade would have ended with a right turn off the Strand near an apartment complex called the Savoy. Situated behind the north side of this prosperous section of the Strand was the earl of Oxford’s destination.

Cecil House, Sir William Cecil’s estate at the edge of Covent Garden, was to be de Vere’s new home. (Pulled down in the late seventeenth century, the former Cecil House grounds are now in the heart of the West End theater district—roughly where the Lyceum Theatre now stands.) As master of the Court of Wards, Cecil was now master of an underage aristocrat whose life and lands would never be wholly returned to him.

Although Cecil would later write of it disparagingly, Cecil House was hardly a property to be ashamed of. The philosopher John Locke, when he lived in the same house a century later, spent the most productive years of his middle age amid the greenery of the estate’s spacious gardens, enjoying the intellectual climate of this prosperous neighborhood. When the twelve-year-old de Vere moved into Cecil House in the autumn of 1562, the grounds and gardens were being expanded.

One late Elizabethan writer spoke of Cecil House as “very fair…raised with bricks, proportionately adorned with four turrets placed at the four quarters of the house; within, it is curiously beautified with rare devices and especially the oratory, placed in an angle of the great chamber.” No further clues identify Cecil House’s ornaments, although at the same time Cecil was also ordering busts of twelve Roman emperors, marble pillars, and other classically inspired artifacts and artworks for Burghley, his country estate in Stamford, Lincolnshire.

Gardens and libraries distinguished Cecil House. The master of the household afforded himself some of the finest and most extensive of both. For two decades, Cecil employed the noted horticulturalist John Gerard to design and maintain his numerous gardens at Cecil House and elsewhere. De Vere must have taken solace in Gerard’s company, continuing the botanical education begun under that noteworthy pharmaculturalist Sir Thomas Smith. Love’s Labor’s Lost even uses Gerard’s floral imagery from his pamphlet Herbal: Or General History of Plants to pinpoint the seasonal emergence of the cuckoo bird—associating the late spring “cuckoo” with the blooming of silver-white lady-smocks.

Then there was the library. The variety of books kept within Cecil House was truly astonishing for those fortunate few who enjoyed access. If the library of Sir Thomas Smith offered a broad-ranging introduction to the great works of Western culture, Cecil’s library provided the encyclopedic resources for de Vere’s graduate studies. Some 1,700 titles and 250 manuscripts lined the walls of this idyllic scholarly retreat. While the straightlaced Cecil paid little mind to contemporary plays and poetry, Cecil House’s stock of classics and tomes from the Continent was something to behold. Scores of Shake-speare’s primary sources can be found within its catalog, many of which were in the original Latin, Greek, French, Italian, and Spanish editions.

The physical environment would have been welcoming for an intellectually engaged young prodigy from the hinterlands of Essex.

But less than two months after de Vere arrived at court, the government faced a crisis. In October, Queen Elizabeth was diagnosed with smallpox. The deadly and disfiguring disease had only recently killed the countess of Bedford, so fears were heightened that, like Mary and Edward before her, Elizabeth would die young and childless, leaving behind a country without a clear line of succession. The queen’s death would have introduced just the sort of royal discontinuity that civil wars were fought over. Factions had already begun to emerge for at least three rival claimants to the throne.

Lord Robert Dudley was making his own claims as well. In 1562, the usurping holder of many of de Vere’s lands also came closest to marrying royalty. The previous January, the political tragedy Gorboduc had been staged for the queen as part of a propaganda campaign to promote Dudley as Her Majesty’s future husband. Soon thereafter, a majority vote of the prestigious Order of the Garter had endorsed Dudley’s marriage bid. And now that Elizabeth was flirting with the Grim Reaper, she wanted to name Dudley the lord protector of England—effectively rendering him executor of the throne in the event of Her Majesty’s death.

This moment, with the prospect of Dudley as magistrate two months after Earl John’s death, must have burned into de Vere’s mind: “That it should come to this!” HAMLET muses in his opening soliloquy. “But two months dead, nay, not so much, not two.”

Yet the child enjoyed few idle moments to ponder treacheries of state. Upon arriving at Cecil House, de Vere led a strictly regimented life. His lesson plan at Cecil House was


7:00–7:30: Dancing

7:30–8:00: Breakfast

8:00–9:00: French

9:00–10:00: Latin

10:00–10:30: Writing and drawing

Common prayers and so to dinner

1:00–2:00: Cosmography

2:00–3:00: Latin

3:00–4:00: French

4:00–4:30: Exercises with his pen



On holy days this timetable was to be modified so that the young earl would “read before dinner the Epistle and Gospel in his own tongue and the other tongue [Greek] after dinner. All the rest of the day [is] to be spent in riding, shooting, dancing, walking, and other commendable exercises, saving the time for prayer.”

Historians who have studied the intellectual climate of Cecil House conclude there was nothing like it in its day. De Vere’s new home was, says G.P.V. Akrigg, “the best school for boys to be found in Elizabethan England.” Joel Hurstfield calls Cecil House “the best school for statesmen in Elizabethan England, perhaps in all of Europe.” J. A. van Dorsten adds, “Cecil House was England’s nearest equivalent to a humanist salon…. As a meeting place for the learned it had no parallel in early Elizabethan England.”

And not just in its syllabus did de Vere’s education prove worthy of such endorsements. The scholars and tutors who surrounded the young earl combined medieval traditions with the latest trends in Renaissance pedagogy. The superlative talent first hired to supervise de Vere’s curriculum at Cecil House, Laurence Nowell, would introduce the child to the riches of the native English culture and language as well as a prized pearl from its literary history.

Nowell—often mistaken for a cousin of the same name who was dean of Lichfield Cathedral—was a cartographer and expert in pre-Norman England. Having learned of Nowell through a scholarly friend, Cecil hired the Saxonist and mapmaker for both his teaching and map-making skills. De Vere’s daily afternoon studies in “cosmography” were undoubtedly supervised by Nowell, who was then creating the most detailed map of the British Isles ever drawn.

The map Nowell eventually drew, which today can be found at the British Library, is an impressive piece of Renaissance cartography. It was also the first map of the British landscape drawn from scratch since the fourteenth century. So far as is known, it was never copied or printed. Cecil was so impressed with the document that he filled the blank side of the map with his own copious handwritten notes and is said to have “carried this map always about with him.” The map may also have inspired a series of cartographical jokes in The Comedy of Errors about maps of England, Ireland, and other nations.

However, cosmography was a more all-encompassing discipline than the name might imply. To the Renaissance imagination, cosmography was about cataloging all of the earth’s cultures as well as the entire history of human civilization. Cosmography was history, sociology, economics, geology, astronomy, linguistics, English, comparative literature, geography, classics, and political science all in one. To the sixteenth-century French scholar François de Belleforest, cosmography meant “catalogs of lawmakers, philosophers, poets, orators, historians, nymphs, muses, sybils; also myths, oracles, rites, idols, marvels, and other prodigies surpassing nature….”

Cosmography was, in essence, a more wide-ranging version of what is called “social studies” today—an omnibus field of learning that relied heavily upon the specializations of the instructor teaching the course. Today, Nowell is widely recognized as a founding father of Anglo-Saxon studies. Nowell would go on to collect and edit Old English ballads and chronicles and compile the first Anglo-Saxon dictionary, the Vocabularium Saxonicum. And for at least part of the time Nowell was revolutionizing the field, he had a young intellectual prodigy at his side.

Nowell also had at his disposal perhaps the single most important Anglo-Saxon manuscript of all time. Sometime in 1563, the same year he was tutoring de Vere, Nowell signed his name in a volume of manuscripts containing the only known copy of Beowulf. In addition to Beowulf, the manuscript volume (the “Nowell Codex”) contains handwritten accounts of such myths, oracles, and prodigies surpassing nature as “The Passion of Saint Christopher,” an alliterative English poem based on the biblical figure Judith and “The Wonders of the East.”

Beowulf was as inaccessible as the crown jewels to anyone outside of Cecil House. With an author whose childhood education would have exposed him to Beowulf, the ancient poem’s influence on Shake-speare becomes not inexplicable but rather expected. Scholars have already ferreted out a few initial connections between the Beowulf saga and Hamlet. One may reasonably expect this trend to continue.

Beowulf and the original Hamlet myth (“Amleth”) are cousins from the same family of Scandinavian folklore. Shake-speare uses both as sources for Hamlet. Once HAMLET kills his uncle CLAUDIUS, Shake-speare stops following “Amleth” and starts following Beowulf. It is Beowulf who fights the mortal duel with poison and sword; it is Beowulf who turns to his loyal comrade (Wiglaf in Beowulf; HORATIO in Hamlet) to recite a dying appeal to carry his name and cause forward; and it is Beowulf that carries on after its hero’s death to dramatize a succession struggle for the throne brought on by an invading foreign nation.

Laurence Nowell’s time as the young earl of Oxford’s tutor was to be brief. In June 1563, at the completion of roughly one school year, Nowell wrote in Latin to his employer that he wanted to return to full-time research. He notified Cecil that he wished to map all of England and embark on new Anglo-Saxon scholarship. And then, using words whose meaning has long been debated, Nowell said, “I clearly see that my work for the earl of Oxford cannot be much longer required.” Some may read this statement as a testament to de Vere’s impossible temperament or Nowell’s frustration at teaching a thirteen-year-old child unwilling to learn. However, Sir Thomas Smith expressed nothing but praise and admiration for de Vere as a student. More likely, Nowell meant simply that his student had already mastered more than what the Saxonist could reasonably expect to impart. Pure scholarship beckoned, and Nowell parted ways with his young scribe.

De Vere later memorialized his tutor Laurence as Romeo and Juliet’s learned FRIAR LAURENCE—a character that conflated Nowell with de Vere’s other illustrious teacher, Sir Thomas Smith, who, like the friar, was notoriously adept at concocting tinctures and tonics.

* * *

In June of 1563, Sir William Cecil’s second wife gave birth to her only surviving son, Robert. De Vere, an illustrious earl who had probably come to be the star of the household, now saw the attention shift from him. Robert Cecil would become one of the great Machiavellian figures in de Vere’s life, a sly and complex character with whom his foster brother Edward would share a conflicted relationship until his final days.

Sometime during Robert’s infancy, his nurse accidentally dropped him on the floor. The child would be indelibly marred by this accident—growing up stunted with a crookback and a hobbled gait. The hunchback, duplicitous usurper, and sympathetic victim of fate, would become a primal inspiration for Shake-speare’s RICHARD III.

Also in June of 1563 de Vere’s elder half-sister, Katherine, and her husband, Edward, Lord Windsor, threatened to file a lawsuit against de Vere and his sister Mary. Katherine had accused her half-brother of being a bastard and thus an illegitimate claimant to inherit Earl John’s estates and riches. Katherine, it seems, believed that her father was already wed when he married Edward and Mary’s mother, Margery.

Although the plaintiffs’ allegations do not survive, a legal statement filed in Edward and Mary’s defense does. The defendants’ uncle Arthur Golding lodged the response on June 28, 1563. The plaintiffs, Golding noted, had petitioned the archbishop of Canterbury—the leading ecclesiastical authority in the land—to produce witnesses to prove that Edward and Mary were legitimate heirs to the de Vere estate.

Golding’s defense was successful, but later in de Vere’s life, the bastardy lawsuit would once more be unsuccessfully resurrected. Moreover, Queen Elizabeth would at least once call de Vere a bastard. It was rumored that for so besmirching his legitimacy, de Vere said he “would never love her and [would] leave her in the lurch one day.” Twice in the Shake-speare canon, anxiety bubbles to the surface for a character being branded a bastard by a legitimate sibling. In King Lear, the bastard EDMUND spends most of the play conniving to disinherit his legitimate half-brother EDGAR from the earldom of GLOUCESTER. “Why bastard? Wherefore base?” asks EDMUND.


When my dimensions are as well compact,

My mind as generous, and my shape as true

As honest madam’s issue?…

Fine word, legitimate!

Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed

And my invention thrive, Edmund the base

Shall top the legitimate. I grow, I prosper:

Now, gods, stand up for bastards!



In King John, PHILIP THE BASTARD gallops through his play like a Greek chorus, uttering most memorable speeches and immortal lines along the way. (Shake-speare inflates PHILIP’s role immensely; the historical Philip the Bastard from the actual reign of King John was inconsequential.) At the beginning of King John, PHILIP is introduced to court via a disinheritance scheme not unlike the 1563 de Vere case. Into PHILIP THE BASTARD, the plum role in King John, de Vere poured his own bastard cauldron of angst, pride, wit, and fortune-snatching vainglory.

These plays came later in life, as the earl looked back on his questioned legitimacy—and on a bastard son he himself would father one day. Closer to the date of the actual lawsuit, de Vere also wrote a juvenile lyric, titled “Loss of Good Name,” that may well have been inspired by his sister’s accusations. The following excerpt sounds a familiar Shake-spearean alarum—albeit in an adolescent voice given to tub-thumping meter and alliterative excess:


Help Gods, help saints, help sprites and powers that in the heav’n do dwell,

Help ye that are aye wont to wail, ye howling hounds of hell;

Help man, help beasts, help birds and worms, that on the earth do toil,

Help fish, help fowl, that flock and feed upon the salt sea soil,

Help echo that in air doth flee, shrill voices to resound,

To wail this loss of my good name, as of these griefs the ground.



* * *

In the summer of 1563, after Nowell’s departure, Cecil was in the market for tutors to advance de Vere’s knowledge of French. On August 23, 1563, de Vere wrote a letter to Cecil in fluent French, wherein he diplomatically urged his foster father to mind his own business. The letter reveals a compositional sophistication beyond the author’s thirteen years. As translated into English, de Vere wrote:


My very honorable sir:

Sir, I have received your letters, full of humanity and courtesy, and strongly resembling your great love and singular affection towards me, like true children duly procreated of such a mother, for whom I find myself from day to day more bound to Your [Lordship]. Your good admonishments for the observance of good order according to your appointed rules, I am resolved (God abiding) to keep with all diligence, as a thing that I may know and consider to tend especially to my own good and profit, using therein the advice and authority of those who are near me, whose discretion I esteem so great (if it suits me to say something to their advantage) that not only will they comport themselves according as a given time requires it, but will as well do what is more, as long as I govern myself as you have ordered and commanded. As to my curriculum, because it requires a long discourse to explain it in detail, and the time is short at the moment, I pray you affectionately to excuse me therefore for the present, assuring you that by the first passerby I shall make it known to you at full length. In the meantime, I pray to God to give you health.

EDWARD OXINFORD



De Vere, who typically wrote out his title using the Old English “Oxenford” (or “Oxinford”), was in August 1563 clearly studying under a rigorous new curriculum. Who de Vere’s new tutors were is uncertain. One likely candidate is the legal defender of de Vere’s legitimacy, his uncle Arthur Golding. Golding was an extraordinary twenty-seven-year-old scholar employed by Cecil to supervise the day-to-day details of managing those de Vere family estates not held by Dudley. As Golding’s modern biographer notes, “It has been assumed that [Golding] acted as tutor to his nephew Edward. No definite record has been found indicating such a connection which, however, would appear reasonable in view of the factor of relationship as well as the fitness of the one and the youth of the other.” In addition, Cecil’s household had recently acquired a second ward, the fourteen-year-old Edward Manners, third earl of Rutland; Golding’s services as a tutor would have been doubly in demand.

If “Orders of the Earl of Oxford’s Exercises” offer any guidance, Golding was probably teaching between nine and ten in the mornings and two and three in the afternoons. Latin was Golding’s subject, and in 1563 he translated one of the greatest Latin poems ever written, Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The poet Ezra Pound once pronounced, with characteristic hyperbole, that Golding’s Ovid is “the most beautiful book in the [English] language.”

Golding’s edition of The Metamorphoses is also widely regarded by scholars of all persuasions as the single most influential source for Shake-speare, other than the Bible. The hundreds of interlocking parallels between Ovid (especially Golding’s Ovid) and Shake-speare have been studied and discussed for centuries. As the eminent literary critic Sir Sidney Lee wrote, “The phraseology of Golding’s translation so frequently reappears in Shakespeare’s page…as almost to compel conviction that Shakespeare knew much of Golding’s translation by heart.”

It is a fascinating and likely connection: The boy who would become Shake-speare was being tutored by the man who translated Shake-speare’s favorite nonbiblical work. Shake-speare quotes from every one of The Metamorphoses’s fifteen books, and there is hardly a single Shake-speare play or poem that does not owe character, language, or plot to Ovidian mythology.

De Vere’s personal recollections of his uncle probably stretched back as far as the child could remember. Golding was de Vere’s mother’s half-brother, an Essex native who spent much of the 1550s and early ’60s in and around the neighborhood of Castle Hedingham. Golding was a good friend of Sir Thomas Smith, and it may have been through Golding that Earl John first heard about Smith’s talents as a tutor. De Vere hints at his maternal ties to Ovid’s translator in Titus Andronicus. At a moment when Titus’s plot calls for a copy of Ovid to be brought onstage, the book is introduced by a school-aged BOY who notes, “’Tis Ovid’s Metamorphoses. My mother gave it me.”

In 1564, Golding dedicated to his nephew his English translation of Justin’s Abridgement of the Histories of Trogus Pompeius. This condensation of a longer history of the world was the sort of book that would appeal to a young student of cosmography. As Golding wrote,


It is not unknown to others, and I have had experience thereof myself, how earnest a desire Your Honor hath naturally grafted in you to read, peruse, and communicate with others as well the histories of ancient times, and things done long ago, as also of the present estate of things in our days—and that not without a certain pregnancy of wit and ripeness of understanding.



This was the first of twenty-eight books dedicated to de Vere during his lifetime. Already, one discerns a thumbnail sketch resembling what would be expected of a young Shake-speare: a precocious intellect with an avid love for studying history coupled with a talent for mellifluous and witty retellings of that history. The Shake-speare canon resounds with echoes from the Justinian lessons Golding translated. Henry VI, Part 1; Titus Andronicus; The Taming of the Shrew; Henry V; and The Winter’s Tale all cite characters, lessons, and plotlines that derive from Trogus Pompeius.

However, Golding’s dedication also highlights what would become a significant difference of opinion between the scholar and his nephew. The purpose of history, Golding explained in his dedication, is to adduce “a variety and multitude of examples [that] tend all to one end—that is, the advancement of virtue and the defacing of vice.” Golding held a Puritanical view of both history and contemporary affairs, while de Vere most certainly did not.

De Vere’s juvenile poetry (the sixteen to twenty poems published in contemporary anthologies and/or found in Elizabethan manuscript collections that were signed either “Earle of Oxenford” or “EO”) is noteworthy for its lack of moralistic or religious proselytizing. Whereas many of de Vere’s contemporaries published pious or morally didactic verse—and Golding practically devoted a career to moralistic prose—the teenaged de Vere was already exploring such Shake-spearean themes as honor and revenge. These decidedly amoral interests can be seen in the “Loss of My Good Name” stanza quoted above or in another juvenile poem by de Vere that concludes:


My heart shall fail and hand shall lose his force,

But some device shall pay despite his due.

And fury shall consume my careful course,

Or raze the ground whereon my sorrow grew.

Lo, thus in rage of ruthful mind refused,

I rest revenged of whom I am abused.



Within a few years, Golding appears to have regretted that he had ever introduced his nephew to that libertine poet Ovid. In 1571, Golding dedicated a sober translation of John Calvin’s commentaries on the Psalms to his nephew. This time, Golding’s dedicatory preface takes on a tone that is almost scolding in its moralizing: “I beseech Your Lordship consider how God hath placed you upon a high stage in the eyes of all men,” Golding wrote to de Vere. “…But if you should become either a counterfeit Protestant or a perverse papist or a cold and careless neuter (God forbid), the harm could not be expressed which you should do to your native country.” To his Puritanical uncle, de Vere was, in the end, a wayward soul. Though Golding would outlive de Vere by two years, their paths diverged after the early 1570s.

Between 1564 and 1569, de Vere’s studies go mostly unchronicled. That de Vere was studying during much of this period is likely, given his guardian’s interest in education. Cecil believed that the nobility and gentry owed it to their country to study as diligently as possible in their teenaged years, for they would soon be representing England as generals, ambassadors, and functionaries of state. It was a point of pride to Cecil that his wards would become some of the most rigorously trained highborn men in all of Europe.

The years 1563–65 were also rife with plague, when those who could get out of the city did. During some of this period, de Vere was out of London. Perhaps the conceit of Love’s Labor’s Lost, wherein a clique of noble French youth sequester themselves at the KING OF NAVARRE’s country estate to study for three years, is not so far-fetched. It was standard practice for aspiring professionals in their middle teens to pack off to the university, although noble students typically worked independently of Cambridge or Oxford. Their tutors were often some of the best the university had to offer, as in the case of Sir Thomas Smith. But even if a young aristocrat was affiliated with a university, as de Vere was at Cambridge in 1558, he rarely took a degree. A bachelor’s degree was more of a professional certificate, relevant to middle-class life and careers, than it was any mark of prestige for the entitled classes.

One fact about de Vere’s activities from this period does survive. From August 5 to 10, 1564, de Vere lodged at St. John’s College, Cambridge University. De Vere, his housemate the earl of Rutland, de Vere’s cousin the duke of Norfolk, and other prominent men at Elizabeth’s court were to receive Master of Arts degrees from the university. Cecil himself, who had been chancellor of the university for the past five years, would also receive an M.A.

The queen was scheduled to participate in these celebrations. However, Elizabeth faced one small problem: She had furiously proclaimed at Ipswich in 1561 that no woman would ever be permitted to stay overnight at an English university or abbey. And yet here Her Majesty was, lodging at Cambridge University for five nights.

Her chroniclers kindly overlook this moment of royal hypocrisy. But Shake-speare does not. Love’s Labor’s Lost, a play in which the primary theme is oath breaking, takes Elizabeth to task for her 1561 proclamation. The sequestered scholars of Love’s Labor’s Lost, who have pledged not to fraternize with women, face a host of problems when the PRINCESS OF FRANCE (a stand-in for Queen Elizabeth) and her train pay a visit. The princess’s loyal attendant BOYET (a lighthearted caricature of Cecil) announces the arrival of the royal entourage but is sent back to inform Her Highness that, essentially, no girls are allowed. The scholars, BOYET regretfully notifies the PRINCESS, intend “to lodge you in the field.”

The shocked PRINCESS’s repartee with her host the KING OF NAVARRE spoofs what Elizabeth would have faced had the Cambridge University officials actually held the queen to her 1561 edict. Love’s Labor’s Lost’s exchange certainly never happened in reality, but such an exchange also offered up the kind of ribbing that Elizabeth would have enjoyed.


KING: Fair Princess, welcome to the court of Navarre.

PRINCESS: Fair I give you back again; and welcome I have not yet: the roof of this court is too high to be yours, and welcome to the wide fields too base to be mine.

KING: You shall be welcome, madam, to my court.

PRIN.: I will be welcome, then: conduct me thither.

KING: Hear me, dear lady; I have sworn an oath.



It was the thirty-year-old queen’s first visit to a university, and her five-day stay was recorded at length by at least four contemporary chroniclers. Cecil took great pains to arrange for lavish entertainments and spectacles to delight and stimulate Her Majesty and the court. As the bishop of London wrote in a July 1564 letter to the university officials, Elizabeth’s visit would include “all manner of scholastical exercises—viz. with sermons both in English and Latin, disputations in all kinds of faculties, and playing of comedies and tragedies.”

