
B R U N O ’ S  L O S T  L A B O U R?

(Exca va t i n g  L o v e’s L a b o u rs L o s t.)

I t  i s ge ne ra l l y  be l i e ve d  t ha t S ha k es pea re’s c o m e d y  ‘ L o v e’s L a b o u rs 

L o s t’ has n o  pa r t i c u l a r  l i t e r a r y  so u r ce, b u t  I  m u s t  c ha l l e n ge t ha t.  I t  

ca n be asse r te d t ha t t he bas i c  p l o t, re v o l v i n g  a r o u n d  a g r o u p  o f  

c ha ra c te rs w h o  v o w  t o  re n o u n ce r o m a n t i c  l o v e, t he n, eac h i n  t u r n, f a l l  

f o r  a beau t i f u l  l a d y.  I t  ca n be f o u n d  i n  L y l y ’s w o r k  ‘ Ga l l a t hea ’, an d  

y e t t h i s w as c l ea r l y  n o t  t he m o d e l  f o r  S ha kes pea re’s p l a y.  I t  i s ra t he r 

a ge ne r i c, ne o-P l a t o n i c  de v i c e an d w e  m u s t h u n t  f u r t he r, l i k e  

a r c hae o l o g i s ts w i t h  t r o w e l s, f o r  t he h i s t o r i ca l  r o o ts o f  ‘ L L L ’.  

I  be l i e v e t ha t o ne ca n so u r ce t he s ke l e ta l  re ma i ns o f  an ea r l i e r  p l a y, 

w r i t t e n i n  I t a l i a n, b u t  f o r  an E n g l i s h  au d i e n ce, a i m e d  pa r t i c u l a r l y  a t 

S i r  P h i l i p  S i d n e y  an d h i s f r i e n ds an d en ve l o p i n g  a pa r t i c u l a r  

k n o w l e d ge o f  t he C o u r t  o f  H e n r y  o f  N a v a r r e.  I  f u r t he r  be l i e v e t ha t 

t h i s ea r l i e r, sh o r t  an d  q u i t e i n te l l e c t ua l  c o m e d y  w a s w r i t t e n as a 

w e d d i n g  p r esen t f o r  S i d ne y  b y  h i s I t a l i a n  p r o té gé G i o r d a n o  B r u n o. 

T h e  m a n  w h o  c o u l d  l i n k  S ha kes pea re t o  an u n p u b l i s he d, p r i v a te w o r k  

b y  B r u n o  w o u l d  be t he i r  m u t u a l  f r i e n d  F l o r i o, b u t  t he re i s t he shad o w  

o f  a d o u b t  as t o w h e t he r he en t i r e l y  ap p r o v e d  o f  w h a t  S ha kes pea re d i d  

w i t h  B r u n o’s p l a y, as w e  sha l l  see.

S ha k es pea re ha d m o r e t ha n o ne p o i n t  o f  ac cess t o t he w o r k  o f  

G i o r da n o  B r u n o, e ve n t h o u g h  t he t w o  a l m os t ce r ta i n l y  ne v e r  m e t. 

B r u n o  ha d l e f t  L o n d o n  l o n g  be f o r e S ha kes pea re c o u l d  ha v e a r r i v e d  i n  

t he c i t y, b u t  t he re w e r e l i n k s t he y o u n g  p l a y w r i g h t  c o u l d  sca r ce l y  

ha v e res is te d.  B r u n o  w as a l e ge n d  i n  h i s o w n  l i f e t i m e  an d p u b l i s he d 

h i s m o s t  e x c i t i n g  an d c o n t r o v e rs ia l  w o r k s i n  L o n d o n  u n de r t he 

p r o te c t i o n  o f  h i s pa t r o n, S i r  P h i l i p  S i d n ey, an d  p r o te c t o r, t he F r e n c h  

A m b assad o r  M a u v i ss i e re.  I t  i s w o r t h  a s ma l l  d i g r ess i o n  he re t o 

e x p l a i n  t hese re l a t i o ns h i p s. W h e n  rea d i n g  t he i r  sc h o l a r l y  w o r k s i t  



w o u l d  be eas y  t o c o m e a wa y  w i t h  a ra t he r se r i o us an d re ve re n t 

a t t i t u de t o  t he m  b o t h, espec i a l l y  B r u n o, b u t  t hese w e r e t w o  y o u n g  

I t a l i a ns i n  L o n d o n, en j o y i n g  t he l a v i s h h os p i ta l i t y  o f  t he n o b i l i t y  an d 

re ve l l i n g  i n  t he i r  en v i r o n m e n t.  I t  w a s at t he F re n c h  e m bass y  t ha t 

B r u n o  sha re d l o d g i n gs w i t h  t he A m b assad o r ’s t u t o r  (and, v e r y  

p r o b a b l y  B u r l e i g h’s sp y) Jo h n  F l o r i o  f o r  m o r e t ha n t w o  y ea rs.  B r u n o  

ne v e r  b o t he re d t o l ea r n  E n g l i s h, pe r ha ps be ca use he c o u l d  re l y  o n  h i s 

f r i e n d  F l o r i o  t o  t ra ns l a te f o r  h i m  an d he re l a tes i n  h i s w r i t i n gs o f  t he i r  

f r i e n ds h i p  an d ad ve n t u r es t o ge t her.  ‘ L a  C e na de l a C e ne r i ’ – T h e A s h  

W e d nesda y  S u p pe r - i n  pa r t i c u l a r, w h e r e he desc r i b es t he i r  ha i r-

ra i s i n g  j o u r ne y  t o d i n ne r  i n  a l ea k y  b oa t an d  h o w  t he y  san g r o us i n g  

I t a l i a n so n gs t o k ee p t he i r  c o u r a ge u p  as t he y  f r a n t i ca l l y  ba l e d  f e t i d  

T h a m es w a t e r o u t  o f  t he b oa t.  T h ese t w o  y o u n g  m e n  ha d f u n  

t o ge t her.    B r u n o  d u b be d  F l o r i o  b y  t he n i c k-na me ‘ E l i t r o p i o’ a f te r  t he 

st o r y  i n  t he ‘ D e ca me r o n’ i n  w h i c h  a f o o l i s h  f e l l o w  be l i e v e d  t he 

p ossess i o n  o f  a l u m p  o f  t h i s se m i-p r e c i o us st o ne, e l i t r o p i o, c o u l d  g i v e 

t he p o w e r  o f  i n v i s i b i l i t y.  H i s  a t te m p t  t o  r o b  a ba n k  u l t i m a te l y  

re vea le d t he a w f u l  t r u t h, t ha t h i s f r i e n ds ha d d u pe d h i m  i n t o  be l i e v i n g  

h i s l u m p  o f  st o ne w o u l d  p r o te c t h i m  b y  p re te n d i n g  t he y  c o u l d n ’ t see 

h i m.  I  suspec t B r u n o’s n i c k n a m e i m p l i es w h a t  w e  ca n a l rea d y  i n f e r  

f r o m  t he h i s t o r i ca l  f a c ts, t he F re n c h  a m bassad o r  w as w e l l  a w a re o f  

F l o r i o ’s rea l  m i ss i o n  u n de r h i s r o o f, b u t  as a tac i t  su p p o r te r o f  

E l i z a be t h ’s l i b e ra l, P r o tes ta n t  c o u r t, t u r ne d a b l i n d  e ye an d l e f t  t he 

o d d  i m p o r t a n t  pa pe r o n  h i s des k  q u i t e de l i b e ra te l y.  T o  B u r l e i g h, i t  

see me d F l o r i o  w a s h i g h l y  su c cess f u l  i n  h i s m i ss i o n, u n c o v e r i n g, f o r  

e xa m p l e, t he ha b i t  o f  us i n g  t he b u n gs i n  w i n e  cas ks t o  c o n cea l  

m essages f r o m  F re n c h  sp i es t o t he E m b ass y  – t he m e t h o d  M a r y, 

Q u ee n o f  S c o ts used so me t i m e l a te r  i n  t he p l o t  w h i c h  l e d  t o he r 

e xe c u t i o n.  W e  ha ve t he c o m m e n ta r i es o f  T h o m as N as he (‘The 

U n f o r t u na te T r a v e l l e r ’) t o t ha n k  f o r  t he k n o w l e d ge t ha t i t  w a s F l o r i o  

w h o  u n c o v e re d  t h i s p l o y, b u t  w h e t he r he d i d  so w i t h o u t  a l i t t l e ‘ he l p’ 

f r o m  M a u v i ss i e re h i m se l f  i s l ess ce r ta i n.  F r o m  w h a t  I  ha v e c o m e t o 

k n o w  o f  h i m, o v e r  m a n y  y ea rs o f  st u d y i n g  h i s c ha ra c te r, F l o r i o  d i d n ’ t 



ha v e a de ce i t f u l  b o ne i n  h i s b o d y  an d w i t h o u t  M a u v i ss ie re’s 

c o m p l i c i t y, he w o u l d  ce r ta i n l y  ha v e m a de a f r i g h t f u l  f i s t o f  sp y i n g  o n  

t he F r e n c h  E m b ass y  f o r  B u r l e i g h; n o  w o n de r  B r u n o  f o u n d  t he 

s i t ua t i o n  l a u g ha b l e.  B y  t he en d o f  1 585 t he F r e n c h  C o u r t  ha d  be c o m e 

v e r y  sus p i c i o us o f  M a u v i ss ie re’s l ea k y  sec u r i t y  an d, q u i t e r i g h t l y, 

d o u b te d h i s t r ue l o y a l t i es so t he y  re m o v e d  h i m  f r o m  h i s p os t.

