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Katie Bank

William Byrd’s Come, woeful Orpheus in context: 
motion as visual and musical affect

The importance of ‘motion’ in 16th-century art 
is discussed in Giovanni Lomazzo’s Trattato 

dell’arte della pittura, scoltura, et architettura 
(Milan, 1584), which was partially translated into 
English by Richard Haydock as A tracte containing 
the artes of curious painting, carvinge & buildinge 
(Oxford, 1598). According to Haydock’s translation, 
‘motion’ is the means by which our various interior 
thoughts and emotions manifest physically on the 
outward body, how they are perceived by the eyes of 
viewers, and how such thoughts and emotions can 
in turn imprint themselves on the respective view-
er’s own inner emotions. It is a multifaceted term 
that describes not only physical movement, but also 
an internal state, ‘spirit’, ‘Grace’ or ‘Fury’.1 Connected 
to the movements of the elements, four humours 
and seven planets, ‘motion’ is a ‘stirring vertue’ that 
is ‘continually lying hid in the harte … outwardly 
shewed forth, in the body’.2

Haydock defines motion in visual art as ‘a 
Correspondency to the nature of the proportion of 
the forme and matter thereof: And herein consisteth 
the whole spirite and life of the Arte’. Indeed, such 
motion is a ‘necessitie’ sometimes deemed ‘the 
excellency of the arte’. In particular, paintings of 
living human subjects should demonstrate a ‘more 
significant expressing of the inward affections of the 
minde’.3 In other words, it is the showing forth of 
‘affections and passions’ through ‘motion’ that indi-
cates life in human subjects.4 Although the mani-
festation of the motions arises from the five senses, 
there is an element of subjectivity in how individu-
als respond: ‘because each man is subject to some 
one of the Planets, and therefore is more speciallie 
inclined to some one affection, it will not bee amisse 

to shewe how uppon occasion, anie affection what-
soever, may be stirred up in a man of any condition 
or constitution’.5

Lomazzo’s original illustrates how motion imbues 
art with emotional life by quoting two lines from 
Horace’s discussion of decorum and sympathetic 
affect in his Ars poetica: ‘si vis me flere, dolen-
dum est primum ipsi tibi: tunc tua me infortunia 
laedent’ (if you would have me weep, you must first 
feel grief yourself: then will your misfortunes hurt 
me).6 Haydock not only paraphrases Horace in his 
English verse but extends it beyond what is quoted 
by Lomazzo:

(whence the Poet saith,
  If thou in me would’st true compassion breede,
  And from mine heavy eies wring flouds of teares:
  Then act thine inward griefes by word and deede

  Unto mine eies, as well as to mine eares:)... And, that 
which is more, will cause the beholder to wonder, when it 
wondereth... to have a fellow-feeling when it is afflicted.7

Haydock argues that successfully painted motion 
in images will encourage a sympathetic response in 
the viewer’s body—the central Aristotelian argu-
ment adapted by many commentaries on the moral 
and social benefit of music, poetry or art. Visual art 
can ‘also performe the selfe same effects which the 
natural doe. For as he which laugheth, mourneth, 
or is otherwise affected, doth naturally moove the 
beholders to the selfe same passion of mirth or sor-
row.’8 Moreover, Haydock suggests ‘motion’ mani-
fested on the body (including via the sound of the 
voice) communicates interior states better than 
words alone.9 He later elaborates, explaining that 
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‘motion’ is ‘for the more significant expressing of 
the inward affections of the minde, by an outward 
and bodily Demonstration; that so by this meanes, 
mens inward motions and affections, may be as well, 
(or rather better) signified; as by their speech: which 
is wrought by the proper operations of the bodie’.10 
It is the collective perception of the ear and eye, 
alongside appropriate word and action, that creates 
wonder and connection between people (‘fellow-
feeling’). As such, success in visually capturing the 
spark of human life is dependent on stimulating 
fellow feeling. Even if one is gazing upon a paint-
ing alone, there is a spectre of another in the pro-
cess through which meaning or connection with the 
object or image is generated.

Haydock suggests that fellow feeling is best cre-
ated through a multisensory, embodied experience. 
Though sight and hearing often competed for the 
apex in hierarchies of the senses, writers of the time 
acknowledged that sensing is rarely experienced in 
isolation and could indeed be enhanced through 
co-experience. For example, in 1599 the composer 
Richard Allison tapped into beliefs surrounding the 
co-functionality of the senses in the dedication of 
his collection of psalms:

And that our meditation in the Psalmes may not want 
their delight, we have that excelle[n]t gift of God, 
the Art of Musick to accompany them: that our eyes 
beholding the words of David, our fingers handling 
the Instruments of Musicke, our eares delighting  
in the swetenesse of the melody, and the heart observ-
ing the harmony of them all: all these doe joyne in a 
heavenly Consort, and God may bee glorified and our-
selves refreshed therewith.11

Whether through ekphrasis (vivid poetic descrip-
tion), musical word-painting, or the visual pres-
entation of singing bodies, ideas were experienced 
and cogitated through visual and aural means. As 
Simon Smith notes, ‘the sights of performance are 
overwhelmingly presented in early modern texts as 
integrated and critical to the experience of music’.12 
This article explores how late 16th- and early 17th-
century ideas about motion across the arts might 
have informed experiences of music in early mod-
ern England.

