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The Tempestuous Sexual and Creative Life of 
William Shakespeare and Emilia Bassano-Lanier 

Paul Kauffman,1 Australian National University, Australia 

Abstract: Nine scholars conclude that Emilia Bassano-Lanier was the “Dark Lady” of the sonnets, but the intellectual 
implications have not been previously considered. Shakespeare incorporated the plots of about forty Italian novelle and 
classical histories and plays—some of the most important never translated—into his plays. Shakespeare’s achievements 
become more comprehensible when one reads the Italian and classical sources, translated into English in the nineteenth 
century and recently available online. His most successful plays rely on the plots and characters of such sources. 
Shakespeare, as “chaste autodidact,” may have located, translated, comprehended, and assimilated such diverse 
sources. It is more plausible that he received help. Using historical and literary analysis this article concludes that the 
plays include debts to a highly educated Italian-speaking person(s) who understood the court and power and changed 
and developed his views about women. The bilingual poet Bassano-Lanier, mistress of his aged patron, was highly 
educated in classical literature and Italian and was familiar with the ways of the court. She is the person most likely to 
have provided such assistance. She is not the secret author of Shakespeare’s plays, but she or a person with her attributes 
is probably his secret inspiration, educator, and expositor. Such assistance provides the most plausible explanation for 
his knowledge of courts, classical and Italian literature, and love. Shakespeare was obsessed with sexual jealousy. 
Spirited, active, articulate, and sexual women are integral to his plays, women who were like Bassano-Lanier, as 
described by her physician Doctor Simon Forman, with whom she performed “sexual villainy” between 1597 and 1600. 
She performed at great houses in plays and masques and “was maintained in great pride” by the Lord Chamberlain, 
patron of Shakespeare’s company. She had the means and the motive to help Shakespeare write “immortal lines to time.” 
She argued at length in verse and probably inspired sonnets and his creation of women characters in plays such as 
Love’s Labour’s Lost, Much Ado about Nothing, The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, Othello, and Anthony and Cleopatra. 
Shakespeare’s sonnets, published in 1609, included sexually explicit references to a musical Dark Lady with black wiry 
hair which would have harmed Bassano-Lanier’s ambitions for social advancement. Bassano-Lanier responded by 
publishing a book of poetry in 1611, which champions, theologically, a new status for women. 

Keywords: William Shakespeare, Emilia Bassano-Lanier, Love’s Labour’s Lost, Much Ado about Nothing,  
The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, Othello, Anthony and Cleopatra, Sexuality, Creativity, Sonnets 

Background 

minent scholars, historians, and directors have concluded that between 1592 and 1594 
William Shakespeare, aged twenty-eight, and Emilia Bassano-Lanier, aged twenty-three, 
referred to as the “Dark Lady,” had a sexual relationship which Shakespeare described in 

his sonnets (Rowse 1974, 1975, 1976; Lasocki and Prior 1995; Hughes 2000; Green 2006; Wood 
2005; Bassano, 2016; Packer 2016; Greer 2016; cf. Speaight 1977; and Holden 2000). Bassano-
Lanier belonged to a family of Italian court musicians, probably of Jewish heritage. She was a 
scholar, amateur actress, dancer, and mistress of the sixty-five-year-old Baron Hunsdon, first 
cousin of Queen Elizabeth, who was patron of Shakespeare’s players. Shakespeare’s sonnets also 
suggest that the Dark Lady had a sexual relationship with his dear friend, probably the young 
unmarried Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton, who was Shakespeare’s patron (Rowse 
1974; Sams 1995; Holden 2002). 

Shakespeare probably attended primary school, although there is no evidence that he did, 
because there are oblique references to school in three plays (Laroque 1999) and that assumption 
better explains his basic literacy. Like the world’s second most popular dramatist, Henry Ibsen, 
Shakespeare fathered a child/children when young, spent his life in the theatre writing and 
producing plays, and did not attend university. This article argues that an intellectual bilingual 
musician and actress, who was the mistress of his elderly patron, directed him to some forty 

1 Corresponding Author: Paul Kauffman, School of Literature, Language and Linguistics, Australian National University, 
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Italian novelle and classical histories and plays. Such assistance provides the most plausible 
explanation for his knowledge of courts, classical literature, Italian, and love. This article uses 
historical evidence and plausible interpretations of six plays (Love’s Labour’s Lost, Much Ado 
about Nothing, The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, Othello, and Anthony and Cleopatra). It argues, 
in accordance with the Shakespearean director Tina Packer, that a love affair between 
Shakespeare and Bassano-Lanier changed his life and insight into women because subsequently 
his plays depict strong articulate women and achieve new dramatic heights (Packer 2016). It 
infers that the poet Bassano-Lanier, whose husband was often overseas, and the London resident 
William Shakespeare, whose wife and family lived in Stratford, probably also met after 1594 and 
collaborated on some plays. She probably assisted him with translations of Italian novelle and 
classical histories used for his plays, enriched by his sublime language, and assisted a 
sympathetic portrayal of Shylock when competing with Marlowe’s “Jew of Malta’ in the same 
season. 

Christopher Marlowe and seven other male playwrights probably contributed to, or 
sometimes cowrote, up to seventeen of forty-four plays/part plays (Taylor and Egan 2016; 
Alberge 2016). However if Shakespeare was assisted by an intellectual woman with whom he 
had an illicit affair, this would be unacknowledged. Many of his best plays were adaptions of 
others’ work, particularly Italian novelle and classical histories and plays, and Bassano-Lanier 
may have helped him read Italian source texts which he used for The Merchant of Venice and 
Othello as these were only translated into English in the nineteenth century. Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet is closer to da Porto’s Guiletta et Romeo than Arthur Brooke’s version in 1562 
and William Painter’s in 1567. Bassano-Lanier could have identified Italian novelle and classical 
plays which she knew and loved, translated them into English, and argued with Shakespeare so 
that he incorporated her spirit into some plays, even quoting her in phrases and speeches. She 
understood power and the court. This article considers Shakespeare and Bassano-Lanier’s life 
experiences in order to understand how tempestuous relationships may be represented, 
transformed, and resolved in literature and art. It also argues how Shakespeare plausibly came to 
use, understand, and adapt classical literature and Italian sources, assisted by a fleshly intellectual 
woman whom he would have known, if only as his patron’s mistress and later as wife of Alfonse 
Lanier. 

