
HE FILM Anonymous 
raises poetic licence to new 
heights of invention. And I 
am not referring to its basic 

premise that the Earl of Oxford 
wrote the works attributed to ‘Shake-
speare’. No, I allude to the liberties it 
takes with the Elizabethan monarchy 
and aristocracy. Not only was Eliza-
beth long past virginity, being the 
mother of the Earl of Essex, but also 
she was both the mother AND lover 
of Oxford, and together they begat 
the Earl of Southampton, making her 
the mother of her own grandson. 
Oh, yes, and Oxford was also a child 
prodigy, writing A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream and playing Puck in a 
performance before the randy young 
Queen (Joely Richardson) when he 
was only 9 years old. 
      In that play, poets are lumped 
with lunatics and, watching this 
shaping fantasy, you may think that 
the Dream’s mysterious author – 
whoever he was – would today in-
clude film makers as well. If, like 
director Roland Emmerich, you be-
lieve that there is a serious doubt 
about the Shakespeare authorship – a 
perfectly reasonable proposition in 
my view – why on earth would you 
be so crazy as to discredit your whole 
case by smothering it in a surfeit of 
conspiratorial padding? Why give 
heretics a bad name, or a worse one 
than we have already?
       This preposterous folly has given 
the high priests of Stratford ortho-
doxy a field day. The Wellses, the 
Shapiros and the Sharmas have all 
rushed to rubbish the enterprise and 
reinforce their own errors and con-
tradictions. The usual snide remarks 
have been rolled out about the ‘nutty 
thesis’ of the first Oxfordian, the 
“Tyneside clergymen with the glori-
ous name of Thomas Looney” (film 
critic Philip French, in The Ob-
server). Poor Looney (pronounced 
‘Loaney’) – for ever to be the hapless 
victim of childish puns by hopping 
mad, cheese-eating critical intelli-
gence surrender monkeys.
        To be fair to French, a film critic 
I have always admired, he is right 
that Anonymous is a witless farrago, 
unlike Shakespeare in Love which, 
though it too has difficulty marrying 

William to the verse, succeeds as a 
tongue-in-cheek comedy, a jeu 
d’esprit as French aptly describes it. 
In contrast, the dead script of 
Anonymous does an unforgivable 
injustice to the great cast assembled 
by the makers, including Vanessa 
Redgrave who nevertheless has a hoot 
playing the finger-sucking, giggly, 
rotten-toothed old Queen, and 
Dereki Jacobi and Mark Rylance, 
both of whom are heretics them-
selves. Rhys Ifans, who plays the 
older Oxford, is not given the kind of 
lines that might strengthen his Bardic 
claim, with the result that he comes 
across less a literary genius, more a 
boring old fart. At least, the younger 
Oxford (Jamie Campbell Bower) has 
a certain pouting joie de vivre, even if 
he lacks the humanity we attribute to 
the real author.
         As for William (Rafe Spall) he is 
depicted as a semi-literate, drunken, 
whoring money-grabber, who jumps 
at the chance for both gain and glory 
from the use of his name, and who 
slits Christopher Marlowe’s throat 
outside the theatre when the latter 
threatens to expose him as a fraud. 
Never mind that the real Marlowe 
was stabbed above the eye at a lodg-
ing house in Deptford by a compan-
ion called Ingram Frizer in 1593, 
about six years earlier than is pre-
sented in the film.

THE PLAY’S THE THING?
YET that is far from being the end of 
the story. The makers of the film 
insist that it’s a movie and therefore a 