Considering the shared motif between William 
Byrd’s Come, woeful Orpheus from his printed col-
lection Psalmes, songs and sonnets (1611) and the 

Orpheus overmantel at Haddon Hall (Derbyshire), 
this article gives an example of how music and vis-
ual culture, within a shared space or social sphere, 
provided reciprocal somatic and symbolic cues. 
Symbolic meanings such as iconography may trigger 
a showing forth of passion on the body or encourage 
a specific activity, while embodied activities such as 
music-making can contribute to the meanings of 
iconography or those accrued within specific spaces. 
The current article considers how the Orpheus 
trope, cogitated and embodied through visual and 
musical media, worked to produce ‘fellow-feeling’ 
or affect in related ways.

Although many aspects of the ‘inward affections 
of the minde’ (to borrow Haydock’s term) are cultur-
ally contingent, I believe we can still glimpse an his-
torical experience of music by considering specific 
rhetorical and representational responses, including 
visual stimuli. It is not possible to reconstruct expe-
rience ‘from within’ an historic individual, yet Bruce 
R. Smith argues that by casting a mould around 
the object of enquiry we can get an idea of its gen-
eral shape: ‘[b]y reading fictional texts against the 
evidence of diaries, conduct books, medical trea-
tises [etc] … we can surround the unrepresented 
(perhaps unrepresentable) moment’ of emotion in 
action.13 This requires the interpreter to ‘take words, 
not as symbols, signs with only an arbitrary rela-
tion to the thing toward which they point, but as 
indexes, signs with a natural or metonymic connec-
tion with somatic experience’.14 The current article 
strives to imagine how the Haddon Hall overmantel 
and Byrd’s song might have been used within their 
shared artworlds, to show how our understanding of 
an historical musical experience might be enriched 
by considering its interplay with related visual 
tropes. The figure of Orpheus was not only cogi-
tated through text, but also lived with and encoun-
tered regularly through sight and sound. This is just 
one example of how a multi-modal figure such as 
Orpheus might provide us with indications of early 
modern affective experience in practice.

Setting the scene
Haddon Hall was one of the residences of the 
Manners family, whose primary seat was at Belvoir 
Castle on the edge of Leicestershire. As David Price 
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has shown, the Manners family had a strong tradi-
tion of musical education crossing several genera-
tions during the 16th and early 17th centuries.15 At 
Belvoir Castle, Thomas Manners, 1st Earl of Rutland 
(c.1497–1543), had occupational household musi-
cians; evidence suggests his children and their fami-
lies may have engaged in household music-making 
including singing and the use of instruments such 
as viols, virginals and the lute. Price says Belvoir’s 
papers ‘give the impression of almost continuous 
musical development from the 1530s onwards’ and 
that ‘the family itself became genuinely interested 
in musical education, books and instruments’.16 
Thomas’s second wife and the mother of his children 
was Eleanor Paston (c.1495–1551). Their second son, 
John Haddon (c.1534–1611), inherited Haddon Hall 
through his wife, Dorothy Vernon (1544–84).17

By blood and marriage, the Manners of Haddon—
John and his son George (1569–1623)—had connec-
tions to many of the country’s most well-established 
musical gentry and patrons, including the Pastons, 
Sidneys, Talbots/Cavendishes, Villiers and Cecils.18 
Indeed, Price is ‘surprised’ that there is no printed 
music book dedicated to the Manners, given how 
established were their musical connections, musi-
cal literacy, and their investment in musicians and 
music education.19 For example, Thomas Morley 
was probably called upon in 1587 by Edward Paston 
to become the household music teacher for John 
Haddon’s nephew at Belvoir.20 In 1593 George mar-
ried Grace Pierrepoint (c.1575–c.1650). Grace was 
a granddaughter of Bess of Hardwick and William 
Cavendish—another well-established musical fam-
ily who educated their boys and girls in music.21 
While little specific is known on the musical activi-
ties of the Manners of Haddon, their upbringings 
and the musical interests of other branches of their 
family suggest that their household too would have 
been invested in music.22

Haddon Hall has a 12th-century foundation with 
many subsequent additions. The sumptuously deco-
rated Long Gallery, designed by Robert Smythson 
and added around 1600, offers panoramic views of 
the garden, encompassing guests within a surround 
of visual delights, including wainscotting and a ceil-
ing covered in intricate plasterwork.23 Social enter-
tainments for guests at Haddon in the early 17th 
century might have taken place either in the Long 

Gallery, Hall or Great Chamber. As in other coun-
try houses in this period, the Great Chamber had 
functions including formal dining and postpran-
dial entertainment such as psalm singing, dancing, 
plays and music; Long Galleries were sometimes 
furnished with instruments, and they were also used 
for masques, games and the reception of impor-
tant guests.24 Sources claim that a 1623 inventory 
of Haddon shows three harpsichords and a gilded 
organ in its Long Gallery, as well as ‘a viall chest with 
a bandora and vialls’.25

