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What’s in a ‘Nym?

Pseudonyms, heteronyms and the remarkable case of Fernando Pessoa

on, it’s that Edward de Vere used an

aliasasaprofessional writer. His most
famous alias, of course, was William
Shakespeare. It’s highly likely that he used
other aliases as well during his career (I
suppose he’'d probably cringe at the use of
the word “career”).

We may disagree about whether “Wil-
liam Shakespeare” was a name made up by
de Vere, or whether de Vere’s imagination
was somehow sparked after meetingaman
from Stratford-on-Avon with a remark-
ably similar name. Inanyevent, the name
“William Shakespeare,” asused by de Vere,
can be termed a pseudonym, literally a
“false name” (from the Greek pseudes,
false and onoma, name).

The use of pseudonyms, especially by
those in the arts, is common. It may be
worthwhile to catalog some of the reasons
why persons use pseudonyms; perhaps the
exercise will help us gain some insight on
de Vere’s reason or reasons for doing so.
Thelistbelowisby no meansinclusive, and
insome cases the categories I've used may
overlapwith oneanother. Here’smy highly
arbitrary list of the Top Ten Reasons Why
Artists Use Pseudonyms:

I fthere’sone thing Oxfordians canagree

*The real name may be too hard to
spell, pronounce or remember. Perform-
ersare especially likely to choose a pseud-
onym, or even change their names legally,
for this reason. Let’s face it—Doris Day is
easier to remember than Doris Kappelhoff,
and Chad Everett hasanicer ringtoitthan
Raymond Cramton.

*The real name may be “too ethnic.”
The artist may want to appear as domesti-
cally mainstream as possible. Thus, in
films Ramon Estevez becomes Martin
Sheen, Raquel Tejada becomes Raquel
Welch, and in literature Teodor Josef
Konrad Korzeniowski becomes Joseph
Conrad by retaining and anglicizing his
middle names.

 The artist may want to use the pseud-
onym to “make a statement.” Whoever
wrote the “Martin Mar-prelate” tracts (and
there is reason to suspect Oxford here)
chose that name for obvious reasons. In

By Alex McNeil

modern times, would the Sex Pistols have
beenthe Sex Pistolswithout Johnny Rotten
(nee John Lydon)and Sid Vicious (nee John
Simon Ritchie)?

*The artist may be making a joke.

Fernando Pessoa, 1888-1935

Edward Gorey used several anagrams of
his name, thereby coming up with Dreary
Wodge, Dogear Wryde, and Garrod Weedy.

»The artist may be saluting a personal
hero. Bob Zimmerman chose the name
Bob Dylan because of his infatuation with
Welsh poet Dylan Thomas.

*Perhapsthereare gender issues. Mary
Ann Evans is far better known as George
Eliot. Edward Stratemeyer considered the
genders of his readers when he chose two
pseudonyms — Franklin W. Dixon for the
Hardy Boys stories and Carolyn Keene for
the Nancy Drew mysteries. His daughter,
Harriet Stratemeyer Adams, continued the
pseudonyms when she took over after her
father'sdeath.

» Two or more persons may be collabo-
rating. Amandine Dupin Dudevant col-
laborated with Jules Sandeau on her first
two novels, which were published under
the name of Jules Sand; when she wrote on
her own, it was a short step to the new

pseudonym of George Sand. More re-
cently, the spicy novel Naked Came the
Stranger was among the top ten most
popular fiction works of 1969. Although
it bore the name “Penelope Ashe” on the
cover, itwas actually the effort of a group
of journalists, mostly from Newsday, each
of whom took a turn writing a chapter.

* Theartistmay be embarrassed to have
his or her name associated with the work,
usually because the work hasbeen altered
by others. Sci fi author Harlan Ellison
(whoused at least 25 pseudonyms) created
asyndicated television series, Starlost, in
1973; he was so disappointed with the
finished product that he had his name
removed fromthe credits, substituting the
moniker Cordwainer Bird instead.® An-
other modern example is the name “Alan
Smithee,” coined by the Directors Guild of
Americain 1967 for use by a film director
who can demonstrate to the Guild’s satis-
faction that a to-be-released motion pic-
ture is catastrophically inferior to the
director’s version. Over the past 35 years
“Alan Smithee” has directed quite a few
dramas, comediesand adventure films, all
ofthemterrible. Inone of showbiz'sgreat
ironies, Arthur Hiller (former DGA presi-
dent) directed the 1997 comedy, An Alan
Smithee Film: Burn Hollywood Burn! You
guessed it—Hiller was so offended by the
final cut that he successfully petitioned the
Guild to remove his name and to give Alan
Smithee yet another directing credit.

