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Introduction

[bookmark: _GoBack]This unit is concerned with the poetry of the English Renaissance. The term itself is to a hard one define: it describes an international event, since the Renaissance is a European phenomenon, a tendency which spread through a far-flung community of scholars, writers and artists but which spread at an unequal rate of progress across the map. So while the Italian Renaissance is generally thought of as belonging to the fifteenth century, an English poet like Skelton (14607-1529), who wrote at the court of Henry VIII, is often categorized as a late medieval writer.
Our discussion starts with the verse of another courtier, Thomas Wyatt (1503-42) and his younger contemporary Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey (1517-47). English poetry is often spoken of as having been given a fresh start by these two writers by their translations from Italian and their importation of Italian forms, especially the sonnet. Translation and metrical innovation will be among our themes; to understand the English Renaissance we will also have to consider the impact of the Protestant Reformation, the nature of courtly culture and the influence of classical models on poetry written in the vernacular.
The Renaissance has been variously defined, as a rediscovery of ancient Greek and Latin texts and of the linguistic competence needed to understand them, and as a rebirth of the human spirit to a joy in the things of this world as opposed to a penitential preparation for the joys of Heaven. It is a mistake to ignore the deeply religious character of much Renaissance writing, including that which insists most on the wholesomeness of human affections, of sex and the body. What distinguishes the writers of the Renaissance is the high claims they make for their art, the seriousness with which they regard language and the study of literature, whether sacred or secular, as a means of bettering the human condition whether this is seen in political or religious terms. And the two are interconnected: royal courts and noble patrons are involved in bringing about changes in both Church and State, and the writers are, as we shall see, committed to aiding or impeding the same process. Enthusiastic servants of Queen Elizabeth like Sidney and Spenser, harsh satirists like the young Donne, Ben Jonson writing about the country house of a patron, devotional poets like Herbert and (in some moods) Marvell, are all alive to the political import of what they say, to the clashes of their divided society. Protestantism, Puritanism, the politics of Queen Elizabeth’s wars in Ireland and the disputes between King and Parliament which led to the execution of Charles I and the Protectorship of Oliver Cromwell all these are not merely ‘background’ to the poetry of our period: they are its subject and determine its tone and direction.
This survey ends with a brief look at John Milton (1608-74) whose Paradise Lost was published in 1667. By then many new movements had begun in literature, science and politics. Charles II had been restored to the throne of England, the Anglican Church re-established, the Royal Society, that great centre for scientific research, had been founded, and the Renaissance was firmly in the past. The faith in the arts of language which had made rhetorical and poetical elaboration popular with readers as well as writers was disappearing, and being replaced with a cultivated plainness. Though Milton was a profoundly original thinker, in many ways a much more ‘modern’ mind than the majority of his contemporaries, his verse shows the persistence of the delight in just that elaboration which was becoming obsolete.
The most famous account of an apparent ‘revival’ of poetry at the court of Henry VIII is George Puttenham’s in his Arte of English Poesie (1589 but composed earlier). He looks back over the sixteenth century to the beginnings of the English Renaissance when a ‘new company of courtly makers ... greatly polished our rude and homely manner of vulgar Poesie’ and claims that they are the direct ancestors of ‘an other crew of courtly Makers Noble men and Gentlemen of her Majesties own servants’ of whom he names Sir Walter Ralegh, Sir Philip Sidney, Fulke Greville and George Gascoigne (Smith, 1959, ii, pp. 62-4).
The court of a European monarch was during the sixteenth century the centre not only of power but of much of a country’s intellectual and aesthetic life. It was the forum where the great religious change of the Protestant Reformation and the contemporary shifts in European politics were discussed, the centre to which travellers, diplomats and scholars returned with the results of their labours, as well as the scene of dangerous intrigues in love and politics, and the showcase for beauty and fashion. The Book of the Courtier (1976) written in Italian by Baldessare Castiglione (1528), widely read and much praised in the English translation by Sir Thomas Hoby (1561) emphasized the ideal courtier’s grace and nonchalance, his talents for music, dress and athletics as well as poetry, but also his philosophical and moral seriousness.
Since the courtier poet was essentially an amateur, whose chief interests lay outside literature, courtly poetry is frequently plain in style. Yvor Winters in an influential essay, first published in 1939, praised the ‘directness of diction and ... rich but matter-of-fact humanity’ of a line of plain-style lyricists from Wyatt to Ralegh, Jonson and Donne which he defines as ‘the major tradition of the century’ (Alpers, 1967, pp. 102, 123). C.S. Lewis’s very useful if idiosyncratic and conservative English Literature in the Sixteenth Century (1954), labels the plain verse of the mid-sixteenth-century ‘Drab’ as opposed to ‘Golden’ the term he applies to the much more decorative poems of the late Elizabethan period, by Sidney, Spenser, Daniel, Marlowe and others and then argues that the ‘Drab’ need not be understood as a pejorative term. Such critical positions as his and Winters’s are linked to other opinions, for example of the function of poetry as the vehicle for making uncomplicated, direct statements, or by contrast for liberating the reader into a world of fiction, fantasy and ornament. Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning (1980) (one of the central texts of the movement known as new historicism) treats the courtly world, its individualism and ambition and the ways in which the image of the courtier could be created and manipulated in relation to the literature and the political structures of the sixteenth century. By contrast with historicist criticism the assumption behind the approach of both Winters and Lewis is that poetry demands to be considered in itself rather as it interacts with other systems of representation in a wider political world.
The courtly milieu was both public closely linked with the parliamentary, ceremonial and religious life of the nation and secret, bound together by personal ties between kings, queens and their servants, between patrons and clients. Women were both influential and highly vulnerable members of this society, as the fates of Henry VIII’s queens show; their role in relation to poetry was deeply ambiguous. Their education was usually more limited than men’s, though a number of women (Queen Elizabeth and her sister Queen Mary, Anne Bacon, Mary Sidney) were distinguished as translators.
In the courtly milieu poetry circulated between intimates, in manuscript Walter Ralegh wrote ‘A Poem put into my Lady Laiton’s Pocket’ and through performance accompanied by music. However, there was also a book-buying public interested in the poems, and the appearance in 1557 of the collection of Songes and Sonettes known to posterity as Tottel’s Miscellany was only the first of many similar enterprises which made courtly poetry more widely known.
The mainstay of Tottel’s collection was its inclusion of the poems of Sir Thomas Wyatt and of Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey. They had been dead since, respectively, 1542 and 1547; posthumous publication was to be the frequent fate of the major poets of the English Renaissance who, with the notable exceptions of Spenser, Shakespeare, Jonson and Milton, tended to be amateurs. But poems circulating in manuscripts could lay claim still in that era to public fame; Surrey’s resounding epitaph for Wyatt declared that he had ‘A hand that taught what might be sayd in ryme/ That reft Chaucer the glory of his wit.’
Like Spenser later, Surrey felt the need both to claim, on Wyatt’s behalf, descent from Chaucer and to displace him as a model; he is ‘a mark the which, unparfited for time,/ Some may approche, but never none shall hit’ {Poems, 1963, p. 27).
The poetry of Wyatt indeed shows a debt to medieval models. There is (as there was to continue to be in the work of Sidney, of Donne and Herbert, and the stage songs of Shakespeare and Jonson) a variety of lyrical forms, which show the continuity of the medieval court-music tradition linking poetry with song. The Chaucerian rhyme royal (see Wyatt’s poem below, p. 152) is prominent among them.
Much critical emphasis has been laid on Wyatt and Surrey’s translation and adaptation of Petrarch (Forster, 1969, remains the best account of Petrarchism as an international phenomenon). Wyatt however translated not only Petrarchan sonnets but a satire by Alamanni and psalms from the Old Testament. The satires describe a corrupt and dangerous life at a court which is clearly that of Henry VIII, however much they take their inspiration from the Italian original.
Another example of originality in translation is the work of the makers of the English Bible from the first illegal fragments of 1526 which found their way into the court of Henry VIII, to the great official version authorized by King James in 1611. As well as a revisiting of a primal source, and a discovering of one’s own inner experience via a text from a remote time, in a strange original language (and the whole of the Protestant Reformation was based on the assumption that this was the duty of the Bible reader), such translating marks a great shift towards popularization, a reaching out to a wide audience in which printing was to be crucial, and which was soon to involve the work of the poet.
