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Judith Sharp  

Some good and bad news reading this 

book.  The good is that I loved it, the 

bad is that I now have to get the rest 

of the series!!!  

Being a fan of C J Sansom this was right up 

my street.  There are two plots, one 

historical "The Babington Plot" and one 

fictional involving John Shakespeare's ex-

lover being accused of murdering her 

husband.  I loved it that real historical 

characters were involved and also the fact 

that some of the fictional characters had 

such strange names.  Well worth adding to 

your list of favorite authors. 

 

Anne Rhodes  

Living, breathing people unfold 

history as they become real right 

before your eyes. An un-put-downable book!  

A brilliantly written book which grips you from the first page!  Each character 

is vividly drawn in front of your eyes – so you can picture them, empathise with 

them, and worry about them when they are in danger. Whether you are 

breathing down their necks, or observing them from the other side of the street, 

you are watching history unfold before your eyes and learning without 

realizing it.   

This story may be set in the time of Elizabeth I, but it is as fresh, exciting and 

understandable as if you were witnessing it from your own window or standing 

on your own doorstep. Factors come into play of which you had no knowledge 



but you are swept up in the events and move smoothly from the centre of 

London's Westminster machinations to the countryside just beyond.  A distance 

which nowadays is nothing, but which at that time was usually a long and 

tiresome trek on horseback.  

Pick this book up safe in the knowledge that it is a gripping story and will bring 

to light some interesting and fascinating facts – and be prepared for the fact 

that you won't want to put it down until you have finished it! 

 

Alan Gee 

In the latest of Rory Clements’ series of Tudor spy thrillers John Shakespeare 

(“Elizabeth’s Intelligencer”) has inveigled his way into a group of wealthy young 

Catholic dissidents, who are plotting to kill The Queen and replace her with 

Mary Queen of Scots.  At the same time, Shakespeare is attempting to clear the 

name of his former lover, who is charged with the murder of her husband and 

faces execution by hanging. 

1580s London is brilliantly recreated in this exciting and gripping 

thriller, which I thoroughly enjoyed.  The only low spot is that it is the 

seventh in the series and the first I have read – so six more to go… 

 

Marjorie Lacy 

Wow! What an exciting book this is! There is so much in it, adventure, danger, 

horror on every page, what will happen next? Almost too much happens - Book 

7 in the series, is there anything left to go in book 8? 

Rory is an incredible writer, you feel you are there just a half step 

behind John Shakespeare, as he tackles the murder and mayhem of 

the turbulent times he lives in. 

All fantastic escapement! 

 

Clair Chaytors  

An intelligent and riveting read…  

I simply loved this book! John Shakespeare is an admirable man decent in all 

aspects, as well as being a wonderfully written character, and his mission is to 

infiltrate a group of catholic dissidents who are plotting to assassinate Queen 

Elizabeth. The books syntax is almost perfect and it is easy to keep up with its 



quickening pace whilst understanding exactly what is happening in the story 

and which character is which, a problem that I’ve found with many other books 

of this genre. Rory’s descriptive writing is very powerful and you 

almost find yourself in those murky sixteenth century London 

streets and taverns where corruption it seems knows no bounds! I 

was very impressed with this book and although I believe this book can be read 

alone I am now starting at the beginning of the series as I have learnt that there 

are another six books before this! Definitely one to recommend… 

 

Jocelyn Garvey  

This could be called Shakespeare and The Popish Plot. Great story, good writing 

definitely worth reading.  

John Shakespeare is an intelligencer (spy) for Sir Francis Walsingham, the 

Intelligence chief for Queen Elizabeth 1. 

He has infiltrated a group of idealistic young Catholic gentleman whose aim is 

to remove Elizabeth and replace her on the throne of England with Mary Queen 

of Scots.  

Because Elizabeth is the child of Anne Boleyn and Henry V111 she is considered 

by the Catholics to be a ‘bastard’ and therefore not eligible to succeed to the 

throne. 

John helps fan the flames of the conspiracy, all the while reporting to his master 

Walsingham. 

He then finds that his ex lover is in hiding, having been accused of murdering 

her rich husband. He is certain that she is innocent and only he can save her 

from hanging. He searches from the palaces of London and to the lair of the 

most notorious robber and cut throat of the time. 

Both plots thicken and intertwine; corruption and double dealing are 

everywhere. As well as a great plot this book also gives an insight into sixteenth 

century politics and law. 

Can he keep the conspiracy unaware of his duplicity and also search for the real 

murderer. 

A well written book that gathers you in and with such great 

historical characters (both real and fictional) it is very hard to put 

down. 