 F o r  h i s pa r t, F l o r i o  ge ne ra l l y  re f e r r e d t o h i s f r i e n d  B r u n o  as ‘ N o l a n o’ 

– as d i d  m o s t  o f  h i s f r i e n ds, a f t e r  B r u n o’s h o m e-t o w n  N o l a, n o t  f a r  

f r o m  N a p l es an d f a m o us as a m o de r n  sh o p p i n g  ce n t r e t o day. 

‘ N o l a n o’ ap pea rs as a c ha ra c te r i n  t he o pe n i n g  d i a l o g u e o f  F l o r i o ’s 

‘Se c o n d  F r u i ts’ as a b o re d f r i e n d, w a i t i n g  en d l ess l y  f o r  h i s da n d y  

assoc i a te t o  d r ess u p  f o r  a da y  o u t.  ‘ I  g o  l i k e  a m a n  i n  a p o r t r a i t’ sa ys 

N o l a n o, ‘e ve r t he sa me ’, w h i l e h i s f r i e n d  de ba tes te d i o us l y  w i t h  h i s 

v a l e t o v e r  w h i c h  o f  h i s m a n y  f a n c y  su i ts t o  a t t i r e h i m se l f  i n  an d 

b oas ts ab o u t  h i s f i n e s w o r d, ‘ m a de i n  L e a de n ha l l  S t r ee t’ an d  h i s 

e x pe ns i v e, sh i n y  b o o ts.  ‘ I  ha v e t o  sh i f t  e ve r y  da y’ he m u t t e rs, t o  

e x c use h i s pass i o n  f o r  f as h i o n.  S o  he re w e  ha ve a n i ce l i t t l e s ke t c h  o f  

t he f r i e n ds h i p  be t w ee n B r u n o  an d F l o r i o  w h i c h  a l l o w s  us t o see t he 

ca ma ra de r i e be t w ee n t w o  rea l, w a r m-b l o o de d  an d v e r y  t h ree 

d i m e ns i o na l  y o u n g  m e n, n o t  j us t e r u d i t e an d  ra t he r re m o te sc h o l a rs 

f r o m  t he pas t.  T h i s d i a l o g u e a ls o te l l s us h o w  i m p o r t a n t  t he 

f r i e n ds h i p  w as t o  F l o r i o.  A t  o ne p o i n t  N o l a n o  q u o tes an o l d  

N e a p o l i t a n p r o v e r b, ‘ c h i  s i c o n te n ta g o de ’, w h i c h  F l o r i o  w o u l d  l a te r 

ad o p t  as h i s pe rs o na l  m o t t o  an d  t ra ns l a tes he re as, ‘ w h o  l i v es c o n te n t 

has a l l  t he w o r l d  a t w i l l .’  W as i t  o ne o f  B r u n o’s f a v o u r i t e sa y i n gs? 

P i e c i n g  t o ge t he r sn i p pe ts w h i c h  b u i l d  a p i c t u re l i k e  t h i s m a k e 

h i s t o r i ca l  resea r c h  a rea l  p l eas u re.

I t  w a s t he E n g l i s h  sc h o l a r  o f  R e na issa n ce s t u d i es, D a m e  F ra n ces 

Y a tes, F l o r i o ’s o n l y  b i o g r a p he r an d  w h o  l a te r be ca me an e x pe r t  o n  

B r u n o, w h o  f i r s t sensed t he p r esen ce o f  G i o r da n o  i n  ‘ L L L ’, espec i a l l y  



i n  t he c ha ra c te r  o f  B e r o w n e, w i t h  h i s c os m i c  d i a l o g u e o n  l o v e, h i s 

i m p a t i e n ce w i t h  pe da n ts an d  h i s e x pe r i e n ce o f  t he F re n c h  C o u r t.   

W e  assoc i a te B r u n o  t o da y  m o s t l y  w i t h  h i s a ma z i n g  m a t he ma t i ca l  

ab i l i t y  t o  o bse r ve t he u n i v e rse, ca l c u l a te t ha t i t  w a s e x pa n d i n g  (a 

t he o r y  o n l y  f i n a l l y  p r o v e d  b y  t he H u b b l e te lesc o pe), h i s spec u l a t i o n  

t ha t o t he r p l a ne ts re v o l v e d  a r o u n d  o t he r su ns an d t ha t o ne o r  t w o  m a y  

sus ta i n  l i f e  as w e  k n o w  i t  o n  ea r t h.  H e  p u b l i s he d b o o ks o n  t he a r t o f  

m e m o r y  (tr y h i s te c h n i q u e i f  y o u  ca n, i t  i s e x t r e me l y  e f f e c t i v e), an d 

h i s p h i l o s o p h y, o f t e n  i n  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  t he C a t h o l i c  C h u r c h, w a s b o t h  

t h o u g h t  p r o v o k i n g  an d he re t i ca l  – i t  l e d  t o h i s e ve n t ua l  a r r es t, t o r t u r e 

an d p u t t i n g  t o dea t h b y  be i n g  b u r ne d  at t he s ta ke b y  t he Ve ne t i a n 

I n q u i s i t i o n  i n  1 600; a da r k  da y  f o r  a l l  w h o  l o v e d  h i m  an d an e ve n t 

m a r k e d, as sc h o l a rs ha v e n o te d, i n  S ha kes pea re’s ‘ H a m l e t ’.

B r u n o  ha d t r a v e l l e d s w i f t l y  ac r oss E u r o pe, o ne s tep ahead o f  t he 

I n q u i s i t i o n, u n t i l  h e f o u n d  re f u ge at t he C o u r t  o f  H e n r y  o f  N a v a r r e. 

U n d e r  t o r t u r e, y ea rs l a te r, B r u n o  de n i e d  ha v i n g  bee n at H e n r y ’s c o u r t  

w h e n  t he i n te r r o ga t o rs so u g h t  t o  pe rs ua de h i m  t o  na me c o ns p i r a t o rs t o 

p u t  H e n r y  an d h i s P r o tes ta n t l ea g ue o n  t he t h r o ne o f  F r a n ce. 

H o w e v e r, w e  k n o w  he m u s t ha v e been t he re be ca use t he I n q u i s i t o rs 

t he n p r o d u ce d l e t te rs, e x c ha n ge d b y  o t he rs a t H e n r y ’s c o u r t, w h i c h  

re f e r  t o  B r u n o’s p r esen ce.  H e  c o u l d  ha r d l y  de n y  i t  a f t e r  t ha t, an d  i t  i s 

so me w ha t c r u c i a l  t o  m y  case he re, be ca use a k n o w l e d ge o f  t he 

st r u c t u re an d pe rs o na l i t i es o f  t ha t C o u r t, an d  t he sec re ts i t  he l d, l i e a t 

t he hea r t o f  m y  p re m i se t ha t B r u n o  w r o t e t he o r i g i n a l  p l a y  o n  w h i c h  

‘ L L L ’ i s based.  T h e  i n te r na l  e v i d e n ce su g ges ts w h o e v e r  w r o t e t he 

o r i g i n a l  w a s p r i v y  t o i n f o r m a t i o n  a va i l a b l e o n l y  t o  t he f e w  at H e n r y ’s 

c o u r t.  

B r u n o  a r r i v e d  i n  E n g l a n d  i n  1 583, bea r i n g  a R o y a l  l e t te r o f  

i n t r o d u c t i o n  f r o m  t he F r e n c h  c o u r t, an d  i m m e d i a te l y  ca u g h t  t he 

at te n t i o n  o f  a m a n  he ’ d m e t  ea r l i e r  i n  E u r o p e, S i r  P h i l i p  S i d n ey, w h o  



a t te n de d, w i t h  t he P o l i s h  P r i n ce A l b e r t o  A l as c o, t he l e c t u res B r u n o  

ga v e t o an u n f o r g i v i n g  au d i e n ce o f  O x f o r d  D o n s – ‘ pe da n ts’ as B r u n o  

w o u l d  ca l l  t he m, i n  t he Ju ne o f  t ha t y ear.  S i d n e y  s y m pa t h i se d w i t h  

B r u n o  an d o f f e re d h i m  f i n a n c i a l  su p p o r t  an d  pa t r o na ge f o r  t he 

re ma i n de r o f  h i s v i s i t  t o  E n g l a n d  an d a r ra n ge d  f o r  h i m  t o be h o used at 

t he F r e n c h  e m bassy.  S o o n  a f te r w a r ds he w as j o i n e d  b y  a f e l l o w  

I t a l i a n, w h o  ha d c o m e st ra i g h t  f r o m  M a g d a l e n  C o l l e ge a t O x f o r d  an d 

m a y  ha ve a t te n de d t h ose sa me l e c t u res.  Jo h n  F l o r i o, a t t he 

re c o m m e n da t i o n  o f  B u r l e i g h, ha d  j us t bee n ap p o i n te d  t u t o r  t o  

A m b assad o r  M a u v i ss i e re’s ta le n te d da u g h te r, b r i n g i n g  h i s o w n  w i f e  

an d  t he i r  f i r s t d a u g h te r, A u r e l i a, w i t h  h i m.  A  f r i e n ds h i p  w as so o n 

f o r ge d u n de r  M a u v i ss i e re’s h os p i ta b l e r o o f.  