On the afternoon of Saturday, August 5, the queen and her entourage arrived at Cambridge and retired to their lodgings—Elizabeth at King’s College with de Vere, Rutland, and Cecil up the street at Cecil’s alma mater, St. John’s. The following night, King’s College Chapel was converted into a theater with, in the words of one contemporary account, “a great stage containing the breadth of the church from the one side unto the other that the chapels might serve for houses. In length, it ran two of the lower chapels full, with the pillars, on a side.” Cecil and the other attendees, presumably including de Vere, entered with guards bearing torches. The guards stood by the stage, providing the only source of illumination for the play. The queen and her attendants then entered and took their seats, with Her Majesty watching the play from a special throne onstage. She was, after all, still the center of attention.

The following day was given over to public debates at St. Mary’s Church on such topics as art, the superiority of monarchy to a republic, and the merits of simple over complicated foods. The evening’s performance was Edward Haliwell’s tragedy Dido. A marginally anti-Catholic play followed on Tuesday night, Nicholas Udall’s drama about the biblical king Hezekiah and his destruction of idolatry. By the following evening, after another day of disputations and an extemporaneous speech of her own in Latin, Elizabeth was too worn out to enjoy any more entertainments. So she awarded honorary degrees to the fourteen-year-old de Vere and others the next morning and then decamped for the nearby priory of Hinchinbrook.

A troupe of players from the university, however, followed the queen’s train. De Vere, who probably departed Cambridge with Elizabeth, would have watched as these presumptuous undergraduates overtook the massive convoy of horses and carts. The players begged Elizabeth to let them perform just one masque. After some pleading, she finally consented.

Perhaps emboldened by the mildly anti-Catholic Hezekiah play two nights before, the student players proceeded to lampoon a group of Catholic bishops who were then being held in prison. The play provoked such an uproar that the queen’s chroniclers omit any mention of it. The tale survives only in the correspondence of the Spanish ambassador, who was in the business of reporting courtly scuttlebutt back to his king.

According to the ambassador, the students in the drama “came in dressed as some of the imprisoned bishops. First came the bishop of London carrying a lamb in his hands as if he were eating it as he walked along, and then others with devices [props], one being in the figure of a dog with the Host in his mouth.”

Elizabeth was so outraged at this breach of civility that she stormed out of the performance. (In 1559, she had issued a proclamation outlawing any discussion of religion or politics on the popular—as opposed to courtly—stage.) The queen spared no words. The Spanish ambassador adds that “the men who held the torches, it being night, left them [the rest of the court] in the dark, and so ended the thoughtless and scandalous representations.”

De Vere must have marveled at the visceral response a simple skit had produced. These players, ham-fisted though their farce was, had truly caught the conscience of the queen. Such an explosive response to a theatrical performance never happened again in Elizabeth’s court. (Henceforth the queen’s handlers would vet court dramas more carefully.) But once was enough, and Hamlet preserves this very moment of royal distemper:


OPHELIA: The king rises….

POLONIUS: Give o’er the play.

KING: Give me some light! Away!

POLONIUS: Lights, lights, lights!



In 1565, de Vere and his housemate the earl of Rutland served as pages for a prominent Protestant wedding in London between Ambrose Dudley, earl of Warwick, and Anne Russell, daughter of the stalwart antipapist earl of Bedford. On the morning of Sunday, November 11, 1565, de Vere and Rutland escorted the bride from her guest suite at Westminster Palace to the queen’s receiving room (her “great closet”). There, with the queen and her maids of honor in yellow satin trimmed with green velvet and silver lace, the ceremony began. Robert Dudley, the groom’s purple-satin-bedecked younger brother, who had recently been named earl of Leicester, gave away the bride. According to a chronicle of the event, after the vows and benedictions, the wedding party then repaired to the council chamber to dine “at a long board well set with lords and ladies.” For two days following, the wedding party held jousts and tournaments in honor of the nuptials.

The wedding celebration also featured plays and revels, supervised by Richard Edwards, director of the Children of the Chapel Royal. At the time, Edwards was also compiling a collection of court poetry and songs, and it was probably at this wedding that he met de Vere. Edwards’s The Paradise of Dainty Devices would later be published containing eight of de Vere’s youthful poems—signed “E.O.” for Edward Oxford/Oxenford.

On the wedding night, Dudley’s military colleagues celebrated with three volleys of cannon fire. However, the second volley splintered the cannon’s barrel, killing the queen’s chief master gunner, Robert Thomas. As one chronicler observed, the evening ended on a note of “great sorrow and lamentation.”

In the first week of September 1566, at the end of an excessively hot summer, de Vere, Cecil, and ten other courtiers and diplomats arrived at Oxford University to receive master’s degrees. As with the Cambridge diploma presented two years before, de Vere’s Oxford M.A. was probably honorary. This degree did carry more academic weight, though, since Oxford had recently tightened its rules to ensure that a recipient’s learning equaled or surpassed the requirements of the degree being conferred.

The queen had arrived at Oxford on August 31 for a six-day royal visit, culminating in the cap-and-gown ceremony on Friday, September 6. (Once again, she was violating her own prohibition against women lodging at the universities—and, once again, no one but Shake-speare would ever dare call her on it.) De Vere was awarded his M.A. at the refectory at Christ Church. One of the dons then launched into a Latin oration at the cathedral, which the queen slipped out of—from the heat as well as the exhaustion of attending so many academic disputations.

In all, Elizabeth’s visit to Oxford was much like the Cambridge festivities two years before. Naturally, Oxford wanted to outdo its sister university. The university’s purses were thus opened to present a festival of drama and debate that outstripped Cambridge’s 1564 revels. Richard Edwards, whom de Vere had met at the Dudley-Russell wedding, was tapped to organize and stage the plays at Oxford.

As the English novelist Evelyn Waugh describes Elizabeth’s 1566 Progress to Oxford,


The visit lasted for six days. There were some lighter moments: a Latin play in Christ Church Hall, called Marcus Geminus, which the queen did not attend (the Spanish ambassador spoke so highly of it that she resolved to lose no more sport thereafter); an English play acted in two parts named Palamon and Arcite, at the first night of which the stage collapsed, killing three people and injuring five more; on the second night a pack of hounds was introduced into the quadrangle, which moved the young scholars, confined to the upper storeys, to such excitement that the queen expressed her fear that they would fall out of the windows; there were several elaborate dinners; but for the most part the entertainment was strictly academic; orations, sermons, debates, the presentation of Latin verses translated from the Hebrew, the conferring of honorary degrees.



The original texts of the plays presented at Oxford do not survive. However, several in attendance at the performances recorded plot summaries and a few excerpts of dialogue. Edwards is conventionally assumed to have been the author of these entertainments.

This assumption, however, needs to be reassessed. The surviving excerpts of Palamon and Arcite strongly resemble de Vere’s early poetry. Also, Shakespeare’s The Two Noble Kinsmen tells the same story with the same characters as Palamon and Arcite. The prologue to Shake-speare’s The Two Noble Kinsmen suggests it was the author’s first dramatic work (“new plays and maidenheads are near akin”), which it almost certainly would have been had it originated in de Vere’s pen in 1566.

* * *

De Vere’s academic load soon shifted from the world of cosmography, languages, philosophy, and physic to the common law. His legal training under Sir Thomas Smith and others would have centered around civil (i.e., Roman) law and perhaps some ecclesiastical law as well. Both of these legal fields were the province of the university and its tutors. But study of the common law, the day-to-day stuff that most citizens came into contact with, took place at the Inns of Court in London. And just as Cecil had definite plans for the tutors to be hired for de Vere, there was no second-guessing which law school de Vere would be attending: Cecil’s alma mater, Gray’s Inn, where Cecil would also send his own sons and his son-in-law Lord Wentworth. In February 1567, de Vere matriculated at Gray’s Inn, around the same time as another young and charming prodigy—the frequent guest at Cecil House, Philip Sidney.

The distance from Cecil House to Gray’s Inn was less than a mile, from the hubbub of the Strand to the bucolic northwestern outskirts of the city. Unlike law schools today, the Elizabethan Inns of Court provided both traditional legal training and a courtly finishing school, with revels and theatrical entertainments as part of the curriculum. Some of the finest English poets and playwrights of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries had Inns of Court educations—including Francis Beaumont, John Ford, John Marston, Sir John Davies, Thomas Campion, and John Donne. And to that list may now be added the name Shake-speare.

Sometime between January of 1566 and March of 1567, the celebrated dramatist George Gascoigne staged two plays for the students at Gray’s Inn: Jocasta and The Supposes. De Vere was related to Gascoigne by marriage, and the two may also have ridden into London together during de Vere’s triumphal entrance onto the city scene in 1562. If de Vere had missed the original performance of Gascoigne’s plays, he would have had ready access to the play manuscripts either via the school’s archives or the author himself.

Jocasta was familiar stuff for an Inns of Court audience: a serious and stately tragedy with lengthy choruses and diatribes aplenty. However, Gascoigne’s Supposes was more unusual for its law school audience. The Supposes was a groundbreaking piece of theater—considered today to be the first work in the genre of Elizabethan comedy. It was a play staged on a lavish budget with a vast assortment of costumes and props, drawing from the best of contemporary Italian comedy, featuring a strong female protagonist and a risqué plot. To the young de Vere, The Supposes would become every part as inspirational as John Bale’s King Johan in 1561 or the royal “lights, lights, lights!” fiasco three years later. De Vere would pilfer a subplot from The Supposes, and arguably the entire theme of the play, for The Taming of The Shrew.

The Supposes and Jocasta were almost certainly performed in the Great Hall at Gray’s Inn’s ancient manor house. Although its inhabitants and their entertainments were illustrious, Gray’s Inn was still something of a rowdy school. Both the floor of the Hall and of the chambers were strewn with rushes. And because of their unruliness, students were given silver cups and plates; since the administrators figured that the expense of glass or earthenware, “from constant breaking, [would] exceed the value of silver.”

Moreover, it was at Gray’s Inn that de Vere would find one of the sources for Hamlet—in the case of Hales v. Petit.

The judge and Gray’s Inn alum Sir James Hales had become a Protestant cause célèbre for continuing to punish Catholics even after Mary Tudor had become queen. Tortured and imprisoned, Hales drowned himself in a stream near Canterbury in 1554. Since his death was a suicide, some of Hales’s possessions (including his leases) had been forfeited to the crown. The crown had then turned around and leased one of Hales’s forfeited leases to a man named Cyriack Petit. The Hales family, wanting their lease back, argued that they’d inherited Hales’s possessions at the moment of his death, before the state deemed it a suicide. Thus Petit had no right to be living on land that the Hales family had already inherited.

The tortured language of both sides in this case reads like a skit from Monty Python’s Flying Circus. The documented arguments on behalf of the Hales family: “Sir James Hales was dead, and how came he to his death? It may be answered, by drowning. And who drowned him? Sir James Hales. And when did he drown him? In his life-time: So that Sir James Hales being alive caused Sir James to die and the act of the living was the death of a dead man.” The documented arguments on behalf of Petit: “The Forfeiture of the Goods and Chattels, real and personal, shall have relation to the Act done in the Party’s Life-time, which was the Cause of his Death; and upon this the parts of the Act are to be considered….The Act consists of three Parts. The first is the Imagination, which is a Reflection or a Meditation of the Mind…. The second is the Resolution….The third is the Perfection….And this Perfection consists of two Parts, viz, the Beginning and the End.”

Such legalistic hairsplitting must have made for entertaining table talk among the Gray’s Inn students. As a student from Hales’s alma mater, de Vere enjoyed ready access to the Hales v. Petit docket. Moreover, the theme of the case—usurpation of family lands from a rightful heir—would certainly have resonated with the young earl, still disinherited from many of his own ancestral estates. When de Vere later wrote his masterpiece recalling the death of his father, he used Hales v. Petit to jab at a legal system that could strip a child of his rightful inheritance. Hamlet’s GRAVEDIGGERS comically rehash the arguments of Hales v. Petit as they muse over OPHELIA’s death:


FIRST CLOWN: Is she to be buried in Christian burial that willfully seeks her own salvation?