*Legal or contractual reasons may pre-
vent the artist from using his or her real
name. John Wilson’s teaching contract
prohibited him from publishing fiction
under hisown name, so he putout hisfirst
novel using his two middle names — An-
thonyBurgess.? Amore shameful example
comes from America’s “Red Scare” in the
late 1940sand early 1950s, whenanumber
of actors, writers and directors were ac-
cused of being Communists; those who
refused to “name names” were “black-
listed,” effectively prohibited from work-
ing in their respective professions. For
actorsand directors, who of course had to
appear in person on the set, the blacklist
was totally effective.® Blacklisted writers,
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however, could employ a variety of meth-
ods to remain in their craft. Some used
pseudonyms, some collaborated with an-
other writer (who would get the sole on-
screen creditbutwould presumably share
the paycheck), some worked anonymously
(e.g., rewritingascriptsubmitted by afirst
writer, who would get sole credit), and
some used “front men” —real persons who
held themselves out as the ostensible au-
thors of material written by the blacklisted
writers.*

»The writer may be writing outside of
his or her milieu. When writing poetry,
anthropologist Ruth Benedict used the
name Anne Singleton; Ezra Pound wrote
artcriticismasB. H. Dias. Other examples
exist.®

No doubt there are other reasons for
the use of pseudonyms, but the ten listed
above must be the most common. How
many apply tode Vere/“Shakespeare™? It’s
hardtosay. Afew reasons can be ruled out
easily—Oxford wasn’t concerned that his
own name was too hard to spell, or was too
“ethnic,” nor was he concerned with gen-
der issues. We do not know of anyone
named “William” or “Shakespeare” who
was a personal hero to Oxford. Likewise,
it's impossible to conceive that Oxford
viewed the Shakespeare pseudonym as a
joke. But there are aspects of the remain-
ingfive reasonsthat hold appeal invarying
degrees for Oxfordians.

» Oxford chose the Shakespeare pseud-
onym to make a statement. This view was
championed by Charlton Ogburn, Jr.,who
maintained in brief that Oxford chose the
name because of its pregnant symbolism—
the image of Pallas Athena, patron goddess
of Athens, birthplace of the theatre, bran-
dishing a spear, coupled with the image of
the playwrightwielding his penasasword.
The existence of areal person with a strik-
ingly similar name was coincidental, hav-
ing nothing to do with the coining of the
pseudonym.

*A collaboration—some Oxfordians
see Oxford as the patron of a number of
young Elizabethanwriters, including Lyly,
Lodge, Nashe, Kyd, and Marlowe. Perhaps
Oxford functioned somewhat like a head
writer onacontemporary TV show, inspir-
ing and supervising his underlings, and
polishing their efforts. They see evidence
of multiple hands in a number of plays in
the Canon, and consider “William
Shakespeare” to be a pen name chosen for

this largely collaborative effort.

*The other three reasons (embarrass-
ment, legal reasons, and writing outside
one’s milieu) can best be discussed to-
gether, as nonefits exactly and elements of
each are present. In this scenario, social
mores, rather than strictly legal reasons,
prohibited Oxford from publishing under
hisown name. In Elizabethan times, itwas
unthinkable for a member of the nobility
to publish plays (or almost any piece of

“...a heteronymic work
is by an author
writing outside his
own personality: it
is the work of a
complete individuality
made up by him,
just as the
utterances of

some character

would be.”

fiction) bearing his name; suchanassocia-
tionwould bring shame on his entire fam-
ily. Thus, the “embarrassment” factor is
present here, too, although the author is
not embarrassed by the inferior quality of
the finished work, but rather is embar-
rassed to be known as the author of any-
thinginthatgenre. Inthatsense, the third
factor—writing outside one’s milieu—is
alsopresent, forin Elizabeth’sday itwasall
right for a nobleman to write an English
translation of another work, or even to
write poetry as long as it circulated pri-
vately and was not published. In this sce-
nario, William Shakspere of Stratford is
the analog of a front man—a real person
who can deal with printers and who can
appear as the true author if a need should
arise. (Oneassumesthat Shakspere lacked
the pangs of guilt that led twentieth cen-
tury front man Seymour Kern to back out.
See footnote 4.)

