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Was Oxford Chapman’s patron?

by Jan Cole

George Chapman
(1559-1634) lived

through three
reigns and was

a prolific author,
writing  poems.
occasional verse,
and both com-
cdies and trage-
dies for the stage.
However, he is
remembered  to-
day largely for his
verse  translation
ol Homer’s liad
and Odyssey (1598-1616), the first in English. We
know almost nothing of his early life and education.

Source: Wikipedia

yet he clearly acquired an advanced knowledge of

Greek language and literature. His own extensive
footnotes to his early poems show wide reading in
the classics. If he attended Oxford or Cambridge
universities, he left without a degree being record-
ed. He was born in Hitchin, Hertfordshire, and it
is possible that he may have attended or taught at
Harrow School. some twenty miles distant. whose
Greek curriculum was about fifty years ahead of
other public schools (Cole, p.13).

From the prefaces to his first published
poems, addressed warmly to his friend Matthew
Roydon in 1594 and 1595. it is clear that at this
time he knew about the group surrounding Ferdi-
nando Stanley (5th Earl of Derby), Henry Percy
(9th Earl of Northumberland). Henry Carey (L.ord
Chamberlain 1585-96) and his heir, George Carey
(Lord Chamberlain 1596-1603). This group in-
cluded Walter Raleigh, Thomas Harriot. Thomas
Digges and his sons Leonard and Dudley Digges.
William Warner and Thomas Hues. Between them
these men were pursuing the sciences (astronomy.,
optics, medicine, anatomy, navigation and explo-
ration).

These peers and the Lords Chamberlain
had pocts and dramatists in their circle. These
were Christopher Marlowe, Thomas Kyd. Thom-
as Watson (1555-1592). George Peele and Chap-

man’s friend. Matthew Roydon. As a result of

paranoia over espionage and religion in the carly
1590s, some of these men were involved in alle-
gations of Catholic sympathies (Stanley. Percy,
Roydon. Watson) or of atheism (Raleigh, Kyd
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and Marlowe). Recent biographers of Marlowe
have implicated Roydon and Watson in spying
for Francis Walsingham, and all three appear to
have been connected with Thomas Walsingham.
the nephew or cousin of Francis (sce Kuriyama.
Nicholl, Riggs. Trow). Chapman almost certain-
ly knew Marlowe and Watson through Roydon.
but after the deaths of Watson and Marlowe in
1592 and 1593. Chapman evidently kept his head
down, emerging in 1594 with his first long po-
ems, in 1596 with a verse preface to Raleigh’s
Second Voyage to Guiana. and in 1598 with the
continuation of Marlowe’s unfinished Hero and
Leander, dedicated to Lady Walsingham. wife of
Sir Thomas.

Chapman started writing stage-plays in
1597 and had great success with his comedy A
Humouwrous Day s Mirth, which had thirteen per-
formances at The Rose. taking some 53 shillings
at each performance. Ben Jonson (1572-1636)
seems to have copied the basic plot of this play
and used it for his own Humour plays of 1598-99.
with which he began his career. Chapman also
wrote for the children’s companies at the Black-
friars and is likely to have known John Lyly
(1554-1606) through this connection. He later
collaborated with Ben Jonson and John Marston
on Eastward Ho!(1605). which contained remarks
about the Scots at which the authorities took of-
fence. and he and Jonson were imprisoned. Chap-
man’s play. Charles Duke of Biron (1608) caused
offence to the French Ambassador, and by 1610
Chapman seems to have stopped writing plays.
His later work included several occasional poems
and dedicatory sonnets in honour of the most im-
portant peers at James I's court.

During their imprisonment in 1605, Chap-
man and Jonson wrote a total of ten letters to vari-
ous peers and knights asking for help. Thereafter,
the Herberts became Jonson’s patrons and it scems
possible that Susan Vere (1587-1629) became
Chapman’s. Later. a close friendship developed
between Chapman and Inigo Jones (1573-1652)
who worked closely with Jonson on the design of
court masques. in which Susan took part. Chap-
man eventually fell out with Jonson. writing a long
invective poem against him in 1623.