work of fiction which, like all art, 
seeks to provoke, to challenge to 
question. Writing in The Guardian 
(27th October), John Orloff, the 
screenwriter, argues that it aims to 
stimulate the audience to think for 
themselves and challenge traditional 
scholarship about the authorship. 
Not everyone will see it this way. In 
The Observer Robert McCrum 
(‘Shakespeare or Anonymous’, 23rd 
October) assures us that it doesn’t 
matter who wrote the works but, just 
in case we become ‘touched with a 
bit of madness’, he nevertheless in-
sists on giving us three clues as to the 
real identity. Actually, they point in a 
different direction altogether.
       But does it matter? Well, history 
matters and truth matters. If it mat-
ters who the Dark Lady was, then it 
certainly matters who the author of 
the sonnets was. Motives also matter, 
and if the Shakespeare mastermind 
thought it necessary to conceal his 
identity, then it is important to dis-
cover why he did so. Actually, anyone 
interested in Shakespeare who says it 
doesn’t matter who wrote the works 
is telling a fib. It is really disingenu-
ous of orthodox scholars to dismiss 
all inquiry in this way because, from 
the vitriol some of them have di-
rected at this film, it clearly ruffles 
their feathers to suggest that the 
author was anyone other than Wil-
liam. To say that it doesn’t matter is 
really a deceitful means of ending 
debate and discussion of the topic, 
which for a scholar is really a dis-
grace and a betrayal of their whole 
profession, for what is scholarship if 
not the pursuit of truth?

WILL O’THE WISP
LET us return to McCrum’s clues. 
First, he draws attention to Shake-
speare’s humanity, which he defines 
basically as seeing the good in even 
the worst villains, something with 
which the ‘common man in the pit 
can identify’. Now, no one can deny 
the ‘humanity’ of the mastermind 
behind the immortal works, but to 
imply that only a ‘common man’ is 
capable of it is a kind of inverted 
snobbery, the very deficiency 
McCrum and others find in the 
heretics.                                              
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     We’ll deal with the whole snob-
bery issue anon, but it is also stretch-
ing credulity to connect this nobility 
of mind with the mean and merce-
nary maltster from Stratford. From 
the known facts about the life of 
William Shakspere (pronounced 
‘Shacks-purr’ - probably from the 
town of Saxby in Leicestershire), the 
character is not so far removed from 
his portrayal in Anonymous. The 
available documents reveal that he 
was a mediocre actor, theatrical in-
vestor, litigious moneylender, skin-
flint corn and malt merchant who 
hoarded his wealth, tax dodger (at 
least four times) and womaniser who 
consorted with prostitutes. Ger-
maine Greer in Shakespeare’s Wife 
surmises that he died of syphilis.
      It’s hardly a very endearing pic-
ture. Modern orthodox scholars try 
to counter it by talking up William – 
in other words, by telling fibs about 
him. Ironically, James Shapiro (New 
York Times, 16th October; reprinted 
in the Irish Times, 29th October) 
writes that “Mr Emmerich has made 
a film for our time in which claims 
based on conviction are as valid as 
those based on hard evidence”. He 
repeats this argument in an article in 
The Guardian (5th November), ac-
cusing heretics of ignoring ‘nagging 
facts’. I’m afraid that Stratfordians 
are at least equally as guilty of in-
venting facts where none exist.
      Consider a few examples. There 
is not a shred of evidence that Wil-
liam Shakspere went to Stratford 
Free School. There is not a shred of 
evidence that William could write 
properly. There is not a tittle of evi-
dence that he read Latin authors in 
the original, as Shakespeare clearly 
did. There is not a tittle of evidence 
that he studied the law or travelled 
abroad, as Shakespeare clearly did. 
Nor is there a single document con-
necting him with the Earl of South-
ampton, to whom the two long po-
ems are dedicated and who is proba-
bly the ‘lovely boy’ of the sonnets.
       Let us dwell further on one par-
ticular matter, the education of his 
two daughters. Now, the fibbing here 
is shameless. In an article in the 
Sunday Times (‘Tragedy of Errors’, 
30th October) Brian Appleyard, act-
ing as a mouthpiece for the Shake-
speare wallahs Stanley Wells and 
Jonathan Bate, writes that the for-
mer told him the daughters were not 
illiterate and that he was “looking at 
facsimiles of their signatures when 
we spoke”.

        But Prof. Wells is being eco-
nomical with the actualité. Judith 
Shakspere, the younger daughter, 
signed with a mark. It can be seen 
clearly on the facsimile document as 
a pigtail shape in the middle of the 
image (below). It was a scribe or 
attorney who wrote the name.           