There is another form of pseudonym,
employed more rarely than the above ten,
which brings us to the remarkable case of
the Portuguese poet, Fernando Pessoa
(1888-1935). Pessoawrote under hisown
name, but also used many pseudonyms
throughout his life (some estimates runas
high as 75). He is best known for three:
Alberto Caeiro, Ricardo Reis, and Alvaro
de Campos. Pessoa took pains to explain
that these alter egos were notsimply pseud-
onyms, but—to use Pessoa’s term—
heteronyms. “A pseudonymic work,” he
explained in a 1928 article, “is, except for
the name withwhichitissigned, the work
of an author writing as himself; a
heteronymic work is by an author writing
outside his own personality: it is the work
of a complete individuality made up by
him, justas the utterances of some charac-
ter would be.”®

Caeiro, Reis and Campos were poets,
eachwith hisowndistinctive style. Caeiro,
“the Master,” embraced “pastoral and philo-
sophical themes.” Reis and Campos were
disciplesof Caeiro, but Reiswrote “exquis-
itely formal verses” while Campos was “a
ranting experimentalist.”” As Pessoa him-
self explained, in a preface to a never-
issued compilation of his heteronymic
works, Caeiro rediscovered paganism, Reis
“intensified” it “and made it artistically
orthodox,” while Campos, “basing himself
on another part of Caeiro’s work, devel-
oped an entirely different system, founded
exclusively onsensations.”® Reisand Cam-
pos also wrote prose, and occasionally
disagreed with each other on howto inter-
pret “the Master,” Caeiro’s, works.

In a letter to magazine editor Adolfo
Casais Monteiroin 1935, Pessoa offered an
explanation of the genesis of the three
heteronyms:

... Itone day occurred to me to play a
joke on [fellow poet Mario] Sa-Carneiro —
toinventarather complicated bucolic poet
whom | would present in some guise of
reality that I've since forgotten. | spenta
fewdaystrying invainto envision this poet.
One day when I'd finally given up — it was
March 8, 1914 — | walked over to a high
chest of drawers, took a piece of paper, and
began to write standing up, as | do when-
ever I can. And | wrote thirty-some poems
at once, in a kind of ecstasy I'm unable to
describe. It was the triumphal day of my

(Continued on page 18)
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life, and | can never have another one like
it. Ibeganwithatitle, The Keeper of Sheep.
Thiswas followed by the appearance in me
of someonewhom linstantly named Alberto
Caeiro. Excuse the absurdity of this state-
ment: my master had appeared inme. That
was what | immediately felt, and so strong
was the feeling that, as soon as those
thirty-odd poems were written, | grabbed
a fresh sheet of paper and wrote, again all
at once, the six poems that constitute
“Slanting Rain,” by Fernando Pessoa. All
atonce and with total concentration. ... It
was the return of Fernando Pessoa as
Alberto Caeiro to Fernando Pessoa him-
self. Or rather, it was the reaction of
Fernando Pessoaagainst his nonexistence
as Alberto Caeiro.

Once Alberto Caeiro had appeared, |
instinctively and subconsciously tried to
find disciples for him. From Caeiro’s false
paganism | extracted the latent Ricardo
Reis, at last discovering his name and
adjusting him to his true self, for now |
actually saw him. And then a new indi-
vidual, quite the opposite of Ricardo Reis,
suddenly and impetuously came to me. In
an unbroken stream, without interrup-
tions or corrections, the ode whose name
is “Triumphal Ode,” by the man whose
name is none other than Alvaro de Cam-
pos, issued from my typewriter.®

Pessoa invented biographiesand physi-
cal descriptions of his main heteronyms.
Caeiro was born in Lisbon in 1889 and
committed suicide in 1915; Reiswasborn
in 1887 in Oporto, became a physician,
and moved to Brazil in 1919; Campos was
born in 1890, studied to be a naval engi-
neer in Glasgow, and met Caeiro by chance
while visiting Lisbon.'® Pessoa even
claimed to have met Campos.