Most scholars believe that Shakespeare’s listed plays are his own work but that several plays 
include passages by other playwrights, including Thomas Middleton and George Wilkins 
(Vickers 2007; Taylor and Egan 2016). Shakespeare’s acknowledged authorship of plays 
commenced in 1598 when Francis Meres referred to “the most passionate among us to bewail 
and bemoan the perplexities of love…mellifluous and honey-tongued” Shakespeare: “among the 
English [he] is the most excellent in both kinds [Comedy and Tragedy] for the stage.” Meres’ 
listed twelve plays including Titus Andronicus but excluded seventeen other “coauthored” plays 
in Table 1. 

 
Table 1: Probable co-authored plays of Shakespeare  

Name Lifespan Occupation 
of Father 

Graduate Work 

John Lyly 1553–1606 Registrar Yes Euphues, influenced  
Two Gentlemen of Verona 

George Peele 1556–1596 Clerk Yes Titus Andronicus 
Anthony Munday 1556–1596 Stationer No Sir Thomas Moore 

Thomas Kyd 1558–1594 Scrivener No Hamlet and King Leir 
Various 1596   Edward III (by Thomas Kyd,  

Shakespeare and others) 
Christopher Marlowe 1564–1593 Shoe Smith Yes Henry VI Parts 1, 2, 3 

Thomas Nashe 1567–1601 Parson Yes Henry VI Part 1 
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John Fletcher 1579–1625 Bishop No Henry VIII, The Two Noble  
Kinsmen, Cardenio (now lost) 

George Wilkins 1576–1618 Inn-keeper No Pericles, Prince of Tyre 1607  
(G.W. wrote Acts 1, 2, 3) 

Thomas Middleton 1580–1627 Bricklayer No Revised Macbeth, Measure for  
Measure, Timon of Athens,  

Alls Well that Ends Well 1615  
Source: Taylor and Egan 2016 

 
The paths of Shakespeare and Bassano-Lanier would have crossed; her literary knowledge, 

education, and skill would have provided a credible explanation for Shakespeare’s insights. 
Alfred L. Rowse (1974), supported by Judith Cook, transcribed the casebooks of Bassano-
Lanier’s physician Doctor Simon Forman, studied the sonnets and plays in their historical 
context, and concluded that the Dark Lady of the sonnets was Bassano-Lanier, mistress of the 
Lord Chamberlain. On October 18, 1592, a pregnant Bassano-Lanier was married off to her 
younger second cousin Alfonse Lanier. She later became a published poet. The sonnets describe 
how the Dark Lady was musical, with dark eyes, dun-colored skin, and hair compared to “black 
wires.” Doctor Forman’s sexual account of his relationship with Bassano-Lanier establishes that 
a sexual relationship with Shakespeare was possible. 

Bassano-Lanier’s father died when she was seven. Baron Hunsdon was forty-three years her 
senior and had sixteen children with his wife (Geni 2017). Shakespeare was a shareholder of the 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men from 1594. He was married with three children. He lived in London 
and probably visited his wife rarely. In 1593, and after May 9, 1594, he dedicated two long 
poems to the young Earl of Southampton, who bestowed a large grant of money upon him (Rowe 
1709). Shakespeare wrote Love’s Labour’s Lost and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, probably first 
performed at the Earl of Southampton’s country mansion of Titchfield Abbey, where ladies of 
the court performed in plays and masques. Bassano-Lanier acted in entertainments such as 
masques with Lady Anne Clifford in stately country homes (Lanyer 1611, Salve lines 161–68, 
Description of Cookeham poem lines 1–14, 105–115) and may have been present at 
Southampton’s residence (Rowse 1974; Harris n.d.; Trotter 2013, 2016). Shakespeare, whose 
only son died aged eleven in August 1596, gained the right to display a coat of arms on October 
20, 1596. After May 1597 he acquired large property holdings in Stratford-upon-Avon. He lived 
in Bishopsgate, close to the theatres of north London in 1598. In 1602 he bought a cottage in 
Stratford-upon-Avon from the aunt of Lady Anne Clifford and knew both the aunt and Lady 
Clifford. Emilia Bassano-Lanier lived in Lady Clifford’s Cookeham residence from spring to 
autumn 1604 (Hudson 2014). Bassano-Lanier’s cousin Robert Johnson composed music for 
some of Shakespeare’s plays, whose sonnets and plays resonate with sexual intrigue and 
salacious language (Kiernan 2006). Bassano-Lanier sexually fascinated her physician Doctor 
Forman for three years. Both Shakespeare and Bassano-Lanier shared a passion for literature and 
performance. She was a skilled musician, fluent in Italian, Latin, and French, and had access to 
the best libraries. They were both socially ambitious and “covetous.” There would have been 
strong mutual attraction. 

Some writers maintain that Shakespeare lacked the education, aristocratic sensibility, or 
familiarity with a royal court to write thirty-eight plays. Two researchers have gone a bridge too 
far by proposing that Bassano-Lanier and her musical family, who probably knew the Italian 
novels used for Shakespeare’s plays, wrote all his work, including two long narrative poems and 
sonnets. This would require a conspiracy organized by Baron Hunsdon, assisted by Bassano-
Lanier, Shakespeare’s patron the Earl of Southampton, Shakespeare himself, and other 
playwrights (cf. Hudson 2014, Matthews 2014, plausibly rebutted by Raphael 2017). Although 
Shakespeare did write collaboratively with some male playwrights, this article does not propose 
that Emilia Bassano-Lanier secretly wrote Shakespeare’s work, but rather that a highly educated 
bilingual woman who understood the court and power was his secret inspirer, translator, and 
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expositor of classical and Italian literature. She changed the way Shakespeare understood 
women. Bassano-Lanier is the most likely candidate for this role. 