After socializing in the Long Gallery or Hall, 
select guests may have been invited into the more 
intimate Withdrawing Chambers for further diver-
sions which may have included music. As Emily Cole 
discusses, by the late 16th century, Withdrawing 
Chambers were used as a private sitting room or for 
‘the entertainment of selected guests’, and they typi-
cally contained some stools or chairs and a table, as 
seen in the upper-left quadrant of the cross section 
of Wadley House in the well-known portrait of Sir 
Henry Unton (illus.1). A withdrawing room was ‘a 
more intimate setting [where] people conversed, 
played games, ate and listened to music; in 1629, the 
“best Drawing Chamber” at Apethorpe Hall con-
tained a harpsichord, while the “great withdraw-
ing chamber” at Kirby Hall contained (in c.1619) a 
billiard table’.26 The practice of withdrawing is also 
described in George Whetstone’s An heptameron 
of civill discourses (1582). After dinner in the Great 
Chamber, ‘Queene Aurelia with a chosen company, 
retyred her selfe, into a pleasant drawing Chamber’ 
immediately ordering a ‘faire Eunucke Boy’ to sing 
a song accompanied by lute.27 Elements of such 
domestic entertainments can also be glimpsed in the 
detail from the Unton portrait, including a masque 
with broken consort in the Great Chamber and 
smaller-scale social music-making with partbooks 
and viols in the upper-left room.

What transpires next might be an evening social 
scenario much like the one outlined in Claudius 
Hollyband’s The French schoolemaister (1573), a 
bilingual book describing various everyday scenes 
to help self-taught students learn French. This 
publication was dedicated to Robert Sackville of 
Knole House, another prominent musical family 
of the period, and may have been based upon the 
Sackvilles’ domestic life, as Hollyband was their 
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tutor.28 After dinner, a fire is started, and musical 
recreation offered from partbooks. Songs in four 
parts are fetched from the owner’s closet:

Who shall sing with me?
You shall have companie enough:
David shall make the base:
Jhon [sic] the tenor: and James the treble.
Begine: James, take your tune: go to: for what do you tarie?

I have but a rest.
Roland, drinke afore you begine,
you will sing with a better corage.29

Recreational music-making from partbooks could 
have involved members of the household, their guests 
and/or occupational musicians in any combination 
of voices and/or viols. Given how the Manners fam-
ily invested in musical objects, musicians and their 

1 Detail from Unknown artist, memorial portrait of Sir Henry Unton (c.1558–96) (National Portrait Gallery NPG 710; © 
National Portrait Gallery, London, by permission)
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own musical literacy, one can reasonably imagine 
they participated in social music-making to some 
degree.30

At Haddon, the innermost room now known as 
the Orpheus Chamber or the State Bedroom fea-
tures an imposing plaster overmantel of Orpheus 
playing his lyre to tame the beasts (illus.2). As this 
room is directly off the Long Gallery, it could have 
been used around 1600 as a Withdrawing Chamber 
for more intimate conversation and recreation.31 
The main structure of this Withdrawing Chamber 
dates from the 14th century, but the plasterwork in 
the bay window and some of the cornicing has been 
tenuously dated to around the time of the installa-
tion of the Long Gallery. The date of the Orpheus 
 overmantel itself is uncertain, though it may also be 
from c.1600.32

Orpheus, with a large fashionable moustache 
upon his lip, sits under a tree holding his instrument, 

hand poised to strum. Though he looks straight out-
wards, his vantage point makes him look beyond 
the viewer, just above one’s head. He is surrounded 
by a variety of animals, predators and prey in har-
monious composition. Orpheus is the shaper of his 
environment, as trees and beasts incline towards 
him. Notably, the two deer, representing the animal 
species symbolically allied with the sense of hearing, 
look outwards to the room, in contrast to the other 
animals who are depicted with apparently little 
awareness of the viewer’s presence. Could the artist 
be suggesting that the deer’s acute hearing is piqued 
by whatever melodious offering is heard within the 
space?

Anthony Wells-Cole has identified the design 
of the overmantel as based upon a continental 
engraving by Virgil Solis (Frankfurt, 1563) (illus.3).33 
However, the composition of the scene and the vari-
ety of animals has much more in common with a 

2 Orpheus overmantel at Haddon Hall (With sincere thanks to The Trustees of Haddon Hall. ©The Trustees of Haddon 
Hall, Bakewell, by permission)
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1625 image printed by Roger Daniel (illus.4).34 Given 
that the Haddon Long Gallery was installed c.1600 
and that there is no certain date for the Haddon 
Orpheus, it is possible the overmantel was inspired 
by a print produced at some point between these 
two examples. The most notable differences in the 
Haddon Orpheus figure from Daniel’s engraving are 
in Orpheus’s face. In the print, he is depicted mouth 
agape and clean shaven; at Haddon, his mouth is 
closed and with a moustache.