I feel certain that Chapman knew Watson
from the late 1570s until his death in 1592 be-
cause of their mutual interest in Greek literature.



July 2011

Was Oxford Chapman’s Patron?

De Vere Society Newsletter

Watson translated several works from Greek into
Latin, including Sophocles’ A4ntigone (1581), which
was highly praised by Gabriel Harvey. Watson’s
Hekatompathia (1582). to which Roydon contrib-
uted. was dedicated to Oxford.

Watson was a friend of Marlowe and in-
volved with the latter in a fight that led to a fatality
and the imprisonment of both in 1589. Watson. Kyd
and Marlowe all lived in Shoreditch in the 1580s.
close to “The Theatre™ and about five minutes” walk
from Oxford's dwelling at Fishers Folly. Bishop-
sgate. The introduction of Chapman to Oxford is
therefore most likely. through Watson. Watson also
wrote plays that have not survived, and was praised
by Marlowe. Spenser. Pecle, Nashe and Meres. He
died in unknown circumstances in 1592 at the age
of thirty-seven.

Hekatompathia (1582) contained learned
critiques of poetry. Some Oxfordians think this edi-
torial commentary was Oxford’s own (Anderson.
p.182). but it seems more probable that Chapman
and Watson wrote it together, or at least the parts
involving excerpts from Sophocles, Theocritus. Xe-
nophon and Homer. Chapman also knew Anthony
Munday (1560-1633) and by the early 1590s they
were both engaged in writing plays for Henslowe at
The Rose. Munday has also been implicated in spy-
ing in the 1590s (see Nicholls).

Could Chapman have been a member of Ox-
ford’s circle in the late 1570s and 1580s? It scems
possible. We know that Oxford had visited, or in-
tended to visit, Greece in 1575-76 (Anderson, M.
p-85) and that his Greek interests surfaced in 1584
when his troupe of child actors. Oxford’s Boys. per-
formed Agamemnon & Ulisses before the Queen
(Anderson, M, pp.201-2; Gilvary, p.318.321). Inthe
same way that Oxford sponsored Thomas Twyne in
[.atin transiation (Anderson, M. p.62), he may have
encouraged Chapman in respect of Greek literature.
perhaps even suggesting the translation of Homer as
a suitable project. It is thought that Chapman served
as a young man in the Netherlands with Sir Francis
Vere, and it would have been natural for him to seek
literary patronage from the latter’s cousin.

In one of his published *Letters’, the gossip-
ing Gabriel Harvey (who had praised Watson high-
ly) criticised the critics, giving the authors classical
names:

I deal directly and will plainly tell you my fancy; il Titius
continue to upbraid Caius with everything and nothing [if]
Titius, or rather Zoilus, in his spiteful Vein. will so long
flyte at Homer, and Thersites in his peevish mode so long
fling at Agamemnon... they will become extremely odi-
ous and intolerable to all good learning and civil govern-
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ment, and in attempting to pull down or disgrace others
without order. must needs finally overthrow themselves
without relief.

Four Letters & Certain Sonnets (1592)

In Greek literature. Thersites was the mocker of
Agamemnon and Achilles (leaders of the Greek
army) and Zoilus the mocker of Homer (the fa-
ther of Greek poetry). Thus. Harvey refers to two
critics who have been pouring invective upon
authors connected with Greek literature. These
may have been Chapman (as Homer) and Wat-
son or even Oxford (as Agamemnon). It is not
clear whom *Caius’ is meant to be. The critics
may have been Greene and Nashe. though *Tit-
ius’ is close to “Tityrus’. a code name for Thomas
Walsingham (sce Riggs, p.255). As Agamemnon
has been regarded as a sobriquet for the Earl of
Leicester (Anderson, M., p.202), Harvey may
even be reflecting criticism emanating from the
court. as the phrase “civil government” suggests.