By analysing her poetry, her knowledge of Italian literature, music, details of her sex life 
recorded by Doctor Simon Forman, and understanding female speeches in some plays, there is 
strong circumstantial evidence that her literary education and knowledge may have assisted him. 
As his lover she also inspired him. This article concludes that there are plausible contributions of 
Bassano-Lanier in Shakespeare’s plays and poems, listed in Table 2. These are speculative. This 
article agrees with Tina Packer’s assertion that Shakespeare was changed and helped in a 
profound way by falling in love and provides evidence which supports and explains that 
hypothesis. Shakespeare’s collection of private sonnets was first published in 1609. They 
revealed an intense passionate love affair with a woman known as the “Dark Lady.” Bassano-
Lanier published an elaborate series of poems defending women, in theological terms under her 
own name, but only after Shakespeare’s 154 sonnets had been published, drawing attention to her 
probable relationship with Shakespeare recorded in scandalous sonnets. 

Shakespeare’s Chandos portrait in 1610 shows an intelligent perhaps mischievous man with 
a sense of humour who may have not been a plagiarist but is ready to take others’ works and 
improve upon them. The Cobbe portrait depicts an artistic intelligent man with all the attributes 
to succeed as an accomplished playwright at the Jacobean court. 

Emilia Bassano-Lanier’s Early Life 

Emilia Bassano-Lanier as a teenager was intelligent enough to attract the attention and patronage 
of Queen Elizabeth’s full cousin and probable half-brother (through Henry VIII), Baron 
Hunsdon. He formed the “Lord Chamberlain’s Men,” which included Shakespeare as playwright. 
Bassano-Lanier had strategic sexual relations with at least three men and probably five 
throughout her life. She was a musician, actress, and accomplished poet. Her musician uncles 
were described as “little black men”; they spoke Italian in public and used vulgar language. 
London’s theatrical elite were a small circle, and their paths often crossed, supporting the view 
that she was the “Dark Lady” loved by Shakespeare and by his “Fair Youth,” the Earl of 
Southampton. 

“Emilia Bassano-Lanier” refers to Emilia Bassano (baptised on January 27, 1569 and died 
sometime in 1645) who assumed her husband’s name Lanier upon their marriage on October 18, 
1592. The Bassanos were a family of Italian musicians, probably of Jewish descent, who came to 
England as court musicians under Henry VIII. The youngest brother, Baptiste, married Margaret 
Johnson (born ca. 1545–1550). There is no record of a Christian marriage; Margaret Johnson 
may have been Anglo-Saxon or could have been of Jewish descent using an Anglo-Saxon 
surname. Their younger daughter Emilia was baptized at St. Botolph church, Bishopsgate on 
January 27, 1569. The extended Bassano family was then living in three linked townhouses at 
Spitalfield, just north of Bishopsgate (Hudson 2014; Prior 1983). Emilia’s father died when she 
was seven, and Emilia’s mother had her brought up by the glamorous and highly educated young 
Susan Bertie, Countess of Kent, with the permission of Queen Elizabeth I. Emilia studied Latin, 
Greek, poetry, and music. After Bertie, who had become a widow at a young age, married a 
military man who was fighting in Europe, Emilia at the age of thirteen probably returned to live 
with her mother. Emilia may have known Baron Hunsdon at that time. Bertie was his neighbor in 
both London when she lived with her brother at Willoughby House and in her country house of 
Seven Oaks at Greenwich (Hudson 2014). Emilia Bassano was strikingly beautiful, educated, 
musical, and articulate. 

Three of her father’s brothers were arrested in 1584 in an argument with city authorities over 
supporting foreigners seeking refuge at Christchurch. The Bassano brothers believed, as servants 
of the court, they could not be arrested and used colorful language: “‘Send us to ward? Thou wert 
as good as kiss my arse’ said one. ‘You were as good eat the sole of my boot as send us to 
Newgate’” (Lasocki and Prior 1995). Sheriff John Spencer wrote that the ringleader was a “little 
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black man” (i.e., had dark skin). Emilia’s father’s eldest brother Mark Anthony was set upon by 
soldiers in the street in 1585 for speaking Italian, as they thought he was speaking Spanish 
(Lasocki and Prior 1995). 

In 1585 Henry Carey was made Lord Chamberlain. He supported the players at Shoreditch, 
where The Theatre was established in 1576 and The Curtain in 1577 and also leased buildings in 
Blackfriars. In 1594 he became patron of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. Major shareholders 
included Shakespeare and the actor James Burbage. Emilia’s father was buried in St. Botolph on 
May 11, 1576, and her mother was buried there on July 7, 1587. She became the mistress of the 
Lord Chamberlain in 1587. When pregnant she was married off to her younger second cousin 
and had a son named Henry in February 1593. Emilia owned properties in Norton Folgate until at 
least September 6, 1599, when she buried her infant daughter Odilia at St. Botolph (Duff 2001). 

On May 17, 1597 Bassano-Lanier first consulted Doctor Simon Forman (1552–1611). He 
was a popular physician/astrologer. Shakespeare’s landlady Mrs. Marie Mountjoy consulted him 
and as did Baron Hunsdon’s daughters Lady Score and Lady Hoby (c. 1567–1605). Until late 
1597 he had his rooms at the former vestry of St. Botolph in Billingsgate. He moved to a house 
in Lambeth, and in midsummer of 1598 he returned to his apartment in Billingsgate. He seduced 
many of his patients. Presumably he gained business by word of mouth, suggesting an avenue for 
research. Bassano-Lanier was Doctor Forman’s patient between 1597 and January 7, 1600, a 
period of about two years and eight months. He writes in his case notes that: “she hath had hard 
fortune in her youth. Her father died when she was young; the wealth of her father failed before 
he died and he began to be miserable in his estate. She was paramour to my old Lord Hunsdon 
what was Lord Chamberlain and was maintained in great pride; being with child she was for 
colour married to a minstrel” (i.e., Alfonse Lanier on October 18, 1592, Rowse 1974, 100). On 
June 3, 1597 Bassano-Lanier asked Doctor Forman if her husband should have the suit he was 
after (i.e., she was seeking a knighthood for him). Forman’s notes record that Emilia was 
“maintained in great pomp. She is high-minded—she had something in her mind should have 
done for her. She hath $40 pound a year (from Baron Hunsdon, Note this was more than twice a 
headmaster’s salary) and was wealthy to him that married her in money and jewels. She can 
hardly keep secret. She was very brave in youth. She hath many false conceptions (i.e., 
miscarriages or abortions). She hath a son his name is Henry.” 