SECOND CLOWN: I tell thee she is…the crowner hath sat on her and finds it Christian burial.

FIRST: How can that be, unless she drowned herself in her own defense?

SECOND: Why, ’tis found so.

FIRST: It must be se offendendo; it cannot be else. For here lies the point: if I drown myself wittingly it argues an act; and an act hath three branches: it is to act, to do, and to perform: argal, she drowned herself wittingly.

SECOND: Nay, but hear you, goodman delver—

FIRST: Give me leave: Here lies the water; good; here stands the man; good; if the man go to this water and drown himself, it is will he, nill he, he goes; mark you that? But if the water come to him, and drown him, he drowns not himself, argal, he that is not guilty of his own death shortens not his own life.

SECOND: But is this law?

FIRST: Ay, marry, is’t; crowner’s quest law.



Legal shenanigans of the contorted kind would soon enough be familiar terrain for de Vere. During the summer of 1567, the seventeen-year-old earl for the first time had a run-in with the law. Someone less politically connected could have been charged with murder.

On the evening of July 23, de Vere and a tailor named Edward Baynam were practicing their fencing moves in the backyard behind Cecil House. A third man, Thomas Brincknell, a cook from Cecil House, became involved. Here is what the coroner’s inquest found:


Along came Thomas Brincknell, drunk…who ran and fell upon the point of the Earl of Oxford’s foil (worth twelve pence), which Oxford held in his right hand intending to play (as they call it). In the course of which, with this foil Thomas (Brincknell) gave himself a wound to the front of his thigh four inches deep and one inch wide, of which he died instantly. This, to the exclusion of all other explanations, was the way he died.



Either de Vere was fencing with an unbated sword—unlikely in a practice bout—or his sword broke, a common enough occurrence even in modern fencing. He seems to have pierced Brincknell’s femoral artery. The scene would have been gruesome. No Elizabethan doctor could have saved him, and death would have come within minutes.

The body of the cook, lying in a pool of blood, must have drawn the entire staff of Cecil House into the courtyard to witness what horrendous mischief that unruly teen had just caused.

Under a more modern criminal justice system, such a reckless adolescent might expect to face charges of criminal negligence (if he was using an unguarded blade) and wrongful death. He might expect to be tried as a juvenile and face either juvenile prison or a suspended sentence.

However, no such leniency was available in sixteenth-century English courts. From his legal training, de Vere no doubt knew that what he had just done would technically be classified as murder. And a murder conviction carried with it a mandatory death sentence. Since 1547, English courts had begun to outline the lesser crime of manslaughter—drawing the distinction between killing “of malice prepensed” and accidental death “through chance medley.” But in the 1570s, manslaughter trials remained dangerous and uncharted waters. A man who killed someone accidentally could still hang.

There was one legal trick, though, that saved defendants caught in binds such as this. For centuries, the only form of voluntary homicide that courts were permitted to forgive was homicide committed se defendendo, in self-defense. So accidental killings were sometimes twisted into cases of self-defense. In this kind of trial, an accidental death could technically be written off as the deceased running upon the blade of the defendant’s weapon. The defendant, it would be argued, did not so much attack the deceased as the deceased threw himself upon the defendant’s sword. This in turn converted the crime into felo-de-se—suicide. The deceased was now the criminal. But the deceased was also, conveniently, dead.

The only drawback to this clever bit of contortionism was that the heirs of the deceased would have to contend with the economic and societal stigma of a suicide verdict. The deceased’s estate would be forfeit, and he could not be buried in sanctified ground. On the other hand, the felo-de-se chicanery prevented a second wrongful death—an unnecessary hanging—from stemming from the first.

Agnes Brincknell, the cook’s widow, must have cursed de Vere’s very soul. Because of this thoughtless boy, she had lost a husband and had to turn to charity both for herself and her fatherless child. And now, because of some fancy lawyer’s shady trickery, her husband’s death was going to be ruled a suicide? Was there any justice?

Cecil would later record in his journals that he did all he could to “find the death of the poor man, whom [de Vere] killed in my house, se defendendo”—or, as Hamlet’s gravediggers invert the term, se offendendo.

The case of OPHELIA versus the river, as argued by GRAVEDIGGERS one and two, becomes an appellate court hearing for both the Brincknell coroner’s inquest and Hales v. Petit. As with nearly all his crimes and misdemeanors, de Vere’s acknowledgment of his rash and destructive behavior came later in life—in the form of words that are performed today on stages around the world.

* * *

On December 2, 1568, de Vere’s mother died. She was buried at Earls Colne next to Earl John. Sometime in 1562 or ’63, the recent widow had remarried to a former horse-master for the Dudley family named Charles Tyrell. Even after settling down with her second husband, Countess Margery had remained distant. She politely passed along her greetings to her son in letters addressed to William Cecil, but these were gestures no more loving than what one might expect of casual acquaintances. The only record of de Vere’s reciprocal indifference to his mother and stepfather appears years later when he reportedly told his cousin Henry Howard—perhaps jestingly alluding to a play he was then cooking up—that a specter of the couple had paid a visit to the earl one haunted night. “Charles Tyrell appeared to him with a whip after he was dead,” Howard recalled. “And his mother [was] in a sheet [shroud] foretelling things to come.” HAMLET’s droll banter with his father’s GHOST was undoubtedly a familiar psychological defense mechanism for the author.

History does not record if de Vere made the pilgrimage to his mother’s funeral. Whether or not he did, de Vere would have wanted to get away from Cecil House, where the fourteen-year-old Philip Sidney was planning to spend the Christmas holidays. That would have been impetus enough. Cecil doted on Sidney—telling the child’s father that Philip was one “in whom I take more comfort than I do openly utter…and so I do love him as he were mine own.” Where de Vere was abrasive and full of attitude, Sidney was the charming, well-scrubbed young champ who was every girl’s father’s dream. Sidney and de Vere were as destined to become rivals as the fox and the hound.

Sidney was also ill during the winter of 1568–69, and his visit to de Vere’s home may have been the vector that brought sickness into de Vere’s life. As the queen would later remark in a letter to Sidney’s father, “dispersed in the country” was a “universality of sickness partly by agues, partly by the plague.”

Whatever his malady and however he got it, in 1569 de Vere was sick for months on end. Just at the moment when de Vere most needed nurturing, his mother—detached though she may have been—had died. The deaths of both of his parents at sensitive moments in de Vere’s life probably played a substantial role in transforming the precocious child into the driven man of letters. The list of “eminent creators” in literature who had to learn to parent themselves—whether due to early parental death, such as August Strindberg, or parental lovelessness, such as Honoré de Balzac—is impressive. Eugene O’Neill’s morphine-addicted mother was a cold and distant figure to him, and when he had to mother himself through a deadly bout with tuberculosis, it was the turning point that he later said made him a dramatist. Psychological studies of literary genius draw substantial emotional meaning out of this forced truce between superego and id.

Lying in his sickbed, de Vere might well have been shocked into early thoughts of his own mortality. Like George Bernard Shaw, whose bout with tuberculosis spurred a burning desire to marry, de Vere also began, during or soon after his illness, to cast his eyes about for a wife.

The girl nearest to de Vere was the thirteen-year-old Anne Cecil, who had herself suffered a recent brush with death when she came down with smallpox in 1566. Judging from both the historical records and her portraits in Shake-speare, Anne Cecil would have been a willing and likely attendant to the handsome young noble she had known since she was five. At thirteen, she was six years younger than de Vere. But she probably came as close to being a mother substitute for de Vere during his convalescence as did any adult woman in the Cecil household.

However, Anne’s father—de Vere’s guardian—had already begun to make marriage plans for his daughter. The charming and talented Philip Sidney was being groomed for Anne’s hand in marriage as soon as the couple reached the age of consent. Sidney’s uncle, Lord Robert Dudley (now earl of Leicester), saw a marriage between his fifteen-year-old nephew and Anne Cecil as an important political alliance. Leicester pressed hard for this nuptial union. However, Leicester needed to conceal the fact that Sidney had lands but little money to woo his bride with. The lengthy marriage contract, now in the Cecil family archives, details Sidney’s modest income at the time, the modest financial gain he’d receive upon the death of his father—and the substantial boost in annual income (£325) Sidney would net when his mother passed away. Sidney also stood to gain in excess of another £300 annually if the marriage with Anne went through. On the other side of the bargaining table, the marriage contract stipulates that Anne had a £700 inheritance awaiting her.

The wedding never happened. But this didn’t stop de Vere from lampooning the haggling. Substituting the characters ANNE PAGE for Anne Cecil, SLENDER for Sidney, and SLENDER’s uncle SHALLOW for Sidney’s uncle Leicester, Shake-speare’s Merry Wives of Windsor plays out in comic detail precisely as outlined above.

SHALLOW (Leicester) backs his apathetic nephew SLENDER (Sidney) into wooing ANNE PAGE, who, like her prototype, is set to receive a £700 inheritance. But ANNE wants nothing to do with him. SLENDER admits to ANNE that

“Till my mother be dead…I live like a poor gentleman born.” Two acts later, ANNE mutters to herself as she’s summoned to speak with SLENDER:


ANNE PAGE: [Aside] This my father’s choice.

O, what a world of vile, ill-favor’d faults

Looks handsome in three hundred pounds a year!



Sidney, so far as can be determined, was indifferent to marriage with Anne. As SLENDER tells ANNE PAGE, “I would little or nothing of you. Your father and my uncle hath made [the] motions.”

De Vere may well have been jealous, especially as he watched Leicester use blood money, extracted in part from de Vere family properties, to win Anne’s hand for Sidney.

At the same time, de Vere also heard the call of military service. The long and valiant line of earls of Oxford had distinguished themselves as leaders on the battlefields of legend. And now the Scottish borderlands were beginning to look like the place where the next generation of great men would be put to the test. Catholic nobles in northern England were rising up against the queen, threatening to spark a revolutionary war.

On November 24, 1569, de Vere wrote to Cecil, Anne’s father, that his health was returning—something that the coming months would prove untrue. His letter to Cecil resounds with the voice of an eager adolescent, seeking his share of fame and glory:


Sir, Although my hap hath been so hard that it hath visited me of late with sickness, yet thanks be to God through the looking to which I have had by your care had over me, I find my health restored….

At this present, desiring you if I have done anything amiss that I have merited your offence, impute [it] to my young years and lack of experience to know my friends. And having no other means whereby to speak with you myself I am bold to impart my mind in paper, earnestly desiring your h[onor] that at this instant, as heretofore you have given me your good word, to have me see the wars and services in strange and foreign places, sith [since] you could not then obtain me license of the Queen’s Majesty. Now you will do me so much honor as that by your purchase of my License I may be called to the service of my prince and country as at this present troublous time a number are. Thus leaving to importune at you with my earnest suit I commit you to the hand of The Almighty. By your assured friend this twenty fourth of November.

EDWARD OXENFORD



Click here to view the end notes for Chapter 2.





CHAPTER 3

TREASONS AND VILE INSTRUMENTS

[1569–1572]

WAR COAXED, BUT ILLNESS COMMANDED. THOUGH DE VERE MAY HAVE downplayed his malady to his guardian, some ailment in the first quarter of 1570 caused William Cecil to remit £15 15s 4d (15 pounds, 15 shillings, and 4 pence) to “Riche the apothecary for potions, pills, and other drugs for my lord’s [de Vere’s] diet in the time of his sickness.” Cecil also noted the “hire of a hothouse”—an Elizabethan sweat lodge, sometimes involving chemical vapors such as mercury, that treated illnesses ranging from agues and consumption to venereal disease.

