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What he wanted was not his accumulation of notes but an absence of
notes: what he wanted was transparency. He was aware that scholar-
ship — the acquisition of knowledge — brought with it a terrible anxiety.
How much was enough? How much more was there? Was there any
end to it? If one did not possess enough knowledge how could one be
sure of possessing more? And if one called a halt to the process how
could one not die of shame? Thus with his love for his books went a
certain obscure desire to have done with them, or rather not to have
been an officious midwife to small thoughts about great masterpieces.

Anita Brookner, Lew:s Percy (1989)
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Foreword

Malcolm Bradbury

In our own time the writing of literary history has famously become a
difficult activity. In a global age, we have moved away from the
nineteenth-century notion that literature is chiefly the product of a
nation, place and people. We have also begun to challenge those ‘great
traditions’ in literature that assumed that the history of writing led
effortlessly onward from one great genius to another: Chaucer handed
the torch to Shakespeare, Shakespeare to Milton, Milton to Words-
worth, and so onward to the Olympic stadium of the present day. At
the start of the twentieth century, the international ‘Modern Move-
ment’, with its new forms, and its confident spirit of innovation, shook
the foundations of the literary heritage. Now more recently ‘post-
modern’ literary theory and cultural analysis have again questioned
many of the traditional, monumental notions of author, genre. Litera-
ture has increasingly been seen as a text in a context: a product not just
of genius but of culture, society and that elusive medium, language.

The fact remains that literary histories still need to be written. The
past of literature — what used to be called ‘the tradition” —is not simply
a random affair. And though international perspectives on literature,
and even challenges to its dependence on the written word, are ever
more important in a much more accessible, open, internetted, globally
communicating world, there really are native traditions or heritages of
literature. Their story needs to be propetly told. Whether we ourselves
are native speakers of English or foreign readers, to understand a
literature — whether the literature of our own time or the past — we still
need informed, appreciative textbooks that present the nature of that
history and clearly show it in its context.

The Routledge History of Literature in English is designed to meet that
need. It is an up-to-date enterprise, graphically and clearly presented,
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with good visual support, telling the story plainly, and without the
weight of critical jargon that surrounds so much modern academic
discussion. This book explores the long, jagged history of writing in
the British Isles, from the Anglo-Saxon and the eatly Christian period
up to the present day. It emphasises the growth and development of
the English language, and how changing understanding of the nature
of language has affected the growth of writing. It looks in detail at the
social and cultural history of the centuries in which the British literary
tradition has grown, and explores the histotical experience as well as
the literary importance of the writers it considers. It gives a sensible
and up-to-date record of English writing — poetty, drama and fiction,
including genre fiction — in the various regions, emphasising that the
British Isles have always been a multilingual landscape, and the lan-
guage or rather languages have always been in constant change. The
Celtic heritage, the Viking invasion, the Norman invasion, the deep
penetration of Latin as the lingua franca — all are part of the great
word-stock we call English. And that has led to no less profound
changes in language’s most developed form of expression — that is, in
its oral and, above all, its written literature.

Today, for a variety of different histotical reasons English has
become the world’s first language, the modern lingua franca. It is used
in all six continents as first, second or third language. Over 300 million
people today speak it as a mother tongue; another 300 million use it
regularly as a second language. All over the world, writers write in
English, to describe worlds, landscapes, cultures for which the lan-
guage itself was not originally devised. This has led to an extraordinary
expansion not just in the spread but also in the vocabulaty, structure
and power of the language, which contemporary writets ignore at their
peril. Writing written in English — whether written in the British Isles
ot not, and much of it is not — is read everywhere. This vivid, expand-
ing, difficult language is one of the wotld’s richest. Part of that rich-
ness comes from the remarkable history of its literary use. This is a
language that has constantly recreated itself. The Anglo-Saxon of the
Beownlf poet is a quite different English from that of the travelled and
educated Geoffrey Chaucer, writing under the influence of court
French, even while he was recreating the contemporary vernacular.
The rich Elizabethan English is something else again — and different
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from the more formalised, Latinate language of John Milton. Dick-
ens’s English catries the noise of the Victorian streets of London
when it was the world’s biggest city. The language of writers today is
shaped by contemporary multi-culturalism, by streets that are noisy
with different sounds and by the universal spread of travel and contact.