On June 16, 1597 she asked if her husband shall come to any preferment when he returns 
from the Azores. The Earl of Southampton was captain of the Garland and the Earl of Essex was 
in charge of the expedition hunting Spanish treasure ships in the Azores, but they were 
unsuccessful. On September 2, 1597 she asked (again) whether she shall be a lady. “She hath 
been favoured much of Her Majesity and of many noblemen, hath had great gifts and been much 
made of—a nobleman that is dead hath loved her well and kept her. But her husband [Alfonse 
Lanier] hath dealt hardly with her, hath spent and consumed her goods. She is now very needy, in 
debt and it seems for lucre’s sake will be a good fellow, for necessity doth compel. She hath a 
wart or mole in the pit of the throat or near it.” 

Shakespeare’s sonnets indicate that the Dark Lady had a sexual relationship with him and 
with the young Earl of Southampton. Bassano-Lanier was Baron Hunsdon’s mistress for at least 
five years, and on October 18, 1592 she became Alfonse Lanier’s wife. There is no evidence that 
she had sexual relations with any other men (apart from Doctor Forman) noble or otherwise 
(Rowse 1974, 99–103). On September 2, 1597 Doctor Forman predicted, “She shall be a lady or 
attain to some greater dignity.” Forman added in a later note, “He (Alfonse Lanier) was not 
knighted nor yet worthy thereof.” 

On September 10, 1597 he wrote: “If I go to Lanier this night or tomorrow, whether she will 
receive me and whether I shall be welcome et halek (Forman’s code word for sexual 
intercourse).” He notes, “shows the woman hath a mind to the quent [meaning “cunt”], but seems 
she is or will be a harlot. And because…she useth sodomy” (presumably to avoid pregnancy). 
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On September 11, 1597 Forman wrote about himself in the third person: 

A certain man longed to see a gentle-woman whom he loved and desired to halek 
with…the party sent his servant by whom she sent word that if his master came he 
should be welcome. He went and supped with her and stayed all night. She was familiar 
and friendly to him in all things, but only she would not halek. Yet he felt all parts of 
her body willingly and kissed her often, but she would not do in any wise. Whereupon 
he took some displeasure, and so departed friends, but not intending to come at her 
again in haste. 

Several female scholars have interpreted the September 11, 1597 entry recorded by Rowse 
as indicating that Bassano-Lanier did not have (vaginal) sexual intercourse with Forman. Rowse 
himself, who located the documents and who spent many years transcribing them, had a different 
interpretation because of Forman’s entries on September 24, 1597, October 24, 1597, and at the 
end of 1597. On September 24, 1997 (in the afternoon) he wrote: “She sent her maid to me and I 
went with her to her.” 

On October 24, 1597 Bassano-Lanier sent both her man and maid to Forman. “I went with 
them and stayed all night.” 

At the end of 1597 he wrote, in Latin, “What happens concerning Lanier’s tales as to the 
invocation of spirits—whether not an incuba”…“and whether I shall end it or no.” 

On July 22, 1599, Forman, aged forty-seven, married Jane Baker, aged 18, the daughter of a 
woman whose brother was a knight, a source of great pride to Forman (Rowse 1974). On January 
7, 1600 Forman wanted “to know why Mrs Lanier sent for me: what will follow, and whether she 
intendeth any more villainy” (Rowse 1974, 102). 

Baron Hunsdon was patron of London theatres from 1576 and patron of Shakespeare’s 
“Lord Chamberlain’s Men” from 1594. Emilia Bassano-Lanier lived near the theatres most of her 
life, and she was Hunsdon’s mistress from 1587. Bassano-Lanier and Shakespeare would have 
known of each other, and given the likely mutual attraction after 1593 when he became famous 
for his poetry, it is extremely likely she was the Dark Lady of the sonnets. Forman’s account 
provides background insights into the presumed relationship between Shakespeare and Bassano-
Lanier as well as her effect on him. They are vividly recorded in his sonnets, perhaps written 
sometime between 1592 and 1595, and in Love’s Labour’s Lost, which was probably written then 
(Hieatt, Hieatt, and Prescott 1991). 

The connection with the Earl of Southampton and Alfonse Lanier included the former’s 
support, after his release from the Tower of London, for granting her a suit for weighing: 6d on 
every hay load 3d on every load of straw brought to London from 1604. Bassano-Lanier pursued 
this right in court after her husband’s death. 

 

The Dark Lady 

The portrait of the Dark Lady of the sonnets paints a musical woman with dark eyes, dark hair, 
dark skin, and reeking breath. She seduced his dear friend, the fair youth. She is covetous 
(Sonnet 134): 

“eyes are raven black…mourn becoming of their woe.” (written after Bassano-Lanier 
became pregnant in 1592?) (Sonnet 127) 

“her breasts are dun; 

black wires do grow on her head (unusual among women at the Elizabethan court!). 
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she has reeking breath.” (Sonnet 130, from eating garlic, because of her Italian 
heritage?) 

“she is tyrannous.” (Sonnet 131) 

“She has imprisoned him and his friend.” (Sonnet 133) 

“Two loves I have… 

The better angel is a man right fair, The worser spirit a woman coloured ill.” (Sonnet 
144) 

If Shakespeare as a successful poet and playwright was having an affair with Bassano-
Lanier, the mistress of the patron of his theatrical company, and was also competing for her 
favours with a young Earl of Southampton, to whom Shakespeare dedicated his two long poems, 
it is likely that other creative people would notice and would talk and even write about it. 

This appears to be what happened with the anonymous rather pedestrian long poem of 
seventy-two cantos each comprising six line stanzas (i.e., a poem of some 160 pages, which was 
republished six times between September 1594 and 1635). It was called Willobie His Avisa. 
Avisa is an inn-keeper’s wife who refuses many suitors. The introduction to the satire refers to 
Shakespeare’s narrative poem The Rape of Lucrece. In Willobie there is a “W. S.”, whose poetry 
is influenced by Ovid (W. S. = William Shakespeare?) and who is described as an older actor 
advising his younger friend “H. W.” (H. W. = Henry Wriothesley, the Earl of Southampton?) 
who is also pursuing Avisa. Some lines perhaps bowdlerize four lines of Venus and Adonis. A 
further four lines have “H. W.” telling Avisa: 

I saw your gardens passing fine 
With pleasant flowers lately deckt 
With cowslip and with eglantine 
When woeful woodbine lies reject. 

