A Conversation with Mary Sharratt, author of The Dark Lady’s Mask: A Novel of Shakespeare’s Muse
Who was Aemilia Bassano Lanier?  

Born in 1569, Aemilia Bassano Lanier (also spelled Lanyer) was the highly cultured daughter of an Italian court musician—a man thought to have been a Marrano, a secret Jew living under the guise of a Christian convert. 
After her father’s death, the young Aemilia Bassano was educated by high-minded Puritans. Later she became the mistress of Henry Carey, Lord Chamberlain to Queen Elizabeth. As Carey’s paramour, she enjoyed a few years of glory in the royal court—an idyll that came to an abrupt and inglorious end when she found herself pregnant with Carey’s child. She was then shunted off into an unhappy arranged marriage with Alfonso Lanier, a court musician and scheming adventurer who wasted her money. So began her long decline into obscurity and genteel poverty, yet she triumphed to become a ground-breaking woman of letters.  

Lanier was the first English woman to aspire to a career as a professional poet by actively seeking a circle of eminent female patrons to support her. She praises these women in the dedicatory verses to her epic poem, Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum, a vindication of the rights of women couched in religious verse and published in 1611. Her elegiac poem “The Description of Cookham” might be the first country house poem in the English language. Committed to women’s advancement and education, she served as tutor to the young Lady Anne Clifford, and she went on to found her own school for girls in 1617, a very progressive innovation in an era when girls were barred from most formal education.
Was Aemilia Bassano Lanier really the Dark Lady of Shakespeare’s Sonnets?

There is no historical evidence to prove that Lanier was the Dark Lady, or even that there was a Dark Lady—we can’t prove that Shakespeare’s sonnets were autobiographical.  

The late A. L. Rowse was the first to identify Aemilia Bassano Lanier as the Dark Lady; however, most academics have dismissed his theory. Lanier scholars in particular find the Dark Lady question an unwelcome detraction from Lanier’s own considerable literary achievements. 

Having established these facts, I must confess that as a novelist I could not resist the allure of the Dark Lady mythos. As Kate Chedgzoy points out in her essay “Remembering Aemilia Lanyer” in the Journal of the Northern Renaissance, this myth draws on “our continuing cultural investment in a fantasy of a female Shakespeare and reveals some of the anxieties about difference that haunt canonical Renaissance literature.”
What inspired you to write about this imagined star-crossed love affair between Lanier and Shakespeare? 
My intention was to write a novel that married the playful comedy of Marc Norman and Tom Stoppard’s Shakespeare in Love to the unflinching feminism of Virginia Woolf’s meditations on Shakespeare’s sister in her essay A Room of One’s Own. How many more obstacles would an educated and gifted Renaissance woman poet face compared with her ambitious male counterpart?  
In The Dark Lady’s Mask, I explore what happens when a struggling young Shakespeare meets a struggling young woman poet of equal genius and passion. If Lanier and Shakespeare were, in fact, lovers, would this explain how Shakespeare made the leap from his history plays to his Italian comedies and romances—the turning point of his career? Lanier, after all, was an Anglo-Italian trapped in a miserable arranged marriage. The names Aemilia, Emilia, Emelia, and Bassanio all appear in Shakespeare’s plays. His Italian comedies are set in Veneto, Lanier’s ancestral homeland. What if Shakespeare’s early comedies were the fruit of an active collaboration between him and Lanier? 
These two poets had such radically different character arcs. We all know about Shakespeare’s rise to the glory that would enshrine him as a cultural icon. But there was no meteoric rise for Lanier. Though she eventually triumphed to become a published poet, she died in obscurity and has only recently been rediscovered by scholars. 