A g a i n s t t h i s ba c k g r o u n d, l e t us n o w  c o ns i de r ‘ L o v e’s L a b o u rs L o s t. ’

T h e  ac t i o n  i s se t a t t he c o u r t  o f  N a v a r r e as B r u n o  ha d re ce n t l y  l e f t  i t; 

H e n r y  is ce r ta i n l y  t he m o d e l  f o r  K i n g  F e r d i n a n d, an d  t he na mes o f  t he 

D u k es m a t c h  t h ose w h o  ac t ua l l y  se r v e d  H e n r y, B i r o n, L o g ue v i l l e an d 

d u  M a y e n ne w e r e rea l  pe o p l e i n  h i s c o u r t.  M o r e  te l l i n g  i s t he de v i c e 

o f  a m ee t i n g  be t w ee n t he K i n g  an d a P r i n cess o f  F r a n ce.  T h e ga ie t y, 

t he m as q ues an d so f o r t h  a t te n d i n g  t he b us i n ess o f  a d i s c uss i o n  ab o u t  

a d o w r y  c o r r esp o n d  w i t h  a m ee t i n g  a t N e r a c be t w ee n H e n r y  an d h i s 

es t ra n ge d  w i f e  M a r g ue r i t e de V a l o i s, a ls o a p r i n cess o f  F ra n ce, w h e re 

q ues t i o ns o f  a d o w r y  i n v o l v i n g  A c q u i t a i ne w e r e i n dee d d i s c ussed.  A  

rea l  de g ree o f  i n t i m a c y  w i t h  t he a f f a i r s o f  M a r g ue r i t e i s re vea le d i n  

t he st o r y  t o l d  o f  he r s is ter, w h o, w e  a re t o l d  b y  S ha kes pea re’s P r i n cess 

‘ d i e d f o r  l o v e.’   A t  t he t i m e  he r  ap pa re n t su i c i d e w a s ca re f u l l y  

c o v e re d u p, su i c i d e be i n g  a m o r t a l  s i n, an d  she w as sa i d  t o  ha v e d i e d  

o f  an i l l n ess, b u t  t h ose i n  C o u r t  c i r c l es k n e w  be t te r, as, ap pa re n t l y, d i d  

t he au t h o r  o f  t h i s p l a y.  T h i s is n o t  so me t h i n g  S ha kes pea re c o u l d  ha v e 

k n o w n  ab o u t, b u t  B r u n o  p r o b a b l y  d i d.  Y ea rs l a te r, M a r g ue r i t e t o l d  t he 



st o r y  he rse l f  i n  he r  o w n  m e m o i r s b u t  i t  i s ce r ta i n l y  a su r p r i se t o see i t  

p r e f i g u r e d  i n  L L L .  

O t h e r, v e r y  F re n c h  de ta i l s i n c l u d e, f o r  e xa m p l e, t hese q u o ta t i o ns f r o m  

B e r o w n e: 

‘ A b a te t h r o w  a t N o v u m  an d t he w h o l e  w o r l d  aga i n e, ca n n o t  p r i c k e 

o u t  f i v e  suc h, ta ke eac h o ne i n ’s v a i n e’ – an d – ‘ N a y  t he n  t w o  t r e y es 

an d i f  y o u  g r o w  so n i c e, M e t h e g l i n e, w o r t  an d  M a l m se y; w e l l  r u n ne 

d i ce: t he re’s ha l v e a d o ze n s weee tes.’  (Quo te d f r o m  t he F i r s t F o l i o  

ed i t i o n.)  

N o v u m  an d T r e y es w e r e F r e n c h  d i ce ga mes, f as h i o na b l e i n  t he 1 570s 

an d 80s, p l a y e d  so me t i m es f o r  v e r y  h i g h  sta kes a m o n g  N o b l es o f  t he 

F re n c h  C o u r t, y e t  he re t he y  a re re f e r r e d t o, w i t h  a l l  t he i r  l i t t l e r u l es 

an d c o n v e n t i o ns, as i f  t he y  w e r e c o m m o n l y  k n o w n  a m o n g  t he i n ns o f  

L o n d o n, p l a y e d  f o r  a r o u n d  o f  d r i n k s, b u t  t he y  w e r e n o t.

F r e n c h  an d  I t a l i a n  p u ns  a re  ba n d i e d  w i t h  so p h is t i c a te d  ease.   F o r  

e xa m p l e  t he P r i n ess’ i n v i t a t i o n  t o  B o y e t, ‘ y o u  ca n  ca r v e, b r ea k  u p  t h i s 

ca p o n’ as she  ha n ds  h i m  a ne w l y-a r r i v e d  l o v e  l e ter.  T h e  w o r d  ca p o n  

de r i v es f r o m  an I t a l i a n  p u n, ‘ p o l i c e t ta’ f o r  a ca p o n  be i n g  so s i m i l a r  t o  

‘ p o l i z e t ta ’, m ea n i n g  a l o v e  l e t te r  o r  su r r e p t i t i o us m essage.  T o  ‘ ca r v e’ 

m ea ns  t o  f l i r t  o r  m a k e  a ges t u re  w i t h  t he  l i t t l e  f i n g e r, t h i s  ap pea rs  t o  

ha v e  ha d  e r o t i c  s i g n i f i c a n ce  i n  f as h i o na b l e  c i r c l es.   T h e  ca p o n  p u n  

m ea ns  n o t h i n g  i n  E n g l i s h  so  i t  ap pea rs  t o  ha v e  c o m e  ac r oss  i n  

t r a ns la t i o n, a j o k e  f o r  I t a l i a n  spea ke rs, n o t  f o r  us  E n g l i s h  t o  g ras p.  A  

f a t  h i n t  t ha t  L L L  has an I t a l i a n  l i t e r a r y  r o o t.  H o w e v e r, t h i s i s  j us t  t he 

f i r s t  a r c hae o l o g i c a l  l a y e r  t o  be t r a y  t he  p l a y ’s  o r i g i n s. L e t  us  n o w  p i n  

d o w n  t he da te.

T h e re  is  i n te r na l  e v i d e n ce  i n  L L L  t o  su g ges t  a te x t  o f  an  ea r l i e r  da te, 

p r e c i se l y  l a te  i n  1 583  be ca use  se ve ra l  e ve n ts  a t  t he  E n g l i s h  C o u r t  o f  

t ha t  y ea r  a re  re f l e c te d  i n  t he  p l o t.   F r e n c h  rea de rs  ha v e  l o n g  



r e c o g n i se d  i n  t he  c ha ra c te r  o f  ‘ M o t h’  a  pa r o d y  o f  t he  F re n c h  

a m bassad o r  M .  D e  M o t h a  w h o  w as  t he  g o-be t w ee n  w h e n  t he 

a m b i t i o us  y o u n g  F ra n c o i s, D u c  d ’ A l e n c o n  m a de  h i s  r o m a n t i c  b i d  f o r  

t he  ha n d  o f  E l i z a be t h  i n  1 58 1.   T h e  o r i g i n a l  M o t h  o f  B r u n o’s  p l a y  

t he re f o r e  ac t ua l l y  m a t c hes  t he  d r a ma t i c  c ha ra c te r  i n  S ha kes pea re’s 

v e rs i o n  o f  B o y e t,  w h i l e  t he  ‘ M o t h’  o f  t he  o l d  p l a y  w a s  a l m os t  

ce r ta i n l y  j us t  ‘ B o y ’.  S o m e w he re  be t w ee n  t he  o r i g i n a l  te x t  an d  t he 

ap pea ra n ce  o f  t he  1 598  Q u a r t o  o f  L L L ,  a  d i p l o m a t i c  e x c ha n ge  has 

bee n  m a de.   B y  1 583  D e  M o t h a  ha d  been  re p l a ce d,  an d  t h o u g h  he  

w o u l d  be f r es h l y  re me m be re d, he c o u l d  be sa fe l y  m o c k e d. 

I n  A c t  I I ,  S c. 1, B o y e t  i s  desc r i b i n g  t he  y o u n g  N o b l es  o f  t he  P r i n cess 

an d  o f  D u m a i ne  he  sa ys  ‘ I  sa w  h i m  a t  t he  D u k e  A l e n c o n’s  o n ce ’. 