     Susanna, the elder daughter, who 
married physician John Hall, was 
able to write her name, but the pa-
laeographer E. Maunde Thompson 
described the one example that sur-
vives as a “painfully formed signa-
ture, which was probably the most 
that she was capable of doing with 
the pen”. The letter ‘u’ is out of 
place compared to the following 
letters, and the three ‘a’s are all dif-
ferent, as are the two ‘n’s and the 
two final ‘l’s (below). Moreover, Dr 

James Cooke translated Hall’s case-
book from Latin into English and in 
his introduction he describes an in-
terview with Susanna Hall in which 
it is apparent that she did not recog-
nise her husband’s handwriting, even 
though it was highly legible.
     I cite this example because it 
aptly illustrates the trickery of Strat-
fordians in habitually conjuring up a 
more positive picture of William 
than the facts warrant. In this case, 
they desperately seek to discredit the 
perfectly reasonable conclusion that 
he cared nothing for his daughters’ 
education. It is really quite extraor-
dinary that, according to orthodoxy, 
the cultural colossus who wrote that 
“there is no darkness but ignorance” 
apparently permitted his own daugh-
ters to remain in that darkness. 
     William Shakspere, the most fa-
mous nonentity in history, appar-
ently wrote nothing outside the 
works, not even a letter to his wife 
while in London or a poem about 
the death of his son, didn’t even 
educate his own daughters, and ap-
parently cared nothing for the manu-
scripts after his death. And is it not 
bizarre, to say the least, that the 
world’s greatest poet is believed to be 
the same man whose only claim to 

literary fame outside the works is to 
have it written in his will that “I give 
unto my wife, my second best bed 
with its furniture”?
    If William wrote the plays of 
Shakespeare, then he is surely the 
most extraordinary paradox known 
to humankind. No person before or 
since would have lived such discrete 
lives: all that William obviously was, 
while also being an unparalleled 
Renaissance genius, cultural colos-
sus, peerless wordspinner, legal ex-
pert and humanitarian philosopher. 
There are three crucial elements of 
the Shakespeare genius: the insight 
into human nature, the mastery of 
language and the depth of intellect. 
On none of these counts does Wil-
liam even remotely fit the bill.

ALL THE WORLD’S A STAGE 
McCRUM’S second reason for pro-
moting William is Shakespeare’s 
‘instinctive theatricality’ which is so 
different from the other dramatists 
of his day, such as Marlowe with his 
majestic speech-making. This error 
is repeated ad nauseam. For exam-
ple, A.L. Rowse writes in Shake-
speare’s Globe: “Anyone who cannot 
see that the author of the plays was 
an actor must be a great fool”. But 
Shakespeare put it better: “the fool 
doth think he is wise, but the wise 
man knows himself to be a fool”.
       The argument completely ig-
nores the length of many of the 
plays, the frequent scene changes, 
the absence of adequate stage direc-
tions, the long monologues, the 
sparsity of action and the use of 
characters as vehicles for ideas. Ar-
guably, the works actually point to a 
scholar, a lawyer and a debater 
whose theatrical knowledge was that 
of an amateur rather than a stage 
professional.
     The idea that only an actor could 
have written the plays would be dis-
puted by critics like Lamb and Swin-
burne. McCrum cites King Lear in 
evidence, but Lamb wrote: 
“It may seem a paradox, but I can-
not help being of  opinion that the 
plays of  Shakespeare are less calcu-
lated for performance on a stage, 
than those of  almost any other 
dramatist whatever. Their distin-
guishing excellence is a reason that 
they should be so. There is so much 
in them, which comes not under the 
province of  acting, with which eye, 
and tone, and gesture, have nothing 
to do” (On the Tragedies of  Shake-
speare, 1811).                                     
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     Lamb even suggests that King 
Lear cannot be acted:
“On the stage we see nothing but 
corporal infirmities and weakness, 
the impotence of  Lear. While we 
read it, we do not see Lear, but we 
are Lear”. 
      Swinburne says much the same 
about Hamlet. Writing about the 
pains Shakespeare took in revising 
the work, he notes:
“Not one single alteration in the 
whole play can possibly have been 
made with a view to stage effect or to 
present popularity and profit… every 
change in the text of  Hamlet has 
impaired its fitness for the stage, and 
increased its value for the closet in 
exact and perfect proportion” (A 
Study of  Shakespeare, 1880).
     What McCrum probably means is 
that Shakespeare’s characters are not 
mere mouthpieces but flesh and 
blood individuals struggling with the 
trials of life. This is true and is tes-
timony to the author’s subtlety in 
insinuating into our minds a Renais-
sance humanist outlook, rather than 
preaching at us in the manner of a 
medieval morality play. It doesn’t 
imply he was an actor, but it does 
mean he was well aware of the limi-
tations of forcing opinions on people 
and preferred to ‘nudge’ them to-
wards good behaviour.
     Nor does it imply that he wasn’t a 
moralist. On the contrary, morality is 
central to the entire Shakespeare 
enterprise which aims to promote a 
Humanist ethic of freethought, 
moderation, love, tolerance and 
peace. One thing is certain: if the 
plays had been written merely ‘for 
gain, not glory’ and to ‘tickle the 
ears of the groundlings’, then they 
would have been ‘of an age’ but defi-
nitely not ‘for all time’.

