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REVIEWS

The Secret Shakespeare Sex Scandals: Bisexuality and Bastardy 

by John Hamill 

Caratini Press, August 2022 

Reviewed by Eddi Jolly 

The Secret Shakespeare Sex Scandals: Bisexuality and Bastards is an 
ambitious and carefully reasoned book. Its alliterative title and 
the ‘puff’ on the back of the book referring to ‘whodunnits’ invites a wide 
readership. The subtitle: ‘Why the true identity of “William Shakespeare” is still 
being concealed’ clearly signals its direction. 

John Hamill begins by tackling the unsatisfactory biography of William 
Shakspere of Stratford with gusto, argues briefly for Oxford, and settles down to 
his focus, namely why Oxford might have used ‘William Shakespeare’ as an alias, 
and why after Oxford’s death in 1604 the concealment of Oxford as the author 
might have continued. The whole book confronts some of the more unsettling, 
brushed-under-the-carpet aspects of, particularly, the Sonnets, quoting widely from 
traditional and Oxfordian researchers. At present these quotations are not 
referenced. There is a bibliography, but no index, so anyone intrigued by Hamill’s 
many thought-provoking ideas must make notes while reading and then delve into 
a pile of some 150 books to track down his starting points. However, Hamill is 
revising already; the second edition is now out, ‘Corrected and Augmented’, and a 
third one is planned with notes and an index next year (Hamill, email). 

However, thought-provoking this book certainly is. Hamill explores the tricky 
question of homosexuality in Jacobethan history and literature: Hamill mentions 
Marlowe, Barnfield, and the Bacon brothers, for instance. His exploration of this 
subject is wide-ranging, drawing upon Shakespearean scholars, Elizabethans, and 
an anthropologist, for example. Hamill quotes actor Simon Callow as having said, 
‘…his [Shakespeare’s] plays cover the entire waterfront of human sexual 
expression’ (72), which is surely not far off the mark. Of course, a writer whose 
themes span young and old love, fidelity and infidelity (real or imagined), romance 
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and transactional sex, and the relationships males would have had in a patriarchal 
society is likely to cover ‘the entire waterfront of sexual expression’. But it is against 
a background of four hundred years of suppressing homosexuality that scholars 
commenting on aspects of Shakespeare’s work have, when it comes to love, 
generally kept to heterosexual love, whether romantic love as in Romeo and Juliet, or 
transactional and scatological in for example Measure for Measure. Just how 
uncomfortable they have felt about the Sonnets is something Hamill enlarges upon 
referring to the Arden edition.1 

So, Hamill’s book now charges in where few have gone before. Homosexuality 
is legal and part of UK life; bisexuality is known about. Many today have friends 
who are in same sex relationships, and barely give it a thought. Hamill’s book 
comes at a time when in the western world at least it should be possible to 
recognize that sex in The Complete Works includes allusions to homosexuality and 
bisexuality. Hamill points out, as an example, Patroclus described as Achilles’ ‘male 
varlet’, that is, his ‘masculine whore’ (Troilus and Cressida, V.i.16–7) by the earthy 
Thersites. That hint of homosexuality between Patroclus and Achilles is 
derogatory. And Hamill reminds us that in Shakespeare’s time youths played female 
roles, which must have given an added frisson when a boy playing a girl dressed as 
a boy falls in love with a male in, e. g., Twelfth Night. But that’s in the plays. 

