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Introduction

‘Living fame no fortune can confound’: Barnfield at 450

Camilla Caporicci, Fabio Ciambella and Cristiano Ragni

In the act of (rather traditionally) defending his art ‘Against the Dispraysers of Poetrie’, Richard Barnfield celebrated the immortality of such authors as Geoffrey Chaucer, John Gower, the Earl of Surrey, Philip Sidney, and George Gascoigne, who, although physically dead, would live forever in their works:

Chaucer is dead; and Gower lyes in grave;

The Earle of Surrey, long agoe is gone;

Sir Philip Sidneis soule, the Heauens haue;

George Gascoigne him beforne, was tomb’d in stone,

Yet, tho their Bodies lye full low in ground,

(As euery thing must dye, that earst was borne)

Their liuing fame, no Fortune can confound;

Nor euer shall their Labours be forlorne.

(1598: E2r)

When penning this sonnet, it is to be imagined that, in his heart, Barnfield must have harboured the hope that what he was writing of them would also prove true for himself. And indeed, such hope would not have appeared too delusional or ill-founded, at least if one considers how and in what company Francis Meres, the now ubiquitously quoted consecrator of Shakespeare as Ovid’s heir, named the young Staffordshire author:

As Theocritus in Greeke, Virgil and Mantua in Latine, Sanazar in Italian, and the Author of Amyntae Gaudia and Walsinghams Meliboeus are the best for pastorall: so amongst us the best in this kind are sir Philip Sidney, master Challener, Spencer, Stephen Gosson, Abraham Fraunce and Barnefield.

(1598: 284r)

Whether or not one should infer from Meres’s words that Barnfield ‘seems to have been much esteemed by his contemporaries’, as Philip Bliss did (1813: 683–4), the eulogistic association with some of the greatest poets of his age – restated, although in a minor key, by Edward Phillips in 16751 – suggests that his fame was not so obscure during his lifetime as it would become in the following centuries. But what was this lifetime like?

Little is known about Richard Barnfield’s biography. Baptised on 13 June 1574, in Norbury, Staffordshire, England, he was the son of Richard Barnfield and Mary Skrymsher. He attended Brasenose College, Oxford, where he matriculated on 27 November 1589, at the age of fifteen. He received his Bachelor of Arts in 1592. His education at Oxford likely exposed him to classical literature, which greatly influenced his poetic works. He was active as a poet primarily between 1594 and 1598, when most of his poetry collections were published. In 1594, John Danter published Greene’s Funerals by R. B. Gent., a collection of twelve sonnets mourning Robert Greene’s death, the notorious pamphleteer who had famously dubbed Shakespeare ‘an upstart crow’ (1592: F1v), although scholars still debate its attribution to Barnfield (see Massai 2004). The same year, Danter also published The Affectionate Shepheard. Containing the Complaint of Daphnis for the Love of Ganymede, a series of gracefully written pastoral poems, inspired by Virgil’s second eclogue, which openly celebrate the homoerotic passion of the shepherd Daphnis for a beautiful young man, significantly named, after Zeus’s cupbearer, Ganymede. Though published anonymously, Barnfield’s authorship of The Affectionate Shepheard is confirmed in the preface to his 1595 work, Cynthia. With Certain Sonnets and the Legend of Cassandra. This collection includes two long poems, Cynthia, a retelling of the judgement of Paris, and Cassandra, an eccentric epyllion on the misadventures that befell the Trojan prophetess, as well as a sequence of twenty sonnets – some of which (re-)expressing Daphnis’ homoerotic love for Ganymede – and an ode, where instead Daphnis voices his feelings for a young lady. In 1598, Barnfield then published The Encomion of Lady Pecunia: or The Praise of Money, a paradoxical mock encomium, alongside two longer poems – The Complaint of Poetry, for the Death of Liberality and The Combat between Conscience and Covetousness, both of which comment on the difficulties in securing literary patrons – and Poems: In Diverse Humors, which included two sonnets previously attributed to Shakespeare. After 1598, Barnfield did not publish any new work. ‘For a man who moved in circles close to the court when he was young’, George Klawitter noted, ‘Barnfield came to a quiet end far from the glory and intrigues of that court. Why he stopped writing poetry at the age of twenty-four and stopped publishing at the age of thirty-one, we may never know’ (1990: 19). A similar uncertainty surrounds his later life, even though it is believed that he retired to his family estate in Staffordshire. In 1605, a second edition of Lady Pecunia appeared with minor revisions. He died on 6 March 1620, in Shropshire. His burial site is not known (Klawitter 1990: 59–189; Worrall 2001: 25–38).