The Elizabethans were to continue the work of translation and the revival of classical kinds of poetry; satires, epistles, elegies all genres practised by the young Donne erotic narrative as written by Marlowe, Chapman and Shakespeare and parodied by Ben Jonson on stage, epic and epithalamion with Spenser. They were also to develop the interest in biblical poetry which was to flourish from Southwell to Vaughan and find majestic expression in Milton. The publication in 1573 of George Gascoigne’s A Hundred Sundry Flowers and in 1579 of Edmund Spenser’s The Shepherd’s Calendar represented a new departure; young poets offering their work to the public directly, and setting off in quest of literary fame via the printing press. In Spenser’s case the first collection is also a prospectus, in which he promises a work of heroic gravity in praise of Elizabeth and her courtiers; the first mention of the English epic The Faerie Queene (1590-6).
The rule of courtier poets keeping their verse private continued however; none of the works of Philip Sidney, whose mixed prose and verse Arcadia (1580, revised 1584-6) and sonnet-sequence Astrophil and Stella (1581-2) were the most admired fiction and poetry of the 1580s, saw print in his lifetime, although both Arcadia and the sonnets were well enough known to start fashions in their kinds. Sidney’s Apology for Poetry (1581; also known as Defence of Poetry) seems to have originated as a response to a (not entirely serious) attack on the stage and on poetry by Stephen Gosson (The Schoole of Abuse, 1579). While Sidney does not think much of the drama of his contemporaries, and is sharply critical of much of their verse, he offers an enthusiastic picture of the potential of the poetic imagination, gives a skilful and witty account of the relationship between poetry, fiction and the moral and philosophical concerns of his age, and registers in the discussion of the poets of his time the development of an increasingly public programme, a sense of what poetry ought to be produced in a culture which aspired to equal prestige with the ancients and the outstanding modern literatures, especially Italian. The argument of the Apology makes poetry valuable because it can arouse readers to an enthusiasm capable of finding expression in an active, political life, a central concern for a Protestant gentleman like Sidney. Protestantism was a distinguishing mark of the culture he envisaged (see Weiner, 1978).
An extract from The Faerie Queene is discussed below. With his pastoral Colin Clout’s Come Home Again, his sonnet sequence Amoretti, his Epithalamion (all published in 1595) and some now less admired works, it made Spenser the dominant poet of a decade in which however much else was happening. The sonnet-writing movement begun by Sidney continued to be developed by poets like Daniel and Drayton who were firmly committed to the printing-press, while Shakespeare’s ambiguous contribution to the genre remained in private circulation. Daniel, Drayton, Marlowe and Shakespeare all developed a narrative poetry which differed from Spenser’s: in some cases by being more straightforward as historical narrative, as with Daniel’s Civil Wars (1595-1601) and Drayton’s Barons’ Wars (1603), in others such as Marlowe’s Hero and Leander (1593, published 1598) and Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis (1593) and The Rape of Lucrece (1594), by being more unrestrainedly erotic, with a different kind of classical tinge.
Spenser combined a fertile talent for fiction his long poem has an immensely complex plot, full of adventures, magic, strange, romantic turns of events and allegorical tableaux with a political and religious seriousness and a personal voice which combines autobiography with self-effacement by means of the fictional identity of the shepherd Colin Clout. The same seriousness, the same use of his own identity as part of the poetic strategy, was to appear a half-century later in the work of Spenser’s admirer Milton, who was however far from self-effacing and associates himself with fierce Old Testament prophets rather than humble shepherds,
Spenser aimed to write a national epic which would glorify Queen Elizabeth (the name he gives her is Gloriana), her championship of the Protestant cause in Europe and her courtiers’ claiming of new American territories, and reasserting English rule in Ireland, all in her name. The colonizing impulse is most clearly visible in the treatment of Ireland, where Spenser himself profited from the Elizabethan reconquest and expropriation. An introduction to Spenser’s political dimension is Simon Shepard’s Spenser (1989); closely related are his religious views which are treated by Hume (1984), while his writing on Ireland is handled from various points of view in Coughlan (1989). An older view of Spenser, concentrating on his debt to medieval and classical literature and philosophy, is C.S. Lewis’s Spenser’s Images of Life (1967), while The Spenser Encyclopedia (Hamilton, 1990), is a valuable reference guide to the complexities of reading Spenser.
The court as centre of power is shown radiating outward to the margins of the political world in Spenser’s unfinished poem. One of his heroes is thought to be based on his friend, fellow-poet and fellow-colonist. Sir Walter Ralegh. With Ralegh’s poetry we are back at the centre, and are reminded that the perilous systems of service and dependency which darkened Wyatt’s satires still existed at Elizabeth’s court. Another of the fragmentary poems of the age, Ralegh’s The Ocean to Cynthia (1592?) celebrated the Queen’s beauty but also her changeableness, in a despair which reflected the reality not the fiction of her power: ‘Shee is gonn, Shee is lost! Shee is found, shee is ever faire!’ In ‘The Passionate Mans Pilgrimage’ he turned away from the earthly Court to a heavenly one: ‘Where no corrupted voyces brail, / No Conscience molten into gold, / Nor forg’d accusers bought and sold ...’
Ralegh was to end on the scaffold in the reign of James I. His younger contemporary, the Jesuit Robert Southwell, had met the same death over twenty years earlier, in 1595. Southwell’s verse was very popular, being printed in two collections in the year of his execution in spite of his notorious death. He owed – as Crashaw was to do something to the by now flourishing movement of religious writing in Catholic Europe which he had met at first hand during his education in the Low Countries, Paris and Rome. He showed more restraint than Crashaw; like Ralegh he drew on the native lyric tradition with its tendency to directness, but like Ralegh he can reach, in plain words, a tone of visionary clarity in poems like ‘The Burning Babe’, and there is a warmth of passion in his poems on Mary Magdalene which allow a feminine voice to be heard in a religious context.
Religious poetry was to develop in the seventeenth century in the Anglican church, but its roots in the Elizabethan period and especially, I suggest, the discovery of an audience which was avid for such poetry, were closely connected with the suppressed but still widespread Catholic culture. The half-mad clergyman William Alabaster, who changed his religion over and over, was the author, in a Catholic phase, of some very fine religious sonnets of the 1590s; and John Donne, whose religious poetry is now with Herbert’s the best known of the period, was born and carefully educated within the Catholic tradition.
Donne’s devotional poetry comes mainly from the middle period of his life, the years of anxiety that followed his marriage and preceded his ordination as a minister of the Anglican Church. John Carey (1981) has argued that Donne was haunted all his life by guilt for his abandonment of his childhood Catholicism. The ‘Holy Sonnets’ are indeed focused on ideas of sin, death and the after-life. All Christians, not just Catholics, were urged to keep these ideas before them and meditate on them frequently (Louis Martz’s The Poetry of Meditation (1962) is an excellent treatment of the meditative tradition, concentrating on Catholic sources but arguing convincingly that these are relevant not only to Donne but to later Anglican poets such as Herbert and Vaughan.)
In Donne’s witty satires and love-poems (such as ‘The Flea’, discussed below), some of which, at least, belong to a period when he had no particular religious affiliation, we find theological notions along with ideas and terms drawn from law, medicine, alchemy, mathematics and many other disciplines, twisted together like bits of scrap metal to make a new, angular and surprising artefact which has been named by critics until this century in disparagement the ‘metaphysical’ poem. The term was not invented by Samuel Johnson, but it was he in the ‘Life of Cowley’ (1946, i, p.11) who gave it its most famous definition: ‘The most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together; nature and art are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons, and allusions.’ Johnson found their energy and ingenuity insufficient to please readers because it lacked pathos and sublimity. It was T.S. Eliot, in an influential essay on ‘The Metaphysical Poets’, who swept aside the traditional apologies for the ‘imperfections’ of Donne’s love-poetiy and inaugurated a new critical orthodoxy which installed him once again, as in Thomas Carew’s funeral poem, as ‘the monarch of wit’ and a prime focus for academic studies in the new and expanding University schools of English. Eliot announced that a group headed by Donne and including Crashaw, Vaughan, Herbert, Marvell, King and others was ‘in the direct current of English poetry’ still a fairly modest claim. In the same essay, his most frequently quoted statement about Donne, that ‘A thought to Donne was an experience; it modified his sensibility’, followed one even more frequently misquoted about the major Victorian poets who did not ‘feel their thought as immediately as the odour of a rose’ (Eliot, 1972, pp. 287-90). Donne, it was implied, did so. Readers turned to his works for this legendary intensity and suddenly stopped being put off by the technical language about hemispheres and canonizations.