So there is still a tradition to be remembered: a sequence of forms,
myths, preoccupations, cultural debates, literary and artistic trends,
great and influential literary movements. The flowering of verse in
Anglo-Saxon times and again in the Middle Ages constructed a poetic
tradition that still has influence on the most experimental poets of
today. The flowering of drama in the Elizabethan age has, despite
many transformations, founded a lineage that still has its impact on the
theatricality of Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, Tom Stoppard, Caryl
Churchill, Vaclav Havel or Athol Fugard. The remarkable emergence
of the novel as a populat form in Britain in the early eighteenth cen-
tury not only composed a form in which some of the essential stories
of national life have been told, but helped create what is now one of
our most important and popular of literary genres, practised right
across the world.

As a writer, I can attest to the power of the tradition over what I do.
Any writer draws in many ways on the previous heritage of the form
he or she uses, the devices and artifices it has developed, the cultural
energies it has acquited, the themes and experiences it has explored.
The same is true of the history of the language, that elegant instru-
ment of expression which has taken on such a complicated shape over
time. A literary language goes through a great range of adventures and
expetiments. Forms and gentes take shape: the comedy and the tra-
gedy, the ode and the epic, the novel and the dramatic poem, blank
verse, vers libre, stream of consciousness. Literary language moves
between high formality and vernacular ease; common speech fre-
quently transforms conventions when they grow fixed, so creating —as
with the Romantic movement — a major literary and emotional revolu-
tion. Tradition deposits a vast stock of words and meanings, complex
grammatical and artistic devices: simile and metaphor, irony and bur-
lesque and satire. Literature is our link with great humane and moral
ideas; it is part of the advancement of learning and the imaginative
understanding of othet people’s lived experience. Literature is always

xvil
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an experiment, as significant and innovative as any in medicine and
science — as well as an eternal story of the power of the human
imagination.

The true tradition of literature is never simply national; it never has
been. Writers constantly venture out of their own landscapes, borrow
from other traditions and other tongues, welcome in travellers or influ-
ences from elsewhere. This book rightly emphasises the relationships
among the different traditions within the British Isles, and their rela-
tion with other traditions beyond. T.S. Eliot, himself an expattiate from
the United States to the British Isles, probably best expressed the
relationship between the tradition and the individual talent. The trad-
ition, he said, is necessary, so we do well to learn it by great labour. But
every new writer of significance shifts the tradition slightly, adding
something of his or her own, extending, sometimes totally upturning,
what has gone before. At the end of the twentieth century, a time with
its own conviction of deep and fundamental change in political, gen-
der and global relations, as well as in science and the technologies, that
extending and upturning is visibly happening again, as it did at the start
of the twentieth centuty when Eliot was writing. Yet writing still needs
the past and the tradition — if only as a help in discoveting the present,
and prospecting the future.

Speaking as someone who has written several literary histoties (of
the modern British and American novel, of American literature, and
the Modern movement itself), I can welcome the form of the book
Ron Carter and John McRae, two well-experienced authors and
teachers, have constructed. Wide-ranging, very accessible, it puts litera-
ture into a context, while taking its reader through the major writets,
the broad trends and movements, the changing eras through to the
present. They have been highly attentive to cultural and social change,
above all to the changing history of the language and what writers have
constructed with it. They have seen that what today’s reader is most
likely to need is not a narrow, judgemental study, but an expansive,
generous and varied textbook of British literary history, based on a
wide reading and a firm sense of cultural history. They have addressed
their book equally to the British and the foreign reader, and given it a
strong apparatus. Each chapter opens with an introductory section
giving historical background, and there are good plot summaries and
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plentiful quotations. There are glossaries of literary terms, useful
summaries of the main points of a period. The work also recognises
the importance of popular genres — detective stories, science fiction —
and deals with a wide range of writers. It explores the transformation
of language and literary forms that came with the Modern movement,
and is especially strong on contemporary literature. The aim of 2 good
literary history is to take readers — well informed, with an enlarged
understanding of its variety and significance — back to the most
important books and writers, to signal their value, and place them in
useful relation to each other. So, as here, it should lead the way as
effectively as possible to the works of past and present that show us
British writing does have a long and fascinating history.

