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Lady Birch

Autumn 1571. Things had changed, and fast. William at seven years old understood that he was expected to become a new and different person. As he sat in the schoolroom listening to his father’s steps recede down the stairs, the sequence of transformations he had undergone over the past few months took on, in his mind, a new and consequential character.

First there had been the suit of clothes: the stiff doublet with seemingly numberless pewter buttons that dug painfully into his fingers when he dressed himself in the morning, and the breeches that scratched the insides of his thighs and made him fidget. His legs felt clammy in the thick unfamiliar wool, so different to the skirts he’d known for as long as he could remember. When he’d first put on his new clothes, the household cheered, and told him to stand next to his father, both of them with their hands on their hips like a pair of player kings. William had gloried in that instant, but moments later he had cried, when little Gilbert spun like a top in the orchard with Nurse, his russet skirt flying, and Father stopped him from running to join them. He was breeched now, and shouldn’t play with the women and infants.

Then, soon after, his performance at church before the bishop. No more pressing shyly into his mother’s side as the family stood in the nave during divine service. In front of the town, William had appeared in his man’s clothes and, with a boy’s voice, he had recited his duty to God and his neighbours: to love and honour; to obey and submit; to keep his body in temperance, soberness and chastity. This was his promise to the Lord, his mother had said as they walked back from Holy Trinity church: William’s confirmation of the vows to God his parents had made on his behalf at his baptism. He was old enough to reason, she’d said, and know right from wrong.

Now another promise, and another wrench away from his home on Henley Street. William had followed his father up the stone staircase of the guildhall into a cavernous upper room. This time, the authority to which he pledged was the King’s New School of Stratford-upon-Avon, his pledge to obey the master sealed with fourpence handed over by his father and the inscription of William’s name in the register. Then, all in a rush, his father was gone. William perched on the edge of a bench with the smallest pupils and looked warily around the room. A parliament of boys, some known to him, some unfamiliar. Suddenly, William was conscious of the smell of forty boys’ bodies and the greasy leather of forty satchels and a sharp top note of ink, spilling from forty inkhorns. He was aware of the noise, too, the overlapping murmur of recited Latin diphthongs and hard-edged consonants that meant nothing to him, conducted by the master from a seat that seemed a species of rustic throne. Gowned and capped and armed with the symbol of his craft – the stinging bundle of birch sticks – the Stratford schoolmaster had the duty of beating into William a classical education, ten hours a day, six days a week, forty-four weeks a year, for the rest of his childhood.

 

We’re starting the story of William Shakespeare’s queer life with the ceremonies and processes that were designed to turn him into a ‘proper’ Englishman. His breeching, confirmation and enrolment at grammar school – rites of passage that happened within a year of one another in about 1571 – formed a three-act coming-of-age drama in which he left infancy and entered boyhood. But it was a coming-of-gender drama too: William had boy-ness draped over him when he was given his first set of breeches, the doctrinal superiority of men drummed into him through his catechism, and masculine privilege handed to him by means of the rigorous education he received at school. William’s engendering was a multistage project with shifting definitions of success; on the basis of his own experiences, eight-year-old William would have given a profoundly different answer to the question ‘What is a boy?’ than his six-year-old self.

William’s family and neighbours, if they’d had our language and frames of reference, would have hotly denied there was anything queer about the boy’s upbringing. Quite the opposite: his parents, John and Mary Shakespeare, a successful leatherworking glove-maker and his wife in the Midlands town of Stratford-upon-Avon, were doing everything they could to guarantee their son developed into a righteous, God-fearing man by making sure his gender emerged in the ‘right’ way. The Shakespeares understood that they had a role to play in this process, as William himself would have a lifelong duty to maintain the behaviour and mentality that identified him as a man. An awareness of the contingency of sex and gender was part of received wisdom in early modern England, and no one expected William’s masculinity to bud and flower in a state of nature. It was seeded and trained by the grown-ups around him. The pernicious expression ‘boys will be boys’ would have had little meaning had it been current in the 1570s (it wasn’t). Boys – and girls – didn’t just happen. They were made.