De Vere consumed prodigious amounts of cash. In his first four years as Cecil’s ward he burned through more than £625 for apparel alone, including rapiers and daggers—upwards of $150,000 in today’s currency. And even during the earl’s winter of ill health, Cecil recorded de Vere’s purchase of a cape and riding cloth for £6 5s, three doublets (waist-length jackets with high collars) for £12 13s, black velvet hose for £10 9s 2d, ten pairs of Spanish leather shoes and three pairs of mules (slippers) for £15s, handkerchiefs and velvet and satin for a Spanish cape for £15 10s 8d, and a rapier, dagger, and belt for £1 6s 8d.

De Vere lodged in a hired room in Windsor during his period of recovery. The town of Windsor, thirty miles west of London on the right (south) bank of the Thames, abutted the royal castle and park of the same name. A Windsor room-for-hire sets the scene for The Merry Wives of Windsor—the only Shake-speare play removed from de Vere’s familiar world of court and castle. A ten-minute walk down the town’s thoroughfare, Datchet Lane, leads a traveler toward Datchet Mead and the town of Frogmore. Near Datchet Mead, according to local lore, a hunter named Herne had hanged himself on a big oak tree. His ghost, naturally, haunted the woods. This local legend and these local landmarks appear in Merry Wives.

An ailing de Vere would have remembered childhood days cavorting through Windsor, taking breaks from his studies at Sir Thomas Smith’s estate of Ankerwicke, an hour’s walk away. Memories would have been all de Vere had, though. Smith and his wife, Philippa, had long since left Ankerwicke as their primary residence. The couple had first served as ambassadors and emissaries in Paris (1562–67) and then relocated to the Smiths’ newly renovated Essex estate, Hill Hall.

As de Vere lay in his rented room in Windsor, bumping his head on the low ceiling beams and sending his servant down to the local tapster to fetch cakes and ale, his convalescence would have been rendered more enjoyable by writing and by the new books that were coming into his library at the time. Cecil recorded that in the first quarter of 1570, de Vere purchased two unspecified “Italian books” as well as “a Geneva Bible gilt, a Chaucer, Plutarch’s works in French, with other books and papers.” Of the hundreds of books de Vere could have bought in 1570, the Geneva Bible, Chaucer, and Plutarch are three of only a handful of volumes central to the Shake-speare canon. Entire treatises have been written about Shake-speare’s use of Plutarch and of Chaucer, while one could fill a bookshelf with the studies that have been published about Shake-speare and the Bible.

As it happens, de Vere’s “Geneva” translation of the Bible (1569–70) has survived the ages and now sits in the climate-controlled vaults of the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C. De Vere’s many handwritten markings within the covers of his Geneva Bible—and their profoundly Shakespearean character—are the subject of Appendix A.

By the early spring of 1570, de Vere was healthy again and eager to “see the wars and services in strange and foreign places.” On March 30, Elizabeth sent de Vere northward, £40 in hand, to serve as an officer in a military campaign then afoot. His orders were to “remain with my Lord of Sussex.” Thomas Radcliffe, third earl of Sussex, had recently been appointed lord lieutenant of the North to stamp out the unrest that had been growing in the strongly Catholic region. The insurrectionists wanted to wed the former Scottish queen Mary to the duke of Norfolk, who was de Vere’s first cousin.

Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, was great-granddaughter to King Henry VII, making her a clear contender for the English throne. She’d abdicated the Scots crown to her son in 1567 because of a murder scandal. Mary’s second husband died in 1567 under suspicious circumstances, and suspicions were only heightened when Mary wed the suspected murderer, the earl of Bothwell, soon thereafter.

At the time of de Vere’s northward voyage in 1570, Mary Stuart had been imprisoned at the estate of Chatsworth, southeast of Manchester. Bothwell had long since fled the country and his erstwhile queen only to end up in a Danish jail. Mary had applied to the pope for a divorce from Bothwell, an act that would have freed her to wed the recent widower Norfolk. Naïvely, Norfolk thought he could convince Queen Elizabeth that his marriage to the Catholic Mary Stuart would be beneficial for everyone—that he and Mary could then beget heirs to the English throne in case Elizabeth died heirless.

If Norfolk actually believed this line, he did not know his queen. Elizabeth kept a close tally on any marriage with royal overtones; the heir presumptive to the English throne marrying a man with a minor royal claim himself was simply not permissible. Even if Norfolk and Mary harbored only innocent intentions, the couple could still have inspired Catholic insurgents to stage a palace coup. Norfolk ultimately left Elizabeth’s court in disgrace, finding solace in two renegade northern nobles, the earls of Westmoreland and Northumberland. These two malcontent earls—and their ambitious countesses—used the political discord Norfolk had generated at court to advance their own agenda of weakening the power of Sir William Cecil and his increasingly centralized Tudor state. (The countess of Westmoreland was also Norfolk’s sister and, thus, de Vere’s first cousin.) The earls of Westmoreland and Northumberland also found allies in Scottish lairds who had helped the English nobles stage raids across the border.

Sussex and his officers planned a conference to discuss strategy beginning on April 5, 1570, at Newcastle-upon-Tyne, and this was where de Vere probably headed—with a party of servants and soldiers who’d embarked northward as part of a nationwide mobilization.

The 270-mile journey from London to Newcastle takes approximately ten days by horse. De Vere would have passed by Kimbolton Castle (which sets the scene for part of Henry VIII) and the city of York and the forest of Galtres (settings for both Henry IV plays and Henry VI, Part 3). To a young man from the south, the northern landscape was indeed a “strange and foreign place.” Probably all of de Vere’s life had been spent within a one or two days’ ride from the queen and her court. His journey to the Scots border counties, a region where Catholicism still swayed many hearts and where feudal fiefdoms still defined the political power structure, was really a journey into the England of centuries past.

The commander of the English forces was—unlike Westmoreland, Northumberland, and Norfolk—a decisive and expeditious man. The earl of Sussex had served both Catholic and Anglican monarchs with distinction, helping to suppress a rebellion that opposed a Spanish marriage during Queen Mary’s reign and helping to establish English settlements in Ireland under Elizabeth. The forty-four-year-old Sussex served as a counterbalance to the earl of Leicester and would be promoting French marriage matches in the years to come, matches that stood to unseat Leicester as Her Majesty’s favorite.

Because of Sussex’s strategic vision and military prowess, the Scottish and Northern Rebellion was virtually over before de Vere arrived at the front lines in mid-April.

For de Vere, Sussex’s lifelong rivalry with Leicester made him a natural ally—and his military might and power at court made him an attractive role model and mentor. De Vere passed his twentieth birthday (April 12, 1570) amid Sussex’s entourage, as these victorious commanders reviewed their actions to date and pondered the campaign to come.

Five days later, on April 17, Sussex began a retribution campaign in southern Scotland. All who cared to see a Protestant monarch remain on the throne recognized that the citizenry needed to be awed, ensuring that they’d never harbor active English rebels again. “I trust,” Sussex wrote in a letter to Cecil, “before the light of this morn be past to leave a memory in Scotland whereof they and their children shall be afraid to offer war to England.” Sussex and his soldiers reportedly burned three hundred villages to the ground and sacked fifty Scottish castles. As de Vere was only recently recovered from illness, it’s unlikely that he saw much action—although he may well have traveled across southern Scotland with the invading English soldiers during the various campaigns over the border during April, May, and June.

* * *

Elizabeth’s maltreatment of the Catholic-sympathizing insurrectionists was to be the last straw. On April 27, the pope excommunicated Queen Elizabeth. The “papal bull” declared Elizabeth “to be deprived of her pretended title to the aforesaid crown and of all lordship, dignity, and privilege whatsoever.” Loyal Catholics who wanted to depose the bastard Elizabeth were now given papal dispensation to use any means necessary to do so.

England needed a response. One means of getting back at Rome was as ancient as Rome itself: state-sanctioned propaganda. Books, while a substantial part of London culture, reached only the minority of the population who could read or afford these luxury items. The two primary vehicles for propagandizing the British public at large were the pulpit and the stage. Elizabeth’s government availed themselves of both.

Vicars across England were required, every Sunday, to read state-composed sermons to their congregations. The Anglican authorities printed a book of twelve homilies in 1547 and another set in 1562–63. These homilies dealt with general topics such as salvation, misery, swearing, and perjury. However, one homily was published in direct response to the Scottish and Northern uprising. This text was unique in more ways than one. The anonymous Homily Against Disobedience and Willful Rebellion (1571) is a proto-Shake-spearean piece of prose—containing enough distinctive rhetoric and poetic flourishes to lead one to suspect the hand of a twenty-year-old Bard. The influence of the 1571 homily on Shake-speare has been widely chronicled. However, the possibility that it was actually written by Shake-speare has never before been suggested. Did de Vere record his theological reflections on rebellion for clergymen across the land to recite to their flocks?

Church attendance was mandatory for all English subjects, so 1571 may have been the year de Vere first experienced the rush of addressing the entire nation—not just the elites at court for whom he had heretofore written.


…What a perilous thing were it to commit unto subjects the judgment which prince is wise and godly and his government good, and which is otherwise as though the foot must judge of the head, an enterprise very heinous and must needs breed rebellion. For who else be they that are most inclined to rebellion but such haughty spirits? From whom springeth such foul ruin of realms? Is not rebellion the greatest of all mischiefs?

…How horrible a sin against God and man rebellion is cannot possibly be expressed according unto the greatness thereof. For he that nameth rebellion nameth not a singular or one only sin as is theft, robbery, murder and such like; but he nameth the whole puddle and sink of all sins against God and man, against his prince, his country, his countrymen, his parents, his children, his kinfolks, his friends, and against all men universally; all sins, I say, against God and all men heaped together, nameth he that nameth rebellion.



Shake-speare’s Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2 (staged in the 1590s, if not earlier) would immortalize this view of the Scots uprising. The focal point of both these Shake-speare histories is the squelching of a fifteenth-century rebellion—a rebellion that didn’t quite happen the way Shake-speare tells it. Shakespeare’s mishmash of the history of the reign of King Henry IV, however, presents a compelling allegorical retelling of the civil war that Queen Elizabeth almost faced in 1569. The 1569 Northern Rebellion’s Bishop of Ross provides key inspiration for the charismatic religious leader, the ARCHBISHOP OF YORK, who spurs the rebels on. As Shake-speare’s HENRY IV laments,


For that same word, rebellion, did divide

The action of their bodies from their souls;

…But now the bishop

Turns insurrection to religion.



The nineteenth-century historian Richard Simpson concluded that the Henry IV plays depict the context of the Northern Rebellion so accurately that the author must have consulted with a firsthand observer. In fact, Simpson was half right. The author was a firsthand observer.

* * *

Recognizing Sir William Cecil’s “circumspection, stoutness, wisdom, dexterity, integrity of life, providence, care, and faithfulness,” Elizabeth made her Secretary of State a baron on February 25, 1571. Henceforth he would be known as William Cecil, Lord Burghley. “If you list to write truly, the poorest lord in England,” the prosperous tycoon later wrote to a friend, with characteristic false modesty.

Cecil’s brutal brilliance as a spymaster as well as diplomat, treasurer, and political advisor kept him a constant figure at Elizabeth’s side no matter who else she fancied at the moment. That Burghley was also prolix, socially awkward, and lacking in wit’s finer graces was, in Elizabeth’s eyes, a bonus. She liked keeping unremarkable and colorless personalities close to her, so that her own courtly virtues could shine all the more brilliantly. Cecil possessed the right combination of drive, erudition, cunning, ruthlessness, pedantry, and conventionality to win him the queen’s ear for a lifetime. He was also already enjoying the spoils of royal favor—building two palatial estates (Burghley and Theobalds) in addition to expanding Cecil House.

Cecil’s investiture ceremony as Baron Burghley—which de Vere, Sidney, Rutland, and all the other Cecil House residents and regulars undoubtedly attended—took place in the Presence Chamber at Westminster. Elizabeth and her ministers read the Latin proclamation, draped the baron’s cloak over Cecil’s shoulders, and pronounced him Très noble Seigneur Guilliaume Cecil, chevalier baron de Burghley.

