
Dark Aemilia Reading Group Guide

In the boldest imagining of the era since Shakespeare in Love and Elizabeth, 
this spellbinding novel of witchcraft, poetry and passion brings to life 
Aemilia Lanyer, the ‘Dark Lady’ of Shakespeare’s Sonnets – the playwright’s 
muse and his one true love.

The daughter of a Venetian musician, Aemilia grows up in the court of 
Elizabeth I, absorbing a love of poetry and learning. Brilliant, beautiful and 
highly educated, she is mistress of Lord Hunsdon, the Lord Chamberlain 
and Queen’s cousin. But when she falls in love with court playwright William 
Shakespeare, her fortunes change irrevocably.

‘More tantalising than the thought of Shakespeare in love is the thought of 
Shakespeare in lust… Was the real Dark Lady this Dark? Let’s hope so.’

– The New York Times Book Review

Sally O’Reilly

‘Makes one gasp with pleasure and nostalgia for a world one never knew. 
Profoundly romantic and erotic yet intelligent and wholly believable.’  

– Fay Weldon



1. Would you call Aemilia a feminist? 

2. Does Aemilia have more freedom when she is Hunsdon’s mistress or 
Alfonso’s wife? 

3. Which of the characters in the story ‘over-reach’ as Faust does? Is the theme 
of over-reaching relevant today? 

4. Is Queen Elizabeth empowered by her status as a female monarch in a man’s 
world, or trapped? 

5. How important is the theme of female friendship in the book? 

6. Is the witchcraft and magic in the book ‘real’ or is it in Aemilia’s head? Is it 
necessary to make an absolute judgement about this? 

7. Do women artists in the modern world face any of the problems with 
confront Aemilia? 

8. Is it plausible that a woman in the seventeenth century would have been 
so determined to save the life of her son? Did people feel differently about 
parenthood, given that they had more children and infant mortality was so 
widespread? 

9. Does the mix of real and invented characters work? Are there any jarring 
moments? 

10. How important is setting in the book – the contrast between light and 
darkness, for example?  

11. Is the depiction of London convincing, and how does it relate to what you 
know of the city? 

12. What is the symbolic function of clothes and appearance in this novel? How 
does it relate to the world of the stage? 

13. Of the Globe theatre, Aemilia says ‘…here is a place where no one quite 
knows where he stands…’  Was there anywhere else in Jacobean London 
where rank and importance was ignored? 

14. What is the significance of the homunculus? 

15. Joan is a ‘penitent witch’ seeking to make amends for past wrongdoing. By 
the time her life ends, has she done enough to redeem her soul? 

16. How does Joan’s magic relate to the ‘higher magic’ of Simon Forman? 

17. Aemilia is in a unique position, having being educated by in the household 
of Lady Susan Bertie and at court. What difference does this make to her 
point of view? How does this set her apart from other women? 

18. Aemilia either dreams or remembers seeing Lilith’s eye through the keyhole 
of the door to Bedlam. What do you think this means? 

19. Aemilia says: ‘I have the mind of a philosopher, the education of a prince 
and the morality of a nun.’ Does this view of her own morality surprise you? 

20. Could Will and Aemilia have lived together as man and wife if 
circumstances had been different? Would their marriage have worked? 

21. Does Will choose poetry over Aemilia? Was he wrong to authorize the first 
printing of the sonnets that effectively ruined her reputation? 

22. Why, if Aemilia has talent, are her first attempts at writing so bad? Is it 
plausible that she eventually writes a great play? 

23. Aemilia’s belief in the presence of the three witches clearly inspires certain 
scenes in The Tragedie of Lady Macbeth. Are there any more of her 
experiences that you can see reflected in Macbeth? 

24. How does this story relate to the debate about whether or not William 
Shakespeare is the author of the plays that were published in his name?