TO THE MANOR BORN
IN a final flight of fancy, McCrum 
refers to the plays’ fundamental 
‘domesticity’, including sly allusions 
to his father’s glove-making business;
obscure Warwickshire dialect words; 
Ophelia picking wild flowers from 
the river bank; and the warring citi-
zens of Verona in Romeo and Juliet 
sounding for all the world like Strat-
ford townspeople. 
    Now, this is absolute tosh to the 
nth degree. There are many dialect 
words in Shakespeare from all over 
Britain, but there are more from 
Yorkshire than Warwickshire! In 
fact, no one has come up with a sin-
gle word that can be proved to be 

exclusively of Warwickshire usage. 
McCrum doesn’t give any examples, 
because he knows full well they’d be 
torn to shreds. The use of a variety 
of dialects, though, does rather point 
to group authorship, as do the num-
ber of different words, about 15,000, 
which is twice as many as any other 
writer in history.
     As for the flowers by the river 
bank, they are risible as evidence of 
Shakespeare’s alleged rural back-
ground. There is no lyricism about 
the countryside in the works, no 
warblings about banks and braes, no 
sonnets to nightingales nor odes to 
skylarks, no woodpeckers in the 
woods nor fishes rising from streams. 
In fact, there is no reference any-
where to Stratford, the Avon or the 
countryside around it, a curious 
omission which McCrum and others 
avoid discussing. All they have in 
their armour is a few words that may 
have been used in Warwickshire as 
well as elsewhere. That is frankly 
pathetic.    

     McCrum knows full well that the 
works are set mainly in the courts, 
gardens and castles of kings, princes 
and the nobility. If they have a rural 
background, as in As You Like It or 
The Tempest, they are fantastical, 
not realistic. The usual place settings 
are faraway towns and cities such as 
Verona, Milan, Padua, Mantua, Ven-
ice, Messina, Rome, Troy, Athens, 
Bohemia, Vienna, Ephesus, Paris, 
Navarre and Marseilles; London, the 
Tower and Windsor. In other words, 
the poet gives absolutely no indica-
tion whatsoever of having lived a 
country life, and if McCrum seri-
ously thinks that references to flow-
ers by a river prove otherwise, then 
he really is in serious denial.
      Again, in implying that ‘warring 
citizens’ were unique to Stratford-
upon-Avon, McCrum plumbs new 
depths of deceit – or stupidity. Is he 
seriously suggesting that there were 
no familial, political or religious 
quarrels in London? It’s a nonsense. 
Of course, all politics is character-