The outcome of a rather brief literary career, Barnfield’s poetic output is relatively exiguous, yet by no means monotonous, moving gracefully across different poetic genres, including encomiastic poetry, mythological epyllia, mock encomia, love lyric, and pastoral poetry. Yet, while his contemporaries did not fail to acknowledge the poet’s talents, so much so that they included him, as mentioned above, among the best poets of both past and present literature, Barnfield’s oeuvre was largely forgotten after his death and remained virtually unknown until the nineteenth century. The first complete collection of his works was published only in 1876 by Reverend Alexander Balloch Grosart, whose introduction and notes provide crucial information about Barnfield’s life and editorial choices. Grosart included The Affectionate Shepheard, Cynthia, and Lady Pecunia, excluded Greene’s Funerals (now accepted instead in modern editions of the poet’s works), and added several unpublished or unacknowledged pieces. For instance, he attributed The Shepheard’s Complaint and other poems from England’s Helicon (1600) to Barnfield, partly basing his choice on insights from the antiquary (and forger) John Payne Collier, and he also included some Latin and English poems and prose from a commonplace book famously attributed to the poet, found among the so-called ‘Isham Manuscripts’ and now housed at the Folger Shakespeare Library (MS V.a.161: 16–17). In 1882, Edward Arber published another edition of Barnfield’s complete works, limiting it to the three collections unquestionably attributed to the poet: The Affectionate Shepheard, Cynthia, and Lady Pecunia.

It was not until 1936 that another edition of Barnfield’s poems was issued, this time edited by Montague Summers, who included the same collections as Arber’s edition and authored an introduction where he explicitly defended Barnfield’s homosexual themes. In 1990, George Klawitter published a comprehensive annotated edition of Barnfield’s works, inclusive of Greene’s Funerals and a section titled Dubia with poems of questionable attribution. Further philological and stylistic research led Klawitter to reprint this edition in 2005 and to add the long poem Orpheus His Journey to Hell (1595), an adaptation of one of the stories included in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Recently, David L. Orvis of Appalachian State University has digitized several of Barnfield’s poems, relying mostly on Klawitter’s editions and including versions of the 1605 Lady Pecunia and a 1625 broadside ballad version of the ode As It Fell upon a Day, probably Barnfield’s most famous piece, originally printed in Poems: In Diverse Humors.

Of Barnfield’s poetic corpus, some works appear to have consistently received more attention than others – an attention, however, not always entailing a positive judgement, and which has perhaps contributed to obscure Barnfield’s fame just as much it has done to enlighten it. These are the pastoral poem, or collection of poems, The Affectionate Shepheard – the object of most of the chapters included in the only edited collection entirely devoted to Barnfield, The Affectionate Shepherd: Celebrating Richard Barnfield, edited by Kenneth Borris and George Klawitter (2001) – and the sonnets to Ganymede found in Cynthia. In other words, Barnfield’s most openly homosexual and homoerotic poems. At least some of these works did probably raise criticism from the very beginning, that is, immediately after the publication of The Affectionate Shepheard, as can be inferred from the (cleverly ambiguous) justification that Barnfield offered in Cynthia’s address ‘To the Courteous Readers’, in which he answered those who ‘did interpret The Affectionate Shepheard, otherwise then (in truth) I meant, touching the subiect thereof, to wit, the love of a Shepheard to a boy’, by claiming that his first work was in fact ‘nothing else, but an imitation of Virgill, in the second Eglogue of Alexis’ (1595: A3r). The bold homoeroticism of Barnfield’s poetry, containing, as Rictor Norton writes, ‘the most overt homosexual themes and motifs in English Renaissance literature’ (2001: 120), has elicited the most diverse responses from readers across time. Indeed, one could say that this response functioned as some sort of litmus test, a mirror in which to observe the evolution in the cultural attitude towards non-heterosexual forms of love and desire. A period in which the spectrum of reactions generally ranged from harsh condemnation to minimization and justification was followed by an increasing appreciation of the author’s ‘explicitly and unashamedly homoerotic’ poetry (Wells and Edmondson 2004: 18), making of Barnfield, as Sam See writes, ‘an exemplary figure in homoerotic literary history and an exemplary model of how to do the history of sexuality’ (2007: 84–5). The well-deserved attention devoted to Barnfield’s homoerotic poetry, offering a truly unique and unprecedented voice and thematic exploration of same-sex love, and a source of inspiration for Shakespeare’s more famous (yet admittedly less bold) homoerotic verse, is far from exhausted, as demonstrated by Will Tosh’s brilliant insights into Barnfield’s ‘unapologetic expression of queer desire’ in his brand-new Straight Acting: The Many Queer Lives of William Shakespeare (2024b: 213), and his reassessment of Barnfield’s poetry in ‘Writing Delight with Beauty’s Pen: Restoring Richard Barnfield’s Lost Credit’, for Shakespeare Survey (2024c). Indeed, the study of the homoeroticism of Barnfield’s poetry, approached from a variety of different perspectives, still holds an exceptional potential to cast new light both on his figure and on Renaissance poetry and culture at large. At the same time, a substantial part of Barnfield’s eclectic and cultivated poetic output, less directly related to the expression of same-sex love, is still vastly understudied and deserves specific scholarly attention, as do a series of distinctive features of Barnfield’s writing, such as his approach to classical and coeval (re)sources, his negotiation of Petrarchism, his understanding of such power relations as those based on patronage and money, and the specificity of his work’s stylistic features.