Shakespeare often rewrote other’s texts as elegant verse (e.g., Anthony and Cleopatra). It is 
unlikely that Shakespeare wrote any part of Willobie, but he may have heard or read some of the 
unpublished version in 1594 before staging A Midsummer Night’s Dream on May 2, 1594, where 
Oberon says to Puck: 

I know a bank where the wild thyme blows, 
Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows, 
Quite over-canopied with luscious woodbine, 
With sweet musk-roses and with eglantine. 

Alternatively the author of Willobie may be bowdlerizing from memory A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream. The Willobie poem also includes pedestrian ethnic stereotyping of European 
nationalities pursuing suits of love, recalling Portia’s wittier ethnic stereotyping of her suitors in 
The Merchant of Venice. 

Little is known about the Dark Lady’s appearance because Shakespeare spends most of his 
time bewailing the fact that she drove him mad with love and had also captured (had sexual 
intercourse) with his dear friend, the Fair Youth, probably the Earl of Southampton. He bemoans: 

“He (my dear friend) is thine thou art covetous.” (Sonnet 134, recalling Bassano-
Lanier’s persistence about whether she would be made a lady through the knighthood of 
her husband, when consulting Doctor Forman) 
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“Wilt thou hide my will (penis) in thine (vagina).” (Sonnet 135, written perhaps after 
February 1593 when Bassano-Lanier had her first child?) 

“Fill it full of wills (penis).” (Sonnet 136, written perhaps after her marriage with 
Alfonse Lanier when Bassano-Lanier was having sexual intercourse with her husband 
and with Shakespeare?) 

“Blind fool love…eyes...anchored in the bay where all men ride.” (Sonnet 137, written 
after 1592, with Shakespeare exaggerating the “promiscuity” of Bassano-Lanier’s 
relationships with Baron Hunsdon, himself, the Earl of Southampton, and Alfonse 
Lanier (i.e., four men during a period of seven years, to use the word “all”)). 

He “lies with her.” (Sonnet 138) 

She “has pretty looks…he is near slain.” (Sonnet 139) 

“In my madness might I speak ill of thee…she is proud.” (Sonnet 140) 

“My heart loves what (my eyes) despair.” (Sonnet 141, shades of Hamlet’s later 
ambivalence toward Ophelia and toward Queen Gertrude!) 

“Robbed others’ beds revenues of their rents.” (Sonnet 142, written after October 1592 
when she is married to Alfonse Lanier? Shakespeare was a husband since eighteen.) 

The Dark Lady plays music, Bassano-Lanier plays music, perhaps the clavichord (Prior 
1983). 

“Music is the food of love. She is his music.” (Sonnet 128): 

“How oft…do I envy’ those jacks that nimble leap.” 

“She imprisoned him and his friend.” (Sonnet 133) 

His days are “past the best.” (Sonnet 138, is Shakespeare being ironical, writing in 1594 
when he was thirty, Bassano-Lanier was twenty-five, and the Earl of Southampton was 
twenty, or was this written much later (e.g., after 1600?)) 

He loves “a man right fair (and) a woman coloured ill.” (Sonnet 144) 

“Her accent was different from other women” (Sonnet 130), and by the content of 
Shakespeare’s plays, and Doctor Forman’s account, so was the content of what she spoke. 

The Dark Lady has been long associated with the character Rosaline in Love’s Labour Lost 
(LLL). She also has dark hair, dark eyes, and pale-coloured skin. The character Berowne (Biron) 
seems to describe Shakespeare, and Rosaline resembles the Dark Lady: 

A wightly/whitely wanton…do the deed (LLL 3.1.959–61) 
[wightly = willful or whitely = pale; do the deed = have sexual intercourse] 

Biron danced with Rosaline in the “Duchy of the Brabant” (Lampert 2004; Kiernan 2006). 
Biron (Shakespeare) obscenely describes Rosaline (Emilia Bassano-Lanier) as a courtesan 
(“velvet brow,” with an obscene meaning for “two pitch balls”) before falling madly in love with 
her. Rosaline “spurs” with Biron’s “long” “spur” = speare (LLL 2.1.608). The language and 
sentiments of Shakespeare’s sonnets are repeated in Love’s Labour’s Lost. The play may have 
been first performed in 1592 at Titchfield Abbey, the Earl of Southampton’s country mansion, 

8



KAUFFMAN: THE SEXUAL AND CREATIVE LIFE OF SHAKESPEARE AND BASSANO-LANIER 

 
 

which had hosted previous plays. Shakespeare and Bassano-Lanier may have acted in it (Rowse 
1974). Biron talks about his heart groaning, just as in Sonnet 133. Only Rosaline can keep up 
with Berowne verbally; she argues with him and has his measure (Rowse 1963; Trotter 2016). In 
the play Rosaline is either describing “sweet and voluble” Shakespeare as Biron or as he would 
like to be described by the Dark Lady (LLL 1.3.69–76). 

Sonnets 130 and 131 have the same language and sentiments. Sonnet 152 says “I am 
foresworn” just as Biron in this play (Potter 2012). Her accent is probably different to the accent 
of the ladies of the court; he prefers to hear music, we know she is also a musician (Sonnet 130). 
Rosaline is wilful (LLL 2.3.201–06). She was “proud” (Sonnets 131, 140, 141), recalling Sonnet 
98. She was “black in her deeds” but to his “dear doting heart” she is the “fairest and most 
precious jewel.” Her love is “tyrannous” (Sonnet 131), recalling Romeo and Juliet 1.1.160, 
Benvolio to Romeo. 

Dante wrote The New Life and The Divine Comedy inspired by his unconsummated 
infatuation for Beatrice, the daughter of the richest man in Florence. Petrarch was even more 
unfortunate. He fell in love with Laura the wife of the richest man in his town, and wrote 365 
sonnets dedicated to her and their unconsummated relationship. Shakespeare’s predicament was 
more like that of the Roman poet Catullus, who physically loved Clodia Metalli and wrote of 
“hating and loving” at the same time. She was educated in Greek philosophy, was unhappily 
married to a cousin, and had several affairs. Sigmund Freud’s term “Ambivalenz” (ambivalence) 
is less elegant than Catullus’s Latin. Shakespeare provided his personal therapy and catharsis by 
writing plays from the mid-1590s onwards. They feature strong articulate complex female 
characters. He seems obsessed with unfaithfulness, true male friendship, and tales of ill-fated 
lovers, such as Romeo and Juliet, borrowed from Italian literature. The most plausible 
explanation for Shakespeare’s great creativity and sudden knowledge of Italian literature is that 
he knew a bilingual, educated, literary Italian. Emilia Bassano-Lanier was well qualified to 
provide such assistance; there is no other woman who fits this description and capability so well. 