The newly entitled Lord Burghley was one of only two men in all of Elizabeth’s forty-five-year reign elevated to the peerage without noble ancestry or a blood relationship to the queen. He was a nouveau riche who had been handed the key to an ancient order. This fact grated at de Vere’s familial insecurities and brought out an unflatteringly snobbish conservatism. Watching the old nobility crumble around him arguably led the seventeenth earl of Oxford to over-identify with an aristocrat’s most valued asset: the antiquity of his lineage. In part because he saw his writings as the dying expressions of a medieval way of life, Shake-speare was often strident in his feudalism—defending the very traditions of honor, name, and pedigree that his guardian and adopted family so besmirched. As Walt Whitman observed,


Shakespeare…is not only the tally of feudalism, but I should say Shake-speare is incarnated, uncompromising feudalism in literature.



On April 2, 1571, Elizabeth summoned the third Parliament of her reign. It would be de Vere’s first as a sitting member of the House of Lords. (He would be twenty-one, the age of legal adulthood, ten days later.) Both Houses needed to address debts from the northern campaigns as well as an ongoing war in Ireland. In his ancestral role as Lord Great Chamberlain of England, de Vere served in the ceremonial opening of Parliament, which began with a royal procession from St. James’s Palace to Westminster Abbey. This parade featured fifty gentlemen pensioners bearing gilded battle-axes, followed by a cortege of knights, barons, judges, attorneys, lords spiritual and lords temporal, the archbishop of Canterbury, and the officers of state. The queen rode in her royal coach, followed by her favorite, Leicester. De Vere carried Elizabeth’s train as she was then led into the House of Lords.

Elizabeth’s previous two Parliaments (in 1563 and ’66) had been contentious affairs, with ministers and MPs imploring her to marry or at least to name a successor. Such an act of self-demotion she refused to perform. The 1571 session, however, was united in its recognition of the Catholic threat from abroad, made manifest in the Northern Rebellion. God, one 1571 Parliamentarian said, had graced England with a “blessed bird,” a rare phoenix. Elizabeth’s image as the rising phoenix would remain with her for the rest of her reign.

Also passed by the House of Commons was a bill simply titled “Against Wednesdays.” This proposed piece of legislation, which never survived its first reading in the House of Lords, would have rescinded a 1563 measure that Cecil had passed, mandating that all English subjects eat fish on Wednesdays. Cecil had cleverly devised this measure, nicknamed “Cecil’s Fast,” to build up England’s fisheries and, as a consequence, its naval forces as well. HAMLET baits POLONIUS with the epithet “fishmonger.” The word may crudely signify “pimp,” but the implicit pun traces back to Cecil’s Fast.

The following month, on May 7 and 8, 1571, de Vere competed in a knight’s tournament at Whitehall. Dating from Henry VIII’s years of voracious palatial development, Whitehall was a sprawling twenty-three-acre plot along the Thames north of Westminster that became, at its building in the 1530s, the largest royal palace in Europe. The tiltyard at Whitehall was a long and skinny field of grass behind the palace with a “barrier,” a shoulder-high wooden jousting fence, stretching down the middle. Around the yard were wooden bleachers where onlookers paid eighteen pence for a seat. At the far end of the field stood the royal reviewing stand, where Elizabeth and her court looked down on the proceedings. Challenging knights would enter at the east gate and defending knights at the west. Upon entering they recited a formal chivalric challenge to the constable: “My name is Edward, Lord Oxford, and I am hither come armed and mounted to perform my challenge against___and acquit my pledges.” De Vere rode in the costume of the Red Knight, an Arthurian legend from the ancient tales of the quest for the Holy Grail.

On either side of the barrier the opposing knights raced their ornately decorated steeds toward one another, bearing long lances made of soft wood. The joust included de Vere, Charles Howard—one of the generals in the recent northern campaign—and the queen’s royal champion, Sir Henry Lee. Also riding the lists was a newly elected member of Parliament, Christopher Hatton, a charming and preening social climber who would soon be dancing his way into Elizabeth’s affections and onto de Vere’s bad side.

All participants in the two-day tourney, according to the chronicler John Stow, “did very valiantly. But the chief honor was given to the earl of Oxford.” De Vere had broken thirty-two lances and scored three direct hits (“attaints”) on the head or chest.

At age twenty-one, the Lord Great Chamberlain of England had triumphed over an experienced general (the thirty-five-year-old Howard) and the president of the Society of Knights Tilters (the forty-one-year-old Lee). Brilliance and manifold talents, as well as rank and riches, certainly made Edward de Vere one of the country’s most promising marriageable bachelors.

From his first days at Cecil House, the girl who had always been close by—and who had perhaps also tended to him during his illness—was his guardian’s daughter, Anne Cecil. Anne had already come to be known at court as a young woman of great learning and decorum. In the words of twentieth-century literary historian Austin K. Gray,


Anne Cecil was by nature as sedate and demure as [de Vere] was rash and heedless. If he was a songster, she was a bluestocking, and a pattern of wifely virtue to boot. As a maid of honor she had won the favor of the queen by her learning, her domestic accomplishments, and the general gravity of her demeanor. While other maids of honor philandered with the young nobles in the galleries of Richmond or made the palace melodious with madrigals and part-songs, Anne Cecil, it was observed, was always deep in some learned work or plying her needle or discoursing gravely with reverend signors in the embrasure of a window.



The two plays de Vere later wrote that most unambiguously recall his 1571 courtship with Anne—The Merry Wives of Windsor and All’s Well That Ends Well—both place him as the groom of a higher caste than his prospective bride. They also tell conflicting stories, reflecting his varying perspectives on a tumultuous marriage. In The Merry Wives, the young and valiant groom (FENTON) eagerly and steadfastly woos the lovely young maid (ANNE PAGE), much to the consternation of her parents. The story ends happily ever after, with the young couple wedding in secret and the parents coming to accept the union only after the matrimonial bonds have been sealed.

On the other hand, in All’s Well, the young and valiant groom (BERTRAM) is the pursued, not the pursuer. In All’s Well the bride, HELENA, seeks and ultimately wins BERTRAM’s hand, but not without first enduring five acts’ worth of his kicking and screaming. BERTRAM objects to the match with HELENA because it constitutes what heralds called “disparagement”—marriage beneath one’s rank in society. The play resolves this problem with a quick entitlement of HELENA’s family and a harsh threat against the young man. The KING tells BERTRAM that he’d better marry HELENA or else


…I will throw thee from my care forever,

Into the staggers and the careless lapse

Of youth and ignorance, both my revenge and hate

Loosing upon thee in the name of justice,

Without all terms of pity.



This act of intimidation was a stupid tactic, since it could have enabled BERTRAM to annul the marriage. According to sixteenth-century English law, at least, if either the groom or the bride could claim they did not give their “free and unforced consent,” the marriage could later be dissolved. Annulment was also technically available for any couple who did not consummate their marriage for two years after the wedding—or three years if the groom or bride left the country. BERTRAM pursues neither of these routes. The events of the coming months, however, would make it clear that de Vere knew these back channels of nuptial law well.

If Merry Wives of Windsor suggests boy gets girl, while All’s Well That Ends Well says girl gets boy, which was the truth? Courtly correspondence during the summer of 1571 leans toward the latter conclusion. The earl of Rutland was then in Paris and wanted to know the latest news about his former Cecil House friends. At the end of July, Rutland received a letter from a colleague at court, who noted, “The earl of Oxford hath gotten him a wife—or at least a wife hath caught him; this is Mistress Anne Cecil; whereunto the queen hath given her consent, and the which hath caused great weeping, wailing, and sorrowful cheer of those that had hoped to have that golden day.”

Another letter suggests a different cause. On August 15, Burghley wrote to Rutland about the upcoming de Vere-Anne Cecil marriage. With a prolixity befitting POLONIUS, Burghley noted that after the Sidney marriage arrangements had fallen apart, he preferred to wait till his daughter turned the ripe age of sixteen before marrying her off. But then, with a creepy wink and a nudge, Burghley acknowledges another marriage possibility that he does not name—perhaps Rutland had had his sights set on Anne too. Burghley wrote:


I think it doth seem strange to Your Lordship [Rutland] to hear of a purposed determination in my lord of Oxford to marry with my daughter. And so, before His Lordship moved it to me I might have thought it, if any other had moved it to me but himself. For at his own motion I could not well imagine what to think, considering I never meant to seek it nor hoped of it….Truly, my lord, after I was acquainted of the former intention of a marriage with Master Philip Sidney, whom always I loved and esteemed, I was fully determined to have of myself moved no marriage for my daughter until she should have been near sixteen….Truly, my lord, my good will serves me to have moved such a matter as this in another direction than this, but having more occasion to doubt of the issue of the matter, I did forebear. And in mine own conceit I could have as well liked there [in that “another direction”] as in any other place in England. Percase Your Lordship may guess where I mean, and so shall I, for I will name nobody…. And surely, my lord, by dealing with him [de Vere] I find that which I often heard of Your Lordship, that there is much more in him of understanding than any stranger to him would think. And for mine own part I find that whereof I take comfort in his wit and knowledge grown by good conversation.



“A purposed determination in my lord of Oxford to marry with my daughter.” Here Burghley is being disingenuous. Without telling the outside world, Burghley had made marriage with his daughter extremely attractive to de Vere. Although unrecorded in Cecil’s papers or in the state records, Spanish embassy correspondence avers that Burghley dangled a generous £15,000 dowry, four to six million dollars today, in front of de Vere’s nose. (The word OPHELIA in Greek means either “profit” or “indebtedness.” Anne had become both to the young free-spending and cash-strapped groom who came of age in her household.) De Vere may very well have originally loved Anne as The Merry Wives of Windsor’s FENTON does “sweet ANNE PAGE.” But the treasure trove of a dowry and its subsequent disappearance from the records underscore the fact that marrying into the house of Cecil meant entering a world of political maneuvering and cutthroat gamesmanship. De Vere—headstrong though he was—was no match for a man whose grasp on the scepter of power never loosened. Many in Elizabethan England thought the country was becoming, as the agent provocateur William Herle reported, a “Regnum Cecilianum.” De Vere merely lived under it.

The nuptials had been set for Burghley’s estate at Theobalds in late September, but in the interim pressing matters of state had pushed the wedding date back. De Vere’s cousin Thomas Howard, duke of Norfolk, had once again blundered his way onto treasonous terrain. Whereas, during the Northern Rebellion, Norfolk had managed to dodge the consequences, this time he would have nowhere to run.

On September 1, 1571, the “Ridolphi Plot” unfolded into plain view. Norfolk’s secretary, bearing a bag of gold and a ciphered letter, had let his cargo slip into the hands of a suspicious tradesman, who notified the authorities of the incendiary materials he’d been given. The letter allegedly contained details of a conspiracy that involved an Italian banker named Ridolphi. Ridolphi, it was said, was financing and spearheading a campaign to launch a Spanish invasion of England from The Netherlands, while at the same time deposing Elizabeth and installing Norfolk and Mary, Queen of Scots, as the new king and queen of England. Sir Thomas Smith interrogated the go-betweens. Smith wrote to Burghley, “In my mind the matter being now so manifestly opened and the duke taken as it were [in the act], it were very fit he were more safely kept.”

On September 5, Norfolk was led to the Tower of London, where he would await a trial for treason. The circumstances surrounding the Ridolphi Plot have been fodder for numerous authors and historians, serving to populate their London of 1571 with various agents, double agents, heavies, dupes, and innocents. One likely scenario posits that Burghley, who had been trying for years to catch Mary and/or Norfolk red handed, had used his burgeoning spy network to frame the duo and rid England forever of the gravest threat to Elizabeth’s throne that it would ever know. Another suggests that the foolish Norfolk was once again led astray by forces that he himself may not have fathomed—and England had Cecil’s spies to thank that the Ridolphi Plot never made it off the drawing board.