The Sonnets, says Hamill, are different. He prepares us by opening up a 
Jacobethan world where sexual intrigues abound, whether it is Oxford’s liaison 
with Anne Vavasour, or Penelope Rich’s marriage with half a dozen children with 
both her husband and her lover, or the significance of the third Earl of 
Southampton’s reluctance to marry one of Oxford’s daughters – Hamill is very 
familiar with the less commonplace relationships among the aristocracy. He 
gradually moves his account to the two so-called Prince Tudor (PT) theories, which 
he demonstrates do not stand up to scrutiny, and comments that, ‘We also believe 
that the PT theories are one of the reasons Oxfordians are ignored by both 
academia and the media.’ (189). (Arguably too their relevance is unclear; they are 
not of any obvious benefit to the Oxfordian cause.) Hamill instead argues for ‘solid 
research and evidence’ (192). But – the Sonnets. How do we read these? How do 
we read the apparent disapproval of their publication in 1609?  
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Hamill is happy to take the Sonnets as autobiographical; it is of course always 
difficult to distinguish such elements safely. Hamill does show, however, that the 
Sonnets can make sense if seen as the compositions of one who is bisexual. Hamill 
reports Alan Nelson’s account of how Oxford’s adventures in Italy were 
‘homosexual and pederastic’ as Henry Howard testified (though he was a biased 
witness).2  Hamill therefore sees Oxford as bisexual. A bisexual who, in the Sonnets, 
expects or desires anonymity after death? One who in Sonnet 72 really means ‘My 
name be buried where my body is’? Bearing in mind the homophobic Jacobethan 
background Hamill has established one might think being bisexual was an excellent 
reason for a writer to remain anonymous. That could still apply by the date of the 
First Folio in 1623, when Oxford’s son Henry de Vere was alive. 

Hamill goes further, exploring a relatively new hypothesis, which will no doubt 
be subject to the same scrutiny as the PT theories. He carefully identifies the ‘fair 
youth’ of the Sonnets as the third Earl of Southampton, as some traditional scholars 
do, and sees him as homosexual.3 Hamill supports Alexander Waugh’s 
identification of the ‘dark’ lady as Penelope Rich (pp.229–69); he sees an older 
man, Oxford, with a younger fair youth, Southampton, and their shared mistress, 
Penelope Rich, in the Sonnets. The hypothesis considers that perhaps Oxford and 
his second wife Elizabeth Trentham did not have a child together, but that ‘their’ 
Henry de Vere was the bastard child of Southampton and Penelope Rich. Part of 
Hamill’s argument lies in the engraving by Robert Vaughan (c. 1619–22) of Henry 
de Vere, in which Vere bears ‘a baton over his breastplate’ (320). A bar sinister on 
a coat of arms denotes bastardy. Hamill explores the possible significance of this 
‘baton’ functioning effectively as a bar sinister, leading to proposing Henry de Vere 
was a bastard. This Henry then provides the ‘bastardy’ of the book’s title, and 
Hamill theorizes that it is both Oxford’s bisexuality and the bastardy of his son and 
heir which led to the suppression of the real identity of ‘Shakespeare’. For those 
reasons, Hamill suggests, the first folio was published under the pseudonym, and 
for those same reasons the first folio does not include the Sonnets.  

There is much to absorb the reader in this book. Hamill has a very extensive 
knowledge of the Jacobethan background and its seedier side and is knowledgeable 
about the many complex links amongst the aristocracy. He gives a detailed and 
probing reading of the Sonnets as those by a bisexual, and a very close analysis of 
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Willobie his Avisa and the actual persons who may be represented in the poem. He 
offers evidence for his identification of the ‘dark’ lady and makes a serious attempt 
to describe the reasons why there may have been concealment of Edward de Vere 
as the true ‘Shakespeare’ even in 1623. That would have been all the easier, as 
Hamill reminds us, because of how the Vere family was connected by marriage to 
the Pembrokes, the ‘incomparable pair of brethren’ of the first folio. Hamill’s 
background reading is impressive, and his reading of the authorship issue and its 
concealment provocative. Peruse the book, consider and evaluate it, and allow lots 
of time. 

End Notes 
1. The Arden edition of the Sonnets (ed. Katherine Duncan-Jones, 1997) has an

extensive introduction on the difficulties critics have had with the homoerotic
elements in the poems. It is Joseph Pequiney (quoted by Hamill) in Such Is My Love in
1985 who ‘positively and systematically championed’ a homoerotic reading of the
Sonnets. Arden Sonnets, p. 81.

2. Alan Nelson, Monstrous Adversary (UK: Liverpool, 2003), pp. 140–1.
3. K. Duncan-Jones, Ungentle Shakespeare, p. 80, offers a testament to this too.
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