[t is clear from the prefaces to his works
that Chapman remained extremely sensitive to
criticism throughout his life. As political and lit-
erary events unfolded in 1592-93, he seems to
have sensibly withdrawn from the scene to begin
his translation of Homer. ‘the work | was born to
do” as he called it. As Golding had done with his
translation of Ovid, Chapman imitated in Eng-
lish the original Greek verse rhythms. using the
long. rolling fourteen-syllable “heroic® lines that
make awkward reading today.

Chapman supported the de Vere family
very publicly over a long period. It was an un-
usual thing to name a known peer in the body
of a poem or play, but Chapman did so. He
seems to have had strong loyalties to the fam-
ily. He mentioned Sir Francis Vere (1560-1609)
in his first published poem. wrote an occasional
poem to Francis’s brother, Sir Horatio Vere
(1565-1635). and (after Oxford’s death) publicly
praised Susan Vere. her husband Philip Herbert
and her brother-in-law. William Herbert.

His tributes to the de Veres are as fol-
lows:

The Shadow of Night (1594)

His first published poem. this contains an al-
lusion to Sir Francis Vere and his campaign at
Nijmegen in the Netherlands. Because of the de-
tailed description of an ambush and use of the
first person plural, it is thought that as a young
man Chapman had served as a foot soldier in the
army and taken part in this campaign. If so. Fran-
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cis Vere was his troops” general and it is not surpris-
ing that he would praise him when he later became
an author. The tribute and description is worked into
the poem as an example of virtuous action:

As when th’ltalian Duke, a troop of horse

Sent out in haste against some English force,
From stately-sited, sconce-torn Nimiguen,

Under whose walls the walls [sic] most Cynthian™
Stretcheth her silver limbs loaded with wealth,
Hearing our horse were marching down by stealth,
Who (looking for them) war’s quick artisan,
Fame-thriving Vere. that in those countries won
More fame than guerdon, ambuscadoes laid

Of certain foot, and made full well appaid

The hopeful enemy...

*The epithet Cynthian was given in Greek literature
to Artemis (the moon) but also to Phoebus Apollo
(the Sun). Sir Francis Vere was immensely respect-
ed as a general and Henry Hexham (1585-1650)
wrote a stirring firsthand account of the assault he

led at Ostend in January 1602 (The Oxford Book of

English Prose, OUP, 1927, pp.188-192). He died in
1609 aged 49.

The Revenge of Bussy d’Ambois (1610)

The second part of Chapman’s play on contempo-
rary French history contains an allusion to Edward
de Vere that is well known to Oxfordians. In the
play, Clermont d’Ambois says:

I overtook, coming from Italy,

In Germany, a great and famous Earl,

Of England, the most goodly fashion’d man,

I ever saw, from head to foot in form

Rare and most absolute. He had a face

LLike one of the most ancient honour’d Romans,
From whence his noblest family was deriv'd;
He was beside of spirit passing great.

Valiant and learn’d. and liberal as the sun,
Spoke and writ sweetly, or of learnéd subjects
Or of the discipline of public weals;

And “twas the Earl of Oxford...

The Revenge of Bussy d'Ambois, 1V, iii. 85-96

Since Chapman started writing the Bussy plays about
1604, one cannot help but regard the above *charac-
ter” as a post mortem tribute to Oxford, perhaps writ-
ten earlier and inserted later in the play. The idea that
the de Veres derived from Roman stock may have
come from the historian John Leland (1506-1552)
who had traced the family back even further. (Ander-
son. V. p. 4). In The Revenge. Clermont (the brother
of Bussy) is urged by his ghost to avenge his mur-
der. but is reluctant to do so except honourably in a
duel. It has been noted that the play recalls some ele-
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ments of /lamier. which again is most interesting
for Oxfordians. By 1613 when the second Bussy
play was published (written ¢.1610-11), Chap-
man may have had Susan Vere as a patroness, and
this is a fitting tribute to her late father.