In any case, at the very moment de Vere was preparing to wed, his prospective father-in-law had conducted a covert operation that would result in the last remaining duke in England being sacrificed at the altar of Elizabethan realpolitik. Wedding bells and funeral bells were about to be tolling simultaneously: the former for de Vere and his foster sister, the latter for his cousin as the by-product of a campaign led by his foster father. De Vere the groom was also de Vere the feudal sentimentalist and loyal cousin. His heart led him in two directions at once, yielding dark prospects for the months ahead.

* * *

De Vere married Anne Cecil at Westminster Abbey, on Sunday, December 16, 1571. According to one report, the event was a double wedding. Through a stroke of fate, de Vere also caught a glimpse of what his life might have been had his father not died in 1562. At the same place and time of his wedding, Elizabeth Hastings—one of the two sisters whom de Vere had long ago been contracted to marry—wed Edward Somerset, earl of Worcester. Irony glazed the meats on de Vere’s wedding banquet plate.

As Anne Cecil recited her vows for the archbishop, the all-powerful lord Burghley looked down the bridge of his nose at this gadabout that his naïve daughter was about to call her husband.

Anne’s wedding was, nevertheless, a big event for the family—as well as a prime opportunity for political maneuvering. Burghley was anxious to see that the treason case against Norfolk would not be softened into another clemency. Queen Elizabeth had rosewater blood for her peers in the upper ranks of the aristocracy, and if left to her own predispositions, Her Majesty was likely to believe that Norfolk had been duped. No outcome in Norfolk’s case was certain. When better to press Burghley’s case than at the wedding of his daughter, when the entire elite of the court would be gathering?

The wedding ceremony at Westminster Abbey, along with the subsequent feasting, feting, jousts, and tourneys, carried on with all the requisite pomp. Fawning verses to the groom, bride, and the bride’s parents survive in the Cecil family archives at Hatfield House, telling the part of the story that Burghley would have wanted to preserve. Would that history had also preserved the frenetic arguments that must have shuttled back and forth between the groom’s party contending that cousin Norfolk was framed and the bride’s party claiming that extending mercy would only encourage the pernicious agents of Rome.

And then there was the fifteen-year-old bride herself, perhaps sitting in the royal reviewing stand outside Whitehall with the newlywed countess of Worcester (Elizabeth Hastings Somerset) and the queen, as chivalrous knights jousted for the honor of the fair maidens being wed. Anne and the two Elizabeths would have waved and thanked the resplendent cavilieros as they raced across the Whitehall green, recalling the values of an earlier age that were soon to be put on trial.

The overshadowing of Anne’s wedding day by family tension and court politics would foreshadow her entire married life. Throughout her dismal years with Edward, Anne would be, much like OPHELIA, forever caught between an officious and insincere father and a bullheaded and melancholic lover.

The unsuspecting Anne Cecil de Vere would soon be facing a hurricane of a force and variability that neither she nor her unpredictable husband could have anticipated. Anne’s consolation for her suffering would be literary immortality: Eyes yet unborn would forever see her slandered as HERO, castigated as OPHELIA, brutalized as DESDEMONA, raped as LUCRECE—but then courted as ANNE PAGE, vindicated as HELENA, beloved as JULIET (both in Romeo and Juliet and Measure for Measure), and posthumously worshiped as HERMIONE.

* * *

The queen put it off for months, but Norfolk’s trial was finally set for January 16, 1572. Gossip had been circulating concerning de Vere’s past attempts to rescue his cousin. One of Burghley’s agents in the Lowlands reported the rumors he was hearing locally that de Vere “hath been a most humble suitor for [Norfolk],” and that Burghley’s role in Norfolk’s predicament had resulted in de Vere forsaking Anne’s bed. Another piece of scuttlebutt suggested that de Vere had “rail[ed]” at Norfolk for “coming at the queen’s commandment”—i.e., for surrendering himself to the authorities. And another still suggested that just around the time of his wedding to Anne, de Vere had made a “certain proposal…to some of his friends” presumably related to Norfolk’s imbroglio. Whatever substance, if any, supported these rumors, it was clear that de Vere wanted his cousin to be sheltered from the storm that had been brewing since the unrest of 1569. Simply by being single, the highest-ranking nobleman in England, and unwilling to forswear any interest in marrying Mary, Queen of Scots, Norfolk was already a marked man—especially after having been smeared by association with the blundering Northern Rebellion.

Before the trial began, de Vere loosed one final arrow into the enemy lines. It was carefully selected from his quiver—one designed to remind queen, court, and country just how crucial the feudal nobility was to the proper functioning of the Renaissance state. The Italian philosopher Baldassare Castiglione’s book of court etiquette, Il Cortegiano, had been translated into English a decade before. In the intervening years, The Courtier had become akin to holy writ for English gentlemen seeking to emulate the sophistication of continental court culture. But de Vere was aiming for a larger and more important readership than simply his fellow countrymen. He sponsored The Courtier’s translation into Latin—thereby rendering it accessible to urbane readers throughout Europe. In publishing Bartholomew Clerke’s Latin edition of Castiglione, de Vere had achieved two important objectives that would further the case for his cousin. First, it would flatter Her Majesty’s intellect—always useful for winning her heart. Second, it would recount for her in the tongue of learned society the crucial role of the aristocracy in the queen’s world.

The first objective was a natural consequence of the text itself. No philosophical tract more closely approximated life under Elizabeth. Castiglione’s court was one presided over by a woman and in which all authority ultimately rested in women. Castiglione’s duchess was, like Elizabeth, a figure to be platonically admired by the men surrounding her and yet adored and idolized like a terrestrial goddess of love. The second objective—underscoring the necessity of earls and dukes in a world that was increasingly giving them the squeeze—emerges from the lessons Castiglione teaches. The prince in Castiglione’s universe is no autocratic agent. Rather, it is the courtier who leads the prince “through the rough way of virtue,” who “distill [s] into his mind goodness and teach [es] him continency, stoutness of courage, justice.” According to Castiglione, the courtier is effectively “more excellent than the prince.”

On January 5, 1572, de Vere wrote a fluent prefatory letter in Latin to Clerke’s edition of The Courtier. As translated into English, de Vere’s preface reads:


…For what more difficult, more noble, or more magnificent task has anyone ever undertaken than our author Castiglione? Who has drawn for us the figure and model of a courtier, a work to which nothing can be added, in which there is no redundant word, a portrait which we shall recognize as that of a highest and most perfect type of man? And so, although nature herself has made nothing perfect in every detail, yet the manners of men exceed in dignity that with which nature has endowed them; and he who surpasses others has here surpassed himself, and has even outdone nature, which by no one has ever been surpassed.



Naturally, an author and thinker who was so highly esteemed would seep into the very fiber of de Vere’s writings. And to assert that Castiglione’s influence pervades Shake-speare’s works is no exaggeration. (Indeed, anyone seeking to understand Shake-speare as a thinker would be well advised to first become acquainted with de Vere’s three great intellectual forebears: Plato, Ovid, and Castiglione.)

In publishing the philosophical case for a thriving aristocracy, de Vere was second to none. But in actually protecting Norfolk from the Elizabethan state’s Machiavellian machinery, de Vere was about as obscurantist and ineffective as Norfolk himself. Norfolk’s legal defense referred back to a statute from 1352, which said that the state had to demonstrate that the alleged traitor had conducted acts, such as trying to kill the monarch, that were already on the books as being treasonous. Norfolk’s crimes, in other words, did not rise to the level of treason, as the law had previously defined the term. He was right, but this defense was far ahead of its time. The proviso of 1352 would have to wait till the seventeenth century before it was revived as a credible defense in a treason trial.

Norfolk’s trial, said historian Wallace MacCaffrey, was “as much a trial of the Scottish queen as of the duke of Norfolk.” It was a metaphor of the modern Renaissance state versus the medieval feudal order, a show of judicial force by Burghley and his agents assiduously guarding the queen from all threats, whether perceived or real. Little wonder, then, that de Vere was one of the few ranking peers who did not participate in this kangaroo court. He knew, just as did everyone else in the drafty Westminster Hall, that the outcome was predetermined before the first witness even took the stand. Lawyers would have to wait more than a century before an accused traitor could mount his own defense with his own sworn witnesses; in an Elizabethan treason trial, the job of the accused was essentially to look valiant as the state, wary of entrusting a jury with potentially conflicting testimony, presented its one-sided case. The only practical option for a sixteenth-century peer accused of treason was to await the guilty verdict and then pull all the political strings he and his family could to convince the sovereign to overturn his death sentence.

The tribunal quickly concluded, and the condemned was led back to the Tower to await his execution. De Vere worked on his father-in-law, and perhaps the queen as well, to issue a royal pardon. Elizabeth signed a warrant for Norfolk’s execution at the end of January, but then, after hearing the pleas of Norfolk’s mother the countess of Surrey and his brother Henry Howard, the queen rescinded it. February came and went, with another death warrant followed by a reprieve. In late March Elizabeth fell ill, perhaps from food poisoning, and for five days she feared she might die. This naturally frightened the wits out of her Privy Council, because a new king or queen could be called upon in only a matter of days. Parliament was convened. Although Elizabeth quickly recovered, the newfound urgency had not abated. Parliament returned to the unresolved issue of Mary, Queen of Scots, and revisited the question of the succession. Many MPs thirsted for Mary’s as well as Norfolk’s blood. Security, they said, could only be enjoyed if Mary was brought to the scaffold.

On April 9, the queen signed another warrant for Norfolk’s execution. Two days later, at two in the morning, she presented Burghley with a note. The memo said she could not make her heart agree with her head. She had decided once again to countermand the execution.

Finally, the Protestant extremists in Parliament began to call for the head of Mary, Queen of Scots. This was one sacrifice Elizabeth was not prepared to make. But in turning down a second demand for blood, she had been backed into a corner with the first. At the very least, Her Majesty knew she must now feed a man they called “the roaring lion” to the Christians. The duke of Norfolk was told to prepare to meet his maker. On Saturday, May 31, the queen ordered that a scaffold be erected on Tower Hill. The next day, Elizabeth visited the Tower to ensure the preparations went smoothly. She did not visit with the condemned. Even though Burghley may well have engineered Norfolk’s execution, Norfolk still made provisions for his three sons to be schooled at Cecil House.

On Monday at 7 A.M., as the morning sun cast long shadows across Tower Hill, the condemned was led to the execution block. Asked for his final words, Norfolk addressed the crowd assembled around the scaffold: “For men to suffer death in this place is no new thing, though since the beginning of our most gracious queen’s reign I am the first, and God grant I may be the last.” Norfolk’s wish was not to come true. Tower Hill would be making more Elizabethan widows yet. With one decisive stroke of the executioner’s ax, the head of Thomas Howard, fourth duke of Norfolk, fell to the ground. The bloody trophy was raised for the crowds to see.

While de Vere had attended parliamentary meetings in the Star Chamber on “the great matter touching the Queen of Scots,” he had achieved nothing of substance regarding Norfolk’s fate. De Vere had failed his cousin. All he had managed to secure out of Parliament or the queen was a seat on a minor committee in the House of Lords on “Triors of Petitions for England, Ireland, Wales, and Scotland.” De Vere’s conscience would nag him for years about his inability to save his cousin from the scaffold. The fate of Norfolk’s three sons would remain on de Vere’s mind for the rest of his life. Their ordeals would form the basis for As You Like It—a play about a deceased and nearly deified father, SIR ROWLAND DE BOYS, and the troubles his three surviving sons face in marriage, in inheritance, and in courtly life.

De Vere the poet and dramatist ultimately achieved the aesthetic justice that his earthly life seemed never to attain. The Lord Great Chamberlain of England may have had noble intents. But, as the condemned Norfolk wrote to his children, de Vere was in the final analysis “too negligent of friends’ causes, or he might do you more good than any kinsman you have.”