F r o m  t he  te x t  o f  t he  1 598  Q u a r t o  i t  a p pea rs  t he  e x c ha n ge  o f  na mes 

m a y  ha ve  o c c u r r e d  as a resu l t  o f  t he p r o o f-rea d i n g  w h e n  t he p l a y  w a s 

a l rea d y  se t i n  t y p e.  I t  l o o k s  as t h o u g h  t he ‘s l u gs’ o f  t y p e  f o r  t he pa r ts 

o f  ‘ B o y ’  an d  ‘ M o t h’  ha v e  been  l i t e ra l l y  p l u c k e d  o u t  an d  e x c ha n ge d. 

I n d eed  i f  t h i s  ac t i v i t y  ca used  t he  t y p e  t o  c o m e  l o ose  i n  t he  f r a me  i t  

m a y  a ls o  e x p l a i n  h o w  t w o  o f  t he l a d i es’ na mes ge t  m u d d l e d  i n  pa r t  o f  

t he Q u a r t o  t o o.  S ha kes pea re c o u l d  n o t  a f f o r d  t o  o f f e n d  E l i z a be t h  w i t h  

t h i s  e m ba r rass i n g  re f e re n ce  t o  he r  d o o m e d  c o u r ts h i p  w i t h  A l e n c o n. 

H a v i n g  c o m e  u p  w i t h  t h i s  q u i c k  so l u t i o n  t o  t he  p r o b l e m  o f  a l te r i n g  a 

c ha ra c te r  ca l l e d so me t h i n g  v e r y  l i k e  D e  M o t h a r u n n i n g  ba c k  an d f o r t h  

t o  a  R o y a l  P r i n cess  w i t h  l o v e  l e t te rs,  he  t he n  ha d  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  a 

su i ta b l e  ne w  na me  be g i n n i n g  w i t h  ‘ B o y ’  –  an d  so, I  sus pec t, ‘ B o y e t’ 

w a s  b o r n.   T h i s  p l a y  w as  pe r f o r m e d  be f o r e  t he  Q u ee n,  w e  m u s t  

re me m be r, a t  t he  C h r i s t m as  ce l e b ra t i o ns  o f  1 597, S ha kes pea re  ha d  t o 

t r ea d  a l i t t l e  m o r e  ca re f u l l y  t ha n  B r u n o  ha d  d o ne w h e n  w r i t i n g  a o ne-

o f f  c o m e d y  f o r  a  v e r y  k n o w i n g,  c o u r t l y  an d  ab o v e  a l l,  p r i v a te 

au d i e n ce ba c k  i n  ’83.    



I n  t he  S u m m e r  o f  1 583  t he re  ha d  been  m u c h  e x c i t e m e n t  a t  t he 

E n g l i s h  c o u r t  o v e r  t he  a r r i v a l  o f  a  de le ga t i o n  o f  das h i n g  R u ss i a ns, 

w h o se  c l o t hes,  l a n g ua ge  an d  m a n ne rs  ha d  p r o v i d e d  an  i n te res t i n g  

d i v e rs i o n  –  an  i n c i d e n t  su re l y  re f l e c te d  i n  t he  p l a y  w h e n  t he  N o b l es 

d r ess u p  as R u ss ia ns t o  i m p r ess t he i r  l a d i es.  A n o t h e r  e le me n t  re l a t i n g  

t o  t h i s  pa r t i c u l a r  y ea r  i s  ce r ta i n l y  t he  b r a g ga r t,  D o n  A d r i a n o  de 

A r m a d o, w h o  is desc r i b e d  as ‘a P ha n tas i m e, a M o n a r c h o.’  T h e r e w a s 

a  f a m o us,  m u c h-m o c k e d  I t a l i a n  a t  E l i z a be t h ’s  C o u r t  w h o  d i e d  

so me t i m e  be t w ee n  t he  en d  o f  1 58 1  an d  ea r l y  1 582.   T h e  p i c t u re  o f  

A r m a d o  su re l y  re f l e c ts t h i s  v e r b ose an d  c o u r t l y  ge n t l e m a n  w h o  m a de  

suc h  an  i m p a c t  i n  h i s  da y  t ha t  T h o m as  C h u r c h y a r d  c o m m e m o r a te d  

h i m  so me  m o n t hs  a f t e r  h i s  dea t h  i n  a  p oe m  ca l l e d  ‘ Fa n tas t i c a l  

M o n a r c h o’s  E p i t a p h’  w i d e l y  rea d,  t o  m u c h  a m use me n t  an d  pa te n t l y  

t he m o d e l  f o r  A r m a d o  i n  L L L .   

T h e  p o r t r a i t  o f  t he  c ha ra c te r  D u m a i n e  a ls o  su g ges ts  an  ea r l i e r  da te. 

H e  i s  based  o n  t he  D u c  d u  M a y e n ne  w h o  w as  o n  g o o d  te r ms  w i t h  

H e n r y  o f  N a v a r r e  at  t he  t i m e  B r u n o  w i t n essed  h i s  c o u r t  i n  t he  ea r l y  

1 580s, w h e n  t he y  w e r e  y o u n g  m e n  i n  t he i r  m i d-t w e n t i es, b u t  b y  t he  

t i m e  S ha kes pea re  w a s  w r i t i n g  ‘ L o v e’s  L a b o u rs  L o s t ’,  M a y e n ne  w as  

e m b r o i l e d  i n  t he re l i g i o us w a r s aga i ns t H e n r y  f o l l o w i n g  t he m u r d e r  o f  

M a y e n ne’s  b r o t he r  i n  1 588,  t he  pa i r  d i d  n o t  m a k e  an  u neas y  peace 

aga i n  u n t i l  1 5 96.   I f  S ha kes pea re  w a s  t r u l y  c o m p os i n g  an  o r i g i n a l  

w o r k  i n  t he  1 590s  based  o n  H e n r y ’s  C o u r t,  w i t h  a l l  t h i s  i ns i d e  

i n f o r m a t i o n,  w a s  he  ne ve r t he l ess  so me h o w  u na w a re  o f  t hese  w e l l-

k n o w n  c i r c u ms ta n ces, o r  a re w e  ac t ua l l y  a re l o o k i n g  at b o r r o w e d  p l o t  

l i n es  f r o m  an  ea r l i e r  da te,  re p r o d u ce d  re ga r d l ess  o f  t he  i n te r v e n i n g  

re ce n t e ve n ts? 

T h e  ne x t  l a y e r  o f  l i t e ra r y  a r c hae o l o g y  c o n ce r ns  S i r  P h i l i p  S i d ne y, 

B r u n o’s  pa t r o n  an d, i t  w o u l d  ap pear, a  pe rs o na l i t y  st r o n g l y  re f l e c te d  

i n  L L L ,  b u t  f r o m  m a r k e rs da te d t o  t he 1 580s an d v e r y  m u c h  a re p l y  t o  

h i s  o w n  c r i t i c i s m  o f  sta ge  c o m e d y.  T h e r e  is  e ve r y  i n d i ca t i o n  t ha t  t he  

o r i g i n a l  au t h o r  k n e w  S i d ne y ’s  w o r k  w e l l  b u t  w h o  a ls o  w a n t e d  t o 



de l i v e r  a  f e w  m essages, (wou l d  S ha kes pea re  ad d ress S i d n e y  a f t e r  he 

w a s  dea d?)  W e  ca n  see  w h a t  B r u n o  ha d  t o  sa y  t o  h i s  pa t r o n  i n  

de d i c a t i o ns  o f  o t he r  w o r k s  t o  S i d ne y,  suc h  as  h i s  pass i o na te  so n ne t 

se r i es ‘ D e  G l i  E r o i c i  F u r o r i ’ (1584).  I n  t h i s he ad m o n i s hes t h ose w h o  

spe n d  t he i r  e ne r g i es  w r i t i n g  r o m a n t i c  Pa t ra r ca n  so n ne ts  t o  bea u t i f u l  

w o m e n  w h e n  t he y  m i g h t  be t te r  use t he i r  t i m e  i n  st u d y, t he v e r y  t he me  

o f  L L L .   S i r  P h i l i p ’s ‘ A p o l o g y  f o r  P oe t r y ’, w r i t t e n  i n  1 58 1, c i r c u l a te d  

o n l y  i n  m a n usc r i p t  t o  h i s  f r i e n ds  at  t he  t i m e, ca l l s  f o r  a be t te r  q ua l i t y  

o f  sta ge c o m e d y.  H e  sa ys:

‘ I  spea k  t o  t h i s  p u r p ose,  t ha t  a l l  t he  en d  o f  t he  c o m i c a l  pa r t  be  n o t 

u p o n  su c h  sc o r n f u l  m a t t e rs as st i r r e t h  l a u g h te r  o n l y, b u t  m i x e d  w i t h  i t  

t ha t  de l i g h t f u l  teac h i n g  w h i c h  i s  t he  en d  o f  p oe t r y...  f o r  w h a t  i s  i t  t o  

m a k e  f o l k s  ga pe  a t  a  w r e t c he d  be g ga r  an d  a  be g ga r l y  c l o w n? ..  b u t  

ra t he r  a  b us y  l o v i n g  c o u r t i e r,  an d  a  hea r t l ess  t h rea te n i n g  T h r as o;  a 

se l f w i se-see m i n g  sc h o o l m as te r;  an  a w r y-t r a ns f o r m e d  t r a v e l l e r;  t hese 

i f  w e  sa w  w a l k  i n  stage na mes, w h i c h  w e  p l a y  na t u ra l l y, t he re i n  w e r e  

de l i g h t f u l  l a u g h te r an d  tea c h i n g  de l i g h t f u l n ess.’