Scripture taught that God had given males superior strength, intellect and imagination, and men were quick to acknowledge their right to ‘compel [women] to obey by reason or force’. But anatomical theory was much less clear about the absolute distinctions between men and women. If John and Mary Shakespeare ever summoned up the courage to ask the local clergyman for an explanation of the differences between their bodies, they would probably have heard a version of physiology inherited from the second-century CE Greek physician Galen, and relayed in medical textbooks such as Thomas Elyot’s much-republished Castle of Health (1539). Galenic medicine held that all bodies (indeed, all earthly matter) were composed of the four elements of air, fire, earth and water. Each element was associated with particular qualities of heat and moisture, and found expression in living bodies in the form of fluids, each essential to life: blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm. An imbalance of the fluids or ‘humours’ resulted in disease, or a person who was too sanguine (full of hot, wet blood), choleric (too much hot, dry yellow bile), melancholic (excessive cold, dry black bile) or phlegmatic (an overproduction of cold, wet phlegm).

Humoral balance was also said to explain the differences between male and female bodies. Men were understood to be generally hotter and drier than cooler, wetter women. Male bodily heat resulted in a finished and ‘perfect’ physical form that more closely resembled God’s, with genitals driven outside the body by the unstoppable fire of the masculine constitution. A woman’s genitalia and organs of reproduction could be imagined as a male penis and testicles turned inside out and stuck inside, languishing in the damp stasis of a less fiery feminine body (the implication of this understanding of infant gestation was that all human bodies in utero started out as female).

Galenic theories of sexual difference incorporated the seemingly contradictory notions that males and females were physically distinct, yet also versions of the same divinely ordained model. It’s an open question how far most early modern women, with their lived experiences of menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth and menopause, adhered to the idea that their bodies were simply less finished versions of men’s. But few denied that a person’s humoral constitution was subject to change, and indeed did alter according to age, location, environment and health. Youngsters were proportionately hotter and wetter, and old folk cold and dry; white Europeans reached for humoral theory to explain the range of skin tones and hair texture found in people of different ethnicities or climates of origin. While sexual difference appeared to be a done deal to the parents of Stratford-upon-Avon, the very stuff of that difference – the humoral soup that made up every living being – was disarmingly fluid. Galenic medicine allowed for the possibility that people could change sex spontaneously throughout their lives; it was partly through maintaining appropriate habits of behaviour, lifestyle and health that women and men kept their bodies in the categories determined for them. John and Mary Shakespeare knew that God had made William physically male, as far as they could make out; it was their job to ensure that their son became – and remained – a boy and then a man.

Seven was a major birthday for William. If his family were like other households of middling means in the sixteenth century, they would have marked his ‘breeching’ – his adoption of male clothing and rejection of the skirts that all children wore during infancy – with ceremony and celebration. It was the point at which William left the world of young childhood, dominated by female caregivers like his mother and nurse, and entered a much more sex-segregated period of his life – the ‘second degree of age’, as one early modern parenting manual put it. No comparable ceremony existed for daughters. Girls continued in the female spheres of housekeeping and sibling-rearing, taking on greater responsibility with each passing year.

William’s parents had reason to be thankful that he had passed the most perilous years of infancy. One quarter of English children died before the age of ten, most of them as newborns or babies. Mary and John had lost two baby daughters; William was their first surviving child. (The grown-up Shakespeare would learn in the most painful way possible that not every boy who made it into breeches was set fair for adulthood: his own son Hamnet died aged eleven, in August 1596.) The significant outlay on tailor-made clothes for a growing seven-year-old – breeches cost a good three shillings a pair – celebrated survival as well as the first stage in his acquisition of masculine exceptionalism. Perhaps a memory of the excitement of his new wardrobe lingered in lines Shakespeare later gave to Juliet, who interprets her hungry anticipation for her new husband Romeo as the thrill of ‘an impatient child that hath new robes / And may not wear them’ (3.2.30–31).