* * *

Throughout her reign, Elizabeth was forever balancing and counterbalancing each action. Just as she was cracking down on any hint of Catholic uprisings—or, perhaps more accurately, not actively inhibiting Burghley and his associates from cracking down for her—she was also conducting propaganda campaigns designed in part to bolster her image as a tolerant friend of Catholicism.

This sovereign who famously refused to “make windows into men’s souls” also championed the none-too-subtly Catholic tradition of the royal Order of the Garter. This elite society, given to elaborate ceremonies recalling archaic Romanist rites—celebrating the Catholic Saint George, introducing only nominal changes to an avowedly papist initiation service—was the most exclusive club in all of England. It consisted of the sovereign plus up to twenty-five “knights of the Garter” (KGs). Candidates could only be elected to fill the vacant seats of members who had died or otherwise been ousted. The members of the Order voted in new knights at their annual gathering in April. But Elizabeth had the final say, sometimes overruling the election results. In 1571, all ten members of the Order voted to admit the twenty-one-year-old de Vere. But the queen, who may have felt de Vere was too young for the honorary title, had exercised her veto. In 1572, when seven KGs voted to admit de Vere to the Order, Elizabeth opted instead to admit Viscount Hereford, who had received only four votes. Another courtier in 1572 who received a plurality of votes and was approved by the queen was de Vere’s father-in-law.

Lord Burghley, Viscount Hereford, two other ranking peers, and the French duc de Montmorency, all gathered at Windsor Castle on June 17 for the Order of the Garter’s induction ceremony. De Vere, who appears to have been pictured in a contemporary engraving of the Garter ceremony, headed up the rear of the procession, leading the queen into the Chapel of St. George and on to the Chapter House, where the exclusive club held their meetings and induction rites.

De Vere, outside the Order and outside the inner circle of Elizabeth’s advisors, remained sidelined. His most pronounced concerns circa 1572—at least those that survive in the public records—are those of a disinherited noble trying to recoup his lost lands. In May, Elizabeth had awarded the twenty-two-year-old earl license to begin repossessing the estates that had been stripped away from him when his father had died. Even with a legal title in his hands, however, it still took years for any practical transfer of ownership to take place. The priory at Earls Colne, for instance, wouldn’t officially revert to de Vere until May of 1588—nearly seventeen years after he had supposedly regained ownership. De Vere would fritter away countless hours of his adult life attempting to rescue the inheritance he had lost at age twelve. Both HAMLET and the Norwegian prince FORTINBRAS express the author’s anxieties over such legal quagmires. “I have some rights of memory in this kingdom,” the latter declares, “Which now to claim my vantage doth invite me.”

De Vere’s father-in-law, on the other hand, continued to follow the path of a rising star. In July of 1572, Queen Elizabeth appointed Burghley Lord Treasurer of England—a promotion that effectively rendered him, in the words of his twentieth-century biographer Conyers Read, “an elder statesman, sure of his position, sure of his influence, beyond the reach of envy or Court intrigue—a unique figure on the political scene.” Burghley had, in short, secured the role of POLONIUS. Sir Thomas Smith, recently returned from France after conducting a successful peace treaty with the rival Catholic nation, assumed Burghley’s job as Secretary of State. But even in that capacity, Smith was hamstrung by the wide-ranging influence of his predecessor. The new Lord Treasurer still retained the power and influence he wielded in his previous role. As Smith would later write to Burghley, “I well perceive Her Highness is disposed to sign nothing except [if] Your Lordship be here.”

In August, the queen went on progress into Warwickshire. De Vere joined the courtly train as it carted its tonnage of festoonery northwest and into the midland countryside. She and her court spent a week in and around the city of Warwick. She occupied her time partly with Leicester at his Kenilworth Castle, and partly at Warwick Castle. The progress was, by any objective measure, once again a public relations triumph. Elizabeth continued to wow her subjects with humility and grace—even as the courtiers around her also saw a woman transfixed by her own vanity. Idealized by poets and admirers as an earthly VENUS, the real-life Elizabeth was coming into her own as adroit but coquettish, demure but wildly changeable CLEOPATRA. The Warwick town recorder recited a lengthy ode to the queen, full of flattery. Elizabeth responded with words that have since become legend: “Come hither, little recorder. It was told me that you would be afraid to look upon me or to speak boldly; but you were not so afraid of me as I was of you; and I now thank you for putting me in mind of my duty.”

This was a signature moment from the life of a political genius. Histories of the Elizabethan Age recite this moment as a token of “Gloriana’s” magnanimity and political savvy. Yet, while Elizabeth was one of the canniest sovereigns who ever lived, closer scrutiny of her words reveals her greatest blind spot. The queen actually thanked the recorder for something he hadn’t given. He had never uttered any advice. But she heard his obsequious praise as if he’d offered words of counsel. The exchange may offer an inadvertent glimpse into how Elizabeth rationalized her own self-infatuation: My subjects advise it of me.

The exchange recalls another shining moment of regal egotism. Years before, in 1564, Elizabeth had sent a messenger to meet with Mary, Queen of Scots. Upon his return, she demanded of him whether she or Mary had prettier hair, who spoke more beautifully and fluently, who danced better, who was more talented, who was taller. When the thirty-one-year-old Elizabeth learned that Mary was actually taller, she snapped, “She is too high, for I myself am neither too high nor too low.” De Vere would later memorialize such moments of Elizabethan vainglory in Antony and Cleopatra, when QUEEN CLEOPATRA eagerly demands a description of her rival OCTAVIA.


CLEOPATRA: IS she as tall as me?

MESSENGER: She is not, madam.

CLEO.: Didst hear her speak? Is she shrill tongu’d or low?

MESS.: Madam, I heard her speak; she is low voic’d.

CLEO.: …What majesty is in her gait? Remember,

If e’er thou look’dst on majesty.



De Vere, like Twelfth Night’s FESTE, was becoming Her Majesty’s “allowed fool.” He capered and jested and was beginning to catch her eye with other spectacles too. During the same Warwick progress, de Vere also orchestrated an elaborate mock combat, once again revealing that his greatest talents in her service were those of the stage.

De Vere’s youthful zeal got the better of him this time. On Sunday night, August 18, after she enlisted the country folk to watch her dance, Elizabeth repaired to a viewing stand that afforded her the best seat for the entertainment to come. De Vere (“a lusty gentleman,” in the words of the chronicler) served as the general for a crew of other courtiers, who had assembled a fort representing the castle for one side in an incendiary war. Philip Sidney’s good friend Fulke Greville played the general of the opposing force and fort. If de Vere ever enjoyed a HENRY V moment in his life, this was probably it: He led his two hundred soldiers into the breach several times over, each time charging with battering rams into the opposing castle. Each assault was accompanied by explosive flashes of fireballs lobbing into the sky, toward the opposing side. The pyrotechnical stage combat thrilled and amazed Elizabeth, although it was “terrible to those that have not been in like experiences, valiant to such as delighted therein, and indeed strange to them that understood it not.”

The fireballs shot far and near and rolled down the hill into the Avon from the rocky eminence where Warwick Castle stood. Some flickering projectiles even flew away into the night, landing unannounced in the nearby town and suburbs. The flames that licked up from the floating embers in the river below served as footlights to the night’s warfare—a battle so intense that several of the mock combatants sustained real injuries. As a grand finale, de Vere and his men launched a large “dragon” into the air. The incendiary missile shot out flames as it traveled toward the opposing embattlement and turned Greville’s fort into an inferno. However, the dragon ultimately overshot its mark, spewing a fireball onto a neighboring house, which in turn spread the fire to several other nearby houses. De Vere and Greville then ended the night leading their men to rescue the families and douse the blazes. (As Hamlet laments, “I have shot my arrow o’er the house and hurt my brother.”) While the courtiers managed to rescue most residents and residences, there were also two likely fatalities. When all was over, and the mêlée flambée was merely a smoldering memory, four other houses in the nearby town and suburbs had suffered smaller fires, while one had a hole in its roof “as big as a man’s head.” The queen, de Vere, Greville, and other combatants paid out £25 12s 8d to the victims of their militaristic foolery.

August 1572 was to be an incendiary month. For even as de Vere and his fellow courtiers were occupying themselves in fireworks of Shake-spearean proportions, Paris proved to be the greatest tinderbox in all of sixteenth-century Europe. On the feast of St. Bartholomew, August 24, the French royal family (the Catholic House of Valois) celebrated a marriage to the Protestant king of Navarre. However, renegade Catholics had just two days before attempted to assassinate a prominent Protestant leader, Admiral Gaspard de Coligny. Fearing a Protestant campaign of revenge for the botched killing, the Catholic leadership—led by the sinister dowager queen Catherine de Medici—launched a preemptive slaughter of the Protestant grandees there assembled, including the Huguenot admiral Coligny. The massacre may have originally been planned simply to snuff out the opposition leaders, but it quickly spiraled out of control. Before the blood stopped flowing, four thousand Protestants lay dead in Paris, with an estimated six thousand more across France. Catholic Europe celebrated the slaughter. King Philip II of Spain would call news of the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre “one of the greatest joys of my life.”

One Englishman in Paris at the time, a man who helped to shelter whatever Protestants he could find on the city’s deadliest night, would be transformed by the events of St. Bartholomew’s Day. Ambassador Francis Walsingham was hardened by the atrocities he had witnessed and would devote the rest of his life to winning the war of attrition against the heartless papists at any cost. In his remaining eighteen years as Burghley’s fellow spymaster, Walsingham would turn out to be one of England’s most valuable assets in the coming cold war against Rome.

Protestant England was stunned by the news of this wholesale bloodshed. Refugees began appearing on England’s shores on August 27, and by early September the court was abuzz with furor over the horrific events of the previous fortnight. De Vere perhaps captured the moment’s drama and pathos most poignantly in a letter that he dashed off to Burghley. The two may often have been at odds over matters at court, but they were both loyal to their Protestant queen. The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre inspired the most admiring and heartfelt letter de Vere ever composed to his Polonial father-in-law:


I would to God Your Lordship would let me understand some of the news which here doth ring dolefully in the ears of every man of the murder of the Admiral [Coligny] of France, and a number of noblemen and worthy gentlemen, and such as greatly have in their lifetime honored the Queen’s Majesty, our Mistress; on whose tragedies we have a number of French Aeneases in this city that tell of their own overthrows with tears falling from their eyes—a piteous thing to hear, but a cruel and far more grievous thing we must deem it them to see….

And sith [since] the world is so full of treasons and vile instruments daily to attempt new and unlooked for things, good my lord, I shall affectionately and heartily desire Your Lordship to be careful both of yourself and of Her Majesty….

And blame me not, though I am bolder with Your Lordship than my custom is, for I am one that count myself a follower of yours now in all fortunes; and what shall hap to you I count it hap to myself….

Thus, my lord, I humbly desire Your Lordship to pardon my youth, but to take in good part my zeal and affection toward you, as one on whom I have builded my foundation either to stand or fall. And, good my lord, think I do not this presumptuously as to advise you that am but to take advice of Your Lordship, but to admonish you, as one with whom I would spend my blood and life, so much you have made me yours.



The correspondence continued. Burghley replied to de Vere’s grateful missive more than once—although these letters do not survive. The Lord Treasurer was discovering how thankless his job could be and was probably desperate for relief. As Burghley once noted, when suitors came to his office seeking lands and leases, “if the party obtain [the grant], I am not thanked; if not, the fault (though falsely) is imputed to me.” No doubt recognizing the strain of Burghley’s new job, de Vere wrote from London on September 22, 1572, “We do hope, after this, you having had so great a care of the Queen’s Majesty’s service, you will begin to have some respect of your own health, and take a pleasure to dwell where you have taken pain to build.” Anne, de Vere noted, had just departed for “the country”—whether to de Vere’s country estate at Wivenhoe or to Burghley’s country estate at Theobalds, he does not say. De Vere added that he was planning on joining her “as fast as I can get me out of town.”
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