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Shakespeare and Emilia Bassano: The drama you have written will certainly 

interest greatly …read more 

By Dr Colin Jory 1 May 2018 

 
 

The drama you have written will certainly interest greatly those with a fascination 

with Shakespeare's life, friends, cultural environment, and works - a very large 

and far-flung diaspora - and the same goes for your associated book. 

 

My thoughts on your core argument are that your contention that Shakespeare and 

Emilia would have found each other fascinating, and have formed strong bonds of 

(at least) empathy and mutual admiration, is convincing. As you show, it is 

evident from the plays that Shakespeare admired well-educated, witty women. 

That said, Emilia with her courtly upbringing and friendship with many of the 

highest personages in the land may have been unlikely to have developed a sexual 

relationship with Shakespeare if only because it would have exposed her to even 

greater ridicule circles than when she became pregnant to Henry Carey and 

married Lanier - unless it was very secret liaison indeed. 

 

I think you are right in inferring that the name Basanio in Merchant of Venice is a 

salute to the Bassano family so prominent among the Queen's servants at the 

Court, and especially to Emilia - given in particular her one-time intimate 

relationship with Henry Carey at the very time he was the Chamberlain's 

Company's patron. Even if Shakespeare initially simply plucked the name 

Bassanio out of the ether without thought of the Bassano name, he would within 

milliseconds have realised that the "judicious" in his audiences would assume that 

he was cryptically saluting the Bassanos (or one of them); and so the fact that he 

persisted with the name shows that at the very least he was amenable to people 

making that inference. 

 

I have a passing interest in the "Dear Boy" and Dark Lady disputes of the 

Sonnets. I'm pretty convinced that mega-macho-man Sir William Harvey was the 

instigator ("begetter") of the sonnets, and gave them to Thorpe to publish - yet 

this seems to indicate that the sonnets were not an essentially "solitary" exercise 

by Shakespeare but an essentially "social" one by him; and that he wrote them 

principally to entertain and impress a select circle centred on Harvey.  
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I've inclined to the view that the Sonnets, except for the earliest of the "Dear 

Boy" ones, which I take to be designed to please Lady Southampton by flattering 

her son, are essentially exercises in poetic virtuosity. As for Sonnet 130, I've 

inclined to accept the view that it is a parody of the conventional love-sonnet. 

Instead of saying, as per convention, "My mistress is incomparably beautiful, and 

therefore I cannot help being besotted by her", Shakespeare says, "My mistress is 

physically pretty ordinary, but I'm besotted with her nonetheless."  

 

What I had not realised until I saw the portraits of Emilia Bassano/Lanier in your 

book is that she had tight curly Italianate hair, which would feel pretty wiry 

because it would resist attempts to coax it into another shape. Yet even if 

Shakespeare did have Emilia in mind when he wrote the Sonnet and the 

subsequent ones - and I accept that there is a good likelihood, that he did - would 

it not be possible that he was adopting the persona of another male besotted with 

her (perhaps a real person, perhaps an imaginary individual), rather than baring 

his own soul? After all, if he wrote all the Sonnets for the same circle (a circle 

including, or cultivated by, Harvey), would he have genuinely bared his 

innermost sexual temptations to them on an ongoing basis, perhaps over a period 

of years? 

 

I would nonetheless certainly like your prose and dramatic presentations of your 

case to gain wide circulation and interest.  

 