Breeching didn’t just signify the confirmation of a gender assigned at birth. It indicated the point at which a boy’s masculinity started to count in society at large. Seven-year-old William was marked as different to – better than
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John Lyly deserves a good new biography. For now, make do with G. K. Hunter, John Lyly: The Humanist as Courtier (Cambridge, MA, 1962); and the very useful biographical and critical context in Andy Kesson, John Lyly and Early Modern Authorship (Manchester, 2014).

Scholarship on the dramatic purpose and erotic effect of early modern boy actors is legion. I started with Peter Stallybrass, ‘Transvestism and the “Body Beneath”: Speculating on the Boy Actor’, in Susan Zimmerman (ed.), Erotic Politics: Desire on the Renaissance Stage (London, 1992), pp. 64–83; and Michael Shapiro, Gender in Play on the Shakespearean Stage: Boy Heroines and Female Pages (Ann Arbor, 1996). Nothing dates more quickly than gender studies, though, as Roberta Barker explains: “ ‘Not One Thing Exactly”: Gender, Performance and Critical Debates over the Early Modern Boy-Actress’, Literature Compass 6.2 (2009), pp. 460–81. Recent excellent work has been done by David L. Orvis, ‘Cross-Dressing, Queerness, and the Early Modern Stage’, in E. L. Maccallum and Mikko Tuhkanen (eds.), The Cambridge History of Gay and Lesbian Literature (Cambridge, 2014), pp. 197–217; Simone Chess, ‘Or whatever you be: Crossdressing, Sex, and Gender Labor in John Lyly’s Gallathea’, Renaissance and Reformation 38.4 (2015), pp. 145–66; as well as her ‘Queer Residue: Boy Actors’ Adult Careers in Early Modern England’, Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies 19.4 (2019), pp. 242–64. You’d be well-advised to read Jeffrey Masten’s Queer Philologies: Sex, Language, and Affect in Shakespeare’s Time (Philadelphia, 2016), particularly ‘Lexicon 2: Boy-Desire’; and Ezra Horbury’s ‘Transgender Reassessments of the Cross-Dressed Page in Shakespeare, Philaster, and The Honest Man’s Fortune’, Shakespeare Quarterly 73. 1–2 (2022), pp. 100–20. I also consulted Michael Witmore, Pretty Creatures: Children and Fiction in the English Renaissance (Ithaca, 2007); and Scott A. Trudell, Unwritten Poetry: Song, Performance, and Media in Early Modern England (Oxford, 2019) – I recommend his chapter ‘Child Singers’ Mediated Bodies’, pp. 79–111. For detail about the cosmetics that transformed boys into stage heroines, I relied on Farah Karim-Cooper, Cosmetics in Shakespearean and Renaissance Drama (Edinburgh, 2006, 2019).

An excellent account of the life and notoriety of Moll Frith is to be found in Kit Heyam, Before We Were Trans: A New History of Gender (London, 2022). The Thomas Clifton case is explored in James H. Forse, ‘Extortion in the name of art in Elizabethan England: The impressment of Thomas Clifton for the Queen’s Chapel Boys’, Theatre Survey 31 (1990), pp. 165–76; and Lucy Munro, ‘Living by Others’ Pleasure: Marston, The Dutch Courtesan, and Theatrical Profit’, Early Theatre 23.1 (2020), pp. 109–26.

My understanding of As You Like It was transformed by Mario DiGangi, ‘Queering the Shakespearean Family’, Shakespeare Quarterly 47.3 (1996), pp. 269–90.