Although Pessoa readily admitted cre-
ating his heteronyms, he refused to con-
cede that they didn’t actually exist. As he
noted in the preface to the never-issued
collection of his heteronymic works, “The
author of these books cannotaffirm thatall
these different and well-defined person-
alities who have incorporeally passed
through hissouldon’texist, for he does not
know what it means to exist, nor whether
Hamlet or Shakespeare is more real, or
truly real.”!

Itisinteresting that Pessoa mentioned
“Shakespeare”in thiscontext. Pessoa’sown

life resembled Oxford’s in several ways.
Both men lost their fathers at an early age
—~Pessoa was five when his father died.
Indeed, Pessoa later reported that the first
of his heteronyms appeared shortly after-
ward, “a certain Chevalier de Pas, when |
was six years of age, from whom | wrote
letters to myself, and whose figure, not
completelyvague, still dominates that part
of my affection confined to longing.”*?
Both Oxford and Pessoa were fluent in

“I began with a title,
The Keeper of Sheep.
This was followed by
the appearance in me
of someone whom
| instantly named
Alberto Caeiro. Excuse
the absurdity of this
statement: my master
had appeared in me.”

—Fernando Pessoa

several languages. Though hewasbornin
Portugal, Pessoa lived in Durban, South
Africa (or Natal, as the British colony was
thenknown), from age seven to seventeen,
as his mother had married a Portuguese
diplomat who was stationed there. In
Durban he attended an English school and
began to write poetry in English. He also
became fluent in French, and would write
prose and poetry in all three languages.
Both men were exceptionally well read
and were interested in many subjects.
Pessoa not only wrote poems (including
35sonnetsin English), plays (most of them
unfinished), and short stories, but also
epigrams, translations, political tracts, and
essays on subjects as diverse as alchemy,
Rosicrucianism, and Mahatma Gandhi.
One of his heteronyms, Bernardo Soares,
“defended prose asthe highestart form.”*
Both men befriended and encouraged other
young writers.'

Only a small portion of Pessoa’s copi-
ous literary output was published during
his lifetime. After hisdeath (from cirrhosis
of the liver) in 1935, his literary executors
foundasteamer trunk full of papers—some
25,000 documents, in English, Frenchand
Portuguese, some finished, many not.®®
His complete works have yet to be pub-
lished.

Among the many writers whose works
Pessoa had read, and among the many
topics about which he wrote, was
Shakespeare. If Pessoa was aware of the
authorship controversy, hedid notaddress
it, at least in those of his writings which
have so far been published.® One transla-
tor notes that he “left many passages for a
projected essay on Shakespeare.”” Of those
that have surfaced, several are fascinating
because of their insight into the creative
process.

Unquestionably, Pessoa appreciated
Shakespeare’s greatness. In a 1930 essay
titled “The Levels of Lyric Poetry,” Pessoa
identified four levels of consciousness
expressed by the lyric poet. Those at the
first level (the “most common” and “least
estimable”) expressed their emotions, but
did so in a “monotonic” way, expressing a
relatively small number of emotions.
Those at the second level were “moreintel-
lectual or imaginative or even simply more
cultured,” and were not “monotonic.”
Pessoa did not identify any specific poets
as level one or level two. At the third level
“the poet, more intellectual still, begins to
depersonalize, not just because he feels,
butbecause he thinks he feels—feels states
of the soul that he really does not possess,
simply because he understands them. We
are on the threshold of dramatic poetry in
its innermost essence.” As exemplars of
this level, Pessoa named Tennyson (spe-
cifically, “Ulysses” and “The Lady of
Shalott”) and Browning’s so-called “dra-
matic poems.” Atthe fourth (“muchrarer”)
level, “the poet, more intellectual still but
equally imaginative, fully undergoes de-
personalization. He not only feels but lives
the states of soul that he does not possess
directly.” At this supreme level Pessoa
placed Shakespeare and also Browning.
“Now, not even the style defines the unity
oftheman; onlywhatisintellectual inthe
style denotes it. Thus in Shakespeare, in
whom the unexpected prominence of
phrase, the subtlety and complexity of ex-
pression, are the only things that make the

