April 17, 2001 

This is April, the month “Shakespeare” was born. The generally accepted author, William Shakspere (as the family name was usually spelled), was born around April 23, 1564. The real author, Edward de Vere, 17th earl of Oxford, was born on April 12, 1550. 

Shakespeare lovers still debate about which of these men, William or Oxford, was the real author. My own book about the authorship question, Alias Shakespeare, is about to be published across the Atlantic in a German translation. It’s about time I got some international acclaim. 

My contention has always been that the solution to the mystery lies in the Shakespeare Sonnets, published in 1609. There the poet tells a lot about himself: he’s a public figure of high birth, but is over the hill, out of money, lame, and in disgrace. All this matches Oxford, one of the most scandalous figures of his day. It doesn’t describe William, who was young, obscure, prosperous, and never notorious for anything. 

Moreover, the poet tells a young man, almost surely the third earl of Southampton, that it’s time for the youth to get married and beget an heir. Why William would care whether Southampton got married is anyone’s guess, but Oxford had an excellent reason: Southampton was under pressure to marry Oxford’s daughter! 

Yet William was identified as the author “Shakespeare” by several acquaintances in the 1623 Folio edition of the plays, and for the last three centuries all Shakespeare biographers have taken the Folio testimony as dogma. Unquestionable. Beyond doubt. Documentary proof. Solid fact. 

But what if the Folio testimony was meant to mislead the public? Not a chance, say the professional scholars. It’s dogma, you see. 

But what if the Folio testimony conflicts with the poet’s own testimony about himself in the Sonnets? Never mind, say the scholars. The Sonnets may be fictional. 
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Well, they certainly don’t sound “fictional” at all. The great critic A.C. Bradley, quoted in my book, settled that question long ago. Not only are the Sonnets palpably sincere; if they tell a fictional story, they tell it with a clumsy incompetence that is totally out of character for the author of Romeo and Juliet and Othello. They have the jaggedness of fact. 

Here we have a curious situation. In the minds of the scholars, the Folio testimony continues to trump the poet’s testimony. It should be the other way around, shouldn’t it? You’d think what the great poet said about himself to his intimates, in his own matchless eloquence, would take priority over what others said about him for public consumption years after his death. 

The great majority of the Sonnets are addressed to the “lovely boy”; only a few are written to the more famous dark mistress. The ones to the youth allude to painful facts in the poet’s life which the youth would have known already; there is little chance of deception. Unlike the Folio testimony for William, these poems couldn’t have been designed to fool the public — and they seem not to have been intended for publication. 

In fact the poet says he hopes “my name [will] be buried where my body is.” How could he mean that, if “William Shakespeare,” already appearing on popular and celebrated works, was his real name? The Folio testimony doesn’t explain the Sonnets (which were omitted from the Folio); but the Sonnets may explain why the Folio testimony was necessary — to keep Oxford’s identity “buried.” 

In short, the scholars never even consider the possibility that the Folio testimony, rather than the Sonnets, may be “fictional.” They base their conviction that William of Stratford was “Shakespeare” not on what the poet says about himself, but on what was said about him by others in implicit contradiction of his own heartfelt words. 

By taking the Folio testimony instead of the Sonnets as their crucial document, the scholars have made their naive faith in the Folio witnesses a methodological postulate, which requires them to discount any conflicting evidence. Common sense would seem to dictate that the poet’s biography begin, at least, with his autobiographical poems — and if what these poems tell us conflicts with the Folio testimony, so much the worse for that testimony. 

Joseph Sobran
Happy Birthday, “Shakespeare”!

April 13, 2000 

April 12 marked the 450th birthday of the writer we know as “William Shakespeare.” Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford, was born on April 12, 1550.

Oxford adopted the name “Shakespeare” in 1593 when he published the poem Venus and Adonis, which he dedicated to the young Earl of Southampton. Oxford had fallen in love with the handsome teenager, who was being urged to marry his daughter Elizabeth Vere. Southampton is also the “lovely boy” to whom most of the Shakespeare Sonnets are addressed.

When I argued this in my book Alias Shakespeare (published by The Free Press in 1997), I expected to get quite an argument from the academic Shakespeare “experts.” To my surprise, they put up no real resistance; without exception, all those who attacked the book tacitly admitted that the Sonnets do indeed describe Oxford much more closely than they describe the legendary William of Stratford.

Of course, being scholars, they tried to disguise this admission with lots of scholarly bluster, but there it was: nobody bothered trying to prove that you can make a case for William of Stratford from the Sonnets, for the very simple reason that you can’t. The poet of the Sonnets fits Oxford to a T: his ruined reputation, his rumored sexual attraction to boys, even his lameness. Not quite the wholesome Shakespeare we heard about in English class, but facts are facts.
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The Shakespeare plays bear witness to Oxford’s authorship in many ways. Polonius and his children in Hamlet are clearly modeled on Lord Burghley, Oxford’s father-in-law, and his children. These characters don’t appear in the Danish legend the play is based on. Oxford’s wife died young in 1588; the first known reference to the play occurs in 1589. This date has puzzled the Shakespeare scholars, since 1589, though the natural moment for Oxford to write such a play, would be far too early for William of Stratford to have written it.

The scholars try to get around these problems by positing that the 1589 reference alludes to a different Hamlet play, though no trace of this hypothetical play has ever turned up. They deal with the Sonnets by positing that the poems are merely “fictional,” though this is not at all the impression the anguished Sonnets make on candid readers: why would an Elizabethan poet feign homosexual love for a boy, thereby risking not only disgrace and ridicule but capital punishment?