Chapter 4: Kings And Minions

Biographies of Christopher Marlowe stretch from the sexless to the salacious: exemplifying the former is Constance Brown Kuriyama, Christopher Marlowe: A Renaissance Life (Ithaca, 2002); for an example of the latter, try Charles Nicholl, The Reckoning: The Murder of Christopher Marlowe (London, 1992, 2002), although Nicholl’s salaciousness lies in his dramatising attitude to the archive rather than any interest in Marlowe’s queerness. Biographical debunking of Marlowe’s wild life has been performed by Stephen Orgel, ‘Tobacco and Boys: How Queer Was Marlowe?’, GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 6.4 (2000), pp. 555–76; and Lukas Erne, ‘Biography, Mythography, and Criticism: The Life and Works of Christopher Marlowe’, Modern Philology 103.1 (2005), pp. 28–50. I also consulted A. L. Rowse, Christopher Marlowe: A Biography (London, 1964, 1981); and James Shapiro, Rival Playwrights: Marlowe, Jonson, Shakespeare (New York, 1991).

For establishing the chronology of Marlowe’s plays, I relied on Martin Wiggins, ‘Marlowe’s chronology and canon’, in Emily C. Bartels and Emma Smith (eds), Christopher Marlowe in Context (Cambridge, 2013), pp. 7–14.

On the work of Pembroke’s Men, see G. M. Pinciss, ‘Shakespeare, Her Majesty’s Players and Pembroke’s Men’, Shakespeare Survey 27 (1974), pp. 129–36; David George, ‘Shakespeare and Pembroke’s Men’, Shakespeare Quarterly 32.3 (1981), pp. 305–23; and Roslyn L. Knutson, ‘Pembroke’s Men in 1592–3, Their Repertory and Touring Schedule’, Early Theatre 4 (2001), pp. 129–38.

Marlowe’s traceable influence on Shakespeare is charted by Robert A. Logan, Shakespeare’s Marlowe: The Influence of Christopher Marlowe on Shakespeare’s Artistry (Ashgate, 2007; London, 2016).

My account of King James’s affair with Aubigny is based on Alan Stewart, The Cradle King: A Life of James VI and I (London, 2003). I also made use of John Guy, Queen of Scots: The True Life of Mary Stuart (Boston, 2004); and Paulina Kewes, ‘Marlowe, history, and politics’, in Bartels and Smith (eds), Christopher Marlowe in Context, pp. 138–54. For more on James’s ‘Phoenix’ and his other poetic writings, see Sebastian Verweij, ‘ “Booke, go thy ways”: The Publication, Reading and Reception of James VI/I’s Early Poetic Works’, Huntington Library Quarterly 77.2 (2014), pp. 111–31.

The dangerously messy world of France’s Henri III is revealed in Andrew M. Kirk, The Mirror of Confusion: The Representation of French History in English Renaissance Drama (New York, 1996); Katherine B. Crawford, ‘Love, Sodomy, and Scandal: Controlling the Sexual Reputation of Henry III’, Journal of the History of Sexuality 12 (2003), pp. 513–42; Gary Ferguson, Queer Re(Readings) in the French Renaissance: Homosexuality, Gender, Culture (Aldershot, 2008); Jeffrey Rufo, ‘Marlowe’s Minions: Sodomitical Politics in Edward II and The Massacre at Paris’, in Marlowe Studies: An Annual 1 (2011), pp. 5–23; Una McIlvenna, Scandal and Reputation at the Court of Catherine de Medici (London, 2016); and Alan Stewart, ‘Edouard et Gaverston: New Ways of Looking at an English History Play’, in Kirk Melnikoff (ed.), Edward II: A Critical Reader (London, 2017), pp. 97–117.

My reading of Edward II owes a great deal to Christopher Shirley, ‘Sodomy and Stage Directions in Christopher Marlowe’s Edward(s) II’, Studies in English Literature 1500–1900 54.2 (2014), pp. 279–96. For more on Dido Queen of Carthage, see Jackson I. Cope, ‘Marlowe’s Dido and the Titillating Children’, English Literary Renaissance 4.3 (1974), pp. 315–25; and Ruth Lunney, ‘Dido, Queen of Carthage’, in Sara Munson Deats and Robert A. Logan (eds), Christopher Marlowe at 450 (Farnham, 2015), pp. 13–49. I recommend Julia Briggs, ‘Marlowe’s Massacre at Paris: A Reconsideration’, The Review of English Studies 34.135 (1983), pp. 257–78 for a defence of the merits of Marlowe’s likely final play.

