
19 September 1985 

Dear Sir, 

Shakeepeare in the Public Records, crown comight 1<)85,£2.22, mO/HM5C 

16 it now a matter of Government policy that some or all of the six 

Shakespeare signatures are unauthentic? 

This is proclaimed on your p.33 as a .ll-attested and indeed self-evident fact 

ascertainable by anyone a6'"ibe merest glanoe•.' 
-/ n 

Yet no palaeographer over the centuriesL-ha.e ever taken any such view, and hor 

has any serious commentatbr. The actual book covering the SUbject named in your O' 

seleoti... bibliograph1 (Schoenba\l.!l1, 1981) deni•• point-blank I on i\> p.98, that any
$ 

such position can be rational17 maintained, let alone aaa8rted as a tact by the 

ei8natur88, cwstodiau.. • 
Should it not ~ least be IlBde clear to lOur world-wide readership that this 

assertion of spuriousness is just an opinion, based on the purely personal and 

idiosyncratic {not to say demonstrably falee} assumption that signatures are invariant 

6.n their letter-forms? 

Yours faithfully 

,.,..., 
.:~_~-vv-~ 
,~ 

.) 

~. 
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Date 6 February 1989 

Dear Mr Sams 

Thank you for your letter of 28 January to Dr Crook, who has moved to another 
department in this Office. 

As I understand the text of Jane Cox's comments on Shakespeare's signatures in 
Shakespeare in the Public Records, she does not say that the signatures on the 
will are certainly not his, merely that they might not be. Since in her view 
these signatures and those on other documents were not by the same hand, it is 
a matter of judg~ent which were actually by Shakespeare anq.. which by clerks 
of the various courts involved. You are welcome, however, to take your case 
on the subject to the Keeper of Public Records, Mr Michael Roper, at the above 
address. No doubt you could also seek to publish an article, with your own 
views on the matter, in one of the archival periodicals such as Archives 
(published by the British Records Association, 18 Padbury Court, London E2 
7EH) or the Journal of the Society of Archivists (edited by Dr J B Post, at 
this Office). 
Yours sincerely 

T R Padfield 
Assistant Keeper 
Search Department 

TRP/EG 



6 February 1989 

Dear Dr. Padfield, 

Thank you for your letter of 6 Febru.'iry. It ""as a pleasure, .and i1 

Q refuef, to have ;< reply on this sUbJect from the F.R.O., after five ~ear8 of try! 

Jane Cox's views are, I fear, not in 4oubt. She expressed them 1n i 

l.tter to the Times of ll/x/64 as follows: ' ••• the marked discrepancies between the 

signatures lend cred~nce to the views of the most .xtreme~ anti-Stratfordians. Could 

the man write hiD own name, let alone anything e18e?'. ~igned0pr1nCiPal I,ssistant 

( Keeper of Public Recll7Dd.s. / 

I certainly intend, in due course, to p~blish an article on such 

matte5 - 1n the .'!:!£Lor En(,unter, I hope, 1A the first instance , but 1'11 oertainl;y 

bear in mind the oti~r possibilities you arc goo~ enough to mentio~, Meanwhile I'll 

also gladly follQw up your other suggestion, and write to Mr.~pper• 
• 

With renewed thanks, 

Tours sincerely 

\ ( D". Eric Sams 



11 february 1989 

Dear Mr. Roper, 

I'm writing following recent corre~pondcnce with Mr. Padfield, copies of 

which (and of the Times exchange) are enclosed for your information. I've writt,~n to the 

Keeper on three OJ' four : reviOU5 occasiohs, and have never had e1 ther a r,')ply or an 

qcknowledgement; I'm peeased to feel that I may fare better this time. 

My question relates, as b('fore, to what is said in the PH6 handbook 

Shakespeare in the Public Records 1985, a Government pUblication available world-wide 

from HMSO. I'm impressed, of courae , by what David Thomas says; and I note tIlat hie 

work 1s cited with approval (if not always with due acknowledgement) by Levi, Rowse, 

Bchoennaue and others. 

I'm still ~U8t as depressed as ever, though, by what Jane Cox Bays, 

apparently w1th full official and indeed HMO approval, namely that it 1s 'obvious at a 

glanoe' that moet of the six Shakespeare signatures treasured in our nat10nal archives 

'are not the signatures of the same man', beoause 'almost every letter is formed in a 

different way in each' and 'it i8 unthinkable'that he did not develop .'pereonalised 
w74o-today.signature' as -

So far as I can trace, no serious scholar has eV8r offered any such 

unqualified opinions. 