I find it fascinating how the strong, outspoken women of Shakespeare’s early Italian comedies, such as the crossdressing Rosalind in As You Like It and the spirited Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing, gave way to much weaker heroines and misogynistic portraits of women in Shakespeare’s great tragedies, such as frail, mad Ophelia in Hamlet. This change in tack leads me to wonder if the historical Shakespeare actually did have a bittersweet affair with a mysterious, unknown woman that cast a shadow over his later life and work. 
In this novel I wanted to redress the balance by writing Renaissance women poets and playwrights back into history. In addition to Lanier, the novel reveals the work of her contemporary poet-dramatists Mary Sidney and Isabella Andreini. 
In presenting Lanier as Shakespeare’s collaborator and not just his muse, are you wading into the Shakespearean authorship debate? Are you saying Shakespeare wasn’t the author of his own work?

I am in no way stating that Shakespeare did not write his own work. 
However, most academics acknowledge that some of Shakespeare’s plays were collaborations with other playwrights and that Shakespeare’s plays were altered over time. Some earlier versions of his plays originally published in quarto form underwent significant revision before they were published in the First Folio of 1623. Perhaps it isn’t so far-fetched to suggest Shakespeare worked with a collaborator on some of his early comedies, then later reworked these same plays, editing out the collaborator’s contributions to reflect his own individual voice and vision. As the late G. B. Harrison revealed in his edition of Shakespeare: The Complete Works, there was indeed an early version of The Taming of the Shrew in which the free-thinking Emelia (a character edited out of the Folio version of the play) undermines Kate’s homily of wifely obedience by stating that she would rather be a shrew than a sheep. 

John Hudson, author of Shakespeare’s Dark Lady, goes even further. He believes that Lanier ghostwrote all of Shakespeare’s plays and that Shakespeare served only as her mask and her play broker, as she would not have been allowed to write for the stage under her own name. 
As James Shapiro’s Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare? attests, the authorship debate has ceased to be a far-left-field conspiracy theory and has entered the academic mainstream. The discussion is unlikely to be resolved any time soon. 

In my mind, no matter where one stands in the authorship debate, it does Shakespeare no service to view him as an untouchable monolith. Instead I think we need to remember that he was a denizen of a richly interconnected, interwoven world of Renaissance poetry and drama. I believe we will glean an even richer appreciation for Shakespeare if we read his work alongside the writings of his contemporaries—Aemilia Bassano Lanier, Ben Jonson, and Mary Sidney, among others.

Enough about Shakespeare. Tell us about the relevance of Lanier’s poetry. Given her possible Jewish ancestry, why did she write Christian religious verse? 

As an Englishwoman aspiring to make her career as a poet, Lanier effectively had only one option—to write devotional Protestant verse. Her literary predecessors, Anne Locke and Mary Sidney, wrote poetic meditations on the Psalms. 

But Lanier’s religious poetry is a radical tour de force. Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum (Hail God, King of the Jews) describes the passion of Christ from the viewpoint of the women in the Gospels. Lanier recasts this grand narrative into a vindication of the rights of women—and of Lanier as a woman poet. In comparing the sufferings of women in male-dominated culture to the sufferings of Christ, she upholds virtuous women, such as her great patron Margaret Clifford, as Christ’s true imitators. 
Most significantly, Salve Deus is dedicated and addressed exclusively to women, and is prefaced by nine praise poems dedicated to the royal and aristocratic women whose patronage Lanier sought. She also included a dedication in praise of all virtuous women.

Having established her female audience, Lanier attacks the theological roots of male domination, namely the blame attached to Eve—and by extension all women—for humanity’s fall from grace. In “Eve’s Apology in Defence of Women,” Lanier argues that the original sin was actually Adam’s for accepting the forbidden fruit. For he, unlike Eve, was fully aware of the consequences. Out of selfishness and desire for power, Adam let Eve take the fall.



If Eve did err, it was for knowledge sake,



The fruit being fair persuaded him to fall:




No subtle serpent’s falsehood did betray him,




If he would eat it, who had the power to stay him?



Not Eve, whose fault was only too much love. 