Chapter 5: Toys for the Inns of Court Boys

For my description of the plague-struck city, I plundered Thomas Nashe’s vivid accounts in The Unfortunate Traveller (1594) and Have With You to Saffron Waldon (1596), both printed in Ronald B. McKerrow (ed.), The Works of Thomas Nashe, 3 vols (Oxford, 1958). The standard work on the pestilence in Shakespeare’s time is Paul Slack, The Impact of Plague in Tudor and Stuart England (Oxford, 1985). Although it recounts a different outbreak, I found Keith Wrightson, Ralph Tailor’s Summer: A Scrivener, his City and the Plague (New Haven, 2011) an unforgettable read.

On the topic of reading: my understanding of the literary marketplace in early modern England was shaped by the essays in Andy Kesson and Emma Smith (eds), The Elizabethan Top Ten: Defining Print Popularity in Early Modern England (London, 2013), in particular Alan B. Farmer and Zachary Lesser, ‘What Is Print Popularity? A Map of the Elizabethan Book Trade’, pp. 19–54.

For more on the epyllion, see Clark Hulse, Metamorphic Verse: The Elizabethan Minor Epic (Princeton, 1981); Jonathan Bate, ‘Sexual Perversity in Venus and Adonis’, The Yearbook in English Studies 23 (1993), pp. 80–92; William Weaver, Untutored Lines: The Making of the English Epyllion (Edinburgh, 2012); and Sophie Chiari’s ‘General Introduction’ in her Renaissance Tales of Desire (Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 2012). Stephen Guy-Bray, Shakespeare and Queer Representation (Abingdon, 2021) advanced my thinking about Venus and Adonis considerably.

Two recent essays have shown how much more there is to say about Ovidian stories of sexuality and seduction: Hilary Ball, ‘ “A Fair Boy, Certain, but a Fool to Love Himself”: Queer Reflections of the Myth of Narcissus in Shakespeare and Fletcher’s The Two Noble Kinsmen’, Shakespeare 16.1 (2020), pp. 1–13; and Abdulhamit Arvas, ‘Leander in the Ottoman Mediterranean: The Homoerotics of Abduction in the Global Renaissance’, English Literary Renaissance 51.1 (2020), pp. 31–62. Both have influenced the way I read Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis. The essays in John Garrison and Goran Stanivukovic (eds), Ovid and Masculinity in English Renaissance Literature (Montreal, 2021) also look set to revivify the topic.

I took much of my visual portrait of the Inns of Court from Francis Cowper, A Prospect of Gray’s Inn (London, 1951, 1985). Details about the culture of the societies are to be found in Philip J. Finkelpearl, John Marston of the Middle Temple: An Elizabethan Dramatist in His Social Setting (Cambridge, MA, 1969); Wilfrid R. Prest, The Inns of Court under Elizabeth I and the Early Stuarts, 1590–1640 (London, 1972); and the many excellent essays in Jayne Elisabeth Archer, Elizabeth Goldring and Sarah Knight (eds), The Intellectual and Cultural World of the Early Modern Inns of Court (Manchester, 2011).

See Arthur F. Marotti, Manuscript, Print, and the English Renaissance Lyric (Ithaca, 1995) for a thorough study of manuscript circulation within the Inns. The liveliest recent account of John Donne’s cultural milieu is Katherine Rundell, Super-Infinite: The Transformations of John Donne (London, 2022). The Innsmen’s obsession with penis jokes is well demonstrated in Robert Parker Sorlien (ed.), The Diary of John Manningham of the Middle Temple 1602–1603 (Hanover, NH, 1976).

