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I have recently read with very great interest a book on what is not perhaps entirely a new 
subject. I refer to the subject of Shakespeare; not without reference to the subject of 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets, of the Dark Lady and the poet’s relation to Southampton and 
Essex and Bacon and various eminent men of his time. The book is by the Comtesse de 
Chambrun and is published by Appleton; and it seems to me both fascinating and 
convincing. I hasten to say that the lady is very learned and I am very ignorant. I do not 
profess to know much about Shakespeare, outside such superfluous trifling as the 
reading of his literary works. Madame de Chambrun’s book is called Shakespeare, Actor-
Poet; and I must humbly confess that I have known him only in his humbler capacity as 
a poet, and have never devoted myself to the more exhausting occupation of studying all 
the green-room gossip about him as an actor. But it is very right that more scholarly 
people should study the biographical problem; and even a poor literary critic may be 
allowed to judge their studies as literature. And this study seems to me to be one very 
valuable to literature; and not, like so many of the Baconian penny-dreadfuls, a mere 
insult to Backon as to Shakespeare. I have no authority to decide the controversies of fact 
raised here, about the relation of Southampton to the Sonnets or the discovery of the Dark 
Lady in the family of Davenant. I can only say that to a plain man the arguments seem at 
least to be of a plain sort. Thus, I have never had any reason to quarrel with Mr. Frank 
Harris or Mr. Bernard Shaw about the claims of Miss Mary Fitton, or to break a lance for 
or against that questionable queen of beauty. I have lances enough to break with them 
about more important things. But to my simplicity it does seem rather notable that next 
to nothing is known about the Dark Lady except that she was dark; and that precious 
little seems to be known about Mary Fitton except that she was fair. Or again, I profess 
myself utterly incompetent to consider the question of what “T.T.” meant by “W.H.”; and 
I do not think the difficulty will interfere very much with my joy in saying to myself, “But 
thine immortal beauty shall not fade,” or, “Give not a windy night a rainy morrow.” But 
if it be true, as it is here stated, that some of these sonnets were already written when 
William Herbert, Lord Pembroke, was only eleven years old, he certainly must have been 
a precocious child if what Shakespeare says about him is at all appropriate. There may be 
ingenious answers to these things that I do not know. But to guileless ignorance like my 
own the point seems a rather practical one. As a matter of fact, I have generally found in 
these cases that the ingenious explanations were a little too ingenious. But, as I have said, 
I have no intention of dogmatizing on these problems. Madame de Chambrun’s theory is 
that the young man for whom Shakespeare had such a hero-worship was his own patron 
and protector, the Earl of Southampton; for whom indeed she has some little hero-
worship herself. But she gives very good and convincing grounds for regarding him as 
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something of a hero. I am pretty sure she is quite right in saying that the rebellion of Essex 
and Southampton was essentially just and public-spirited. She says that if it had 
succeeded they would have been handed down to all history as patriots and reformers. I 
am also quite sure she is right in saying that it was rater a rebellion against Cecil than 
against Elizabeth; that alone would make it creditable. It is curious to note that, in this 
account, Bacon and Shakespeare, so far from being conspirators and collaborators, were 
two antagonistic figures in two opposite factions; one on each side of a serious civil war. 
Bacon was the bitter accuser of Essex; indeed, Bacon had probably become a sort of hack 
and servant of Cecil. Shakespeare was of course a friend and follower of Southampton, 
who was a friend and follower of Essex. According to this account, Shakespeare was 
presenting plays like “Richard II” as deliberate political demonstations, designed to warn 
weak sovereigns of the need of greater wisdom, at the very time when Bacon was 
drawing up the heads of his detailed and virulent denunciation of the rebel. However 
this may be, it is practically certain that there was the chasm between the two great men, 
whom some have blended into one great man (we might say into one great monster). This 
theory would make an even stranger monster of the Baconian version of Bacon. Not only 
was he capable of leading two separate public lives, but even of figuring in two opposite 
political parties. He must have been plotting against himself all night and condemning 
himself to be hanged on the following day. 
 If I say that this fancy would turn Bacon and Shakespeare into Jekyll and Hyde, 
the partisans of the two parties will probably dispute rather eagerly about which was 
which. But I for one have very little doubt on that point. And I am glad to find that 
Madame de Chambrun thinks very much the same and knows very much more. If ever 
there was a base business in human history, it was the method of government which 
Burleigh and his son conducted in England in the name of Elizabeth; and, I am sorry to 
say, to some extent with the assistance of Bacon. The people whom Robert Cecil 
destroyed were all more honest than himself (not that that was saying much) and some 
of them were sufficiently honourable and spirited to dwarf his little hunchbacked figure 
even by their dignity in the hour of death. Whether it were Essex or Mary Stuart or even 
poor Guy Fawkes, they might have stood on the scaffold only in order to make him look 
small. And I am heartily glad to hear it, if it be true, that this nest of nasty plutocrats, with 
Cecil in the midst of it, counted among its enemies the greatest of Englishmen. It gives 
me great pleasure to think that it was of those Tudor politicians that he was thinking, 
when he talked of strength by limping away disabled, and art made tongue-tied by 
authority and captive good attending captain ill. The last line must have described a good 
many scenes on the scaffold in the sixteenth century. It may be difficult to imagine 
Shakespeare greater than Shakespeare. But it is possible that if his friends had triumphed 
and his cause and faith revived, he might in some unthinkable transfiguration have been 
greater than himself. 
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 I know much less of the other problem involved, which is entirely one of private 
life and not of public policy. I mean the question of that mysterious and sinister woman 
towards whom the sonneteer revives the ancient rage of inconsistencies; the odi et amo [“I 
hated and I love”] of Catullus. But even I, as a mere casual reader of things in general, 
had certainly heard of the joke or scandal which is said to have suggested Sir William 
Davenant was a natural son of William Shakespeare. Whether this was so or not, 
Shakespeare certainly knew the Davenants, who kept an inn where he visited and where 
(as the writer of this book explains) Southampton himself appeared on the scene at a later 
stage. Her theory is that Mrs. Davenant was what we should know call a vamp; that she 
had at one time vamped the poet and went on later to vamp the peer. But the poet, though 
his feelings were mixed, could already see through the lady, and was furious at the 
duping of his friend; and out of this triple tangle of passions came the great tragic 
sequence of the Sonnets. Upon this I cannot pronounce, beyond repeating that it is set out 
in the book with great cogency, comprehension, and grip; and without a trace of that 
indefinable disproportion and lack of balance, which makes many learned and ingenious 
works on such subjects smell faintly of the madhouse. The writer keeps control of the 
subject; we feel that, though her conclusions are definite, she would not be seriously upset 
if they were definitely disproved. She appeals to facts and fairness throughout; and 
nobody can do more. The documentation and system of references seems to be very 
thorough; and, in a matter which I am better able to judge, there is nowhere that sense of 
strain in the argument, or of something altogether farfetched in the explanation, which 
continually jars us in most reconstructions of this kind, especially in the dangerous era of 
Elizabeth. Perhaps after all, that era really was the great spiritual battle; and Shakespeare 
and Bacon really were the spirits that met in conflict. But anyhow, it is a queer paradox 
that Shakespeare was an obscure and almost unhistorical figure; according to some 
nameless or worthless, according to others impersonal and self-effacing; but anyhow 
somewhat elusive and secret; and from him came a cataract of clear song and natural 
eloquence; while Bacon was a public man of wide renown and natural scientific 
philosophy; and out of him have come riddles and oracles and fantastic cryptograms and 
a lifelong hobby for lunatics. 