Internet Ed. (©2003, The Shakespeare Fellowship - not for sale or distribution without written consent)




Winter 2003

Shakespeare Matters

page 19

speech of Hamlet approximate to that of
King Lear, of Falstaff, of Lady Macbeth.”®

Elsewhere, Pessoa again recognized
Shakespeare’s genius, but qualified his
adulation because of his concern for the
writer’s state of mind:

He had, in a degree never surpassed,
the intuition of character and the broad-
hearted comprehension of humanity; he
had, in a degree never surpassed, the arts
of diction and of expression. But he lacked
one thing: balance, sanity, discipline. The
fact that he entered into states of mind as
far apartasthe abstractspirituality of Ariel
and the coarse humanity of Falstaff did to
some extent create a balance in his unbal-
ance. But at bottom he is not sane or
balanced.?

In the same essay Pessoa asserted that
Shakespeare’s lack of sanity and balance
made his plays and poems “from the pure
artisticstandpoint, the greatest failure that
the world has ever looked on.” More spe-
cifically, he attributed that failure to “the
fundamental defects of the Christian atti-
tude towards life.”?°

Pessoa’s longest discourse on
Shakespeare was probably written in 1928.
In it he offers remarkable observations
about the man who was Shakespeare.
Because Pessoa apparently accepted the
Stratford man as the poet/playwright, not
all of his insights are accurate as far as
Oxfordians are concerned, but many seem
to fit what we know of Oxford to an un-
canny degree. First, Pessoa characterized
Shakespeare, like all great lyric poets, as
“hysteric,” i.e., given to outbursts of emo-
tion. He deduced that Shakespeare was “a
hysteric”in hisyouthandearly adulthood,
“ahystero-neurasthenic” inmanhood, and
“ahystero-neurasthenicinalesser degree”
toward the end of his life.? Pessoa does not
define “hystero-neurasthenic,” but presum-
ably he means one whose emotional con-
dition brings about feelings of debility,
fatigue and inadequacy. Pessoa continues:

Greatashistragediesare, none ofthem
is greater than the tragedy of his own life.
The gods gave him all great gifts but one:
the one they gave not was the power to use
those gifts greatly. He stands forth as the
greatest example of genius, pure genius,
genius immortal and unavailing. Hiscre-
ative power was shattered into a thousand

fragments by the stress and oppression of
[such things.] Itisbut the shreds of itself.
Disjectamembra, said Carlyle, are whatwe
have of any poet, or of any man. Of no poet
or man is this truer than of Shakespeare.

He stands before us, melancholy, witty,
at times half insane, never losing his hold
onthe objective world, ever knowing what
he wants, dreaming ever higher purposes
and impossible greatnesses, and waking
ever to mean ends and low triumphs. This,

“He was certain
that Shakespeare
was unappreciated
during his lifetime,

mainly because

he was ahead

of his time, or,

as Pessoa put it,

‘above his age.”™

this was his great experience of life; for
there is no great experience of life that is
not, finally, the calm experience of disillu-
sion.?

Pessoa believed that Shakespeare’s two
long narrative poemswere “highly imper-
fect as narrative wholes, and that is the
beginning of his secret.”? He was certain
that Shakespeare was unappreciated dur-
ing his lifetime, mainly because he was
ahead of his time, or, as Pessoa put it,
“above his age.”?* Shakespeare’s aware-
ness of his unappreciation, coupled with
appreciation shown to lesser writers and
Shakespeare’s “knowing himself (for this
he must have done) the greatest genius of
hisage,” must have shaken or destroyed his
vanity and broughtabout depression. And
yet, Pessoa concludes, Shakespeare was
able to rise above depression by continu-
ing to write, and in so doing Pessoa sees

Shakespeare grappling with the spectre of
insanity:

Depression leads to inaction: thewrit-
ing of playsis, however, action. It may have
been born of three things: (1) the need to
write them — the practical need, we mean;
(2) the recuperative power of a tempera-
ment not organically (only) depressed,
reacting in the intervals of depression
against depression itself; (3) the stress of
extreme suffering — not depression, but
suffering—acting like a lash on a cowering
sadness, driving it into expression as into
alair, intoobjectivityasintoanoutletfrom
self, for, as Goethe said, “Action consoles of
all.”