Shakespeare expressed his emotions through plays, drawing on elements of his psycho-
history and the personal history of those close to him. Elements are combined in order to achieve 
a resolution through art. Romeo and Juliet followed da Porto’s 1531 text, but he expanded the 
role of Mercutio to explore the extent of male friendship. He wrote for his time. In a 
contemporary feud, the Earl of Southampton’s ally Henry Danvers killed Harry Long on October 
4, 1594 and had to flee to France, which occurred after Thomas Thynne, a relative of Long, 
secretly married Maria Tuchet from the rival faction in May 1594. Baron Hunsdon undertook an 
investigation into the incident (Wall 1980). Guilietta of the source story is sixteen years old and 
takes six months to decide upon marriage. Juliet is a thirteen-year-old virgin, perhaps an 
idealised form of Bassano-Lanier. All action occurs within forty-eight hours, “brief hours” 
(Sonnet 116), because he dramatizes psychic time, when one’s fate is decided in an instant. 
Romeo and Juliet experience perfect consummated “religious” love then die, in contrast to the 
situation of himself and Bassano-Lanier, and Thomas Thynne and Maria Tuchet. 

Shakespeare and Bassano-Lanier were both covetous, keen property investors, ambitious 
socially to gain a coat of arms and social advancement, and gifted poets and actors in plays or 
masques. Neither belonged to the English aristocracy but both were fascinated by it. Bassano-
Lanier expended great efforts to help her husband gain a knighthood. They both sought literary 
patrons. They had much in common and much to learn from each other. His poetry would have 
inspired or encouraged Bassano-Lanier. Her education, multilingualism, cultural knowledge of 
the aristocracy, and knowledge of Italian and classical literature would have inspired 
Shakespeare. There were some women who were educated in Latin, Greek, Italian, French, and 
classical literature and music, but perhaps not more than twenty in the whole of contemporary 
England, and there were fewer than five who wrote credible poetry. Why would he not become 
infatuated and fall in love with this younger woman? 
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Remarkable Women in Notable Plays 

Tina Packer founded Boston’s Shakespeare and Company in 1978 and wrote Women of Will. She 
concluded that after Love’s Labour Lost and his sonnets to the Dark Lady, Shakespeare 
introduced a new view of women to world literature. 

“Suddenly Shakespeare’s women have depth of character” (Packer 2016; Scurr 2015). Much 
Ado About Nothing (with three Shakespearean puns on the word “nothing”) includes Beatrice, 
who is unmarried, allegedly a virgin, but telling her suitor that any husband of hers would soon 
be a cuckold. 

Shakespeare responded to the Zeitgeist. His plays and times were violent. The head of his 
mother’s family Edward Arden was hanged, drawn, and quartered in December 1583. His wife 
Mary Throckmorton’s nephew Robert Catesby of Stratford was hanged, drawn, and quartered 
after the gunpowder plot of November 5, 1605. There was a popular ballad in London about a 
Jew of Venice wanting his pound of flesh (Merchant of Venice/Jew of Venice ballad 1594). The 
Merchant of Venice play uses two Italian novels for its characters and plot. It has a strident, 
clever, witty Portia, who has a great sense of humour, outarguing men in a Venetian law-court. 
Bassano-Lanier was later to illustrate her ability to argue in verse at length. She successfully took 
an in-law and then a lawyer to court to win cases about a tariff on hay and about her lease for a 
school. 

Othello and Hamlet comprise in part Shakespeare’s own psycho-therapy to deal with major 
contemporary issues, incorporating both personal tragedies and a working through emotional 
turmoil and sexual jealousy apparent in his sonnets. His life experience shaped his insights. 
Othello includes an explanation for why a virginal Desdemona fell in love with an old general. A 
creative genius, such as Homer, Virgil, or Dante, draws inspiration from many sources. Most 
great literature consists of more than describing contemporary events or persons. Shakespeare’s 
insights into power and love are revealed from the characters and plot of his plays. He was 
intimately aware of how powerful people live and think. He knew such people. The private lives 
of Bassano-Lanier and Shakespeare influenced, shaped, and to some extent formed the content of 
their creativity. On February 20, 1570 Hunsdon with an army of fifteen hundred men defeated, 
near Carlisle, Scotland, a rebel army of twice the number of men (Lee 1900–09). Was it Baron 
Hunsdon, renowned for his bravery in battle, or his young mistress and lover, speaking when 
Othello explains how a beautiful young girl could make a powerful old man, perhaps traumatised 
by killings, fall in in love with her? Was Shakespeare talking about the teenage Bassano-Lanier 
when Othello explains how he fell in love with Desdemona, who admired his brave feats of battle 
(Othello 1.3.123–167)? In Othello Act 3.2, is Shakespeare improvising or repeating words that a 
thirty-three-year-old Mrs. Emilia Bassano-Lanier might have used when describing her 
disappointing spendthrift husband Alfonse Lanier? She had no surviving children with Alfonse, 
and she said that he had wasted her fortune and was often overseas fighting in wars. “Feminist” 
Bassano-Lanier discusses her husband Iago (Othello 3.4.102–05). Shakespeare had come to 
know strong women who understood jealousy. Bassano-Lanier, wife of Iago, endorses 
cuckolding a husband if the rewards are great enough (Othello 4.3.64–101). Bassano-Lanier 
faced the dilemma of cuckolding her husband during her years of consultations with Doctor 
Forman. After 1592, Shakespeare’s plays, often set in Italian cities, describe many capable, 
articulate, and powerful women. He described iconic women vividly, remembered through the 
ages, because he knew such women. 