The technical terms remain there, in the poems: the ingenuity and the allusions to such abstruse notions as the trepidation of the spheres in ‘A Valediction, Forbidding Mourning’. Yet there can be plain and elegant language too as in the conclusion to the same poem, where ‘Thy firmnes makes my circle just/ And makes me end, where I begunne.’
The intimacy of bodily feeling is one of Donne’s special qualities, often in the context of love, but also in such religious poems as ‘Hymne to God, My God, in my Sicknesse’ where the prostrate body becomes a ‘flat map’ of the world. Space is explored by means of the body and its wardrobe of metaphors, for example in the ‘Anniversaries’, where the death of a young girl prompts him to apply images of decay to the whole world.
Though Donne’s successors may have emulated his wit and compression, they seem to have taken to heart Ben Jonson’s warning that Donne ‘for not being understood, would perish’ (‘Conversations with Drummond of Hawthornden’ in the Oxford Authors Ben Jonson, 1985, p. 599). Modern critics write about a ‘school of Donne’, but in the first half of the seventeenth century poets applied to be admitted to the ‘Tribe of Ben’ Jonson. Jonson’s combination of clarity and seriousness marks in different ways the work of poets as diverse as Herbert, Herrick, Carew, Marvell and Vaughan, beside whom Donne’s fantastic hyperboles seem to look back to the flourishes of the Elizabethans, though the sensibility his love-poems and satires express is so new.
Within that tradition of plain and compact style, a pair of poets whose work is marked by religious simplicity are Herbert and his imitator Vaughan. For them (though they wrote with wit and originality) the very idea of originality caused problems since the truths they were writing about were all already known, to be found in the Bible. Their relation to the Bible text and to each other shows how closely poets may follow their sources and yet remain themselves another art they probably learned from Jonson.
Thomas Carew may be Donne’s closest successor in the sexually outspoken mode, until we come to the libertine poetry of Rochester under the Restoration. But another poet, much more florid and abundant, whose best poetry was almost all religious, showed a taste for hyperbole and an adventurous use of sexual ideas which do recall Donne’s juxtaposing of erotic and sacred themes. Richard Crashaw’s poems on Mary Magdalene and Saint Teresa of Avila in part developed Herbert’s emphasis on divine love as the supreme poetic theme, but they entirely lacked, and made a virtue of lacking, the older poet’s restraint. His depiction of ecstatic states, all centred on women, have a boldness in their approach to the body which is unparalleled in religious poetry; perhaps as a result of this freedom he is able in one of his finest poems to celebrate, as a quasi-sexual experience, the condition of being a male reader of a woman’s (Teresa’s) account of her quasi-sexual vision of being pierced by a burning dart in the hand of an angel. It is a poem which manages to be equally eloquent about the arbitrariness of sexual stereotypes and the implications of writing and reading as ‘active’ and ‘passive’ processes.
While Andrew Marvell took the opposite side to Vaughan and Herrick in the English Civil War, he and Herrick, as they commented on the social relations of their time, were working within a shared tradition, one which made it possible to mingle public modes of address to a patron or a monarch with the informal, intimate manners of a friend writing to another on serious subjects. Jonson’s ‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’ (published in 1616) had set the tone, combining the promise of good food and company with the chance of speaking freely on religion and philosophy. Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton House’, written in the early 1650s, praised the pleasures of the country against the tragic backcloth of the Civil War, as Herrick’s ‘Corinna’s Going a-Maying’ had in the 1630s joined rural folk-festivity with party politics: to salute and encourage the Mayday frolics was to align oneself with the King and court faction against the Puritans who disapproved of such traditional pastimes.
Milton, the Puritan par excellence, can also write sonnets in the vein of social relaxation, and in Paradise Lost especially celebrates the happiness of Adam and Eve and the pleasure they take in entertaining (to a gourmet vegetarian repast) the angel Raphael who drops in on them to warn them against the wiles of Satan and to tell them the tale of Satan’s rebellion and the creation of the world. The central part of Milton’s epic of demonic struggle and harsh human fate is thus given up to a leisurely dialogue mixed with narration. The poet is postponing his tragic conclusion but also making space for an important theme, the praise of a golden age of harmony and of sexual pleasure that had been denied by the ascetic tradition of Christianity. The dialogue between Adam and the angel includes Adam’s account, in Book VIII, of his own self-discovery at the time of his creation, his urgent need for a mate and his first meeting with the newly created Eve. Her autobiography has already been given in Book IV, and it too is a romance of their first meeting and first love.
Adam’s delight in the Creation-story reflects Milton’s criticism of a tradition of epic poetry which had glorified war, destruction rather than creativity, rather than the love which reaches its most intense expression on marriage. The figure of Satan, however impressive in the early part of the poem, is in the end less interesting than the innocent, then sinful, then repentant figures of Adam and Eve, and their love. Milton had planned a major poem, probably on a biblical theme, since his youth; early works such as the sonnet on arriving at the age of 23 (1631) and ‘Lycidas’ (1637) expressed the urgency with which he felt his vocation, while Comus (1634), an aristocratic entertainment for a powerful Puritan family, proclaimed his religious and moral values. The events of the Civil War period led him to give up much of his time and creative energy to the writing of prose tracts on political issues and to the service of Cromwell’s government; he probably did not begin Paradise Lost until the late 1650s, by which time he was blind and the English Republic was about to revert to a monarchy. It was published in 1667, after the Restoration of Charles II.
James G. Turner’s One Flesh (1987) treats the connections between Milton’s ideas of women and sexuality and his religious thinking; Christopher Hill’s Milton and the English Revolution (1977) connects these themes with his politics and the history of the period 1640-60, when Milton was at the centre of the greatest convulsion that has ever affected English politics. Kester Svendsen’s Milton and Science (1969) is illuminating on the relationship between the scientific knowledge of Milton’s day and Milton was a contemporary of both Galileo and Newton and his narratives of the Creation and of Satan’s epic voyage through the cosmos. Stanley Fish’s Surprised by Sin (1971) examines the experience of the reader who has never known the innocence of Adam’s and Eve’s world and whose response is therefore in need of constant correction. William Empson’s Milton’s God (1981) famously challenges the Christian assumptions of the epic.
It is in the seventeenth century that women poets begin to appear with any frequency in English literature. At first they belonged mainly to the highest social groups; there is evidence too of high-born women such as Donne’s friend Lucy Countess of Bedford writing verse which has not survived, perhaps because of the aristocratic prejudice against publication. But when Emilia Lanier, in 1611, published verse in praise of her lady patrons, when Anne Bradstreet moved after 1650 from large biblical themes to domestic and family subject-matter, they were inaugurating two traditions that were not to be broken: that of the female professional writing to live, and the home-based introspective one which women were to explore and dominate from Bradstreet to her fellow-Americans and poetic descendants, Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath. The work of the women poets of this age has recently begun to be republished, though much still remains to be done; among the best collections are Greer et al. (1988), and Gilbert and Gubar (1985). The poems of Lanier and Bradstreet have been edited by Rowse (1978), and Piercy (1978), respectively, and the complete works of the earliest English woman poet to receive critical recognition (after her death in 1664 at the age of 32), Katherine Philips, the ‘matchless Orinda’ have been published in 1993 by Stump Cross Books. (See Unit 23, pp. 609-12, for a survey of women writers of the period.)
Perhaps the recognition given to Katherine Philips, as later to Anne Killigrew for whom Dryden wrote a famous commemorative poem, is connected with a change in the tone of poetry after the Restoration. Poetry becomes less strenuous, more social, and a higher critical value is accorded to qualities such as ease, plainness of style, lightness of touch and, especially in the eighteenth century, strength of feeling. Mock-epic, parody, satire, poems on urban life, were to flourish, as later were the poetry of introspective meditation and natural description. A poem like Anne Finch’s ‘Nocturnal Reverie’ (1713) shows the ability to reflect on landscape in a way that is new in its calm sensibility and quiet tone. The combination of deep seriousness with brilliant wit is no longer admired, though Dryden, Pope and Swift all show just that combination. T.S. Eliot lamented its disappearance, and castigated the post-Renaissance period in English poetry for what he called ‘dissociation of sensibility’, a relegation of feeling to a different mode of expression from thought. Even a committed lover of English Renaissance poetry may be allowed to take his or her leave of the period without any such dire diagnosis. Society changed, attitudes to language, rhetoric and psychology changed, and poetry changed too.