N o w,  re ca l l  h o w  i n  L L L  w e  m ee t  a l l  t hese  c ha ra c te rs, h o w  B e r o w n e  

desc r i b es  ‘ T he  Peda n t, t he  B r a g ga r t, t he  H e d ge-P r i es t, t he  F o o l e  an d  

t he  B o y ’,  an d  h o w  t he  se l f w i se-see m i n g  sc h o o l m as ter,  H o l o f e r nes, 

desc r i b es t ha t  a w r y-t ra ns f o r m e d  t ra ve l l e r  A r m a d o  as ‘ v a i n, r i d i c u l o us 

an d t h ras o n i c a l ’.  I t  i s as i f  t he p l a y  d i r e c t l y  ans w e rs S i d n e y ’s p l ea.  

Peo p l e  w h o  ha ve  t o  st u d y  t h i s  p l a y  f o r  pe r f o r m a n ce  o r  e xa ms  ha ve 

l o n g  w o n d e re d  a t  t he  re pea te d l y  e m p has ised  ep i g ra m  de l i v e re d  b y  

C os ta r d  an d  A r m a d o  i n  t he  scene  w h e re  C os ta r d  t r i ps  an d  b rea ks  h i s 

sh i n,  ab o u t  ‘ t he  f o x,  t he  ape  an d  t he  h u m b l e-bee’  w h o  ha ve  t o  be 

m a de  u p  t o  t he  n u m b e r  f o u r  b y  t he  ad d i t i o n  o f  a  g o ose.  C e r ta i n l y  i t  

re f l e c ts  t he  f o u r  N o b l e  c o u r t i e rs  w h o  eac h  i n  t u r n  f a l l  i n  l o v e,  e ve n  

B e r o w n e  su c c u m b i n g  t o  p l a y  t he  s i l l y  g o ose  an d  m a k e  t i  f o u r. 

H o w e v e r  w h a t  c o u l d  t h i s  ep i g r a m  be  ab o u t  an d  w h y  is  i t  m a de  so 

m u c h  o f  as i f  i t  w e r e  a h u ge  j o k e?  I  be l i e ve  t he  so u r ce  f o r  t h i s  j o k e  



w a s o r i g i n a l l y  a pa r t i c u l a r  so u r ce o f  l a u g h te r  an d  f l a t te r y  t o  t he ea r l i e r  

pa t r o n.  T h e re  i s  a l i t t l e  ep i g ra m  o f  S i d n e y ’s o w n  c o m p os i t i o n  w h i c h  

ap pea re d  i n  a m a n us c r i p t  c o m m o n p l a ce  b o o k  be t w ee n  t w o  p oe ms  o f  

h i s o w n:

‘ t he s i l l y  b i r d, t he bee, t he h o rse, t he o x  t ha t t i l l es an d  de l v es,

T h e y  b u i l d, b r i n g  h o ney, bea re an d d ra w, f o r  o t he rs; n o t  t he mse l v es.’

T h i s  is  an  e x pa ns i o n  o f  a  f a v o u r i t e  m o t t o  o f  S i d ne y ’s  ab o u t  t he 

i n d us t r y  o f  bees  w h i c h  he  o f t e n  q u o te d  an d  w a s  h i s  pe rs o na l  m o t t o: 

‘s i c  v os  n o n  v o b i s’ (thus y o u  a re h o n o u re d, n o t  f o r  y o u r se l f ’  –  i.e. b u t  

f o r  t he  pa r t  y o u  p l a y  i n  t he  g r ea te r  sc he me  o f  t h i n gs.)  I t s  rea l  

s i g n i f i c a n ce  he re  t h o u g h  i s  t ha t  he  used  t h i s  ep i g r a m  i n  a  c o u r t  

m as q ue  o f  h i s  o w n  c o m p os i t i o n  i n  1 58 1  w h i c h  b o r e  t he  t i t l e  ‘ T he 

F o u r  F os te r  C h i l d r e n  o f  D es i r e ’.  N o w  w e  ca n see t he j o k e, C o s ta r d  is 

w i n k i n g  at  S i d n e y  as k i n g  ‘ w h o  d o  t hese  f o u r  l o v e-s i c k  f o o l s  re m i n d  

y o u  o f  S i r  b u t  y o u r  o w n  ‘ f os te r c h i l d r e n o f  des i r e?’

B e r o w n e  i s  t he  he r o  o f  L L L  an d  t he  re l a t i o ns h i p  be t w ee n  B e r o w n e 

an d  R osa l i n e  see ms  t o  p i c k  u p  o n  S i d ne y ’s  so n ne t  seq ue n ce 

‘ A s t r o p h i l  a n d  S te l l a ’, l o o k  he re, f o r  e xa m p l e:

‘ K i n g           W h a t  zea l, w h a t  f u r i e, ha t h  i ns p; i r ’ d  t hee n o w?

                  M y  L o v e  (her m i s t r ess) is a g ra c i o us M o o n e.

                  S he (an a t te n d i n g  S ta r re) sca r ce seene a l i g h t.

B e r o w n e   M y  e yes a re t he n  n o  e yes, n o r e I  B e r o w n e

                  O  b u t  f o r  m y  l o v e, da y  w o u l d  t u r n  t o n i g h t. ’

A  l i t t l e  l a te r  t he  K i n g  e x c l a i m s:  ‘ B y  hea v e n,  t h y  l o v e  i s  b l a c k  as 

eb o n y ’  an d  a  se r i es  o f  j o k es  f o l l o w  ab o u t  B e r o w n e’s  l o v e  w i t h  he r  

‘ t w o  p i t c h  ba l l s’  f o r  e yes  an d  h i s  i ns i s te n ce  t ha t  b l a c k  sh o u l d  be  t he 

ne w  m o de l  f o r  bea u t y.  M u c h  has been m a de o f  a p oss i b l e re l a t i o ns h i p  

be t w ee n  t h i s  an d  t he  so-ca l l e d  ‘ da r k  l a d y’  o f  t he  so n ne ts,  an d  w e  



sh o u l d  re me m be r  t ha t  t he  f i r s t  b l a c k-e ye d  beau t y  o f  E n g l i s h  so n ne t-

w r i t i n g  w a s  i n d eed  ‘S te l l a ’,  desc r i b e d  he re  a t  S o n ne t  7  o f  S i d ne y ’s 

seq ue n ce,  m a r k  t he  s i m i l a r i t y  t o  t he  da r k  l a d y  o f  S ha k es pea re’s 

so n ne ts:

W h e n  na t u re m a de he r c h i e f  w o r k, S te l l a’s e yes,

I n  c o l o u r  b l a c k, w h y  w r a pe d  she bea ms so b r i g h t?

W o u l d  she i n  bea m y  b l a c k, l i k e  pa i n te r  w i s e,

F r a me da i n t i es t l u s t re, m i x e d  o f  sha des an d l i g h t?

O r  d i d  she e lse t ha t so be r h ue de v i se,

I n  o b j e c t  bes t t o  k n i t  an d  st re n g t h  o u r  s i g h t,

L e s t i f  n o  v e i l  t h ose b ra v e bea ms d i d  d i s g u i se,

T h e y  su n-l i k e  sh o u l d  m o r e da z z l e t ha n de l i g h t?

O r  w o u l d  she he r m i r a c u l o us p o w e r  sh o w,

T h a t  w h e r eas b l a c k  see ms B ea u t y ’s c o n t r a r y,

S he e ve n  i n  b l a c k  d o t h  m a k e a l l  b eau t i es f l o w?

B o t h  so an d t h us she m i n d i n g  L o v e  sh o u l d  be

  P l a ce d e ve r t he re, ga v e h i m  t h i s m o u r n i n g  w e e d,

  T o  h o n o u r  a l l  t he i r  dea t hs w h o  f o r  he r  b l ee d.