An overmantel depicting Orpheus is not only 
a material object, but also the centre of a space in 
which recreational music could come alive. The 
Withdrawing Chamber at Haddon is a suitable size 
for small group music-making. Though Orpheus 

was not the most common figure in fixed interior 
decoration, he was rarely used as mere ornament 
and is primarily found in places for conspicuous 
display.35 Moreover, as will be discussed shortly, 
Orpheus was a figure with a complex history of 
often contradictory symbolic meanings, cogitated 
not only through literature, story, theatre and visual 
culture, but also song.36

My thought experiment considers the potential 
shared artworld of Haddon’s Orpheus overmantel 
and Byrd’s consort song Come, woeful Orpheus. 
This is just one piece of music among hundreds 
that might have been sung in such a space. But it 
should be acknowledged that there is potentially 
more than a chance connection between the song 

3 Orpheus playing the lyre. From Ovidii metamorphoses illustratae, engr. Virgil Solis (Frankfurt, 1563) (Daniel Kinney, 
University of Virginia. Used with permission)
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and overmantel. The Manners of Haddon had fam-
ily connections with the elite circles where Byrd’s 
music circulated, including the Paston family. 
George Manners’s paternal grandmother, Eleanor 
Paston, was a daughter of William Paston (c.1479–
1554). Edward Paston (1550–1630), William’s grand-
son, shared Byrd’s recusant circles and held a large 
collection of Byrd’s music in print and manuscript. 
Moreover, one of the emblem texts set by Byrd in his 
Psalmes, songs and sonnets, ‘In crystal towers’, was, 
in Witney’s original, dedicated to Edward Paston. 
Additionally, Paston was the author of another of 
Byrd’s 1611 texts, ‘Crowned with flowers I saw fair 
Amaryllis’.37

Given the connections between the inhabitants of 
Haddon and the circulation of people and materials 

affiliated with Byrd, the imagined scenario where 
this song and space come together seems plausible, 
even without firm evidence of a specific perfor-
mance of this consort song in Haddon. Byrd’s song 
and Haddon’s image existed within a shared social 
sphere and a robust artistic culture that drew repeat-
edly upon the figure of Orpheus. The visual trig-
ger of the Haddon Orpheus might have reminded 
viewers to try singing Byrd’s song or might have put 
the tune in their head. The song, sung elsewhere, 
might recall images seen at Haddon. Or perhaps one 
happened to gaze upon the overmantel after play-
ing Byrd’s song in another room of the house ear-
lier in the evening, thereby helping to recall ideas 
about Orpheus encountered through poetry or 
other means. This type of thematic overlap allowed 

4 Depiction of Orpheus, from Animalium quadrupedum ... A booke of beast [sic], birds, flowers, fruits, flies, and wormes 
(London: to be sold by Roger Daniel, 1625) (Cambridge University Library, Syn.4.62.17)
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for varied understandings and renderings of the 
Orpheus trope to develop over time.

Feeling and thinking with Orpheus
Few existing studies of the Orpheus figure in 
England consider the multisensory encounters that 
educated individuals might have had with multime-
dial representations of the mythological musician.38 
Members of the elite such as the Manners family 
and their guests, or even visiting musicians, may 
have encountered Orpheus (or any number of other 
intellectual tropes) not only through text, but also 
in song, emblem, furniture, embroidery and other 
household decoration.39 They might have memories 
of encountering the figure of Orpheus in musical-
theatrical entertainments experienced in London 
or in private homes, or imagined through reading, 
such as Thomas Campion’s The Lords maske (1613). 
Orpheus was the central character in this masque, 
which featured memorable visuals by Inigo Jones 
(who also had connections to the Manners family).40 
In it, Orpheus speaks on behalf of the company, ‘For 
love into our musick will inspire/ The power of pas-
sion, that their thoughts shall bend/ To any forme or 
motion we intend’, exhibiting his symbolic function 
at the heart of ideas surrounding music, passion, 
motion and the resulting actions.41

According to the printed description of Jones’s 
set, as Orpheus appears:

The Scene was divided into two parts from the roofe to 
the floore, the lower part being first discovered (upon the 
sound of a double consort, exprest by severall instruments, 
plac’t on either side of the roome) there appeared a Wood 
in prospective, the innermost part being of releave, or 
whole round, the rest painted.42

The scene is thus literally framed by the sound 
and sight of the musicians placed on either side, 
with attention also given to the techniques of relief 
and painting used to depict the wood. This is just 
one example of the multimedial encounters with 
Orpheus that may have contributed to understand-
ings of the figure and his musical powers.

While many ideas about Orpheus were shared 
across sources, the interpretation and use of the 
figure and his mythology could vary widely. In 
1632 George Sandys used the figure of Orpheus to 
explain the power of music over the affections as an 

Aristotelian conception of sympathetic resonance 
between the motions of music and the spirits. In his 
lengthy commentary, Sandys explains his under-
standing of the physiological effects of music upon 
the body and spirit, likening it to how Orpheus 
‘allured their affections with his musick’.43 This con-
ception of Orpheus’s power concerns not only the 
physical motion of music, but also the motion of the 
animal spirits that motivate our interior emotions. It 
is through this physiological process that our bod-
ies and minds negotiate the complex nexus between 
music (or art more broadly), passion and action.44 
As the anonymous author of The praise of musicke 
(1586) wrote, Orpheus brings even ‘senslesse things’, 
and ‘lifelesse creatures to a lively stirring and 
motion’.45

Indeed, Orpheus and the concept of motion 
were intricately connected. In several contemporary 
interpretations, including the anonymous quotation 
above, Orpheus acts as the symbolic driving force that 
brings life to the materiality of music, objects, bodies 
and art. In other instances, Orpheus was an astrolo-
ger who, as Alexander Ross explained in 1647, showed 
the Grecians ‘the motion, harmonie, and order that 
was among the seven planets’.46 Even Haydock cred-
its Orpheus in his chapter discussing motion and 
the planets, ideas inspired by ‘Indians, Orpheus, and 
other ancient Poets’.47 Writers enjoyed the wordplay 
between physical, musical and emotional motion.48 
Robert Green prefaced his ‘Orpheus Song’ (1599) 
with ‘if it please you to allow of my motion, to make 
us some music, I will raise up the Ghosts of Orpheus 
and Arion’. Then, when the materialized Orpheus 
sings, he proclaims himself, ‘He that did sing the 
motions of the starres’.49 As one who bends the trees 
and moves beasts to his will with song, Orpheus was 
an ideal symbol for how music and poetry moves our 
passions.50 Early modern writing shows that Orpheus 
was both a reminder to control one’s passions, but 
also (and perhaps simultaneously) a wellspring of 
supremely affective music.