Pro Vere, Autumni Lachrymae (1622)

In 1622 Chapman published a lengthy occasion-
al poem on the plight of Sir Horatio Vere. the
younger brother of Francis and also a renowned
soldicr. Chapman’s poem urged ingland to send
more soldiers to the rescuc of Horatio. besieged
at Mannheim (during the Spanish war with the
Bohemian Palatinate). A historian of the Vere
family notes that Horatio was ‘reduced to ex-
tremities, [but] capitulated on honourable terms
[with the Spanish] and “marched out with his
brave garrison with all the honours of war...".
When he returned to England in 1624. “*he was
received by King James so gratefully that his
Majesty stood bareheaded before his illustrious
subject” (Majendie, p.62). Chapman. however.
wrote and issued his poem in the heat of the
event, not knowing the outcome. and perhaps
fearing the worst - on the title page the poem
was ‘inscribed to the immortal memorie of the
most pious and incomparable souldier, Sir Hora-
tio Vere. Knight...” Chapman uses some obvi-
ous wordplay on Vere (Ver, Latin *spring”):

All my year’s comforts fall in showers of tears,

That this full Spring of man, this VERE of VERES,
IFamine should bar my fruits, whose bounty breeds them. |
The faithlless world love to devour who feeds them.

Now can th'exempt Isle from the World no more

With all her arm’d fires such a Spring restore. ..

Towards the end of the poem. Chapman appeals
to James | to send help:

For thou* hast now a Kind and pious King
(*England)

That will not suffer his immortal Spring
To die untimely, if in him it lie

To lend him rescue...

Beneath Chapman’s laborious. clumsy and con-
ventional praise there seems to lie honest loyalty
to the ancient family of Vere. who seem to be
present in the all-inclusive

. Race of bright Eliza’s reign,
Past all fore-Races, for all sorts of men,
Scholars and Soldiers, Courtiers, Councillors ...
Dedicatory Sonnets (1614)

Chapman’s Homer project may have
started as early as the 1580s with the notion
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ol translating all of Homer’s works into English
verse. He achieved this over thirty years. publish-
ing The liad (Books 1-2 and 7-11 in 1598: the re-
mainder in 1611/1614). The Odyssey (1618). The
Hymns of Homer (1622). the Homeric Lpigrams

(1618) and the Hymns, Epigrams and Poems of

Homer (1629). The 1614 volume of The IHiad
contained no fewer than 22 dedicatory sonnets to
various noblemen and — women, including Mary
Wroth. Lucy Harrington. Arabella Stuart, Robert
Sidney. and the Earls of Salisbury, Southampton,
Suffolk. Sussex. Northampton. Arundel. Pem-
broke and Montgomery. The latter’s wife was. of
course, Susan Vere and she, too, received a sonnet.
It is interesting to note that he focuses not on the
nobility of her marriage to Philip Herbert (which
would have been the conventional stance). but on
her own blood line. He clearly praises her as the
daughter of Oxford, not as the wife of Herbert:

To the Great and Virtuous, the Countess of Montgom-
ery.

Your fame, great Lady, is so loud resounded.

By your free trumpet, my right worthy friend,

That with it all my forces stand confounded,

Arm’d and disarm’d at once to one just end,

To honour and describe the blest consent

Twixt your high blood and soul in virtues rare,

Of which my friend’s praise is so eminent.

That [ shall hardly like his echo fare

To render only th’ends of his shrill verse.

Besides my bounds are short and [ must merely

My will to honour your rare parts rehearse,

With more time singing your renown more clearly.
Meantime, take HOMER for my wants supply,
To whom adjoin’d your name shall never die.

And to make the point even clearer. he adds at the
foot of the poem:

By the long-since admirer of your matchless Father’s vir-
tues;

And now of your excellent Ladyship’s, GEO. CHAP-
MAN.

The year of publication (1614) would have been
poignant for her. It was now ten years since her
father’s death. when Susan had been only sev-
enteen, and also her tenth wedding anniversary.
The year may also have been significant for the
author, it being twenty years since his first long
poem had appeared in the wake of Watson’s and
Marlowe’s deaths. He says he is “the long-since
admirer” of Lord Oxford’s virtues. Could this be
a belated tribute to Chapman’s one-time encour-
ager? And who was “your free trumpet, my right
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worthy friend™? This sounds suspiciously like
Chapman’s playwriting collaborator, Ben Jonson.
Chapman appears (o be referring to Jonson’s son-
net for Susan. This was a little risqué in that he
had compared her beauty to that of the biblical Su-
sanna, who was glimpsed naked while bathing by
a group of ageing “peeping-Toms':