Texts, authors, contexts
Thomas Wyatt
The first stanza of Wyatt’s most famous poem runs;
They flee from me, that sometime did me seek
With naked foot stalking in my chamber,
I have seen them gentle, tame, and meek
That now are wild, and do not remember 
That sometime they put themself in danger 
To take bread at my hand; and now they range. 
Busily seeking with a continual change.
					(Wyatt, 1975, xxxvii)

What is the effect of the poem’s beginning with the pronoun ‘they’ instead of ‘she’? Does this generalize the poet’s complaint rather than confining it to the behaviour of as we later are introduced to her a particular woman?
If he is talking of faithlessness in general, does that direct our attention to a corrupt milieu instead of an individual emotional catastrophe? May a poem combine both elements, of social satire and personal lament? On the other hand, does the wide focus of ‘they’ just make way for the moment when the other party in the poem is defined as ‘she’ and caught in an exact moment of past time? Notice how the second line prepares for this with its sharp focus on a physical detail. Verbs such as ‘seek’, ‘stalk’, ‘range’ are appropriate to a description of hunting animals; what do you think is the meaning of the phrase ‘to take bread at my hand’? Greenblatt in Renaissance Self-Fashioning (1980, pp. 14-8 and 150-4) discusses this poem and another one which uses imagery of wild animals in relation to women and suggests that ‘wild’ expresses an anxiety about ‘the tenuousness and artificiality of society’s elaborate codes’. Consider the representation of the lady in the second stanza of the poem: ‘In thin array after a pleasant guise / When her loose gown from her shoulders did fall, / And she me caught in her arms long and small.’ Why do you think the poet goes on to say ‘It was no dream’? Have you read any of Chaucer’s descriptions of women of which it might be said they have the quality of a dream or a vision? (See the description of Emelye in The Knight’s Tale, 1048-55, or that of May in The Merchant’s Tale who was so beautiful that ‘Hire to beholde it semed fayerye’, 1743.)
A plausible case has been made for Wyatt having been a lover of Anne Boleyn. If the lady in this poem were certainly Anne, would our reading of the poem gain anything? It is possible to see her as just one of a series of anonymous ‘beauties’ who like fairy visions appear and fade away in late medieval poetry and may perhaps be thought about as having no existence in the literal world. R.T. Davies’s collection of Middle English Lyrics (1963), Nos. 143 and 173 are examples. But is this then just another male-centred rehearsal of sexual demands (including the demand for fidelity) where the woman exists only marginally, in memory, dream and fantasy, and the man’s words crowd out any reply she might have to make?

The version of the poem quoted above is taken from an early sixteenth-century manuscript which may have belonged to the poet himself, the Egerton MS in the British Museum. When it was printed by Tottel in 1557 an editor made the rhythm more regular, so that the second line, for example, ran ‘With naked foot stalking within my chamber’. What do you think of the rhythm of the line as it stands in the older version, or of the final couplet just quoted? Do they reflect the rhythms of the speaking voice? Does the rhythm of the poem’s last lines suggest anger in the emphasis on the pronouns ‘I’ and ‘she’ or perhaps some other emotion?
To whom do you think the poet is speaking? Do you think he expects an answer to his final question? If it comes from a male reader of his own epoch and class, we would expect him to answer that the lady deserves to be punished. But has Wyatt deliberately left the question open at the end for readers, male and female, to give their verdicts? A contemporary Italian writer who visited the court of Henry VIII comments on the injustice of men’s imposition of moral strictness on women:
because we ourselves, as men, have made it a rule that a dissolute way of life is not to be thought evil or blameworthy or disgraceful, whereas in a woman it always leads to such complete opprobrium and shame that once a woman has been spoken ill of, whether the accusation is true or false, she is utterly disgraced for ever. (Castiglione, 1976, p. 195)

As in later love-poems by Sidney and Donne (see below) is there an opening in that last question for another voice and perhaps a contradictory one to answer Wyatt’s challenge? Davies’s Lyrics has some examples of the medieval ‘Quarrel about women’ which might be suggestive in this regard (1963, pp. 123, 125, 134-5, 174).
The space which Wyatt creates for contradictory opinions, the marked introspection of the mood of this poem and of some others (see for example ‘My Lute Awake’, Collected Poems, 1975, LXVI), where the poet speaks to himself, to his lute, to a possible reader rather than to the lady, may suggest that in his writing we find the beginnings of a tendency to make love poetry a pretext for writing on wider intellectual questions while keeping the immediacy of the erotic context a tendency illustrated in the work of Sidney, Shakespeare and Donne. Greenblatt and others have connected Wyatt’s introspective mood with the Protestant emphasis on personal salvation and private judgement. The same urgent sense of the individual’s destiny and responsibility may lie behind the bitterness of Wyatt’s Satires (Collected Poems, 1975, cv, cvii).
The uneven line which I have referred to above was to give way in the work of Surrey to a more regular iambic beat which was to characterize the poetry of the mid-sixteenth century and later, such as George Gascoigne. The iambic pentameter became a ‘standard’ line in lyric poetry, in such forms as the sonnet and the rhyme royal stanza of which the Spenserian stanza is an expansion and it established itself in the drama. In the sonnets of Sidney, Spenser and Shakespeare especially, a line developed which was more sure-footed than Wyatt’s, less plodding than Tottel’s revision of Wyatt, distinguished in Sidney’s case by emphatic pauses, in Shakespeare and Spenser’s by a flowing, supple movement which perhaps lacks Wyatt’s eloquent hesitations.

In the sonnet by Sidney which lies at the centre of the next section, we will see another side of what is meant by the term ‘court poetry’ and of the love poetry of the sixteenth century.
Philip Sidney
I never drank of Aganippe well,
Nor ever did in shade of Tempe sit: 
And Muses scorne with vulgar braines to dwell, 
Poore Layman I, for sacred rites unfit. 
   Some do I heare of Poets’ furie tell. 
But (God wot) wot not what they meane by it: 
And this I sweare by blackest brooke of hell,
I am no pick-purse of another’s wit. 
   How falles it then, that with so smooth an ease 
My thoughts I speake, and what I speake doth flow 
In verse, and that my verse best wits doth please?
Guesse we the cause: ‘What, is it thus?’ Fie no: 
‘Or so?’ Much lesse: ‘How then?’ Sure thus it is: 
My lips are sweet, inspired with Stella’s kisse.
				{Astrophil and Stella, Sonnet 74)

The first three lines of this sonnet by Philip Sidney are consciously allusive and mythological. They direct our attention to remote places and times: to a fountain and a valley in Greece associated with ancient poetry and to the belief that poets were inspired by the nine daughters of the god Apollo. If a modern reader feels excluded by such allusions the poet declares that he does too he is a layman, an outsider. His inspiration and his poetic success come from the fact that he has at last kissed Stella.
The sonnets in Astrophil and Stella do not tell a story but there is a narrative succession of changing moods and situations the kiss creates one of these. It is celebrated by a song, the Second Song in the sequence; the poet does not confine himself to the sonnet form. He had already written in the Arcadia a work which mixed prose narration with a wide variety of verse forms; Astrophil and Stella is restrained by comparison. But the variety of forms admits also a variety of moods. Spenser in Amoretti follows the stages of a courtship which has its ups and downs but ends in marriage, and by the way brings in themes of time, eternity, poetic fame and Christian redemption. Shakespeare moves from celebration of a young man’s beauty, to meditation on time, on his own age and fame, to reproachful sonnets, to witty and then savage play with the theme of a woman’s sexuality. If you look at Shakespeare’s Sonnet 59 you will find a consideration of the theme of poetic originality which makes an interesting comparison with Sidney’s sonnet, but also a marked difference of mood, of metaphor and of language.
We need to ask ourselves whether we are meant to believe Sidney’s assertion of his lack of learning. He is after all writing verse of a quite complex type. He isn’t using his own name or that of the woman he loves (she was Penelope, the wife of Lord Rich) but he lets their identities be known by puns and other references in the poems themselves. His claim to have no part in deliberate poetic art is, in this context, suspect.
The opening sonnet of the sequence had claimed that his poems came directly from his own experience: ‘Foole’ said my Muse to me, ‘looke in thy heart and write.’ C.S. Lewis commented that ‘when a poet looks in his heart he finds many things there besides the actual’ (1954, p. 328). Fiction can be closely related to real life and yet demand to be read as fiction. Sidney’s claim to be an inspired idiot in poetry is countered by his adroit use of parody the ‘blackest brook of hell’ is the kind of bombastic alliterative phrase that had been in fashion among an older generation of poets by the virtuosity of lines 9-11 where the lines do indeed flow smoothly and easily and by the crowded interrogative phrases and brusque answers of lines 12-13. On the other hand what are we to make of the concluding line? According to one scale of values it is here that the poem touches the erotic sublime by referring to the kiss which he took from the sleeping Stella two poems earlier in the sequence. As well as celebrating the poet’s achievement of even a moment of sexual bliss the conclusion gives a witty answer to the questions the poem has posed and simultaneously displays the totality of his obsession.
But are we meant to take seriously the standard which ranks such satisfaction, taken against the woman’s will, so highly? Many other sonnets in the sequence emphasize Sidney’s high visibility as an Elizabethan courtier, as the promising son of a distinguished family. He had an international reputation in his twenties, distinguished Continental writers corresponded with him. In Sonnet 30 twelve lines are taken up with queries addressed to the poet about European politics: What is happening in Turkey? In Russia, Poland, France, Germany, Holland, Ireland, Scotland? As there were no newspapers in 1582 only those like Sidney who had connections abroad would know the answers, and so he is pestered by news-hungry questioners: ‘I, cumbred with good maners, answer do, / But know not how, for still I thinke of you.’
Sidney’s contemporaries might then regard his obsession with Stella as causing dereliction of duty and leading to the collapse of his reasoning powers. Or they might recognize that social custom permitted courtiers, especially the young, to select a lady and address poetry to her as a kind of game you might compare Sidney and Wyatt as users of this convention. Modern readers, not only feminists, may be shocked by his intrusion on a sleeping woman the last line of the song where he celebrates his action exclaims ‘Foole, more foole, for no more taking’ as indeed might Sidney’s moral and religious mentors, and the Protestant theologians discussed in Alan Sinfield, Literature in Protestant England (1983). Again, the fact that the violation is a comparatively minor one, a stolen kiss not a rape, may lead to our classifying the sonnets as less than earnest, deliberately avoiding more serious subjects.
Sidney’s contemporaries called him the ‘English Petrarke’ recognizing that he belonged to a tradition of sonnet-writing that stretched back to the great Italian poet. However, his claim to originality ‘I am no pick-purse of another’s wit’ is a fair one. He uses motifs such as the celebration of the kiss which had been used before, and mythological allusions which had passed through many languages. His sharp, lively manner, his use of the court background quite different from Wyatt’s paranoid setting but still shot through with anxiety and guilt his variety of tone from melancholy introspection to witty protestation, are all markedly individual. He makes the sonnet form work for him, often as in the example given using twelve or thirteen lines to build up a scene or an argument which is then cancelled or dispatched by a brief conclusion. He can be mellifluous but also write lines like the twelfth and thirteenth of the poem above, so packed with meaning that they refuse to flow, and demand to be spoken dramatically, with strong pauses. You might compare the poems by Donne and Herbert discussed in this section, and watch the ways in which they too admit dialogue into their poetry and the ways in which as poets they retain control and ensure that the poet’s own dominant voice gets the last word.

