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A Comedy of Errors 
Men were deceivers ever. 
Much Ado About Nothing

H E WAS BORN IN THE TOWN OF 
Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, 
England in 1564, the son of a glove-maker 
and a local farmowner’s daughter.
   He married at 18 and had three children. 
Few records of his private life survive, with 
most existing documents relating to his 
occupation as a grain merchant, property 
dealer, and money-lender, with a business 
interest in the London theatre as part owner 
of  an acting company in which he may 
have himself sometimes acted.
   Although he may have attended the local 
grammar school, no records of his formal 
education survive. His parents and two 
daughters were illiterate, and he left behind 
no books, papers, letters, manuscripts or 
written memorabilia of any kind. 
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   There is no record that he travelled at all 
during his formative years, or that he ever 
ventured outside England even as an adult. 
   Around 1613, he retired to Stratford, 
where he died in 1616 at the age of 52. 
His modest monument in his hometown 
originally depicted a man holding a wool or 
grain sack, before it was replaced much 
later with a pen and writing tablet.
   His name, of course, was William 
Shakspere. (Nowhere in any legal papers, 
including his will, does the spelling 
Shakespeare appear, and from the six extant 
signatures attributed to him, it appears that 
he had difficulty signing his own name.)
   If it seems improbable that this man was 
an illustrious poet and playwright—the 
author of what are regarded as the most 
profound writings in the English language
—it’s because, simply stated, he wasn’t.



   Doubts about the authorship of the works 
attributed to Shakespeare began shortly 
after the reputed author’s death, and have 
persisted to this day. A number of credible 
candidates for his true identity have been 
put forward, but the most convincing 
contender by far is Edward de Vere, the 
17th Earl of Oxford (1550-1604).
   Not only was de Vere revered by his 
contemporaries as a first-rate poet and
playwright, but as a patron of London acting 
companies and a leaseholder in Blackfriars 
Theatre, he had far more theatre connections 
than the Stratford Shakspere, and as a 
member of the nobility and a ward of Queen 
Elizabeth, he had first-hand knowledge of 
the Queen’s court and the aristocracy.
   De Vere also travelled extensively—most 
notably to Italy, the setting of fully half of 
Shakespeare’s plays. (Oddly, only one play 
is set in Elizabethan England, and none at 
all in the vicinity of Shakspere’s Stratford.)
   De Vere was a polymath, with extensive 
knowledge of classical literature, history, 
philosophy, law, mathematics, art, music, 
astronomy and medicine, all of which 
whoever wrote the plays was well versed in.
(Much of the book knowledge displayed in 
the plays was the exclusive domain of the 
upper class, and included many books which 
had not yet been translated into English.)
  But the most convincing evidence that the 
Stratfordian didn’t write Shakespeare (and 
de Vere did) are innumerable examples from 
de Vere’s travels abroad (1575-1576) that 
closely match scenes, settings, and incidents 
in the plays, among them some that not only 
couldn’t Shakspere possibly have been 
aware of, but that only de Vere could have 
described in such vivid and accurate detail. 
   The argument most often raised against 
de Vere’s authorship is his death in 1604. 

As of that date, 12 of Shakespeare’s plays 
remained unpublished. However, there is no 
compelling evidence that any of these plays 
were written after 1604. In fact, the four 
year hiatus which followed de Vere’s death 
(after 12 plays were published in the span of 
only six years)—as well as evidence of 
collaboration in many of those published 
later—actually bolsters the case for de Vere.
   As the Earl of Oxford, de Vere had very 
plausible reasons for wanting to keep his 
identity secret, and in fact a book published 
in 1600 stated clearly that Oxford’s works 
had been published pseudonymously. 
   In the Elizabethan period, many poets and 
playwrights confined their work to their 
circle of close friends, or published their 
work under ‘pen’ names—in particular 
noblemen and figures in the royal court. 
(Curiously, de Vere was cited in an address 
to Queen Elizabeth in 1578 as one “whose 
countenance shakes spears”—which could 
perhaps be the source of his pen name.)
   Tellingly, an anonymous treatise on English 
literature published in 1589 singles out 
Edward Earle of Oxford for special praise, 
and a list of prominent Elizabethan poets 
published in 1622 inexplicably omitted 
Shakespeare but placed Oxford in its highest 
position, suggesting that the author may 
have known they were the same person.
   Mainstream academia has an enormous 
investment in the humble Stratfordian, and 
many reputations would suffer if he were 
ever knocked off his 400 year old pedestal. 
But in the end, truth almost always prevails.
  As de Vere presciently wrote in a letter 
several weeks after the death of Queen 
Elizabeth in March, 1603, “I hope truth is 
subject to no prescription, for truth is truth 
though never so old, and time cannot make 
that false which was once true.” ◾