In addition, the greatest Shakespearean comic creation, Sir John Falstaff, bears witness to Oxford’s paternity. Falstaff quotes the Bible constantly; and as a scholar named Roger Strittmatter has discovered, several of the verses he quotes are marked in Oxford’s personal copy of the Bible!

If William of Stratford created Falstaff, how did he happen to cite so many of the same scriptural passages Oxford had singled out? In fact, as Strittmatter also notes, the Shakespeare plays contain hundreds of biblical citations corresponding to Oxford’s markings, particularly in the rather obscure book of Ecclesiasticus (now deleted from Protestant editions of the Bible).

Even the names of people and places Oxford visited in Italy and France are echoed in the plays. Baptista Minola in The Taming of the Shrew seems to combine the names of Baptisto Nigrone and Benedic Spinola, who are mentioned in Oxford’s letters from the Continent. Launcelot Gobbo in The Merchant of Venice takes his surname from the Gobbo di Rialto, a statue in Venice. All’s Well That Ends Well mentions a local war that occurred while Oxford was in Italy. How could William of Stratford have known all these things?

The Shakespeare works were dedicated to three men by name — the Earls of Southampton, Pembroke, and Montgomery. Each, at one time, had been slated to marry one of Oxford’s three daughters, and Montgomery did marry Oxford’s youngest daughter, Susan Vere.

As Orson Welles remarked, there are far too many “coincidences” favoring Oxford’s authorship to explain away. And no similar details connect the Shakespeare works to the life of William of Stratford.

It’s quietly sinking in that Oxford was the real “Shakespeare.” Sooner or later the academic “experts” are going to have to ’fess up to the most egregious blunder in the history of literary scholarship. 

Joseph Sobran
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Was the Bard a Woman?

A new contender for authorship of Shakespeare's works

By Anne Underwood

Newsweek

	June 28 issue - For more than 150 years, literary sleuths have questioned whether William Shakespeare—a man with a grammar-school education, at best—could possibly have penned some of the greatest works in the English language. "You can be born with intelligence, but you can't be born with book learning," says Mark Rylance, Shakespearean actor and artistic director of the Globe Theatre in London. But if Shakespeare didn't write the plays, who did? Dozens of candidates have been proposed, most of them men. But at a conference of the Shakespearean Authorship Trust in London next week, American writer Robin Williams will argue that the true bard was a woman—Mary Sidney Herbert, the Countess of Pembroke.

Sidney (as her biographers call her) is a logical suspect. Sister of the Elizabethan poet Sir Philip Sidney, she was a poet herself and one of the best-educated woman in England, along with Elizabeth I. Perhaps not surprisingly, her name has surfaced before as a possible collaborator on Shakespeare's plays, although never until now as a candidate in her own right. Scholars are unlikely to be persuaded. "The very fact that there are so many candidates is almost a proof that none of them is the author," says Stanley Wells, chairman of the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust in Stratford-Upon-Avon. But that doesn't deter Williams. "One homicide detective told me, 'You're using the same reasoning we use to track down murderers'," she says.

In short, Mary Sidney had the motive, means and opportunity to write the plays. At her home in Wiltshire, she fostered a literary circle whose mission was to elevate English literature—a strong motive. Gary Waller, a Sidney scholar at Purchase College in New York, has called her salon "a seedbed of literary revolution" and Sidney herself "the first major female literary figure in England." With her vast library, education and command of foreign languages, Sidney also had the means to create the works. And with her extensive connections in the literary world, she had opportunity to smuggle the plays to theater companies. Perhaps it's just coincidence, but the first eight Shakespeare plays were published anonymously—"and three of them," says Williams, "provocatively note on the title page that they were produced by Pembroke's Men, the acting company that Mary Sidney and her husband sponsored."

Sidney-as-Bard would solve a number of riddles, argues Williams. It would explain why Shakespeare wrote love sonnets to a younger man. (Sidney had a younger lover, Matthew Lister.) It could clarify why the first compilation of Shakespeare's plays, the First Folio of 1623, was dedicated to the earls of Pembroke and Montgomery (her sons). And it would explain Ben Jonson's First Folio eulogy to the "sweet swan of Avon." Sidney had an estate on the River Avon—and her personal symbol was the swan. "There are swans in the lace collar and cuffs of her last portrait," Williams notes.

Even her dates dovetail with Shakespeare's—which is more than one can say of some of the other candidates. Edward de Vere, widely regarded as the leading contender, died 12 years before Shakespeare, requiring a revisionist chronology of the plays. And to embrace Christopher Marlowe, one has to believe that he faked his murder in 1593 and escaped to the European continent. "But there is growing evidence for this," says Michael Frohnsdorff, head of the Marlowe Society, add-ing that a new commemorative window in Westminster Abbey gives Marlowe's dates as "1564-1593?" Sidney's are more straightforward. She was born three years before Shakespeare and died five years after. When she suffered a series of personal losses, the plays turned darker. "It all fits," says Williams.

Case closed? Not yet. As intriguing as Williams's argument is, her evidence is circumstantial. Proof, says Sidney biographer Margaret Hannay, "would require things like letters from contemporaries praising 'Mary Sidney's Hamlet'." Until that proof turns up, scholars will stand by the man from Stratford. But that won't stop mystery lovers from trying to unseat him. The intrigue could prove as immortal as the works of the Bard—whoever he or she really was. 
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