Edmund Spenser
It is impossible to choose a representative sample for a book like this from Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. We will be facing the same difficulty with Milton’s Paradise Lost. Yet to present a brief snippet from the poem’s unfinished bulk (six books of twelve cantos each, plus two detached cantos which may have belonged to a seventh book out of an original project for two epics of twelve books each) may suggest the special kind of poetic energy which was generated by such an exhaustive project.
The Faerie Queene is an allegory. Its story on the surface is about knights, ladies, dragons, hermits but the true subject is the battle between good and evil, between virtue and vice and between the True English Church, the Protestant Church, and the false Church of Rome. As its religious theme is also a historical one, figures who stand for historical personages such as Queen Elizabeth (Gloriana the Fairy Queen) and Mary, Queen of Scots (Duessa) appear alongside personifications of Pride or Holiness. Each book has a main hero, while the hero of the whole poem is Prince Arthur who, like the other Arthur of medieval romance, presides over a succession of minor heroes and their adventures. And each book celebrates a moral virtue while the totality shows the conflict between good and evil. All the heroes, all the tales, are linked together.
In Canto xi of Book I, the Red Cross Knight, St George, achieves the object of his quest and slays the Dragon. It is a climax but not a conclusion. The knight’s story does not end here, and the reader never gets to meet the Fairy Queen towards whom or from whose ideal Court all the heroes of the poem are journeying. If you read more of the epic you may find yourself asking whether Spenser ever intended to finish it modern critics have found especial interest in its incomplete form and you may like to look at Jonathan Goldberg’s Endlesse Worke: Spenser and the Structures of Discourse (1981), which discusses the reader’s experience of The Faerie Queene. To return to Spenser’s dragon:
By this the dreadful Beast drew nigh to hand,
Halfe flying, and halfe footing in his haste, 
That with his largenesse measured much land 
And made wide shadow under his huge wast;
As mountaine doth the valley overcast.
Approaching nigh, he reared high afore 
His body monstrous, horrible, and vast.
Which to increase his wondrous greatnesse more.
Was swolne with wrath, and poyson, and with bloudy gore.
								(stanza 8)

Spenser’s stanza form is one he designed on the basis of rhyme royal (see Introduction, p. 145) with two extra lines, and an extra two syllables in the last one. Consider the effects of this expanded verse unit. A sense of leisurely progress (as we shall see) can change to rapidly flowing action; the repetition of rhyme sounds can involve duplication of meaning, e.g. ‘huge wast’, ‘horrible and vast’. But ‘wast’ means both ‘waist’ and ‘waste’ so that Spenser can combine fullness of atmospheric description with suggestive economy.
The dragon described here in such insistently physical terms is also a spiritual enemy; he is the ‘Old Dragon’, Satan himself. He is thus the worst possible monster, but it is typical of Spenser’s style of story-telling that he is not the only one in Book I. The Knight has already, at the very start of his adventure, defeated a creature called Error who like this Dragon was of huge size and spewed up poison just as the dragon ‘belches’ fire and ‘filthy smoke/That all the land with stench, and heaven with horror choke’ (stanza 44). And a seven-headed beast ‘bred in filthy fen’ featured in Canto vii of the Book. Parker (1979) usefully discusses the nature of this repetitive, episodic style, especially at pp. 64-77.
Spenser associates the Red Cross Knight with the classical hero Hercules at stanza 27, but it is in terms of the human weakness which they share. After wounding the dragon the Knight is scorched by his fiery breath and suffers as Hercules did when he was tricked into wearing a poisoned shirt. His enemy aims to finish him off with a sweep of his tail, but is foiled. Watch how Spenser handles this turning-point, moving from repetitive insistence on the knight’s sufferings to brisk action by the dragon, to a total change of tone as he introduces an unexpected element of good and a glance back at a happier past:

Faint, wearie, sore, emboyled, grieved, brent
With heat, toyle, wounds, armes, smart, and inward fire 
That never man such mischiefes did torment;
Death better were, death did he oft desire. 
But death will never come, when needes require. 
Whom so dismayd when that his foe beheld. 
He cast to suffer him no more respire.
But gan his sturdie steme about to weld. 
And him so strongly stroke, that to the ground him feld.

It fortuned (as faire it then befell)
Behind his backe unweeting, where he stood.
Of auncient time there was a springing well. 
From which fast trickled forth a silver flood. 
Full of great vertues, and for med’cine good.
Whylome, before that cursed Dragon got 
That happie land, and all with innocent blood
Defyld those sacred wanes, it rightly hot
The well of life, ne yet his vertues had forgot.


Two kinds of fortune are at work here, Divine Providence and the power of the poet himself to shape his narrative. Spenser insists that in the kind of story he is writing strange and providential events do happen. Elsewhere in The Faerie Queene the working of chance may produce effects that are mysterious or ludicrous or simply send the protagonists off on a wild career of misunderstanding. Like episodic style, such interventions of fortune or providence are characteristic of romance. Spenser probably learned the technique from the Italian romance poet Ariosto whom he announced his intention of ‘overgoing’ when he was first discussing the plan of his poem. Here the sudden reversal of fortune, where the emphasis is first on the Knight’s sufferings and then on the unexpected source of his help, is artfully set up. See Frye (1976) for suggestions about the way chance and wish-fulfilment work in romance.
The ‘Well of Life’ is magical; do we know at once that it will cure the Knight’s wounds and enable him to fight better on the next day? The terms in which the name is ascribed are strongly ambiguous: the well was once truly called by that name, and it still has virtues are we to understand some or all of those that it possessed long ago? The past and the moment of the narration overlap each other strangely here, and the effect is to give the past a special aura, to emphasize its quality as a paradisal Golden Age. In Jonson, Marvell and Milton we will be encountering other versions of the paradise myth, but none that places it so irrevocably in the past.
As well as its fairy-tale quality and its connection with antiquity, the well has a sacramental meaning, suggesting the water of baptism (the question of Spenser’s allegorical symbolism is a very large one and interpretations of passages such as this differ widely. See Tuve (1974) and Fowler (1964).)
A last question. Is Spenser aiming in this encounter to mobilize certain responses of the reader, such as the taste for suspense, for monsters and magic, which are childish rather than sophisticated? Is he reviving older forms or exploring anew the sources of our delight in fiction?

John Donne
Among many striking love poems by John Donne, ‘The Flea’ is a good one to focus on. Even the title is arresting and the poem has attracted much attention because of its energetic argument and dramatic setting. The opening plunges us into the centre of an erotic situation:
Marke but this flea, and marke in this,
How little that which thou deny’st me is;
 Mee it suck’d first, and now sucks thee, 
And in this flea, our two bloods mingled bee ...