Anna-Maria Hartmann cautions that the rela-
tionship between myth and interpretation in early 
modern England is not always one of uncovering a 
single hidden truth.51 In Ross’s 1647 reference guide 
to the symbolic interpretation of mythical figures, he 
listed 14 examples of how Orpheus might be inter-
preted.52 According to Ross, it is due to Orpheus’s 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/em

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/em
/caad054/7475962 by U

niversity of Birm
ingham

 user on 15 January 2024



Early Music PAGE 9 OF 18

‘want of moderation in his affection to his wife that 
he could not forbeare looking back upon her’.53 Or 
‘Orpheus did too much bewayle’, suggesting one 
might learn moderation from his excessive feeling 
and outward emoting.54 Conversely, ‘[b]y Orpheus 
charming of stones trees, birds and beasts with his 
musick, is meant how Governours at first by their 
wisdome and eloquence did bring rude and igno-
rant people ... to civilitie’.55 Through his role as 
astrologer, Orpheus is viewed as the commander of 
knowledge and order, civil harmony symbolized by 
his seven-string lyre.56 He also represents a pastor 
recalling stray sheep or even Christ himself.57 Yet in 
this ‘civilizing’ role that brings order (or indeed sal-
vation), Orpheus was still playing on emotion as the 
link between sensation and reasonable action. As 
Heather Dubrow observes, Orpheus was portrayed 
as the exemplar of rationality and also its opposite.58

The uneasy tension between controlled civility 
and unbridled feeling surrounding Orpheus makes 
him a particularly intriguing figure for interior deco-
ration, as such imagery is hard for a viewer to ignore 
(unlike an image in a book that can be closed). It is 
apparent from Ross that the meanings of mythologi-
cal iconography are not singular or fixed, but rather 
are likely to shift and adapt depending on the sub-
jectivity of the viewer and the context of the activity 
taking place. In the case of the Orpheus overmantel 
in Haddon Hall, I am concerned with the reciprocal 
ways in which the possible activities in that space 
shaped the meanings drawn from the overmantel, 
and how that imagery helped define the experiences 
of those activities. As Tara Hamling observes, there 
is ‘a shortage of documentary sources to shed light 
on the relationship between decoration within the 
domestic interior and patterns of life taking place 
around it’.59 This is why an active imagining of 
how such relationships might work is a productive 
exercise. As Alfred Gell says, ‘decoration is intrin-
sically functional, or else its presence would be 
inexplicable’.60

My analysis builds upon these ideas to demon-
strate how musical and visual expressions of Orpheus 
may have interacted with related embodied activi-
ties. When iconography is interpreted strictly sym-
bolically, for instance as a symbol of ‘harmony’, 
or removed from its original context and taken to 
a museum, a portion of the meaning generated 

through the situational embodied experience is lost. 
Aspects of the tension carried by the Orpheus figure 
in relation to emotion and affect may not be apparent 
unless the body is physically presented with activities 
that generate and shape emotional experience. In the 
case of the Haddon Hall overmantel, these activities 
could include playing, listening and reading music, 
as well as memories invoked of past musical experi-
ences. Interior decor depicting Orpheus had not only 
a symbolic function, but one tied to motion, affect 
and recreation. As Alan Davison has observed, ‘we 
strive to add movement and sound to images that 
show music-making. This striving, however, does not 
result in something that can be simplistically meas-
ured, as both visual and musical competency (knowl-
edge of the object category) are crucial in influencing 
the level of response of an individual.’61 Though many 
aspects of the inner workings of sensing and pas-
sions are culturally contingent, I believe we can still 
get a glimpse into an historical experience of music 
by casting a mould around the object of enquiry and 
considering specific rhetorical and representational 
responses, including visual stimuli.

Byrd’s Come, woeful Orpheus
Orpheus might seem an obvious avatar for a musi-
cian imagining himself, and yet the figure makes sur-
prisingly few appearances in vernacular song from 
early modern England.62 Still, a study of specific 
musical compositions from this era can be enriched 
by an exploration of the interconnections between 
music and visual culture. As is already known, Byrd’s 
Psalmes, songs and sonnets (1611) engaged with vis-
ual culture by drawing several texts from Geoffrey 
Whitney’s A choice of emblems (1586), including ‘Of 
flattering speech’ and ‘The Eagle’s force’.63 Byrd’s con-
sort song Come, woeful Orpheus supports the need 
for understanding Orpheus in an embodied capac-
ity by presenting a version of the figure in relation to 
chromaticism and affective performance:

Come woeful Orpheus with thy charming Lyre
And tune my voice unto thy skilful wire,
Some strange Chromatic Notes do you devise
That best with mournful accents sympathize,
Of sourest Sharps and uncouth Flats make choice,
And I’ll thereto compassionate my voice.
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Like most of the consort songs in Byrd’s Psalmes, 
songs and sonnets, Come, woeful Orpheus can be 
performed in a variety of ways, including: with 
one vocal line sung, usually the cantus primus, and 
the other parts played by a viol consort; a version 
for five unaccompanied singers; or by a combina-
tion of voices and instruments. With the exhorta-
tion, ‘Come’, the first-person sung voice implores 
Orpheus to make them a better musician. The 
lyrics cast Orpheus as a composer, the ‘deviser’ of 
the song, guiding the singer. Orpheus must ‘make 
choice’ of ‘sourest Sharps and uncouth Flats’ and 
then the singer will ‘compassionate’ or bring their 
performance into sympathy with the affective qual-
ity of the music. While imitative writing is to be 
expected in such consort songs, it also allows for 

interplay between the voice-parts and at the open-
ing gives the illusion that the voices are establishing 
sympathy between each other (see ex.1).

A crucial element of Come, woeful Orpheus is its 
use of chromaticism, a device long associated with 
stirring the passions. As John Danyel’s ‘Can dole-
full notes to measur’d accents set’ (1606) declares, 
‘Chromatique Tunes most lyke my passions sound’.64 
Thomas Morley’s advice for ‘When you would 
expresse a lamentable passion’ reminds readers that 
it is not only harmony that expresses passion, but 
also melodic ‘motion’:

but those cordes [notes] so taken as I have saide before are 
not the sole and onely cause of expressing those passions, 
but also the motions which the parts make in singinng do 

Ex.1 William Byrd, Come, woeful Orpheus, bars 1–7
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greatly helpe, which motions are either naturall or acci-
dental. The naturall motions are those which are naturallie 
made betwixt the keyes without the mixture of any acci-
dentall signe or corde, be it either flat or sharpe, and these 
motions be more masculine causing in the song more 
virilitie then those accidentall cordes which are marked 
with these signes. ♯. ♭. which be in deede accidentall, and 
make the song as it were more effeminate & languishing 
then the other motions which make the song rude and 
sounding: so that those naturall motions may serve to 
expresse those effectes of crueltie, tyrannie, bitternesse 
and such others, and those accidentall motions may fitlie 
expresse the passions of griefe, weeping, sighes, sorrowes, 
sobbes, and such like.65

Morley thus clarifies the affective meanings inherent 
in features of pitch organization such as ‘naturall’ and 
‘accidental’ motion.66 It seems plausible that in affective 
terms, Orpheus is the author of accidental motion with 
its associations of effeminacy and languishing, there-
fore he is represented with chromatic notes by Byrd.

For Come, woeful Orpheus, Oliver Neighbour 
notes ‘the heart of the song lies not in the “sourest 
sharps and uncouth flats” prompted by the text, but 
in the subtler, lengthy setting of the less specific final 
line’.67 This idea is elaborated by Megan Kaes Long, 
who notes that Byrd contrasts two distinct types of 
chromaticism in this piece. First, he presents a pas-
sage of ‘sourest Sharps and uncouth Flats’, or what 
Thomas Morley would call ‘accidental motions’ (bars 
22–9), which is then contrasted with a more ‘natu-
ral’ diatonic approach for the final line of text (bar 
29 onwards; see ex.2).68 The more diatonic phrase, 
‘And I’ll thereto compassionate my voice’, is given 
extended treatment by the composer, who repeats 
this strain of text several times, also in the customary 
repeated final couplet. While this latter passage still 
contains accidentals, Kaes Long argues that ‘syllable-
invariant counterpoint allows Byrd to exploit flat and 
sharp pitches that are not supplied by the signature 
without introducing chromatic semitones’, therefore 
‘most Renaissance musicians would describe the pro-
cedure as diatonic, not chromatic’. In these two pas-
sages, Byrd ‘illustrates how different the flat and sharp 
pitches introduced by syllable-invariant counterpoint 
are from true chromaticism’.69

Kerry McCarthy proposes Byrd’s use of chromati-
cism in Come, woeful Orpheus ‘may well be a dig at 
the chromatic excesses of some early seventeenth-
century English madrigalists’.70 If so, the latter, more 

diatonic passage perhaps allowed the musicians 
space for a more sincere affective performance, in 
contrast to a potentially exaggerated ‘Italianate’ affect 
delivered through the chromaticism. Indeed much 
of the affective result of Come, woeful Orpheus is left 
up to the performers, as the text draws attention to 
how a singer expresses this piece. If, as McCarthy 
proposes, Byrd is making fun of overly chromatic 
Italian-style music, is this echoed in the perform-
ers’ faces?71 Or would they not pick up on Byrd’s 
reference? Or might they feel differently about it all 
together and lean into the clashes (in their gestures 
and/or vocal expressions)?