Henry Wriothesley, third Earl of Southampton, is crying out for a good new biography. The current standard work is G. P. V. Akrigg, Shakespeare and the Earl of Southampton (London, 1968). I also made use of Margot Heinemann, ‘Rebel Lords, Popular Playwrights, and Political Culture: Notes on the Jacobean Patronage of the Earl of Southampton’, The Yearbook of English Studies 21 (1991), pp. 63–86; and Lara M. Crowley, ‘Was Southampton a Poet? A Verse Letter to Queen Elizabeth’, English Literary Renaissance 41.1 (2011), pp. 111–45.

For my conversion of early modern sums of money, I used The National Archives Currency Converter, https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-converter/. Robert Bearman, Shakespeare’s Money: How much did he make and what did this mean? (Oxford, 2016) is a useful book to have to hand.

On the Essex circle, I relied on Paul E. J. Hammer, The Polarisation of Elizabethan Politics: The Political Career of Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of Essex, 1585–1597 (Cambridge, 1999); Alan Stewart, ‘Instigating Treason: The Life and Death of Henry Cuffe, Secretary’, in Erica Sheen and Lorna Hutson (eds), Literature, Politics and Law in Renaissance England (Basingstoke, 2005), pp. 50–70; and Alexandra Gajda, The Earl of Essex and Late Elizabethan Political Culture (Oxford, 2012).

Chapter 6: The Queerest Year

The performance of The Comedy of Errors during a chaotic entertainment at Gray’s Inn is entertainingly relayed by the anonymous author of Gesta Grayorum, or the History of the High and Mighty Prince Henry of Purpoole Anno Domini 1594, ed. by Desmond Bland (Liverpool, 1968).

Much of the scholarship on Shakespeare’s Sonnets divides into three camps: historicist studies of the genre that place his poems in conversation with the Elizabethan sonnet craze; formalist analyses of the sonnets; and slightly kooky biographical approaches that seek the real-life inspirations for the ‘fair youth’ and ‘dark lady’. Among the examples of the first on which I relied was Sasha Roberts, ‘Shakespeare’s Sonnets and English Sonnet Sequences’, in Patrick Cheney, Andrew Hadfield and Garrett A. Sullivan (eds), Early Modern English Poetry: A Critical Companion (New York, 2007), pp. 172–83. You can’t hope for a better formalist literary critical reading of the sonnets than Helen Vendler, The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (Cambridge, MA, 1997) – how can one resist a scholar who ‘found it necessary to learn the Sonnets by heart’ (p. 11) in order to produce her commentaries? I’d love to hear her recite them.

Biographical studies of the sonnets were more common in past generations than now. See Frank Harris, The Man Shakespeare and his Tragic Life Story (London, 1909) for an argument in favour of Mary Fritton as the woman behind the ‘dark lady’; and A. L. Rowse (ed.), The Poems of Shakespeare’s Dark Lady (London, 1978), his edition of Emilia Lanier’s Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum (1611). A more recent, and much more subtle, attempt to link the ‘dark lady’ to a Clerkenwell brothel-owner known as ‘Lucy Negro’ or ‘Black Luce’ is Duncan Salkeld, Shakespeare Among the Courtesans: Prostitution, Literature, and Drama, 1500–1600 (Farnham, 2012). Salkeld’s work has inspired a collection of verse by Caroline Randall Williams, Lucy Negro, Redux: The Bard, a Book, and a Ballet (Nashville, 2019).

Cheerleaders for Southampton as the ‘fair youth’ are also more thin on the ground now than they used to be (although alive in authorship-conspiracist circles); for the older establishment view, see J. A. Fort, ‘Thorpe’s Text of Shakespeare’s Sonnets’, The Review of English Studies 2.8 (1926), pp. 439–45. A more popular candidate these days is William Herbert: see Brian O’Farrell, Shakespeare’s Patron William Herbert Third Earl of Pembroke 1580–1630: Politics, Patronage and Power (London, 2011). Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Portrait of Mr W. H.’, originally printed in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in July 1889, is widely available: The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde (London, 1966), pp. 1150–201. For the argument that the dedication to Shakespeare’s Sonnets has been misread and ‘Mr W. H.’ simply refers to the author, ‘Master W. Sh.’, see Donald Foster, ‘Master W. H., R.I.P.’, PMLA 102 (1987), pp. 42–54; and Lynne Magnusson, ‘Thomas Thorpe’s Shakespeare: “The Only Begetter” ’, in Hannah Crawforth, Elizabeth Scott-Baumann and Clare Whitehead (eds), The Sonnets: The State of Play (London, 2017), pp. 33–54.