It is an opening that instantly gives us the physical proximity of two people, and the impatient desire of the man to cancel the small distance between them, within which the woman is still manoeuvring, playing for time and demanding to be heard. The man’s voice is both imperative and imperious, insisting on monopolizing her attention, with the repetition of ‘marke’. To ‘mark’ the flea she must watch intently while her ears are pounded with Donne’s argument, his dismissal of her fears of losing her virginity as anxiety over a fleabite.
Poems about fleas are not uncommon in the Renaissance; in 1582 a collection of over fifty of them in five languages was published in France to commemorate the sighting of one on a young lady’s bosom (see Gardner’s note to this poem in her edition of Donne’s Elegies and The Songs and Sonnets (1970), p. 174). Does our awareness of the existence of such a fashion affect our reading of Donne’s poem? Does the fact of such a massive and learned response to such a trivial event suggest a difference between our idea of suitable subjects for poetry and the ideas of Donne’s age? Do we think of the subject as particularly witty? Do ideas of wit change from one period to another, and how do we feel about the appropriateness of this kind of wit to a love-poem? We have already (in the treatment of poems by Wyatt and Sidney) been looking at certain traditions of ‘love poetry’ and asking what kind of attitude to relations between men and women they involve.
Donne’s poems are celebrated for their explosive opening lines, often expressing egotistic dominance, refusal to listen to differing viewpoints, violently interrupting another speaker with ‘For Godsake hold your tongue’ (‘The Canonization’) even exclaiming against the sun for intruding into the bedroom he shares with his beloved (‘The Sunne Rising’). In ‘The Flea’ as in ‘The Sunne Rising’, ‘The Canonisation’, ‘The Relique’, an apparently casual, extempore argument is developed inside a complex stanza form, whose contrasting line-lengths and varied rhyme-scheme owes something to the sophisticated musical modes of the period; Donne like Wyatt and later, in a religious mode, George Herbert, can convey impatience and the wish to break through formal constraints in a highly formalized verse, and the poetry of all three shows a connection with a tradition of musical performance.
Would we describe the tone of ‘The Flea’ as witty or as aggressive? Is there some common ground between the two? Donne starts by taking the flea as an example of ‘littleness’ but as the poem develops it acquires other meanings. It ‘enjoyes before it wooe’ it does not have to go through the process of courtship at all but achieves its desires as a predator. Is this Donne’s image of the masculine ideal condition, one in which wooing and thus his love poetry would be redundant?
Some modern critics (e.g. Docherty, 1986) have emphasized the elements of aggression in Donne’s love-poetry; feminist writers have questioned the good faith of most love-poetry written by men to women. In this poem, as in some other Renaissance love-poetry, the woman has a limited right of reply. Unlike some medieval writers about women who use the form of a debate and give women speakers equal time with men (Chaucer’s ‘Wife of Bath’s Prologue’ would be the best known example) poets like Sidney, Spenser and Donne allow the woman only oblique, limited or indirectly reported expression. You might consider, in this connection, those poems of Donne’s which use male and female roles in a religious context. In ‘Batter my Heart’ he begs to be enslaved and ravished; in ‘Show me Dear Christ’ and ‘What if this Present were the Worlds Last Night?’ he courts and flatters.



As the poem progresses, what do you think of the way the flea’s significance changes? Is the poet making entirely arbitrary use of the flea to signify anything he declares it to signify? Does the incorporation of religious terms ‘marriage’, ‘temple’, ‘cloysterd’ and ‘sacrilege’ imply a shift away from the ‘libertine’ attitude of the opening lines?
Donne’s demand that the woman spare the flea’s life makes use of the traditional idiom of love-poetry in which the woman is declared to be the aggressor she is, he says, used to murder already, ‘apt to kill mee’, and when she does the deed he accuses her:
   Cruell and sodaine, hast thou since
Purpled thy naile, in blood of innocence?

The flea’s blood makes her a Herod-figure, who ‘triumphs’ in slaughter. The disproportionate accusation, the tininess of the bloodstain, may be parodying the tradition of calling women ‘cruel’, ‘tyrannical’. Blood runs through this poem and we are reminded that blood has many metaphorical meanings. A woman may bleed when she loses her virginity and this is seen as the equivalent of the man’s loss of semen. In pregnancy she may, with the flea, ‘swell with one blood made of two’. If she is not married (and Donne has told us at line 14 that he is not acceptable to her parents) she may be compromising the honour of her family, her ‘blood’. The role of the flea as a bloodsucking insect is thus a way of making the reader consider the connections between the body as it belongs to the animal domain, and as it involves cultural constructions such as marriage, courtship, a woman’s honour and the honour of the patriarchal family she belongs to.
The minuscule drop of blood which has been made to bear so many meanings is an example of the Renaissance ‘conceit’, the device by which the love-poet avoided merely saying again what had been said so often. A conceit can be mythological, as in some of Sidney’s sonnets {Astrophil and Stella 8, for example), or based on actual experience and contemporary custom (like Donne’s ‘The Will’); it can also be used in other contexts, as in Donne’s religious poetry. In ‘A Valediction: of Weeping’ a tear (like the drop of blood, a bodily fluid) becomes a globe, a foetus, a coin, a mirror. Much time is spent on an analysis of Donne’s imagery: the point less often stressed is the way the succession of unexpected meanings has the effect of enhancing his control over the poem, ensuring that the end is unpredictable.
‘The Flea’ like much of Donne’s work refers to quite abstruse theoretical notions (such as the debate about where in the body the human soul was located, in the blood or elsewhere) and terms of church law like sacrilege and cloister. Elsewhere in his love-poetry (for example in ‘Love’s Alchemy’, the ‘Anniversaries’, ‘A Valediction Forbidding Mourning’) Donne uses even more philosophical concepts and technical language than he does here; it is for this reason that he was called a ‘metaphysical’ poet. How important do you think such material is in ‘The Flea’? Is it extraneous to the main argument? Are we as readers intended to ponder the mysteries of the soul, of human identity, and the connection between sexuality and the transmission of life or merely to enjoy the comic inappropriateness of such grand ideas invoked in a joking exchange between a lover and his lady, all about a flea? (See Unit 18, pp. 528-32, for a Formalist analysis of ‘The Flea’.)


Ben Jonson
Unlike Donne’s, Ben Jonson’s poems privilege plain and public statement. While Donne was uneasy and apologetic about those poems which were published in his lifetime, Jonson oversaw the publication of his works himself. He installed himself firmly in the role of moral commentator with a responsibility to tell, if not literal truths then ‘those truths which we expect for happy men’ (‘To the Immortal Memory and Friendship of that Noble Pair, Sir Lucius Cary and Sir H. Morison’). In that poem he praises virtue and lashes vice in a Pindaric Ode; ‘Penshurst’, which we will examine here, owes a debt to less exalted forms such as satire and epistle, but equally emphasizes the poet’s right to be heard on matters affecting the welfare of communities and of the state:

materials were not
Thou art not, PENSHURST, built to envious show
Of touch, or marble ...

Why should a poet start a poem with a negative, an insistence on which used in its construction, which motives did not enter into its builders’ minds? The description of Penshurst Place which follows is extremely brief, it just ‘stands an ancient pile’ and we hear no details of the house’s appearance. Instead, in Jonson’s poem, it functions as a focal point for various kinds of social interactions: we experience being there as guests, its hospitable board and lodging.
Penshurst’s interest, the poet declares, lies in the way it performs its social function as centre of an estate and a district, its antiquity, its association with the family of the poet Philip Sidney who had died about twenty-five years earlier and his poet brother Robert for whom the poem was written — and the beauty of its natural setting. The brief plain statement is a feature of Jonson’s art of epigrammatic conciseness, but it is set off against quite luxuriant and detailed description of other features of the subject.
In reading the following account of the countryside, ask yourself what kind of landscape is being described:
The lower land, that to the river bends.
Thy sheepe, thy bullocks, kine, and calves doe feed:
The middle grounds thy mares, and horses breed. 
Each banke doth yeels thee coneyes; and the topps 
Fertile of wood, ASHORE, and SIDNEY’S copp’s 
To crowne thy open table, doth provide 
The purple pheasant, with the speckled side:
The painted partrich lyes in every field.
And, for thy messe, is willing to be kill’d.

We see a scene in which not ‘unspoiled’ natural beauty but fertility is celebrated, where birds and animals throng the fields and crowd towards the house where they will furnish the plentiful tables of the Great Hall. The poem’s assertion that the game-birds are ‘willing to be killed’ provokes the question, ‘what kind of poem is this?’ The obligation to praise Penshurst and its owners has clearly overridden any obligation to stick to the literal truth. Are we being warned that this is a fictional depiction of plenty and that the poet’s compliments involve some exaggeration?
Again, the poet declares that although the walls of the house are built of local stone ‘They are reared with no mans ruine, no mans grone’. He is referring to the fact that noble landlords often had the right to demand that their tenants perform compulsory labour on the estate and that this was a contemporary source of grievance. Again the Sidneys are praised for not being like other landlords. Their tenants visit them with presents;
Some bring a capon, some a rurall cake
Some nuts, some apples; some that thinke they make 
The better cheese bring ‘hem; or else send 
By their ripe daughters, whom they would commend 
This way to husbands; and whose baskets beare
An embleme of themselves, in plum, or peare.