( A U T H O R ’ S  N O T E :    I t  i s  n o t  o n l y  t he  b l a c k-e ye d  bea u t y  w h i c h  

r i n gs  a  be l l,  b u t  t he  re pea te d  r he t o r i c a l  q ues t i o ns  t ha t  m a r k  t he 

s i m i l a r i t y  be t w ee n  S i d n e y ’s  ‘S te l l a’  an d  S ha kes pea re’s  ‘ da r k  l a d y’ 

so n ne ts.  W as  S ha kes pea re’s  da r k  l a d y  j us t  a  p oe t i c  m u se, an d  n o t  a 

rea l  l o v e r  a t a l l?  I  a m  i n c l i n e d  t o  t h i n k  so w h e n  I  t r a c k  ba c k  he r  r o o ts 



i n  t h i s  w a y.   S ha kes pea re’s  so n ne ts,  i n  c o m m o n  w i t h  S i d ne y ’s,  a re 

ab o u t  t he  m i se r y  o f  be i n g  ‘ b l a n k e d’ b y  t he  o b j e c t  o f  h i s  i n f a t ua t i o n, a 

f a v o u r i t e  p oe t i c  su b j e c t  g o i n g  a l l  t he  w a y  ba c k  t o  Pe t r a r c h  an d  an  

e x pe r i e n ce  m a n y  o f  us  ca n  re l a te  t o, so  I  ha v e  ne v e r  bee n  te m p te d  t o  

w a s te m u c h  t i m e  sea r c h i n g  f o r  a ‘ rea l’ da r k  l a d y  i n  S ha kes pea re’s l i f e 

an d  a m  espec i a l l y  h os t i l e  t o  t he i dea t ha t she m i g h t  ha v e bee n F l o r i o ’s 

w i f e,  an  abs u r d  i dea  w h e n  o ne  c o ns i de rs  she  w as  p r o b a b l y  a l rea d y  

dea d  b y  t he  t i m e  t h ose so n ne ts w e r e  w r i t t e n, n o t  t o  m e n t i o n  a de ca de  

o l d e r  t ha n  W i l l i a m  an d  e ve n  m o r e  sen i o r  t o  t he  E a r l  o f  S o u t ha m p t o n, 

w i t h  w h o m  so me  su g ges t  she  w as  a ls o  i n v o l v e d,  f o r  n o  e v i d e n t i a l  

reaso n  at  a l l.   I  be l i e ve  t he  ‘ da r k  l a d y ’;  ‘ R osa l i n e’  an d  S i d n e y ’s 

‘S te l l a’  re p rese n t  t he  e v o l u t i o n  o f  an  i m a g i n e d  hea r t-b r ea ke r,  b l a c k-

e ye d,  ra v e n-ha i r e d  an d  p oss i b l y  b l a c k-hea r te d  t o o,  b u t  essen t i a l l y  a 

bea u t i f u l  c rea t u re  o f  p oe t i c  c o n ce i t.   P oe ts,  u n l i k e  pa i n te rs,  d o  n o t  

re q u i r e a rea l  m o d e l  f o r  t he i r  w o r k.  T h e  sea r c h  f o r  S ha k es pea re’s rea l  

‘ da r k  l a d y’ i s, i n  m y  v i e w, a l m o s t ce r ta i n l y  a f o o l ’s e r r a n d.)

I n  L L L ,  B e r o w n e’s  so n ne t  i s  ac c i d e n ta l l y  de l i v e re d  t o  Jac q ue ne t ta. 

W h e n  i t  i s  rea d  a l o u d,  w e  see  n o  re f e re n ce  t o  t he  c o l o u r  b l a c k. 

H o w e v e r  w h e n  he  i s  ca u g h t  o u t  b y  h i s  f r i e n ds, he  i s  a l r ea d y  ca r r y i n g  

an o t he r  pa per, a  sec o n d  so n ne t  t o  h i s  l o v e,  w h i c h  w e,  t he  au d i e n ce, 

a re  n o t  i n v i t e d  t o  sha re.   C o m p a re  t he  i m a ge r y  o f  S i d n e y ’s  so n ne t 

w i t h  t he  c o m m e n ts  i n  t he  p l a y  t h o u g h.   L i k e  S i d n ey,  B e r o w n e  sa ys 

he r g l a n ce c o u l d  da z z l e an d b l i n d:

‘ W h a t  pe re m p t o r y  E a g l e-s i g h te d  e ye  da res l o o k e  u p o n  t he  hea ve n  o f  

he r  b r o w  t ha t  i s  n o t  b l i n d e d  b y  he r  m a j es t i e?’  I n  t he  S i d n e y  so n ne t 

t he  o t he r  i m a ge  is  o f  N a t u r e,  p r o v i n g  he r  su p re ma c y  i n  m a t t e rs  o f  

bea u t y,  p r esen t i n g  b l a c k,  ‘ t h i s  m o u r n i n g  w e e d’  t o  B e a u t y  as  an 

h o n o u r; B e r o w n e  sa ys: ‘ O  i f  i n  b l a c k e  m y  L a d i es b r o w es  be  de c k t, i t  

m o u r nes t ha t  pa i n t i n g  us u r p i n g  ha i r e  sh o u l d  ra v i s h  d o te rs w i t h  a f a l se 



aspec t ’.  I t  i s  as i f  t h i s  so n ne t  o f  S i d ne y ’s t o  h i s  S te l l a  be l o n gs  i n  t he 

p l a y.  

I f  y o u  a re  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  S i d n e y ’s  so n ne t  c y c l e  y o u  ca n  so o n  o bse r v e  

st r o n g  s i m i l a r i t i es  be t w ee n  ‘S te l l a’  (in  rea l i t y  S i d ne y ’s  p oe t i c  m u se 

L a d y  Pe ne l o pe  R i c h)  an d  R o sa l i n e,  w h o  p r o m i ses  t o  tease  an d  

t o r m e n t  p o o r  B e r o w n e w i t h  he r  d i s da i n.  Jus t l i k e  t he ‘ da r k  l a d y ’.

B r u n o ’s  de d i ca t i o n  t o  ‘ E r o i c i  F u r o r i ’  w a s  ca re f u l  t o  e xe m p t  

n o b l e w o m e n  l i k e  Pe ne l o pe  R i c h  f r o m  h i s  d i a t r i b e  aga i ns t  Pe t r a r c ha n  

so n ne t-w r i t i n g, suc h  l a d i es be i n g  ce l es t i a l  a n d  i ns p i r a t i o na l, he s w i f t l y  

i n t e r j e c ts,  n o t  w i s h i n g  t o  i m p l y  c r i t i c i s m  o f  h i s  pa t r o n,  an d  t h i s  o f  

c o u rse i s  re f l e c te d  i n  t he  p l a y  w h e n  B e r o w n e  en t h ra ls  h i s  f r i e n ds  t h i s 

h i s  d i s c o u rse o n  t he h o l l o w  na t u re  o f  a s t u d y  o f  k n o w l e d ge  t ha t  i s n o t 

i n f o r m e d  b y  an e x pe r i e n ce o f  l o v e.

I n  m y  p r o p osed  da te  o f  c o m p os i t i o n, w h i c h  I  t h i n k  i s  p r e t t y  c l ea r  f o r  

t he  o r i g i n a l  o f  t h i s  p l a y;  S i d n e y ’s  w o r k  w a s  a va i l a b l e  o n l y  i n  

m a n usc r i p t  f o r m, c i r c u l a te d  a m o n g  h i s  f r i e n ds, w h i c h  w o u l d  ce r ta i n l y  

ha v e  i n c l u de d  h i s  p r o té gé  B r u n o.  A t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  o u r  h i s t o r i c a l  ta l e, 

W i l l i a m  S ha kes pea re  w as  a  S t ra t f o r d  l a d,  p l a n n i n g  h i s  escape  t o  a 

m o r e  e x c i t i n g  l i f e,  i n n o ce n t  o f  t he  p oe t r y  o f  S i d ne y  an d  l i k e l y  

u na w a re  o f  t he  i n n e r  p o l i t i c s  o f  t he  F r e n c h  c o u r t.  H e  nee de d  so u r ce 

m a te r i a l  t o  p r o d u ce  L L L ,  an d  I  t h i n k  t h i s  l i t t l e  w e d d i n g  g i f t  w a s  t he 

i ns p i r a t i o n  f o r  h i s l a te r p l a y.

S i d n e y  m a r r i e d  F ra n ces W a l s i n g h a m ’s da u g h te r  i n  t he  l a te  au t u m n  o f  

1 583,  an  o c cas i o n  w h e n  an y o ne  w h o  en j o y e d  h i s  pa t r o na ge  o r  

f r i e n ds h i p  w o u l d  ha v e  t o  c o m e  u p  w i t h  a  su i ta b l e  g i f t.   W e  k n o w  

B r u n o  w r o t e  c o m e d i es  o f  a l l  k i n d s  f o r  h i s  su p p o r t e rs  i n  F ra n ce, 

t h o u g h  o n l y  o ne  o f  t he m,  ‘ Ca n de l a i o’  w as  e ve r  p u b l i s he d.   W e  ca n  

a ls o  see  h i s  d r y  sense  o f  h u m o u r  i n  h i s  d i a l o g u es  an d  i n  F l o r i o ’s 

p o r t r a ya l  o f  h i m  i n  ‘Sec o n d  F r u i t s ’.  W h e n  B r u n o  w r o t e  t o  en te r ta i n  i t 

w a s a ls o t o  i n f o r m, as t he r o o ts o f  t h i s p l a y  su g ges t.  