I have learned a good deal from studies of the sonnets that consider their queerness, and their engagement with racial politics. Joseph Pequigney, Such Is My Love: A Study of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (Chicago, 1985) was a landmark work, the first to take the queer narrative(s) in the sonnets seriously. James Schiffer (ed.), Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Critical Essays (New York, 2000) brings together some important articles, including Margreta de Grazia’s ground-breaking essay ‘The Scandal of Shakespeare’s Sonnets’, originally published in Shakespeare Survey 46 (1993), as well as Bruce R. Smith’s, ‘I, You, He, She, and We: On the Sexual Politics of Shakespeare’s Sonnets’. My thinking was helped by William Nelles, ‘Sexing Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Reading Beyond Sonnet 20’, ELR 39.1 (2009), pp. 128–40; and Robert Matz, ‘The Scandals of Shakespeare’s Sonnets’, ELH 77.2 (2010), pp. 477–508. Any complacency about the dating of the sonnets is helpfully challenged by Paul Edmondson and Stanley Wells (eds), All the Sonnets of Shakespeare (Cambridge, 2020).

My understanding of the racial (and racist) characterisations in the sonnets was shaped by Kim F. Hall, Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern England (Ithaca, 1995), in particular her second chapter, ‘Fair Texts/Dark Ladies: Renaissance Lyric and the Poetics of Color’, pp. 62–122; Marvin Hunt, ‘ “Be Dark, but Not Too Dark”: Shakespeare’s Dark Lady as a Sign of Color’, in Schiffer (ed.), Shakespeare’s Sonnets, pp. 369–90; and Imtiaz Habib, ‘ “Two Loves I Have of Comfort and Despair”: The Circle of Whiteness in the Sonnets’, in Arthur L. Little, Jr. (ed.), White People in Shakespeare: Essays on Race, Culture and the Elite (London, 2023), pp. 29–43. The best accessible account of early modern racialising language is Farah Karim-Cooper, The Great White Bard: Shakespeare, Race and the Future (London, 2023).

There’s not a lot of scholarship on Richard Barnfield, but what there is has been of extraordinary value to this book. Barnfield’s biography was sensationally rewritten by Andrew Worrall following intrepid archival sleuthing: his ‘Biographical Introduction: Barnfield’s Feast of “all Varietie” ’, in Kenneth Borris and George Klawitter (eds), The Affectionate Shepherd: Celebrating Richard Barnfield (Selinsgrove, 2001), pp. 25–40, is a treasure trove and I’ve depended on it. All the essays in Borris and Klawitter’s collection are estimable and do a great deal to recover the significance of this neglected poet.

My readings of Barnfield’s poems have also been aided by Scott Giantvalley, ‘Barnfield, Drayton, and Marlowe: Homoeroticism and Homosexuality in Elizabethan Literature’, Pacific Coast Philology 16 (1981), pp. 9–24; A. Leigh DeNeef, ‘The Poetics of Orpheus: The Text and a Study of Orpheus His Journey to Hell (1595)’, Studies in Philology (1992), pp. 20–70; Clinton E. Hammock, ‘Hope, Despair and the Voicing of Renaissance Homoeroticism in Richard Barnfield’s “Certaine Sonnets” ’, Cahiers Élisabéthains 79 (2011), pp. 11–18; and Andrew Hadfield, ‘Richard Barnfield, John Weever, William Basse and Other Encomiasts’, in Paul Edmondson and Stanley Wells (eds.), The Shakespeare Circle: An Alternate Biography (Cambridge, 2015), pp. 199–212.