As we celebrate the 450th anniversary of Barnfield’s birth (1574–2024), we believe there is a pressing need to reassess his poetry so as to appreciate his contribution to Elizabethan literature truly and fully, and to advocate for his definitive inclusion in the broader canon of English Renaissance poetry. Written by an international group of scholars making use of different approaches, and featuring a brilliant Prelude and an enlightening Afterword by, respectively, Robert Stagg and Will Tosh, this edited collection is the first to take into account Barnfield’s entire corpus and tackles several crucial issues for the in-depth understanding of his literary output. The homoeroticism of Barnfield’s poetry, the specific focus of some of the chapters included here, is explored from new and challenging perspectives, which bring forward a critical discussion that has been acquiring growing importance while also underscoring the multifaceted intersections between this specific aspect of Barnfield’s poetics and other elements of his production. At the same time, other relevant issues are given the attention they deserve, including matters of intertextuality and interdiscursivity, the poet’s relationship with his (re)sources, his engagement with different poetic genres, the way in which he relates to a series of contemporary discourses, such as those of patronage and law, and considerations on his linguistic and stylistic achievements. By taking into account the entirety of Barnfield’s corpus, and by doing so from a variety of different angles this volume thus aims to enhance our understanding not only of a poet who was considered one of Shakespeare’s most talented contemporaries in the early modern age but also of the English poetic panorama at large between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Prelude

A perfect example of careful attention to the homoerotic theme and stylistic matters is Robert Stagg’s Prelude to this volume. According to the scholar, Barnfield’s sonnets to Ganymede often reach their most frankly homoerotic moments in the final couplets, where his mastery of concluding lines on a ‘gasp-inducingly spare simplicity’ (23) leaves readers in an excited suspense about the reaction of Daphnis’ lover. At the

Barnfield’s (Re)sources




that Barnfield clearly saw the dangers he might face if the Queen were to be associated with a Cassandra presented either as a cunning manipulator or as a mad prophetess. This is perhaps the reason why he [eventually] decided to emphasize the image of the sorrowful Cassandra, who through her suffering … imposes herself as the symbol of a peculiar kind of wisdom.



is to be aware that his message for future readers was not only one of political or social inclusion, but of poetic inclusion as well – in his ability not only to validate homoerotic sexual desire through his poetry but to do so in ways that convincingly celebrate the tensions and ambiguities inherent in the human experience not only of sex, but of love.
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In and Out of Conventions in Barnfield’s Love Poetry




Linguistic and Stylistic Approaches to Barnfield’s Poems





Afterword


Notes

1 ‘Richard Barnfield, one of the same Rank in Poetry with Doctor Lodge, Robert Green, Nicholas Breton, and other Contemporaries already mention’d in the foregoing Treatise of the Moderns’. See Phillips (1675: 231).
2 In this regard, see the essays included in Borris and Klawitter 2001’s ‘Part III: Pursuing Ganymede’ by Rictor Norton (117–29); Julie W. Yen (130–48); Mario DiGangi (149–73); Casey Charles (174–92); and Kenneth Borris himself (193–248); as well as Theodore (2001: 265–79). See also Tosh (2024b) and (2024c).
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