Hamlet 

Shakespeare created the memorable play Hamlet. Shakespeare was not a prince. His uncle did 
not murder his father, and his uncle did not marry his brother’s wife. Ophelia drowned herself, 
perhaps when pregnant. By contrast Shakespeare married the older Anne Hathaway when 
pregnant, had three children with her, and remained married until death. We gain insight into 
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Hamlet by considering how Elizabethan times, normally dangerous with plagues, syphilis, 
malaria, and courtly plots, were out of joint. Shakespeare was affected by personal trauma. His 
father died in the year in which the play was written, some years after Shakespeare’s only 
legitimate son had died prematurely. Shakespeare was affected by the Dark Lady’s 
unfaithfulness, which he described in his sonnets 127 to 154. He used his art as psychotherapy to 
heal the shocks and joys which he had experienced since 1592. Hamlet is a play about 
succession, at a time when succession to Queen Elizabeth’s reign was critical. At Ophelia’s 
funeral Hamlet shouts “This is I, Hamlet the Dane” (Hamlet 5.1.233), which probably means 
“This is I Hamlet Prince of Denmark” before King Claudius, indicating that he was “clearly 
bipolar” (Harrier 1964; O’Connor, pers. comm. February 21, 2017). At various times his mother, 
Ophelia, and Polonius believe him mad; Claudius does not. Simple cunning mythic hero Amleth 
is transformed into a complex, contradictory, tormented human being. The man Hamlet is 
emotional and “mad” sometimes. He uses a play within his play to discover truth. The catharsis 
of eight killings and one suicide makes the encompassing play memorable and the ambiguity of 
emotion makes it plausible, as if Shakespeare is grieving for his only legitimate son who died at 
eleven, six years before Shakespeare wrote his play. Shakespeare seems to take the 
unfaithfulness of Gertrude personally. He expresses the “madness,” which he displayed in his 
sonnets in writing about Hamlet’s sexual jealousy, exorcising it. His play’s premise is revenge. 
The Danish history “Amleth” had a simple story line of Amleth’s (wife-beating) father being 
killed by Amleth’s father’s brother, Amleth feigning madness to avoid suspicion and killing his 
uncle and gaining the crown. We do not know how it differs from Thomas Kyd’s play, 
remembered because it featured a ghost intoning “Hamlet, revenge!” Hamlet rejects Ophelia, 
who may be bearing his child “by cock they are to blame” (Hamlet 4.5.31–49). Plausibly he was 
working out his grief at his son’s premature death, his father’s death, and the Dark Lady’s 
unfaithfulness. This comprises part of the anguish of the play, close to a personal despair 
exhibited in his sonnets. Hamlet is a play for all time and a play for a particular time, created by 
the tempestuous life of William Shakespeare and those close to him, including his sometime 
mistress described in the sonnets, whenever they were written. 

Emilia Bassano-Lanier’s Possible Poetry before 1611 

John Donne’s creative life also encompassed a range of strong sensual love and religious poems. 
Emilia Bassano-Lanier probably also wrote poetry before she published her book of poems in 
1611. Barring any finds, one can only infer her authorship. A Lover’s Complaint, written before 
1594, takes a woman’s viewpoint, and has some similarities to Bassano-Lanier’s 1611 book of 
poems. Its verbosity, archaisms, and Latinisms indicate a lesser quality than Shakespeare’s 
poetry. The Passionate Pilgrim Poem 14, written before 1599, was published with two 
Shakespeare sonnets, three poems from Love’s Labour Lost, and five Venus and Adonis type 
poems. Poem 14, Good-night, good rest, ah, neither be my share has six lines similar to Bassano-
Lanier’s post-1603 Cookeham poem. By 1611 her poetry fits with later religious work (cf., Trill 
2001). 
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Table 2: Possible Contributions of Emilia Bassano-Lanier to Shakespeare’s Plays and Poems 
Contribution Date Rationale 
Emilia possibly wrote three of the 
Anonymous Songs of Sundry 
Natures. 

1589 William Byrd dedicated his songs to Lord Hunsdon. Emilia was 
his mistress, highly literate, and later published poetry. There 
are three sexy songs and forty-four religious songs. 

Emilia inspired Dark Lady sonnets. 1592–
1594 

She was twenty-three, beautiful, and his intellectual equal. He 
was twenty-eight and successful. 

Emilia possibly wrote a Lover’s 
Complaint. 

1592–
1594 

It takes a woman’s viewpoint and is similar to Emilia’s 1611 
poems. Her poetry, when verbose with archaisms and 
Latinisms, is of lesser quality than Shakespeare’s poetry. 

Emilia possibly wrote “Good-night, 
good rest, ah, neither be my share” 

 The Passionate Pilgrim poem 14, published with two 
Shakespeare sonnets, three poems from Love’s Labour Lost, 
and five Venus and Adonis type poems. Poem 14 has six lines 
similar to Emilia’s Cookeham poem written after 1603. 

Emilia possibly inspired Taming of 
the Shrew. 

 Emilia’s Italian uncles had similar “attitude” as Kate, and 
Kate’s father “Baptista” was the name of Emilia’s father. 

Emilia possibly inspired/contributed 
to Rosaline in Love’s Labour’s Lost. 

1592? Language similar to Sonnets 127–154. Rosaline resembles the 
Dark Lady. 

Emilia possibly inspired Romeo & 
Juliet. 

1591–
1595 

The play follows (Emilia’s translation of?) Guilietta et Romeo, 
by Luigi da Porto, only available in Italian. 

Emilia possibly encouraged A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

1591–
1595 

Emilia would have enjoyed John Lyly’s two plays and Giovanni 
Guarini’s play, The Faithful Shepherd, had acted in masques, 
and would have read Apuleius in Latin. 

Emilia possibly inspired/contributed 
to The Merchant of Venice and 
wrote the speech of Portia as 
lawyer. 

1596? The play uses (Emilia’s translation of?) The Simpleton, by Ser 
Giovanni Fiorentino, and Gesta Romanorum. Emilia’s relatives 
were Venetian Jews. Portia is brilliant and argues in verse. 
Emilia prosecuted legal cases and argued extensively in verse. 

Emilia may have been a model for 
Beatrice in Much Ado about 
Nothing. 

1598? It is based on Italian plays concerned with a wife’s fidelity. The 
character of Beatrice, witty, learned, and determined to assert 
her independence, is new. 

Emilia may have encouraged 
Twelfth Night by translating two 
Venetian plays. 