Jonson treats these gifts as purely an expression of love, skimming over the fact that the tenants must pay rent, whether in cash or in produce. A recent critic, Don E. Wayne (1984) comments on Jonson’s negatives the tenants come, ‘no one emptyhanded’ that ‘The introduction of negative constructions precisely at points involving social and economic relations suggests that it is in this domain that something is lacking’ (p. 42).
Against the garden walls grow unfamiliar fruits, ‘The blushing apricot, and woolly peach’. Read Marvell’s poems ‘Thoughts in a Garden’ and ‘Bermudas’ (the latter is discussed below) and consider whether their use of fruits that do not grow easily in England, such as melons, pomegranates, and nectarines, has a similar effect to Jonson’s.
If Penshurst is the home of plenty, is there a connection between this and the rejection of envy at the opening? Later Jonson says that the larder is so well stocked that the servant waiting at table needn’t feel envy of a guest, even of one as gluttonous as the poet himself. If the poet has been a guest at the Sidneys’ table is his praise for them devalued by the possibility that he is not being sincere?
A poem like this raises many questions about that unknowable quantity, the reality of feelings in a vanished age, as it does (perhaps more usefully) about the relationship between poets and their patrons in an age when the role of patron was extremely important. Donne for example wrote two long poems lamenting the death of a girl he had never met, who was the daughter of his patron Sir Robert Drury. Robert Sidney, Viscount De l’Isle, was a poet himself, a hardworking administrator for the King of England and an affectionate husband and father. Does our knowledge of his character influence our response to Ben Jonson’s praise of him and his wife? In reading a poem about an obsolete way of life should we endeavour to read it as much as possible from a seventeenth-century perspective or bring to it our own ideas and values? For example, towards its close the poem compliments the lady of the manor as ‘noble, fruitful, chaste’. It is clear that the poet considers these appropriate terms for praising a woman; are we, as modern readers, at ease with his assumption?

After commemorating his own entertainment at Penshurst Jonson celebrates a visit by King James. Observe the gradual progression through the lower orders tenants, servants to a guest, and finally to the King himself, and consider what view of society is implicit here.

George Herbert
Like ‘The Flea’, George Herbert’s ‘Love’ is a poem whose impact begins with its title. It does so subtly, all the more so because the collection in which it appears contains two earlier poems with the same name. Erotic love is the subject of the majority of short poems in the English Renaissance, so to the anthology reader it is likely to be a mild surprise that this one is about divine rather than human love. In reading the first six lines you might ask yourself just at what point you become aware of the religious meaning;
Love hade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,
      Guiltie of dust and sinne.
But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack
     From my first entrance in,
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning.
     If I lack’d anything.

Is it the word ‘soul’ that sends the signal, or the next line’s use of concepts of guilt and sin? Or the repeated word ‘Love’ which immediately becomes a person (rather than a personification) whom we gradually recognize as Jesus? How does the realization that we are expected to read for a special kind of meaning affect us as modern readers? Do we respond to the poet’s assumption that the guilt he speaks of is a part of the human condition? Are we reading as ‘Everyreader’, are we welcomed more inclusively to this poem than we might be as the assumed male ‘common reader’ of secular poetry?
‘Love’ occupies a special position in Herbert’s book of poems. The Temple. There are three sections in The Temple, of which the first and last consist of single long poems about morality and church history respectively. The central section, called ‘The Church’, is a collection of brief lyrics expressing intense emotion on religious subjects. ‘Love’ concludes this sequence, except for a brief quotation from the Bible. While many of the earlier pieces are witty and formally complex or experimental (poems shaped like wings or altars, a poem ‘Prayer’ with no main verb, another ‘The Collar’ where form is disrupted by the poet’s rebellious passion) this poem is quiet and simple. What do this simplicity, this positioning of the poem suggest? Has the whole book been directed towards a redefining of love, as supreme poetic subject, so that its ‘true’ meaning, even its obvious meaning, is the love of God?
The poem’s opening statement is about hospitality. Love as a host attempting to make a guest feel at ease. The guest’s resistance is based on social shame about not appearing in the proper formal, cleaned-up style, but the equation asserted in line 2 between dust and sin makes it clear that the whole transaction is on a symbolic level. Consider whether this is the only way a poet can approach such subject-matter? Does Herbert use this method because he is writing in a tradition, one which begins with the interpretation of the Bible as a symbolic text in which the image of a banquet often recurs?
The host, ‘sweetly questioning’, begins a dialogue which continues until the last line of the poem. Observe the way questions and answers dovetail in the next stanza: 

A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:
Love said, You shall be he.
I the unkinde, ungratefull?

Is this a self-questioning by the narrator in the poem? What does the ‘shall’ in Love’s answer stand for: the polite insistence of a host or the assertion of God’s absolute power to make us worthy if he chooses? The questions, as Stanley Fish has pointed out (1978), are a combination of catechizing the standard way of instructing children in religious belief and the Socratic method in philosophy, in which, by questioning, the teacher makes the pupil aware of what he/she knows already. The questions with which Love’s argument develops are of this kind, ‘Who made the eyes but I?’ ‘And know you not, sayes Love, who bore the blame?’.
The poem ends with the guest’s resistance collapsing: ‘So I did sit and eat.’ Let us look again at the place of this action in the plan of Herbert’s book. The central section is not merely called ‘The Church’, it contains poems with titles such as ‘Superliminare’ (‘Above the Threshold’), ‘The Church-floore’, ‘Church-lock and key’, ‘The Altar’, ‘The Windows’. The poem we are considering is the climax of the whole sequence. As well as completing the revelation of love as the perfect subject for poetry, as the perfect definition of the God revealed in the New Testament, it also defines the structure of the church as the house of God, where God invites Christians to the banquet of the Eucharist. ‘You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat’ means not only ‘be my guest’ but also ‘eat my body, drink my blood’.
The catechizing method already referred to is designed to instruct children, and the parables of Jesus were addressed to an audience of ordinary people. In this tradition Herbert’s plain style is intended to reach unlearned readers. Do you find the language of ‘Love’ is adequately described by calling it plain or simple? How does it compare with the language of Marvell’s ‘Bermudas’? The poem refers to complex ideas like Eucharistic symbolism or the theology of sin and redemption: does it succeed in simplifying these ideas or merely in denying their inherent complexity? Rosemond Tuve (1952) is helpful on the symbolism; Helen Vendler (1975) remains the outstanding modern treatment of Herbert’s language and techniques.
Andrew Marvell
Where the remote Bermudas ride
In the ocean’s bosom unespied,
From a small boat, that rowed along. 
The listening winds received this song.




The opening lines of Andrew Marvell’s ‘Bermudas’ contain adjectives which denote a place entirely cut off from a centre: ‘remote’, ‘unespied’. The ‘listening winds’ suggest the absence of any other listener, and the ‘small boat’ is a speck in the midst of the ocean, while the islands ‘ride’ like ships at anchor. We as readers are about to hear the ‘song’ of the rowers but first of all they are being placed at this deliberate remove from any experience that might be thought of as ‘normal’. How does this affect the reader’s attitude to what follows? Is it being labelled as exotic and thus of limited interest? Are the readers supposed themselves to belong to some centre of culture by whose standards other places, at the margins, are to be judged? Is this centre England? As the poem progresses we should learn more about what elements in English culture Marvell might regard as setting a standard.
The ‘song’ at once defines itself as a hymn of praise to God who has led the travellers safely to an island ‘so long unknown/And yet far kinder than our own’. Though whales are stranded and wrecked on the coast, the singers are safe:
He lands us on a grassy stage.
Safe from the storms, and prelate’s rage.
They are religious refugees then, escaping from the intolerance of their own country, in particular of the bishops. Many Protestants in seventeenth-century England thought that there should be no bishops in a reformed church. King Charles I in the 1630s appointed bishops who stressed the importance of ritual and hierarchy in the Church of England and thus made it seem less Protestant than Marvell, Milton and the group known as Puritans could accept. A number of Puritans emigrated some temporarily to the New World and among them was a clergyman called John Oxenbridge whom Marvell was to know well in the 1650s. By then Charles I had been executed and England was governed by Oliver Cromwell on whom Marvell wrote five poems of praise.
How does our knowledge of these historical facts touch our experience of this poem? Marvell calls Bermuda ‘an isle ... far kinder than our own’ what meanings cluster in that syllable ‘kind’? It can refer to the beauty of the Bermudan climate, to the freedom from persecution that the emigrants sought. ‘Kind’ also means ‘natural’, and the natural world in this poem is both nurturing and strange, both perilous and presided over by a benevolent deity. The ‘small boat’ is a version of Noah’s ark, emblem of the Christian church.
This then is a religious poem of a different kind from Herbert’s ‘Love’, above. ‘Bermudas’ describes itself as a ‘song’, a ‘holy and a cheerful note’; what difference do you find from Herbert’s ‘holiness’ in verse? Is it less didactic than ‘Love’ or didactic in a different way? Is the message addressed only to a ‘small group’ who would agree for example with Marvell’s slash at the bishops?
Donne, Herbert and Marvell were all interested in the idea of British colonists spreading the Gospel abroad, in particular in America. When the poem refers to ‘a land so long unknown’ do we forget that there may have been previous inhabitants? And Marvell’s colonists are not just missionaries: they are spreaders of empire to the ends of the known world. The poem’s last lines are ambiguous in their tone:

And all the way, to guide their chime.
With falling oars they kept the time.