Regardless, Orpheus’s role as composer (and 
Byrd’s) only goes so far, as ultimately affect is reliant 
on how musicians ‘compassionate’ their voices to his 
tune. Byrd knew his music was only given life when 
the right notes were sung or played with appropri-
ate feeling. In the prefatory material to Psalmes, 
songs and sonnets, he wrote: ‘Onely this I desire; 
that you will be but as carefull to heare them well 
expressed, as I have beene both in the Composing 
and correcting of them. Otherwise the best Song 
that ever was made will seeme harsh and unpleas-
ant, for that the well expressing of them, either by 
Voyces, or Instruments, is the life of our labours.’72 
But the skill of hearers matters too. As Morley’s 
Master says, music can ‘moveth and causeth most 
strange effects in the hearer, being aptlie framed for 
the dittie and well expressed by the singer, for it will 
draw the auditor (and speciallie the skilfull auditor) 
into a devout and reverent kind of consideration’.73 
As professed by the composer, Byrd’s notes on the 
page have been well corrected, and it is now up to 
the singers to work together to bring them (accu-
rately) to life through appropriate motion.

In any sung performance of Come, woeful 
Orpheus, the last words to ring out will be ‘my voice’ 
on the final cadence for all voice-parts. If we are con-
sidering only the notated composition on the page, 
the poem’s embodied directives are not yet possible. 
In Spenser’s words, Orpheus’s music is ‘wise words 
with time concentrated’74—arguably, words and 
time do not come together until the moment of per-
formance, as the notation represents only the possi-
bility. Particularly in a first-person piece that draws 
attention to ‘my voice’, there is no ‘my’ and no ‘voice’ 
until there is a singing body.
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Ex.2 Byrd, Come, woeful Orpheus, bars 22–33
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In this way, Byrd’s song also gives us a hint of 
how to approach Orphean visual culture. It shows, 
both textually and through enactment, how to cre-
ate affect (or ‘fellow-feeling’) between subjects. The 
bodily gestures and motions involved in affective 
performances are suggested by Richard Haydock, 
who observed that ‘singing hath actions sometimes 
more sharpe, sometimes more flatte, according to 
the sharpnesse or flatnesse of the voices’. Explaining 
how a painter might depict singers, Haydock noted 
how facial expressions change based on the music:

For we see that Musicke sometimes causeth a man to blow 
up the cheekes, sometimes to dilate them, and sometimes 
to draw them in; sometimes to thrust forward the lip-
pes, sometimes to rowle the eie lasiviouslie, sometimes 
it makes the countenance looke stedfastly, sometimes it 
inflames the face, and sometimes not. Which diversity of 
motion is caused, not only by the varietie of the notes and 
the tunes of the voice, but also according to the difference 
of the dispositions of the Singers.75

Haydock’s advice suggests that painters depicting 
musicians should imagine or hear what was played or 
sung to know how to render the scene appropriately, 
in addition to imagining or imbuing the figures with 
individual dispositions. It is amusing, and perhaps 
instructive, to imagine how Haydock might have 
illustrated musicians singing ‘sourest Sharps’ and 
‘uncouth Flats’. These words suggest that Haydock’s 
conception of ‘flatnesse’ and ‘sharpnesse’ is not only a 
quality of pitch, but also describes the corresponding 
physiological and physiognomical motions upon the 
singing body. To Haydock, the most advanced paint-
ers ‘learne how to expresse not onely the proper and 
naturall motions, but also the accidentall: wherein 
consisteth no small part of the difficulty of the Arte, 
namelie in representing diversities of affections and 
passions in one bodie’.76 As Morley’s conception of 
interval (natural and artificial motion) and affect is 
intertwined, so too is Haydock’s.

Through knowledge of physiognomy and a har-
nessing of motion, composers, painters and sing-
ers alike could animate their works with, to use 
Haydock’s phrase, ‘inward affections of the minde’. 
According to Martin Porter’s account, Thomas 
Browne showed that ‘physiognomy happened not 
only between people but also between people and 
nature, and between people and visual and sonic rep-
resentations of nature’.77 ‘Motion’ was also believed 

to be the mechanism through which  ‘fellow-feeling’ 
transmits from singer to hearer. According to an 
English translation of the writings of Heinrich 
Cornelius Agrippa, singing ‘easily penetrateth by 
motion, with the refracted and well tempered Air, 
the aerious spirit of the hearer, which is the bond 
and soul of the body; and transferring the affection 
and mind of the Singer with it, it moveth the affec-
tion of the hearer by his affection’.78 Agrippa’s use 
of ‘motion’ conveyed the physical vibrations of air 
involved in transferring sound, and also the neces-
sary movements of humours and passions to com-
municate emotional states from singer to hearer. As 
explored earlier, Richard Haydock acknowledged 
the physiological nature of the voice as a body part, 
working together with gesture and expression: ‘Then 
act thine inward griefes by word and deede/ Unto 
mine eies, as well as to mine eares’. In this way, a 
‘well-expressed’ song is fundamentally connected to 
the body, tapping into classical physiognomy’s spe-
cific vocal dimension.79 To make Byrd’s song ‘well 
expressed’, affect communicated through ‘my voice’ 
is paramount.

Orpheus in song and space
If one of Orpheus’s roles was to bring ‘senslesse 
things’, and ‘lifelesse creatures to a lively stirring 
and motion’,80 singing any song, let alone a song that 
directly invokes him, would be doing just that. But 
I would argue that Orpheus’s contradictory relation-
ship with affect corresponds to an early modern 
approach to viewing visual culture: images often 
elicit connection or contemplation that resonates 
at a particular moment based upon the state or 
activities of the viewer, rather than providing fixed 
answers or steadfast guidance.81 In matters of fel-
low feeling or sympathetic affect, the mode through 
which one experiences an idea is important, par-
ticularly if the relational exchange which generates 
such connection to others is addressed not only 
through the activity taking place, but also symboli-
cally by way of singing about, or in the presence of 
images of, Orpheus.