A welcome addition to a really good Tudor series. 



Rachel Aygin  

This will definitely appeal to anyone who likes historical novels.  

Despite my stack of books waiting to be read, I am feeling very 

tempted to read more of this series.  

This is the first book I have read by Rory Clements.  It’s the latest in the John 

Shakespeare series and will definitely appeal to anyone who like historical 

novels.  The story is set in Elizabethan times and there is a two stranded plot.  A 

group of Catholics is plotting to free Mary Queen of Scots and assassinate 

Elizabeth I.  John Shakespeare, as intelligencer to Sir Francis Walsingham, 

must infiltrate the gang of conspirators.  At the same time, Shakespeare’s ex-

lover has been accused of murder and is likely to be executed.  The plot crackles 

along, switching effortlessly between Shakespeare’s spying on the plotters and 

his private investigation into the murder of Nicholas Giltspur.  The plot is 

believable and compelling and the historical setting is really well written.  You 

can easily imagine the sights, sounds and smells of the period.  Despite my stack 

of books waiting to be read, I am feeling very tempted to read more of this 

series. 

 

Jo-anne Atkinson  

A fine blend of fact and fiction which shows that terrorism and corruption are 

not modern issues.  

The Babington Plot was the device by which Mary, Queen of Scots, was finally 

trapped.  A group of young Catholic men smuggled coded letters to Mary and 

planned to assassinate Elizabeth I.  The fact that Sir Francis Walsingham, 

Elizabeth’s spymaster, had infiltrated the group and forced matters to a head 

was an example of sophisticated and successful espionage. 

In this book Clements weaves the facts of the Babington plot into a fictional 

narrative surrounding the murder of a rich merchant and involving an 

Elizabethan gangland criminal.  John Shakespeare is a fictional character but is 

to Clements credit that his role in Babington’s group is believable and that the 

fictional plot devices fit seamlessly.  The themes of terrorism, religious hatred, 

corruption and greed are both historic and yet modern. 

Although this is book in which Clements explores the backstory of his established 

character the writing is still crisp and well-researched.  The original premise of 

the novels was that John was the elder brother of William Shakespeare, and in 

the later books William invariably makes an appearance.  This book is set in 



1585 and little or no mention is made of William which is actually to the benefit 

of the plot. 

Rory Clements is producing an excellent series of books in what is 

becoming a rather crowded genre.  However alongside SJ Parris and 

CJ Sansom, Clements cream rises to the top. 

 

Sarah Musk  

A very exciting, fast-paced thriller set in Elizabethan times about a 

plot to assassinate the Queen.  Bloodthirsty at times but totally 

absorbing.  

This a very exciting historical thriller.  The story is centred around the 

Babington Plot which was to assassinate Queen Elizabeth 1 and install the 

Catholic Mary Queen of Scots on the English throne.  Most of the characters 

actually existed and the major events are real - the only fictitious characters are 

John Shakespeare - a spy for Sir Francis Walsingham - and his immediate 

associates. 

Rory Clements interweaves fiction and non-fiction very skilfully.  There is a sub 

plot running alongside the main conspiracy against the Queen, which is just as 

exciting.  The depiction of a time when it was dangerous to express your 

religious views too explicitly is exceptionally compelling.  The story is very 

bloodthirsty many times, especially towards the end and the book is certainly 

not for the faint-hearted. 

John Shakespeare is a charismatic leading character - he is resourceful, 

tenacious and realistic.  His job working for Walsingham pitches him very close 

to major historical events and this adds a strong element of frisson to the book 

since you already know what is going to happen but are not quite sure how 

Shakespeare is going to be involved. 

I really enjoy Rory Clements storytelling skills and look forward very much to 

his next book. 

 

Maggie Patterson - bookgasms.tumblr.com 

Exciting with a large cast of interesting and unique characters.  

‘Holy Spy’ tells the story of the Babington plot to assassinate Elizabeth I from 

the point of view of one of her spies, who at the same time is trying to clear his 

former lover’s name of the murder of her husband.  This is the latest in the John 



Shakespeare series and while I have not read the others, this one was good fun. 

While the two plots seemed separate, Rory Clements did an excellent job in tying 

them together in the end in a very satisfying way.  Both were really exciting and 

each came with a large cast of interesting and unique characters. 

The one element of the book that was not to my taste was the fact that the point 

of view jumped around so much between lots of different characters.  This 

sometimes slowed down the action and made it difficult to follow; I would have 

preferred to stay with Shakespeare and Boltfoot, his assistant, the whole time. 