‘Chime’, ‘falling’, ‘keeping time’ are all musical terms; they do not denote bodily effort. But the reader probably knows that rowing a boat in the open sea is strenuous and dangerous and may have heard that the Bermuda area was even then known for shipwrecks. As in his praises of Cromwell, Marvell is eulogizing the life of action and adventure, of conquest too, even if some of the imagery of ‘Bermudas’ reminds us of the sensuous delights of his poems in praise of gardens and retirement. Read ‘Thoughts in a Garden’ and ‘The Mower against Gardens’; these different examples of Marvell’s art show him drawn, as his friend Milton was, to the idea of a natural paradisal state. In ‘The Mower’ however the garden is the scene of unnatural cultivation, a forced manipulation of what was originally free. In ‘Thoughts in a Garden’ and ‘Upon Appleton House’ there is a Fall, though in the first it is a harmless one, whereas the garden of Appleton House makes the poet see all England as politically fallen:
What luckless apple did we taste
To make us mortal, and thee waste.

Such explorations of the ideas of innocence and guilt give a particular edge to Marvell’s strange love-poem ‘To His Coy Mistress’ where, though the poet presses his mistress to grant sexual consummation, he looks back almost wistfully to a love-poetry which emphasized frustration and delay as for example Sidney’s does. He would love her ‘ten years before the flood’ and she ‘deserves’ such praise.
Marvell is then a poet of contraries and paradox, of oppositions between action and leisure, nature and art, time and eternity; is this a facet of his wit? Do you think it shows the influence of Donne’s style? How does the treatment of nature’s plenty here compare with Jonson’s in ‘Penshurst’ above? Finally, we must notice that with Marvell we are coming to the end of an era during which critics have suggested that the short lyric poem flourished with a peculiar complexity, brilliance and seriousness, in a culture where there was room for talents as various as the ones we have been studying. If you go on to read the short poems of Rochester, Swift, Anne Finch, you may like to consider the reasons underlying the division of literature into ‘periods’ and how this affects the way we read poems.

John Milton
By contrast with the Marvellian plain, brief lyric, below is a piece of intensely formal verse which aims both at the highest kind of literary effectiveness, the sublime, and at the arousal of the reader’s sympathies for the poet’s own misfortune. Sublime style produces wonder; it is both convincing and astonishing and is the appropriate mode for dealing with the grandest subjects: God, the cosmos, the height of heroic effort.
In Milton’s Paradise Lost, Satan has just emerged from the murky underworld to which he has been condemned for his sin of rebellious pride, and at the end of Book II he begins to see light. Book III opens with an invocation of light itself. It is the oldest of created things, also a symbol of God, of human intellect and it is actually what Milton, who went blind about six years before he wrote this, had lost:

Hail, holy Light, offspring of heaven first-born
Or of the eternal co-eternal beam
May I express thee unblamed? since God is light. 
And never but in unapproached light
Dwelt from eternity, dwelt then in thee. 
Bright effluence of bright essence increate.

Reading these opening lines we notice the use of repetition, alliteration, inversion of the normal word order to create an effect would we call it rhetorical? Musical? How are we to take Milton’s question in line 3? Is it only a rhetorical question, i.e. one introduced to give the point more emphasis without expecting any answer? Or does it seriously query the possibility of meaningfully talking about light at all?
The word ‘express’ suggests finding a verbal form for what has no form and cannot be drawn or described. This makes light analogous with God, and many of the phrases Milton uses are applicable to the very business of talking about God, telling stories about him or defining him. For example, most of the adjectives are negative, which is proper when talking about God who is so mysterious that we can’t say what he is, only what he is not. But if it is impossible to speak directly about God, then what is Milton doing writing Paradise Lost, in which God appears, speaks, makes decisions, even enters into dialogue with human beings?
The style of the passage we have been looking at may in its exalted manner, its repeated use of ideas like eternity, holiness, brightness, be considered as setting the right kind of tone for such a heroically conceived story. Milton relates the first creation of light:

Before the sun.
Before the heavens thou wert, and at the voice 
Of God, as with a mantle didst invest
The rising world of waters dark and deep ...

These are vast primal scenes of confrontation between light and darkness. Do they prepare the reader for a conflict of good and evil to come? Milton’s readers would be expected to know the story of Adam and Eve and the serpent told in the Bible (Genesis 2) already, as well as the tradition that the serpent was the evil angel Satan in disguise. Does the fact that we first see the faint beginnings of light through Satan’s eyes mean that we can never forget the power of lurking darkness? Or is Milton’s ‘Hail’ a fresh beginning, a refusal to see light on darkness’s terms?
He goes on to talk about himself in his role as poet, directly taught by the ‘Heavenly Muse’ whom he had already addressed in the opening of Paradise Lost. He sings ‘with other notes than to the Orphean lyre’ but like Orpheus in Greek myth he has, in his poem, visited the underworld and returned ‘safe’.
Milton’s claim of high stature and status for the poet is one of the most resounding in English literature, and he makes it plain that he is talking about himself. But he is also a suffering, ageing man whose political aims have all been defeated, who has fallen ‘on evil days ... and evil tongues’ {Paradise Lost, VII, 26).

He laments what he has lost:

			... Thus with the year
Seasons return, but not to me returns
Day, or the sweet approach of even or mom. 
Or sight of vernal bloom, or summer’s rose. 
Or flocks, or herds, or human face divine ...

Milton’s style has been the subject of debate since Paradise Lost first became accepted as one of the great poems in the language. Eighteenth-century critics declared that ‘Our language sunk under him’ and that ‘he formed his style by a perverse and pedantic principle. He was desirous to use English words with a foreign idiom.’ [Johnson, 1946 quoting Addison and then giving his own opinion, i, 111-12] Do you find his idiom less appropriate to English than, say, that of Jonson or Marvell? In the 1930s T.S. Eliot and F.R. Leavis attacked Milton’s style; it was effectively defended by Christopher Ricks (1963), ushering in a new age of Milton studies.
Eliot and Leavis were not merely discussing style but calling attention to the role of Milton as a major influence on later poets and thus a central figure in the ‘canon’ of English literature. A book like this one is organized around a traditional canon of the authors most studied in English courses in universities and colleges. It is a useful way to organize a book, but it would be wrong to suggest that the position of even a deeply interesting author like Milton in the canon has not been questioned.
Milton’s major works are written in a ‘grand’ style and in large traditional forms like epic and tragedy. These choices express aristocratic assumptions which are also assumptions about society. The poems themselves contain ideas about religion, race and politics and about the relationship of man to woman which are now to say the least unpopular. Milton makes Eve say to Adam

				‘O thou for whom
And from whom I was formed, flesh of thy flesh. 
And without whom am to no end, my guide 
And head ...’ (IV, 440-3)

Adam discusses astronomy with an angel while Eve prefers to learn at second hand from her husband; the Fall of Man happens because he is ‘fondly overcome with female charm’ (IX, 999). And yet Milton tries to be fair to Eve; she is ‘capable ... Of what was high’ (VIII, 49-50); she behaves better than Adam after the Fall and saves him from despair by loyal love. And Milton was in his own time a revolutionary and a deeply original writer, insisting on the importance of personal and political liberty beyond what even most of the party who made the English revolution would accept (in particular in his views on divorce and censorship), and still remains a provocative one. For a reading of Paradise Lost which contextualizes Milton’s work within the politics of the Restoration, go to Unit 8, pp. 174-7.
Does all this mean Milton should be removed from his prominent position in traditional English courses? If you are a woman or a non-English reader, would his opinions make it harder for you to stomach Milton? You cannot answer these questions without reading more than the bare snippet I have provided. But if you go on to read him you may find […] that a reading of Milton has cast light on your own position, as a reader not merely of seventeenth-century but of literature in general, from sources that you might not have expected to be so rich or so revealing. 
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