W e  k n o w  t ha t  S i d ne y ’s  u n c l e,  t he  E a r l  o f  L e i c es te r,  k e p t  h i s  o w n  

p l a y i n g  c o m pa n y  an d  ha d,  i n  t he  1 570’s,  e m p l o y e d  F l o r i o  t o  tea c h  

‘ L e i c es te r ’s  M e n ’  I t a l i a n  an d  pe r f o r m  c l ass i c  I t a l i a n  sta ge  c o m e d i es 

f o r  o v e rseas g ues ts. T h e i r  l i t t l e  t ha n k-y o u  v e rses t o  F l o r i o  a re p r i n t e d  

at  t he  f r o n t  o f  h i s  ‘ F i r s t  F r u i ts’  u n de r  t he  a r ms  o f  L e i c es ter.  I t  i s 

t he re f o r e  eas y  t o  i m a g i n e  a scena r i o  i n  w h i c h  B r u n o  w o u l d  w r i t e  an 

I t a l i a n  c o m e d y  an d  h i s  f r i e n d  F l o r i o  w o u l d  re-asse m b l e  t he  o l d  tea m  

o f  ‘ L e i ces te r ’s M e n ’  t o  pe r f o r m  i t  d u r i n g  t he  t h ree da ys  an d  n i g h ts  o f  

re ve l s  a t  W a l s i n g h a m ’s  c o u n t r y  es ta te  w h i c h  ce l e b ra te d  t he  w e d d i n g. 

I t  w o u l d  ha v e  been  a  q ues t i o ns  o f  ‘ b o r r o w i n g  ba c k’  so me  o f  t he  

o r i g i n a l  tea m  w h o  ha d  s i n ce  been  re c r u i t e d  b y  W a l s i n g h a m  t o  p l a y  i n  

‘ T he  Q u ee n’s  M e n ’,  b u t  w h a t  c o u l d  be  eas ie r  i n  t h i s  s i t ua t i o n  w h e re 

a l l  t he  pa r t i es w e r e  ab o u t  t o  be  l i n k e d  b y  t h i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  m a r r i a ge?  I  

i m a g i n e  S i d n e y ’s  b o y h o o d  f e n c i n g  t u t o r  R i c ha r d  Ta r l e t o n  m u s t  ha v e 

bee n  v e r y  ha p p y  t o  ta ke  t he  o r i g i n a l  ‘ C os ta r d’  r o l e, f o r  e xa m p l e,  an 

ag reeab l e  w a y  t o  p l ease h i s  y o u n g  m as te r: t he  N o b l e m a n  w h o  w o u l d  

ag ree t o  be G o d f a t h e r  t o  h i s  so n, a h i g h  h o n o u r  f o r  a c o m m o ner.  T h e  

eas y  re l a t i o ns h i p  be t w ee n  S i d ne y  an d  Ta r l e t o n,  an d  t he  w a y  i t  c u t 

ac r oss soc i a l  b o u n da r i es, i s so me t h i n g  o f  a l e ge n d.   

T h e  ne x t  l a y e r  t o  e xa m i n e  i n  t h i s  ‘ d i g’  i s  F l o r i o ’s  i n v o l v e me n t  i n  t he 

o r i g i n a l  p r o d u c t i o n,  i t s  ap pa re n t  t ra ns l a t i o n  i n t o  E n g l i s h,  t he  m a n y  

q u o ta t i o ns  f r o m  h i s  ‘ F i r s t  F r u i t s’  t o  be  f o u n d  i n  i t  (inc l u d i n g  

S ha kes pea re’s e ve n t ua l  t i t l e) an d  h o w  i t  ca me  t o  be  m a de  a va i l a b l e  t o 

W i l l i a m  f o r  ada p ta t i o n  t o  su i t  a  b r oa de r,  l a te r  au d i e n ce,  w h i c h  i s,  I  

be l i e v e,  i t ’s  t r ue  pe d i g ree.   T h e re  is  so me t h i n g  c u r i o us,  e ve n  

i n a p p r o p r i a te,  ab o u t  t he  E n g l i s h  r us t i c  e le me n ts  p l as te re d  o v e r  t he 

c o n t i n e n ta l  c o u r t l i n ess  o f  t he  bas i c  p l o t  an d  c ha ra c te rs.   W h a t  has 

‘ g reas y  Joan ’,  sc o u r i n g  he r  p o ts  an d  pa ns,  t o  d o  w i t h  t he  l i k es  o f  

B e r o w n e an d R o sa l i n e?  I t ’s a w e i r d, a l m os t c l u ms y  c o c k t a i l  i s n ’ t i t?  



O v e r  t he y ea rs, pas t sc h o l a rs ha v e  w o n d e re d  i f  S ha k es pea re m o d e l l e d  

h i s  ‘se l f-w i s e  see m i n g  sc h o o l m as te r’ H o l o f e r nes o n  h i s ha p l ess f r i e n d 

F l o r i o,  b u t  I  c o ns i d e r  t ha t  t o  be  t o o  s i m p l i s t i c.   I  d o u b t  t ha t  e i t he r 

S ha k es pea re  o r  B r u n o  w o u l d  ha v e  se t  o u t  t o  de l i b e ra te l y  r i d i c u l e  

F l o r i o, b u t  I  ha v e a sus p i c i o n  he m i g h t  ha v e ha d a ha n d  i n  t he c rea t i o n  

o f  t ha t  c ha ra c te r  h i m se l f  an d  i n c o r p o r a te d  a  f e w  e le me n ts  f r o m  h i s 

o w n  w o r k  i n t o  t he  d i a l o g u e.   H o l o f e r nes, f o r  e xa m p l e,  q u o tes  f r o m  

‘ F i r s t  F r u i t s’ a p o p u l a r  p r o v e r b  ab o u t  t he  beau t y  o f  V e n i ce, as i f, l i k e  

t he  c ha ra c te r  i n  F l o r i o ’s  d i a l o g u e,  he  ha d  v i s i t e d  t he  c i t y  h i m se l f, 

a l t h o u g h  c l ea r l y  he  has  n o t  an d  i s  m e r e l y  be i n g  p r e te n t i o us.   I  f ee l  

c o n f i d e n t  F l o r i o  c o n t r i b u te d  t o  t he o r i g i n a l  sc r i p t, o f f e r i n g  i deas ab o u t  

e ve n ts a t C o u r t  w h i c h  he ha d  w i t n esse d, su c h  as t he R uss ia n  v i s i t, a n d  

p o i n te d  B r u n o  t o  su c h  m a te r i a l  as  t he  C h u r c h y a r d  p oe m  ab o u t  t he 

f a n tas t i c a l  M o n a r c h o.   B r u n o  ha d  n o t  bee n  i n  E n g l a n d  v e r y  m a n y  

m o n t hs  an d  w o u l d  ha v e  nee de d  so me  resea r c h  su p p o r t  t o  w r i t e  a 

c o m e d y  t ha t  w o u l d  en te r ta i n  an  E n g l i s h  au d i e n ce.  T h i s  is  w h e re  w e  

be g i n  t o  see  F l o r i o  t he  c o l l a b o ra t o r  a t  w o r k,  j us t  as  w e  see  h i m  i n  

S ha kes pea re’s  p l a y s,  su p p o r t i n g  a  ta l e n te d  au t h o r  w i t h  i deas, 

v o ca b u l a r y, s wee t p r o be r v i a l  speec hes, ra w, rea l  an d  l i t e ra r y  m a te r i a ls 

as w e l l  as a sense o f  h i s t o r i c a l  p r o t o c o l  i n  d ra ma t i c  st r u c t u r e.  F l o r i o  

w a s  a g rea t  su p p o r t e r  o f  S i d ne y ’s ap pea l  f o r  ‘ r i g h t  t r a ge d i es an d  r i g h t  

c o m e d i es’  de f i n e d  b y  c l ass i ca l  t r a d i t i o n.   A  c o n v e n t i o na l  v i e w  I  

suspec t  S ha k es pea re d i d  n o t  a l w a ys  sha re.  (Loo k  at  t he  w a y  ‘ R o m e o  

an d  Ju l i e t’  t u r ns  o n  t he  s i x p e n ce  o f  a  d ue l  sce ne  f r o m  c o m e d y  t o 

t r a ge d y  o r  t he  sta r t l i n g l y  da r k  o u t c o m e  o f  ‘ L ea r ’,  o v e r t u r n i n g  t he 

‘ ha p p y  en d i n g’  o f  i t s  o r i g i n a l  so u r ce  st o r y  t ha t  e ve r y b o d y  k n e w. 

S ha kes pea re, i n  c o m m o n  w i t h  t he f i l m  d i r e c t o r  H i t c h c o c k, u n de rs t o o d  

t ha t  w h i l e  c o n v e n t i o n  has  i ts  p l a ce, so me t i m es  au d i e n ces  l o v e  t o  be  

sh o c k e d.)