And they are surely unqualified in ever,y sense? No amount of epecialist 

knowledge or expertise, 80 far as I can S8e, could entitle Mrs. Cox to .uppoee, let 
41J:'.' 

alone prq~noe urei et orbi, as an infallible fact, t::at what sbe pe:",onally finds 
; ·r'i 

unt~inkable cannot conoetvably be the case. It seems to me, just as 1t baR seemed 
qUite wrong 

since 1964,/that such ecoentric and unev1denoed olaims and statements should be offered 

as facts, by one custodian of the signatures (in defiance of the others! and of all 

other scholars in the/1old) with the authority of the Pie in a <#overnment/ document. 

I'm 4ritins to ask, taerefore, whether you might now feel that the time 

has come for revision. In that interest, I'm venturing to enol08e a note of detailed. 

oomments whioh might perhaps b~ thought worth taking into account. 

Yours sincerely 

Dr. Eric Sums 



12 Pebruary 198:J 

Dear ;"Lr. Hoper, 

Further to my letter of 11 February , I now see that my further not '8 

(including details of the tl'anscriptioli of the will text, wi til which 1 thought I need 

not troubl~ you just yet) contain an additional pOini of some substance, which 

r should have meu t i oned , 

It concerna p.2/" line dff, about 'Joseph Green, the Stratford antiquarian 

who 'lias the first to 100l\ among the records of the l'robate! court for the 'iill'. 

Greene (sic) W&8 is an 'antiquary' i,. the .schoenbaum source cited.; but his proper styl-E; 

is surely vfcar of Stratl'ord and headmaster of i tr; gr:lmmar school. TIlerc Se'?lDS to be 

~~M . ~. ,. no warranty for the suggestion that Greene 

was the discov8rer of the original will (whict1 seems to have been kept in Doctors' 

Commons); what he be'll and described and, transcribed waatf( Stratford oopy 'now Kept 

by the, Birthplaoe Trust' (p.34/~2). ~haa been pUblished,in ~8pearc S.urvey 4; 
and ~ evid,;ncf" of wha t a real copy actually looked like surely disposes of the 

al Leged 'possiblli ty' (p. 34/1,5) that the document treasured 3S Shakespeare's will 

in the Public R6cord Uffice,(ak3 'the so-called original will: 34/14) was a 'facsimile 

copy mad : either by the court of by Colling' (8) clerk'. 

w111 I see incidentally that Peter Levi, it, his recent book: says of your
 

PltO ....a~lIl.fl~ the hand is unidentified, but I auj.poae it could be hiB ow:.'. This Ls
I 

generally denied, e.g. b.f LA. Shaptto, on the ground that the expert eye can see, no doubt 

at a glance, the clear difference between th{~ subscription 'by m(), WilHam Shakespeare' 

ano th0 t ex t of the will. But if, as your handbook informs U8, that II1gnature might well 

be a fake, like the rest, then this objaU1on falls, and leaves the plain p08sibility 

that ShakespOarl), with his own legal knowle~e, wrote hia own will. Charles! Hamilton 

is also contra hapiro, on qUite differ~nt grounds of factual observation, namely a 

denial sin~liciter that the sissature is different; in his recent book he 8hoW8 how 

in fact ~ of the six signatures can be recoDstruct'lt with letter-forms taken from 

the body of the will'In Search of ShakeepeaL'('), harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1985, p. 78). 

Hamilton also aay~; (p.6) '1 have checked everym.~I(" example of hand­

writing I coi.Ld locate in which 'by me' was used, and in all cases the document was 

en tire ly in th·· hand of the signer'. I have dOM the same, amons .~3sex and ) \.her wills, 

with the same result. The same is true of 'per me (scriptorem)'. Yet no expert I ask 

(including i"1ary Clapinson at the Bod l e Lan , as well as oounty archivist:,) seems ab l,e to 

feel that. 'by me' 1s anything but ul(3dninidess. The argument goes: we know for a fact that 

Shak.espeare's will was written by Collins, or a clerk, or anyone but ~)ruake8peare himself, 

80 'by me' can't mean 'rpanu pro iiria' in tha tease, and hence need not in any ot .ar case. 
,l .wn der Wi .e t.ne r- you ml.ght ua ve .a vt- w on the,se ma..l. ters.? 'I'he 'S)-l~a] 1en (\1'1 ginal wi 11 ' 
~ \w- k.:. C...-vVv-. vV\...t>.r{.- vzU:....< ,VL- ~ V1"'TU' ~.... ;;v.:....t ~~. 
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Dr Eric Sams 
32 Arundel Avenue 
Sanderstead 
Surrey 
CR2 8EE 27 February 1989 

Thank you for your letters of 11 and 12 February. I cannot trace any 
letters written by you to my predecessor, but I take it that they deal 
with the same issues. 