ised by intrigue and factionalism, but 
the Catholic-Protestant conflict 
made Elizabethan politics particu-
larly intense, and the whole reign 
was marked by intrigue, war, rebel-
lion and personal and party strife.
      If McCrum wanted to make a 
sensible inference about the ‘warring 
citizens’ in Romeo and Juliet, he 
ought to have been directed to 
Shakespeare’s implied criticism of 
duelling, hardly an everyday occur-
rence in the streets or fields around 
rural Stratford but rife among 
courtiers at the time. In a famous 
speech against duelling, Francis Ba-
con called it an ‘an unbridled evil’, a 
view clearly shared by the author of 
the play, which makes violence and 
duelling to defend family honour a 
major element of the tragedy. 
       Here we arrive at the ubiquitous 
‘snobbery’ rebuff of the theory that 
‘Shakespeare’ was a cover for an aris-
tocrat. “And there is the snobbery: 
England’s great cultural hero ought 
not to be a middle-class nobody” 
(Fintan O’Toole, Irish Times, 5th 
November); “mixed in with the cult-
ishness and the romanticism was a 
much more banal ingredient, snob-
bery of a peculiarly ignorant kind… 
his education from a village school 
could never have provided Shake-
speare with a vocabulary extensive 
enough to write the most talked-
about literature in the world” Ap-
pleyard, op. cit.); “(there is) some-
thing quite repellent at the heart of 
the theory, and that something is the 
toad, snobbery” (Simon Schama, 
Newsweek, 22nd October). And so 
on, and so on... ad infinitum.
    Well, as someone born into the 
working class and who knows how 
difficult it is to ape the language and 
manners of my ‘betters’, let me say 
that it is not snobbery but rationality 
that leads me to doubt the claims of 
the Stratford man. In a sense, there is 
another kind of snobbery at work in 
suggesting that a man of his known 
background and character was the 
mastermind: the snobbery of an 
English nationalism which argues 
that the country can produce natural 
geniuses who, even in the 16th cen-
tury, can surmount the obstacles of 
class, privilege, education, friends, 
contacts, career and interests to be-
come a cultural and literary colossus.
      It is not social snobbery but the 
evidence of the works that tell us 
otherwise. The orthodox scholar 
E.K. Chambers was right to refer to 
Shakespeare’s ‘easy movement in     
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the give and take of social inter-
course among persons of good 
breeding’. All the signs are of some-
one familiar with the manner and 
customs of the court. In Henry VIII 
the author even shows that he is fa-
miliar with the order of precedence 
at a coronation.
       Then there is the fact that he had 
aristocratic friends. Venus and 
Adonis and The Rape of  Lucrece 
were dedicated in affectionate and 
familiar terms to the Earl of South-
ampton. The First Folio was dedi-
cated to the ‘incomparable pair’, the 
Earls of Pembroke and Montgomery. 
No biographer of any of these earls 
has ever found any trace of associa-
tion between them and the Stratford 
man.
      Then there is the problem of the 
author’s sympathies. Charlie Chaplin 
wrote that whoever wrote the works 
‘had an aristocratic attitude’. The 
orthodox scholar Churton Collins 
concurs: “the author of the Shake-
speare plays was essentially artisto-
cratic in temper and sympathy”. In 
the two most autobiographical plays, 
Hamlet and The Tempest the chief 
protagonist is a prince or a duke.
     None of this is meant to argue the 
case for the Earl of Oxford. A liter-
ally fatal blow to his cause would 
appear to be that he died in 1604 
before about 10 of the plays were 
written. Macbeth seems to allude to 
the Gunpowder Plot in 1605, and 
The Tempest, first performed at 
Court in 1611, clearly refers to the 
wreck of the Sea Venture in 1609. 
And Appleyard may be only slightly 
exaggerating when he says that Ox-
ford was “a loathsome piece of 
work, a pederast, rapist, murderer 
and, more to the point, pretty aver-
age poet”. Yet he may have been part 
of a group authorship in the early 
years, a possibility reinforced by the 
large number of words, the range of 
knowledge displayed, especially of 
Italy where he lived for a number of 
years, and the custom of collabora-
tion at the time.
   
OUR DOUBTS ARE TRAITORS
TO many, doubting the Shakespeare 
authorship is on a par with Holo-
caust denial or the flat earth theory. 
This supposition is sanctioned by the 
repeated mantra that “no one in 
Shakespeare’s lifetime or the first 
two hundred years after his death 
expressed the slightest doubt about 
his authorship” (Jonathan Bate in 
The Genius of  Shakespeare). In the 