The only full-length critical study of Barnfield’s poetry is Harry Morris, Richard Barnfield: Colin’s Child (Tampa, FL, 1963), which signally fails to engage with the central homoerotic themes in his work. Leo Daugherty, William Shakespeare, Richard Barnfield, and the Sixth Earl of Derby (Amherst, NY, 2010) puts over an eccentric reading of Barnfield’s oeuvre that uses his ‘Affectionate Shepherd’ to argue that William Stanley, Earl of Derby, is Shakespeare’s ‘fair youth’.

I can’t fail at this point to mention one of my most loved possessions, a limited-edition volume of Richard Barnfield’s Sonnets exquisitely illustrated by Clive Hicks-Jenkins and printed by Nicolas McDowall (Llandogo, 2001). This breathtaking volume almost makes up for the continuing lack of scholarly attention paid to his poetry.

Chapter 7: Private Friends

For a slightly more serious-minded take on manuscript circulation than the one I hint at in my opening vignette, see Noah Millstone, Manuscript Circulation and the Invention of Politics in Early Stuart England (Cambridge, 2016); and Arthur F. Marotti, The Circulation of Poetry in Manuscript in Early Modern England (Abingdon, 2021). I learned a great deal from Rebecca Yearling, ‘Homoerotic Desire and Renaissance Lyric Verse’, Studies in English Literature, 1500–1900 53.1 (2013), pp. 53–71. My unnamed writer and his lover are in the act of copying out Barnfield’s Sonnet 8, by the way.

My analysis of the influence on Shakespeare by Barnfield is drawn from Paul Hammond, Figuring Sex Between Men from Shakespeare to Rochester (Oxford, 2002), especially his second chapter, ‘Shakespearian Figures’, pp. 62–116. I also made use of Charles Crawford, ‘Richard Barnfield, Marlowe, and Shakespeare’, in his Collectanea (Stratford-upon-Avon, 1906), pp. 1–16.

My understanding of Barnfield – and my approach to this book – was transformed by Sam See, ‘Richard Barnfield and the Limits of Homoerotic Literary History’, GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 13.1 (2006), pp. 63–91. I’ve presented See’s reading of Barnfield’s ‘non-apology’ in the preface to Cynthia, with Certain Sonnets. The world lost an exceptional Barnfield scholar when See died, at a tragically young age, in 2013.

To understand the actions undertaken by Richard Barnfield Senior, I consulted W. J. Jones, The Elizabethan Court of Chancery (Oxford, 1967); Edith G. Henderson, ‘Legal Rights to Land in the Early Chancery’, The American Journal of Legal History 26.2 (1982), pp. 97–122; Susan T. Moore, Family Feuds: An Introduction to Chancery Proceedings (The Federation of Family History Societies, 2003); and John Baker, The Oxford History of the Laws of England: Vol VI 1483–1558 (Oxford, 2003). The details of the poet’s disinheritance are to be found in Simon R. Neal and Christine Leighton (eds), Calendar of Patent Rolls 39 Elizabeth I (List and Index Society, 2008), Part VIII: C 66/1465, item 515; and Calendar of Patent Rolls 44 Elizabeth I (List and Index Society, 2013), Part XX: C66/1589, item 984.

Epilogue: His Verse in Time to Come

On the Bishops’ Ban and the bonfire of June 1599, see Richard McCabe, ‘Satire and the Bishops’ Ban of 1599’, The Yearbook of English Studies 11 (1981), pp. 188–93; and Adam Hansen, ‘Writing, London, and the Bishops’ Ban of 1599’, The London Journal 43.2 (2018), pp. 102–19.

On the activities of Scotland’s James VI once he became James I of England, I returned to the ever-essential Alan Stewart, The Cradle King, as well as the invigorating chapter on the monarch in Ben Miller and Huw Lemmy, Bad Gays: A Homosexual History (London, 2022). The standard work on James’s relationships with his male favourites is David M. Bergeron, King James and Letters of Homoerotic Desire (Iowa City, 1999).
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