To Susan. Countess of Montgomery

Were they that named you prophets? Did they see.
Even in the dew of grace, what you would be?
Or did our times require it to behold
A new Susanna cqual to that old?
Or, because some scarce think that story true,
To make those faithful did the fates send you?
And to your scene lent no less dignity
Of birth, of match, of form, of chastity?
Or, more than born for the comparison
Of former age. or glory of our own,
Were you advanced past those times (o be
The light and mark unto posterity?
Judge they that can; here I have raised to show
A picture which the world for yours must know,
And like it, too. if they look equally:
If not. “tis fit for you some should envy.
BEN JONSON

The serious and moralistic Chapman would not
have approved of Jonson’s comparison. and the
former’s phrases “free trumpet’, *most worthy
friend’. and ‘shrill verse’ seem to contain more
than a hint of sarcasm. Jonson’s poem (together
with a poem for Horatio Vere and others) was pub-
lished in his Epigrams (1616). but are likely to
have been in circulation in manuscript two years
carlier, or perhaps Jonson showed off the sonnet
to Chapman privately. When published. Epigrans
was dedicated to Jonson’s patron and Susan’s
brother-in-law, William Herbert.

Chapman’s relationship with Jonson ap-
pears to have been difficult. Jonson had used
Chapman’s plot for his Humour plays without ac-
knowledgement. Jonson had also collaborated with
someone on his classical tragedy Sejanus (1605),
but failed either to mention who this was or to in-
clude the other’s share of text when he published
the play. Jonson’s latest biographer thinks the col-
laborator was Chapman (Riggs, p.99), who none-
theless wrote a prefatory sonnet for Sejanus. They
quarrelled again when Jonson criticised Inigo Jones,
who was a life-long friend of Chapman’s.

Jonson upset a lot of people, but received
a ‘come-uppance’ from fate when a fire destroyed
his study in 1623. the year of publication of Shake-
speare’s First Folio. Jonson wrote a poem about
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this event called *An Execration upon Vulcan’.
This was witty but arrogant. in that he compared
the destruction of his manuscripts to some famous
infernos (the library at Alexandria. the Globe the-
atre and the Banqueting House) and went on to list
by name the great works of his own composition
that had been lost to the world. Chapman replied to
this with a sarcastic “Invective against Mr Ben Jon-
son’, which remained unpublished until the 19th
century. Again, the sarcastic tone is evident:

Great learned witty Ben. be pleased to light

The world with that three-forked fire, nor fright
All us, thy sublearn’d, with luciferous boast

That thou art most great. most learn’d. witty most
Of all the kingdom, nay of all the earth.

...Being all of pride composed...

Now to your parts call’d good: your sacred desk.
The wooden fountain of your mighty Muses.
Alas! is burn’d, and there all their wealth fail’d
That never can with all time be retail"d.

Why. then, as good not name them...?

If that brave skill, then. when thou didst begin
To study letters. thy great wit had plied.
Freely. and only thy disease of pride

In vulgar praise had never bound thy hide...

(in Chapman. 1875 ed.)

Jonson, who had lambasted so many others in his
plays and poems, had at last received some of his
own medicine. In this poem Chapman focused on
Jonson’s arrogance, pride and love of praise (obvi-
ous traits to readers. even today). but it is to Chap-
man’s lasting credit that his Invective remained in
his commonplace book unpublished for another
250 years. Today it is in the Bodleian Library and.
unsurprisingly. none of Jonson’s admirers have
been prepared to include it in full in their biogra-
phies.

Conclusion

An overview of Chapman’s work suggests the au-
thor was serious and stoical, kept himsell apart
from religious controversy, was sensitive to criti-
cism and actively avoided worldly acclaim. He was
an honourable man and in his published works con-
sistently paid tribute to four members of the Vere
family. This can only be for one of two reasons:
cither they were his formal or informal patrons or
he had personal reasons for doing so.

JE
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