Lanier contends that male culpability in crucifying Christ far exceeds Eve’s tragic   misunderstanding. Therefore there is no moral or divine cause to justify women’s subjugation. Here Lanier explicitly champions gender equality:



Let us have our Liberty again,




And challenge to yourselves no Sovereignty,




You came not into the world without our pain,




Make that a bar against your cruelty;




Your fault being greater, why should you disdain




Our being your equals, free from tyranny?




If one weak woman simply did offend,




This sin of yours hath no excuse, nor end.

Lanier’s poetry lays claim to women’s God-given call to rise up against male arrogance, just as the strong women of the Old Testament rose up against their oppressors. While wooing her highborn female patrons, Lanier uses the scriptures to assert a sense of social egalitarianism that foreshadows the Levellers and the Quaker religious movement that emerged a few decades after her poetry’s publication. “God makes both even, the cottage with the throne,” Lanier writes in her dedicatory poem to Lady Anne Clifford, her former pupil.

Lanier’s book ends with “A Description of Cookham,” an elegiac ode to the country house where she lived for a time with Margaret and Anne Clifford, that blessed refuge where Lanier received both her spiritual epiphany and the confirmation of her vocation as a poet. 

Farewell (sweet Cookham) where I first obtained




Grace from the Grace where perfect Grace remained,




And where the Muses gave their full consent,




I should have the power the virtuous to content.

Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum is a corpus of poetry celebrating female and divine goodness, penned by a poet who found her own sense of salvation in a community of women who supported her and believed in her talent.
How did you research this book?
I traveled to all locations mentioned in The Dark Lady’s Mask, from Grimsthorpe Castle in Lincolnshire where Aemilia was educated, to all the Shakespeare sites in Stratford, and to the various places in greater London mentioned in the novel. 
Shakespeare’s Globe in London was a fantastic resource, not just for Shakespeare’s plays but his entire world. Spending a midsummer night watching the Globe’s performance of As You Like It was one of the most transcendent experiences of my life. I was also very inspired by the British Museum’s 2012 exhibition Shakespeare: staging the world, which was absolutely riveting.

I made a pilgrimage to Bassano del Grappa and to Venice to explore my heroine’s ancestral roots. The Jewish Museum in Venice proved indispensable for my research into her father Battista Bassano’s buried history as a Marrano. 

I am deeply indebted to the scholarship of Susanne Woods, whose books Lanyer: A Renaissance Woman Poet and The Poems of Aemilia Lanyer: Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum were key texts, both for my research into the documented facts of Lanier’s life and in my appreciation of her poetry. I was also hugely inspired by the work of Lanier scholars Barbara K. Lewalski and Lynette McGrath. 

Like Shakespeare’s comedies, The Dark Lady’s Mask features quite a bit of female cross-dressing. Did Aemilia Bassano Lanier adopt male attire to claim greater freedoms for herself? 

While there is no evidence that Aemilia Bassano Lanier ever cross-dressed, some of her female contemporaries did so with gusto and aplomb, most notably the notorious Mary Frith, the real-life inspiration for Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker’s comedy, The Roaring Girl. Female cross-dressing was a popular motif not just in English comedy, but across Europe. In his 1615 comedy Don Gil of the Green Breeches, Spanish playwright Tirso de Molina takes his cross-dressing heroine even further than Shakespeare did in Twelfth Night—de Molina’s Donna Juana constantly switches gender identities while pursuing her absconding lover. 

      What’s next? Do you have a new novel in the works?
My new work-in-progress, Ecstasy: A Novel of Alma Mahler, is about another accomplished, creative woman who was overshadowed by the men in her life. Once an aspiring young composer, Alma Schindler was celebrated as the most beautiful girl in Vienna. The great Gustav Mahler fell in love with her at first sight, but it was Mahler’s demand that Alma give up composing as a condition of their marriage that gave rise to her shocking and radical transformation. From the ashes of her own self-abnegation arose a woman who refused to choose between freedom and love, and who insisted on living life on her own terms. Fuelled by her ecstatic, hypnotic power, she brought the most eminent men of an era to their knees—the goddess they yearned for but could never ultimately possess. 