In reply, I would first draw a distinction between the Public Record 
Office as a government-department and as a scholarly institution. 't is 
in the latter role that the Office and its staff publish the results of 
their researches in the records and in this respect their 
interpretations of available historical data should not be taken to be 
Government or official views or to presume to be any more 'correct' than 
those of any other scholar working in the field. 

So far as the particular points of historical interpretation with which 
you disagree are concerned, I am not personally qualified to judge just 
where the balance of the evidence points (my own special periods of 
research are entirely different ones), and I would agree with 
Mr Padfield that it is open to you to express your disagreements in 
print and thus contribute to the general process of historical enquiry. 
In the longer term the points which you make will be taken into 
consideration if we embark upon a new edition of Shakespeare in the 
Public Records. When, if at all, that will be is to some extent out of 
our hands, since it will be a matter for the conunercial judgement of 
HM Stationery Office in the light of the state of sales of the present 
edition. 

MICHAEL ROPER 



1 r1<"lreh 1989 

Dear Dr. Roper, 

Thank IOU for your lettar of 27 lebruaxy. It was good of you to reply. 1'0 

at any rate rather encouraged to have heard an,)th1118 at all, atter five truitles8 years. 

I'm not surprised to hear tha* you cannot traoe ~ previous letters, I 8XpeCt they were 

.tUB t thrown away. 

Perhaps r may ~ust eay , yet asain, that I'm Dot ln the flrst lnstance 

4l8agreeing with any 'historloal interpretation'. I'm disagreeing wlth what is a personal 
i. B in the e1% 0a~ s9_~bat ~v1Y

CI,t)inlon, no llIore, tha t tlle fallur,· of Shakespeare to develop a p()rl!!lOnaI188 .~..tlre I 

is 'unthinkable'. 'Could the man wr1te h1B own n.a::le, let ••,.k alone anything elee?'. 

There l~ no ~uestlon here of 'the oalance of evidence'. No evldence has 

been adduoed; n~ee is •••tle.".ftYava11able. Only Mrs. Cox.heraelt could tell us what the 

ev1d~nc~ is tor the prupo.ition that what ahe fiDds unthlakable cannot poaoibly tke case; 

and no doubt she will maintain her f1ve-year ailenee on the matter. 

I tear too that the ge.eral reader may £al1 to appreoi*te, or indeed to 

draw, the distinotion you mention between a Government department and 1ts unoffioial 

views. But of oourse l've !lote;i, and am tJratefulj tor, tha.t' gu,idanoe, end ;your kind 

assurance that ~ points will be taken lnto consideration as and when a new edltion is 

~dertaken. I'll try to let round to publlshing a piece of my own in due courle. 

I'm rather eorr,y to learn that your own _peol.1ist fields of r~searoh 

are ~ntlrely different. l!ut I'm rather aure that they, and the d1118 tuy conter, and 

the dlscipline they entail, are allo reletant to the quelt10n of Sh3kespeare'z han4wrlt1n 

and the statue of hle w111. In the oyolioal way that histor,y has, these topioa are 

r~lur!acing. I IU pose the PBO wouldn't con_i4er convenlng a conference, or at least a 

committee, of acoredited speoiallsta,to consider them and report? 

1 could perhaps venture, while I'm writing, to ~.8t an appropriate 

oonsultant, 1£ one were ever needed. ,. I hear from a Sotheoy's Ipeoial1lt that the 

"orda I by me' occur Oil DJaau8or1pts ~"••-ei'-oop1ed by the 14;-'..er, other experts in the 

field "ay the eame. I'm sur" that the PiO .e.~"- Hself haG the .ervioes of I.~ittr' 
authoritative irl the8~ matters. Wouldn't it 0. nioe it SQmeone could lay what one of the 

mOlt f~unou8 phra8e8 in our lal18Wi'. actually IIltlanDf ADd wou14n' t 1t be fun if 1t meant 
'in my own hand'? 

With renewed thanks 
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15 March 1989 

Thank you for your letter of 1 March. 

If a conference or committee were to be established to try to resolve 
the disputed Shakespearean signatures I am sure that those of my 
colleagues who have special knowledge of the early seventeenth-century 
~ecords of the Prerogative Court of Canterbu¥y would wish to contribute, 
and that its conclusions would be reflected in any further edition of 
Shakespeare in the Public Records. However, I do not see it as the role 
of the Public Record Office to set up such a conference or committee. 
To do so might be seen as giving too much 'official' credence to 
conclusions which may never be resolved to everyone's absolute 
satisfaction. our role cannot .,.Q.~~.m.o..t.e.~..t.!lltJ2. making the will and other 
records of the Prt!f'tjgcrti~-'c-ou;t of canterb;;y-"'avaIl'aJ::;re·"ror"''''·stli'dY''''J.j'y 
the experts in our reading rooms. 