1601? The play is based on Gl’ Ingannati (“The Dupes) and is about a 
“madly in love” steward by Nicolo Secchi (1537) and the 
resemblance between a brother and a sister (who is dressed as a 
man) in Inganni by Curzio Gonzaga in 1592. 

Emilia may have inspired Ophelia’s 
description of Hamlet and the 
Gertrude attack. 

1601? Ophelia describes Hamlet’s mad behaviour, recalling the 
sonnets. His condemning his mother Gertrude recalls the sexual 
jealousy of the sonnets. 

Emilia possibly inspired/contributed 
to Othello. 

1602? The play uses (Emilia’s translation of?) “A Moorish captain” by 
Giovanni Battista Giraldi. Desdemona’s falling in love and 
Emilia’s speech may be by Emilia Lanier.  

Emilia possibly inspired/contributed 
to Anthony and Cleopatra. 

1606? Emilia knew about powerful women. She lived with two 
Countesses, had observed Queen Elizabeth I, and had read the 
(Latin and English) sources of this play. 

 

Authorship 

In 1598 Francis Meres praised Shakespeare as the author of twelve named plays including Titus 
Andronicus but excluding the other seventeen “coauthored” plays listed in Table 1. The earliest 
printed editions of various “Shakespeare’s” plays begin to mention his name on the cover as 
“augmented and corrected by W. Shakespeare” after 1598, and then after 1600 plays begin to 
state “Written by William Shakespeare.” No contributors were listed on title pages before 1598 
because some plays were seen as collaborations, or as adaptations of Italian and Latin novels, or 
because several authors made minor contributions, or because four of those had died by 1596 or 
earlier. There was an additional motive for the lack of any explicit reference to Bassano-Lanier’s 
assistance. In 1592 she was married to Alfonse Lanier. Any such acknowledgement would have 
been scandalous; any relationship was most likely to be referred to by satire. 
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Conclusions 

Shakespeare’s achievements become comprehensible when one reads the sources including 
Italian novelle and plays, which were translated into English in the ninteenth century, and have 
recently become available online. His achievement is also more plausible if he was assisted by 
various contributors for several of his plays, as concluded by Taylor and Egan (2016). Romeo 
and Juliet, The Merchant of Venice, Othello, and Hamlet continue to be among his most popular 
plays. They rely heavily on plots and characters devised by earlier writers in Italy and Europe. 
Spirited, active, articulate, and sexual women are integral to their success, women who were like 
Emilia Bassano-Lanier. Her sentiments were recorded over several years by Doctor Forman, and 
she wrote a book of elaborate learned poetry. Three competencies explain Shakespeare’s 
achievement: 

a) He used Italian sources and accessed extensive knowledge of classical literature; 
b) He first created memorable pictures of capable women, “dimensional, spirited, 

active, and sexual” (cf Kiernan 2006); 
c) He was obsessed with male sexual jealousy and female faithfulness, partly an 

autobiographical obsession. 

One could speculate that different people could have helped him in each area: 

a) Shakespeare borrowed two quotes from John Florio’s 1591 wordbook. Florio was 
an Italian speaker and teacher but apparently not friendly with Shakespeare (Burl 
2012). The Cambridge-educated Earl of Southampton spoke Italian fluently, but for 
many years he lived overseas or was in prison (Lee, S. 1900–1909). The prolific 
Oxford playwright John Marston, six years younger than Shakespeare, had an 
Italian mother, collaborated with Ben Jonson, and presumably would have known 
Shakespeare. There is no evidence that any of these people taught Shakespeare 
Italian. 

b) Lady Anne Dudley, sixteen years older than Shakespeare, sold him a cottage in 
Stratford. He acted in plays in court and met the sovereign and such aristocratic 
women from 1594 onwards. 

Potter (2012), Schoenbaum (1991), and Shapiro (2009), perhaps also “chaste autodidacts,” 
considered who wrote Shakespeare, not who inspired, informed, and provided his insight into 
courts, classical and Italian literature, and love. Bassano-Lanier is the best candidate for the Dark 
Lady. She had the means and the motive to help him write “immortal lines to time,” as inspirer, 
translator, and expositor, rather than as “joint-author.” She knew Italian and was a poet who 
argued at length in verse. She performed in masques and plays in great houses. She “was 
maintained in great pride…and pomp” by the Lord Chamberlain and subsequently married, but 
through loneliness or desperation, she performed “sexual villainy” with the dramatically affected 
Doctor Forman between 1597 and 1600. She published a book of poetry in 1611, which 
responded intellectually to any possible attribution of herself as the Dark Lady of Shakespeare’s 
sonnets. Shakespeare would have encountered a heady mix of his three needs (classical/Italian 
literature, courtly knowledge, and erotic love) in one person. As well as probably inspiring his 
sonnets, Love’s Labour’s Lost, and The Merchant of Venice, Bassano-Lanier perhaps shared 
literary knowledge and inspired and even created lines and sentiments in some plays. 

The Dark Lady, Bassano-Lanier, and capable aristocratic women of his dramas merge. 
Shakespeare had sex and fell madly in jealous love with a talented musician with dun-coloured 
skin who grew black wires on her head. One later lover described Bassano-Lanier as a “harlot.” 
Her grandfather was a famous Venetian painter. Her talented Italian musician uncles were 
described in England as little black men and spoke lewdly. She was in the Court and later argued 
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successfully in courts, but was not part of the court or aristocracy. She would have written or 
enjoyed the salacious repartee of the characters Lady Percy, French Rosaline, French Princess 
Katharine, Countess Rousillon from Boccaccio, Venetian Emilia (“wives have sense” (sex 
drives), Portia, and Cleopatra (Kiernan 2006). The character of young Venetian Desdemona, with 
“duty, beauty, wit and fortunes” and “greedy ear,” seduced a powerful general. She talked dirty 
with Iago (Kiernan 2006) and then gave her husband (“an old black ram”) “happiness great as 
my content” (Othello 1.1.89, 2.1.181). He later described her as a “lewd minx.” A highly 
educated teacher, Emilia Bassano-Lanier possessed specialized knowledge of courts and classical 
and Italian literature. Together Shakespeare and Bassano-Lanier circled precariously at their peril 
around an abyss of a deep complex civilisation. He was not a “chaste autodidact” but a man who 
loved women who shaped his knowledge, his salacious language, and taught him love. 
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