As Byrd’s song and Haddon’s overmantel had the 
potential to be experienced at the same time, or within 
the same domestic sphere by the same individuals, 
there is reason to suggest an exchange of ideas between 
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artforms surrounding the creation of motion, both 
artificial and natural, that would shape the experi-
ence of affect. Susan Boynton and Diane Reilly have 
argued that the links between art and music, ‘rather 
than directly representational, are often indirect and 
elusive’.82 Yet the connections between Byrd’s 1611 col-
lection and Whitney’s emblems show that this music 
was already engaged with visual culture to some extent. 
Haydock’s theories help us imagine how the visual and 
aural may have interacted in live music-making. From 
Haydock we might infer not only that Byrd’s Orphic 
song is about chromaticism and affect as encoded in 
musical notation, but also that these were concepts 
that physiologically impacted performance at the time, 
a factor that should be taken into account by modern 
performers. In this song’s overt reflection upon affect 
and music, the role of sight may be overlooked with-
out a consideration of the physicality of performance. 
As the body, and particularly its voice, is a key compo-
nent in affective expression (according to Haydock), it 
is therefore vital to an interpretation of the piece. This 
suggests that a deeper understanding of the creation of 
motion and affect in visual culture can help us under-
stand how musicians and audiences might approach 
sung performance. Orpheus is invoked not only in 
the song’s poetic discussion of affective performance, 
but also by the musical medium through which the 
words are transmitted. He is also invoked in the ges-
tures, facial expressions and other techniques of the 
performers, which draw further attention to the physi-
cal embodiment of vocal presence. Fellow feeling is 
created between musicians, or musicians and hearers, 
through the successful expression of the piece.

At the same time, this article’s consideration of 
possible musical activities in Haddon’s Orpheus 
Chamber shows not only how domestic interiors 
are shaped by the symbolic meaning of iconogra-
phy, but also how any meanings produced through 
decoration can change depending on the activity 

occurring in those spaces. Reflecting upon the pre-
vious night’s music and revelry as he stepped into 
an empty Great Chamber, George Whetstone wrote 
in 1592 that ‘the Poets fayned not without reason, 
that Amphions Harp gave sence unto stone Walles’.83 
His character then picks up his cittern and plays a 
song which lures those within earshot back to his 
company. In poetic early modern terms, Whetstone 
reminds us that the meanings bestowed upon a 
room and its iconography are accrued not only 
through the activities within, but also through the 
interpersonal connections created when activities 
breathe life into those spaces. Hearts turn in emo-
tional affinity to the music, but also whole bodies are 
compelled towards the siren-like song. As Haddon 
Hall’s Orpheus overmantel is the centrepiece of the 
room, perhaps it suggests the power of music, akin 
to that described by Whetstone, that can summon 
guests into this Withdrawing Chamber.

Still, Orpheus is associated with the tensions 
involved in music’s affective power, between rhe-
torical mastery on the one hand and dangerously 
unbridled emotion on the other. Such frictions are 
more broadly echoed in the ‘tension between pre-
senting music as a cerebral or physical act’84—in this 
case a static, plaster Orpheus depicted as playing 
music—and may also be perceived in notated song. 
Interpretation of Orphean iconography is reliant 
upon an understanding of the experience of motion 
and affect between subjects, an idea echoed within 
Byrd’s piece. This motion arises not only from the 
textual matter or the notes on the page, but also from 
the sociable context of recreational music-making 
that enacts and produces fellow feeling. Within the 
nexus between space, activity, object and idea is the 
expressive human body and voice that moves to cre-
ate connections to others. Though the plaster does 
not move, we take up Orpheus’s motion and bring 
the activity to life.
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Abstract

Katie Bank

William Byrd’s Come, woeful Orpheus 
in context: motion as visual and 
musical affect
Looking at William Byrd’s consort song Come, woe-
ful Orpheus (1611) and the Orpheus overmantel at 
Haddon Hall (Derbyshire), this article imagines 
how music and visual culture provided recipro-
cal somatic and symbolic cues within the domestic 
sphere. Using Richard Haydock’s Tracte containing 
the artes of curious paintinge (1598), it considers 
how the Orpheus trope, cogitated and embodied 
through visual and musical media, could be used to 
produced ‘fellow feeling’ and affect through ‘motion’. 
‘Motion’ was not only fundamental to early modern 

theories of affective communication but was thought 
to provide the spark of life that aided interpersonal 
connection.

This research explores the shared language 
between the theoretical and affective aspects of music 
and art in early modern England, stemming from 
classical sources on decorum and persuasive oration, 
to provide a more nuanced understanding of contem-
porary experiences of recreational music-making. I 
argue that the embodied and visual contributions of 
the performers are crucial to understanding Byrd’s 
song, as early modern approaches to motion and 
affect relied upon the body and voice, and were best 
communicated through sight and sound.

Keywords: William Byrd; recreational song; Orpheus; 
domestic interior; England; sociability; affect; singing; 
materiality; visual culture; Richard Haydock
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