... The need to write these plays shows
in the intensity and bitterness of the
phrases that voice depression — not quiet,
half-peaceful, and somewhat indifferent, as
in The Tempest, but restless, somber, dully
forceful. Nothing depresses more than the
necessity to act when there is no desire to
act. The recuperative power of the tem-
perament, the great boon to Shakespeare’s
hysteria, shows in the fact that there isno
lowering, butaheightening, of hisgenius.
The part of that due to natural growth need
not and cannot be denied. But the
overcuriousness of expression, the
overintelligence that sometimes dulls the
edge of dramatic intuition (as in Laertes’
phrases before mad Ophelia) cannot be
explained on that line, because these are
not peculiarities [in the] growth of genius
but [are] more natural to its youth than to
itsvirileage. Theyare patently the effort of
theintellectto crush outemotion, to cover
depression, to oust preoccupation of dis-
tress by preoccupation of thought. Butthe
lash of outward mischance (no one can
now say what, or how brought about, and
towhat degree by the man himself) is very
evidentin the constant choice of abnormal
mental states for the basis of these trag-
edies. Only the dramatic mind wincing
under the strain of outer evil thus projects
itselfinstinctively into figures which must
utter wholly the derangement that is partly
its own.*»

Has anyone come closer, in just two
paragraphs, to getting inside the mind of
the man who was Shakespeare?

Tobesure, much of what Pessoa sawin
Shakespeare—or projected onto Shake-

(Continued on page 20)
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What'’s in a Nym (Continued from page 19)
speare—was exhibited in Pessoa himself.
Pessoa described himself as a “neuras-
thenic hysteric,” questioned his own san-
ity, and certainly felt unappreciated. He
wasahead of histime—onlyinrecentyears
has his talent come to be recognized
widely.?®

What issignificantisthat thisextraor-
dinaryinsightintothe mind of Shakespeare
comes not from a critic, an academic or a
historian, but from a person with remark-
ably similar creative impulses and talents.
Even more significant is that this writer
used self-created distinctive personalities
— heteronyms — to channel his creative
powers. For Pessoa to create fully, he had
tolose himself fully within his heteronyms.

And just perhaps, so did Edward de
Vere. Though we have seen that there were
eminently pragmatic reasons for de Vere
to use the Shakespeare pseudonym — to
avoid shame and embarrassment while
maintaining some control over the publi-
cation process—perhapsthere were purely
artistic reasons aswell. Perhaps the exist-
ence of the Shakespeare pseudonym freed
de Vere to be someone who was not him-
self. AsPessoa putit, “To feign is to know
oneself.”?

Editor’s Note:

Always Astonished: Selected Prose by
Fernando Pessoa is an introductory col-
lection of Fernando Pessoa’s prose work
(including his fascinating essay, “On
Shakespeare”) that is available from the
Fellowship. See the ad on page 28.
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online or at local book stores. For more
information: www.MeadowGeesePress.com.

Advertisement

The one novel that tells the true
History, Mystery and Romance
of Edward deVere

Shakespeare€ sGhost

by JamesWebster Sherwood

“ Awork of poetry ... funny,
heartbreaking, magnificent”

384 pages / $25.00
OPUS books
order: www.opusbook.com
fax: 516-365-8331
check by mail: 5 Central Drive,
Plandome, NY 11030-1408
ISBN 0-9661961-0-4

Advertisement

A History changing
discovery!

300 coded signatures in
Hamlet are absolute proof
of Ver authorship.

Order your copy ($22) of

The Real Shakespeare

from iUniverse
(1-877-823-9235)
ISBN 0-595-19191-6
www.shkspeare.homestead.com
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