Clements paints a vivid picture of Elizabethan London with lots of details.  The 

reader comes away with a very clear image of all the settings and 

characters, which helps in a book with so many important 

characters. 

 

Lee Ruddin 

Ever since readers were introduced to John Shakespeare in Martyr, when the 

intelligence officer was charged with protecting Francis Drake, author Rory 

Clements has taken us on a journey from the court of Lettice Knollys in 

Staffordshire (Revenger) to an island in the mouth of the Thames (Prince), from 

the Catholic heartlands of Lancashire (Traitor) to the Spanish-landed coasts of 

Cornwall (The Heretics) and from, more recently, Sheffield Castle to 

Shakespeare’s native Warwickshire (The Queen’s Man). 

In ‘Holy Spy’, the seventh book in the series, however, Clements’ protagonist 

exerts his energies on the streets of the capital. With papal plots afoot in 

Elizabethan London, the spymaster Francis Walsingham deploys Shakespeare 

to infiltrate a group to counter Catholic claims to the crown. The Babington Plot 

is interesting enough without being fictionalised yet Clements’ adherence to the 

facts is deserving of praise. 

The same, alas, cannot be said for his weaving of a fictional narrative. The 

vivid descriptions evoked from Clements’ command of the keyboard 

are second to none, to be sure, but the lengthy roll call of characters 

leaves readers second-guessing as to exactly who is who and how 

Shakespeare’s saving of his ex-lover from the noose can save the realm from 

treachery.  

Holy Spy is twice as good as the first instalment, Martyr, but only half as good 

as each of the instalments comprising S.J. Parris’ four-part series. When it 

comes to reading Tudor crime thrillers, therefore, it would be near-criminal for 



readers to choose John Shakespeare over Giordano Bruno. 

 

Angela Rhodes  

Conspiracies, smoky taverns, assassinations, murder and double crossing, add 

to the mix the dashing John Shakespeare and you have the perfect book to while 

away the hours with. 

John Shakespeare is on a mission to save the Queen, and stop a woman he loves 

from the Hangman's noose. 

Kat is accused of murder and John is torn, part of him wants to believe Kat, but 

there is a bigger part that tells him she knows more than she is telling. 

When people start to die, he knows he has to find the truth, regardless of what 

he feels for Kat. 

Sending Boltfoot into London's smoky taverns to find out the truth behind the 

killing of Kat's husband, is no easy thing. It seems everyone is saying something 

different, can John save Kats neck from the noose?  

On top of this, Shakespeare is trying to find just who the conspirators are!  

This had me reading until late into the night, great story.   

 

Kerry Bridges – www.iamalwaysreading.wordpress.com/ 

I did feel was that this could well have been two novels and would have worked 

just as well.  There were so many characters and so much going on that it did 

get confusing.  

The plot to kill the Queen is afoot.  In Elizabethan England, Frances 

Walsingham is gathering information from his spies.  John Shakespeare has 

been tasked with infiltrating the "Pope's White Sons" in order to collect 

information and save his Queen; he must not become side-tracked with the 

private matter of his ex-girlfriend being charged with murdering her new 

husband.  Suddenly, Shakespeare's private life is not so private and uncovering 

the true murderer may put him directly into the line of fire.  He must find the 

truth and protect his Queen at all costs. 

I really enjoy a Historical Thriller and I do like them even more if they stick as 

closely as possible to the real Historical facts.  In this case, I was not 

disappointed as the plotters are all there as part of the story and the plot to 

replace Elizabeth with Mary, Queen of Scots, clearly examined.  I enjoyed this 



part of the story as a stand-alone as it brought to life the part played by the 

Queen's spymasters in catching Mary and her supporters very effectively; I did 

not feel sympathetic towards them but I did feel, as often in these things, that 

they were being inexorably drawn to a conclusion over which they had no 

control. 

I did also enjoy the private story of Kat and the murder of Nicholas Giltspur.  I 

liked the way that John Shakespeare looked into that story with the help of his 

various friends and acquaintances and, again, I was interested to see how these 

things would be done at that time. 

What I did feel was that this could well have been two novels and would have 

worked just as well.  There were so many characters and so much going on that 

it did get confusing, particularly as some of the characters were masquerading 

under different names and these were often used interchangeably. There was a 

very small, but unimportant overlap between the two stories and really the only 

reason for both to be there seemed to be that they both involved Shakespeare. 

This made the novel rather longer and perhaps more confusing than it needed 

to be. As I say, I did enjoy both stories but I am not sure they needed to be there 

at the same time! 

All in all, I think I would read an earlier book in the series, but I 

would hope that it was a little less involved than this one. 

 