MICHAEL ROPER 



16 Maroh 1989 

Thank you for your further letter. It was good or you to reply. The 

committe. or corJSr8DCe W~. only a suggestion, tor whatever it might be worth. I can 

quits see that it might Dot have overmuch appeal. 

However, perhaps you vont t mind my mentioning tha t your reply punle. 

IDe migptl1y. I mu~t bave put my pointe "ery obllcur,'l,y' Ol; maladroitly. I seem to be 

no Dearer the orficial ear than I bay. been for the laat fiv. yearG. 

rp. can entirely un<iersta1id your rot:toence about 'giving too muoh 

official credence to oonclua10Q which may never be resolved to ever,yone'e ab!oiute 

latief.otion', 8S you. put it. But ple.ae forsiY-..J.f I tl18retol'e aak ,et again - w~ 

1n that oaS8 18 offi01al cre4ence lent, by publicatiOA aa tact 1n a Government handbook 

to the personal conclu8ion, un~4ue to Mrs. Jane Cox, that Shake.pe,re !Mt how. had 

an invar1~ eignature? So far trom being to eYer.vone'~ absolute .ati.raotion, I 

cannot find (despite protraOed and. a.e1duous ••arch) 'Cut thi8 fla1. .tat4tlllellt 1:1&8 

ever been made by any oiher person» profess1onal or lay, lna~other souroe on the 

8ub~ect , at any time 1n any of tbe taat four centuries. 

Mrs. Cox says: 'It i8 obv1oU8 at a glance that thes•••• are not the 

signatures of the eamc man••• ' beoause 'it 18 unthinkable' that Shake8peare did not 

not have what she oalle a. t personalised signature'. This us stood. stated as It _Ii". 
manifest fact, in a Public HeaDed Oftice Handbook, tofir the last tour yeare, despite 

~ continuous and ignored protests; and there i. Yill staad tnto the twentjf1ret 

century, un18ss something is aotually 40ne about 1t. from th(~ ordinary layaan'. 

standpoint it ie beins given not only cred••ce but guarantee. 

adeeel, it eeema to have perauatltfl 7QU; fOl' your letter refers to 'the 

disputed Shakespeare signatures'. But what aocredited. autho:c1t1 1n hiatol"Y, apart 

from Mrs. Jane Cox, tboln their aotual custodian, has ever disputed them? Agaj,'n, 

you twice s reS9 the relevanoe of PecoreSDaAnta1ned in tba Prerogative Coubt of 
~'":) \..rt

Oanterbury:.. But '*AeS8 tia" nothing whatever to do wiUl the ca.e save _Pll the 
\'5'l~~ 

assumption that Mrs. Cox's thouahts and glanoe. are infallible. 'f tke, e.a I~ 

no ~ problem arisee, save the problem of how to reotify the recognition aooorded 

them tor four ,.ars in an offioial document. 

Tha& is the question to whioh I have long 80ugat to draw YO\lr 

attention. 
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21 March 1988 

Thank you for your letter of 16 March. 

I hoped I had made it quite clear that I have no wish to get involved 
officially in a dispute on a matter of scholarship between yourself and 
Mrs Cox. I can do n~ more than to offer to review what is said-about 
Shakespeare I s signatures in any further edition of Shakespeare in the 
Public Records in the light of what you say and the then current state 
of expert opinion. 

until that time, I regard our correspondence on the subject as closed. 

MICHAEL ROPER 



23 March 1989 

'l'hank you for your fifll:\l letter. 

r fear~there's no point in my saying, yet ag&L~, tl~t the 

qua3tlon to which I'm trying to direct yo~r attention nag nothing wl~t.ver to 

do with un,.!' as~ct of 'echolarship'. it's abou" wh*thQr the pl!r.onal opinion 

of ~~s. Cox, uni~ue to her in the world, ~4ould De parad9d &6 r.ct in a 

Goilerm.eni. document with Govern~ent sponsorship at. pul;)lio 8;j!lpanse under your 

83g1d. 

But you. have indl!ed mad. it qUito clellr that jI'OU have no Wi8h to 

get limvolved officially; and I '•• had good Nilson to know that the corr.spondenc 

was clo39d. five ye.rs before it even opened. • 

Tours flJincerely 

-e,<",,,,,,,",,, 

~-
';._ \........."
 ~A;~ 