comments on Anonymous, this par-
cel of lies has been endlessly passed 
around from hack to hack and even 
from scholar to scholar, who ought 
to know better. 
      First, noblemen did use allonyms, 
and we have the contemporary tes-
timony of George Puttenham (The 
Art of  English Poesie, 1589), Tho-
mas Nashe (preface to Robert 
Greene’s Menaphon, 1589) and Rob-
ert Greene himself (A Farewell to 
Folly, 1591) to prove it. Greene spe-
cifically refers to the practice of no-
blemen getting a nonentity to ‘set his 
name to their verses’. He adds: “thus 
is the ass made proud, and he that 
cannot write true English without 
the aid of clerks of parish churches, 
will need make himself the father of 
interludes” (plays). More than 400 
years later the noblemen and the 
allonyms have not been identified.
     Second, there is evidence that 
‘Shakespeare’ could have been one of 
these cover names. The early plays 
were all published anonymously,  
and even when the name ‘William 
Shakespeare’ appeared on the title 
pages, many contemporaries for 
some reason preferred to call the 
author by other names: ‘Phaethon’ 
(John Florio) ‘Terence’ (John Davies 
of Hereford), ‘Labeo’ (Joseph Hall); 
‘Mutius’ (John Marston) ‘Sir John 
Falstaff’ (Tobie Matthew), and ‘Pun-
tarvolo’, ‘Ovid Junior’, ‘Sir Politique 
Would be’ and ‘Sir John Daw’ (all by 
Ben Jonson).
      Third, it is possible that in 1592 
Robert Greene (or Henry Chettle, 
who prepared it for the publisher 
and may have used Greene’s name as 
a cover because of its controversial 
nature) in the pamphlet Groats-
worth of  Wit spilled the beans at the 
very beginning. In this pamphlet, he 
puns on ‘Shake-scene’, quotes a line 
from Henry VI and refers to ‘an up-
start crow, beautified with our feath-
ers’. The orthodox view is that this is 
a reference to Shakespeare’s plagia-
rism from other writers, but the con-
text seems to indicate that he in fact 
complaining that the ‘upstart crow‘ 
is passing on works as his own that 
were really written by others.
      Nor is it just Greene (or Chettle) 
who seems to make this charge. In 
the anonymous Cambridge play The 
Return from Parnassus (one of three 
Parnassus plays, written circ. 1598-
1600) a graduate complains about 
trying to get a job on the stage but 
not liking the actors, one of whom 
he accuses of, “Mouthing words that 

better wits have framed, they pur-
chase lands, and now esquires are 
made”, which seems to be a reference 
to William’s acquisition of New 
place in 1597 and the grant of a coat 
of arms to his father in 1596. This 
reading is supported by the fact that, 
just before this speech, another char-
acter quotes the opening lines from 
Richard 11.

ANON, FRANCIS
Some contemporary hearsay actually 
goes further than merely doubting 
the Shakespeare authorship. Here we 
need to talk about Francis. Bacon is 
absent from Anonymous, yet he is 
the one who casts the biggest 
shadow over the authorship contro-
versy, the one who lived throughout 
the period, the one who had all the 
necessary qualifications, the one 
whose entire thought is infused 
throughout the plays, and the one 
with the strongest external evidence 
in his favour. So, not only does 
Anonymous present a daft theory 
but also it backs the wrong aristo-
cratic horse.
        Let us see why. In 1597 Joseph 
Hall, a Puritan who is suspected of 
having a hand in the Parnassus plays, 
published, anonymously, a satire 
called Virgidemiae in which he 
quotes from two Shakespeare plays 
and the two long poems and calls 
their author ‘Labeo’. He not only 
disapproves of the works but rebukes 
Labeo for passing them off as some-
one else’s. That this is his meaning is 
stressed twice, first when he says that 
Labeo is writing in partnership with 
someone else who has a ‘hollow 
hand’; and second, when he casti-
gates Labeo: “Who list complain of  
wronged faith or fame, when he may 
shift it on to another’s name?”
      A year later, in 1598, John Mar-
ston, a more liberal satirist who had 
been imprisoned along with Jonson 
and Chapman for their part in East-
ward Ho, wrote Pigmalion’s Image 
in which he defends Labeo and also 
calls him Mutius and Canaidos. He 
quotes from Venus and Adonis and 
compares the metamorphosis of 
Pigmalion to that of Adonis as de-
scribed by Shakespeare. Now, here’s 
the curious thing. Defending this 
writer against Hall, he gives him yet 
another title: “What, not mediocria 
firma from thy spite?” This Latin 
phrase, which means ‘moderate 
things endure’, or ‘safety in the 
mean’, was the family motto of
Francis Bacon.                                                                            
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