I t  w o u l d  be so me y ea rs y e t  be f o r e F l o r i o ’s f i r s t  d i c t i o na r y  ap pea re d  i n  

p r i n t, b u t  he  w a s  a l r ea d y  asse m b l i n g  t he w o r k  an d  I  t h i n k  i t  i s  t o  h i m  

w e  ca n  a t t r i b u te  t he  w o r d-p l a y  o n  v o c a b u l a r y  i n  L L L ,  t he  m a n y  



v e rs i o ns  o f  ‘ g ue r d o n’  o r  ‘ re m u ne ra t i o n ’,  t he  de f i n i t i o ns  o f  s k y  an d  

ea r t h  an d  t he  p r o v e r bs w h i c h  l i t t e r  H o l o f e r nes’ l i n es.  I n  ‘ F i r s t  F r u i ts’ 

w e  f i n d  o ne  o f  t he  p r a t t l e rs  i n  t he  d i a l o g u es sa y i n g  i t  i s  ‘a l a b o u r  l os t  

t o  spea k  o f  l o v e’ w h e n  so  m u c h  has been  sa i d  a l rea d y.  T h e  b o nes o f  

t he  t i t l e  a re  r i g h t  t he re.   N o  l ess  a  sc h o l a r  t ha n  Jo na t ha n  B a te  has 

desc r i b e d  t h i s p l a y  as ‘ F l o r i o es q ue’ an d  w i t h  g o o d  reaso n. 

F l o r i o  j us t i f i e d  pass i n g  o n  ‘ g o o d  t h i n gs’ t o  t he  ne x t  ge ne ra t i o n  i n  h i s  

‘ W o r l d  o f  W o r d es’  :   ‘ g o o d  pa r ts  i m p a r te d  a re  n o t  e m pa i r e d:  Y o u r  

sp r i n gs  a re  f i r s t  t o  se r ve  y o u r se l f,  y e t  m a y  y ee l d e  y o u r  ne i g h b o u r s 

s wee te  w a te r;  y o u r  ta pe r  i s  t o  l i g h t  t o  y o u  f i r s t, an d  y e t  i t  m a y  l i g h t  

y o u r  ne i g h b o u r s  ca n d l e.’  F o r  m y  pa r t  I  ce r ta i n l y  be l i e ve  F l o r i o  ga v e 

l i g h t  t o  S ha kes pea re’s ca n d l e. 

T h e re  i s  p l e n t y  o f  e v i d e n ce  t ha t  F l o r i o  an d  S ha kes pea re  w e r e  a 

l i t e ra r y  i t e m, an d a m o n g  i t  i s a pa r t i c u l a r  re f e re n ce t o  ‘ L o v es’ L a b o u r s 

L o s t.’    T h e  p l a y w r i g h t  B e n  Jo ns o n,  w h o  ca l l e d  F l o r i o  h i s  l i t e ra r y  

‘ f a t he r’ an d  t he a i d  t o  h i s m u se, c rea te d a c ha ra c te r f o r  h i s p l a y  ‘ E v e r y  

M a n  O u t  o f  h i s  H u m o u r ’  w h i c h  w e l d e d  t he  t w o  t o ge t he r  f o r  a l l  t i m e. 

Pe o p l e  ha v e  ce r ta i n l y  n o t i ce d  t h i s  c ha ra c te r  has  so me t h i n g  o f  

S ha k es pea re  ab o u t  h i m  f o r  he  q u o tes  a  pa r o d y  o f  t he  B a r d ’s  ne w  

f a m i l y  m o t t o, b u t  i ns tea d o f  t he ra t he r g ra n d  ‘ N o t h i n g  W i t h o u t  R i g h t ’, 

Jo ns o n  t r a ns c r i b es  i t  as  ‘ n o t h i n g  w i t h o u t  m u s ta r d ’,  re f e r r i n g  t o  t he 

m u s ta r d  y e l l o w  o f  t he ne w  S ha kes pea re f a m i l y  a r ms. W h a t  f e w  n o t i ce 

is  t he  s i g n i f i c a n ce  o f  t he  na me  o f  t h i s  c ha ra c te r, ‘ S o g l i a r d o ’.   Jus t  as 

B r u n o  w a s  k n o w n  as  N o l a n o,  (the  m a n  f r o m  N o l a) w e  ca n  see  t ha t 

t h i s re f e rs t o  F l o r i o ’s h o m e  t o w n  o f  S o g l i o, so w e  ha ve  ‘ t he m a n  f r o m  

S o g l i o’ ap pa re n t l y  ta l k i n g  l i k e  S ha kes pea re. 

A  y ea r  a f t e r  F l o r i o ’s  dea t h  h i s  o l d  f r i e n d  W i l l i a m  V a u g ha n  w r o t e  o f  

t he  I t a l i a n  sc h o l a r  i n  h i s  ‘ G o l de n  F l ee ce’  an d  p u t  i n t o  h i s  m o u t h  a 

l o n g  l i t a n y  o f  c o m p l a i n ts  an d  g r u m b l es, suc h  as ta i l o r s’ b i l l s  an d  t he 

st i n k  o f  t o ba c c o.   I n  i t,  F l o r i o  c o m p l a i n s  o f  ‘ bee f  sans  m u s ta r d’  an d  



r h y m es  i t  w i t h  ‘a  sh i n  an d  so w r e  C us ta r d ’,  ta ke n  f r o m  t ha t  sce ne  i n  

L L L  w h e re C os ta r d  f a l l s an d  b rea ks h i s sh i n.  

I  ca n  o n l y  su p p ose  t ha t  t he re’s  a  l i m i t  t o  h o w  m u c h  g o o d-na t u re d  

m o c k e r y  a  m a n  ca n  ta ke  be f o re  t he  j o k e  w e a rs  a  l i t t l e  t h i n.    A t  t he  

en d  o f  t he  da y  t he re  is  l i t t l e  d o u b t  t ha t  W i l l i a m  S ha kes pea re  o w e d  a 

g rea t dea l  t o  Jo h n  F l o r i o, an d  so d o  w e.

********************************************************

So u r ce m a te r i a ls:

A l l  t he e x t r a c ts f r o m  t he p l a y  a re F i r s t F o l i o. 

A p a r t  f r o m  o r i g i n a l  w o r k  b y  B r u n o, S i d ne y, F l o r i o  an d  S ha kes pea re, 

o t he r b o o k s an d pa pe rs c o ns u l te d a re as f o l l o w s:

F r a n ces  A  Y a tes:   Jo h n  F l o r i o.   G i o r d a n o  B r u n o  an d  t he  H e r m e t i c  

T r a d i t i o n, T h e  I m p o r t a n ce  o f  Jo h n  E l l i o t ’s O r t h o-ep ia  G a l l i c a  (an o f f-

p r i n t  f r o m  R e v i e w  o f  E n g l i s h  S u t d i es 1 93 1.)

Jo h n  J K e ss l e r:  G i o r d a n o  B r u n o, t he F o r g o t t e n P h i l o s o p her.

K a t h e r i n e D u n ca n  Jo nes, he r  n o tes t o  S i d n e y ’s w o r k  an d v a r i o us o t he r  

b i o g ra p h i c a l  m a te r i a ls.   T h i s  i s  o ne  o f  m y  f a v o u r i t e  sc h o l a rs  o f  t he 

re na i ssan ce  l i t e ra r y  scene,  d o  rea d  an y t h i n g  y o u  ca n  f i n d  o f  he rs, 

espec i a l l y  ab o u t  ‘ u n ge n t l e’  S ha kes pea re  –  she  sha res  o u r  v i e w  t ha t  

N a s he  w as  t he  t r u e  au t h o r  o f  t he  ‘ G r oa ts w o r t h’  l e t te r  an d  ha d  t he  

c o u ra ge  t o  de-b u n k  t he  m y t h  t ha t  a ne w  pa i n t i n g  o f  S ha k es pea re  ha d 

bee n  u n c o v e re d  w h e n  c l ea r l y  t he y o u n g  m a n  i n  t he p o r t r a i t  c o n ce r ne d  

is  d r essed  as a n o b l e ma n  an d  i s  w e a r i n g  a l a ce  c o l l a r  w h i c h  p r o ba b l y  

c os t m o r e t ha n  N e w  P l a ce. 

Jo na t ha n B a te – a l l  h i s S ha kes pea re o u t p u t  i s w o r t h  rea d i n g.



T h o m as  O  Jo nes:  R e na issa n ce  M a g i c  an d  H e r m e t i c i s m  i n  t he 

S ha kes pea re S o n ne ts.

H  G  W r i g h t: T h e  F i r s t E n g l i s h  T r a ns la t i o n  o f  t he D e ca me r o n.

N o t es t o B r u n o’s w o r k  b y  I sa G u e r r i n i  A n g r i sa n i.

W m .  V a u g ha n: T h e G o l d e n  F l ee ce (1626)

A b e l  L e f r a n k : S o us l e M a s q ue de W i l l i a m  S ha kes pea re.

C o l u m b i a  E n c y c l o pae d i a: f o r  n o tes o n  t he D u c  d u  M a y e n ne. 

P l us o f  c o u r se, m y  f a t h e r ’s m a n y  pa ges o f  n o tes o n  t h i s su b j e c t  w h o se 

re f e re n ces so me t i m es e l u de m e!

T h e  S i d n e y  ep i g r a m  q u o te d  ca n  be  f o u n d  i n  t he  H a r l e y  M a n us c r i p t s, 

7392, f 38.

 

    



  

 

              

 

    



 

  

   

  