Norwich, 1996

Xix




From the earliest stages, Malcolm Bradbury and Richard Walker have
been generous and constructive in their help and advice; at the later
stages, Alan Durant and Helen Phillips provided painstaking and
detailed suggestions. Carole Hough, Miquel Berga, Werner Delanoy,
Hans Bertens, and Kathryn Suthetland gave invaluable insights and
comments. Revisions in December 1997 were assisted by many col-
leagues in the Department of English Studies, University of Not-
tingham. All of these have helped to shape the book, but the authors
alone are responsible for howlers which may have slipped through and
for opinions which not all of these colleagues and friends might share.

Julia Hall supported the project enthusiastically; Louisa Semlyen and
Moira Taylor saw it through with equal dedication. As ever, Jeremy
Hunter was in many ways almost a co-author. To all we offer our
thanks.

Ronald Carter and Jobhn McRae
Nottingham
December 1996

The beginnings of English

Old and Middle English
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Beownlf, the Dane, dear king of his people 1

(Beownlf)

CONTEXTS AND CONDITIONS

Literature is as old as human language, and as new as tomorrow’s
suntise. And literature is everywhere, not only in books, but in videos,
television, radio, CDs, computets, newspapers, in all the media of
communication where a story is told or an image created.

It starts with words, and with speech. The first literature in any
culture is oral. The classical Greek epics of Homer, the Asian narra-
tives of Gilgamesh and the Bhagavad Gita, the earliest versions of the
Bible and the Koran wete all communicated orally, and passed on
from generation to generation — with variations, additions, omissions
and embellishments until they were set down in written form, in ver-
sions which have come down to us. In English, the first signs of oral
literature tend to have three kinds of subject matter — religion, war, and
the trials of daily life — all of which continue as themes of a great deal
of writing,

There is a vast expanse of time before the Norman Conquest in 1066,
from which fragments of literary texts remain, although these frag-
ments make quite a substantial body of work. If we consider that the
same expanse of time has passed between Shakespeare’s time and now
as passed between the earliest extant text and 1066, we can begin to
imagine just how much literary expression there must have been. But
these centuties remain largely datk to us, apart from a few illuminating
flashes and fragments, since almost all of it was never written down,



Fifth-century England
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Figare 1 Linguistic boundaries and external influences. Varieties of Old
English largely correspond to the borders of the seven kingdoms, as shown
on the map above, although the Metcian dialect was widespread in Essex, and
the West Saxon dialect dominated in Sussex and south-western parts of Kent
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Old and Middle English 600—1485

and since most of what was preserved in writing was destroyed later,
particularly during the 1530s.

The fragments that remain confirm that the motivations and inspir-
ations for producing literature, and for listening to it, or later, reading
it, are the same all through history: literature can give comfort and
consolation (as religious literature often does), can illuminate and mir-
ror our problems, and can affirm and reinforce social, political and
ideological standpoints.

The spread of Anglo-Saxon, then English, as a language was one of
the most significant elements, over several centuries, in moulding a
national identity out of all the cultural and linguistic influences which
the country underwent. Icelandic and Viking, Latin and French,
Germanic and Celtic — as well as many local linguistic, cultural, and
social forces — were all part of the Anglo-Saxon melting pot which
would eventually become English: the language of England, then of
Britain.

€410 Withdrawal of the Roman legions from Britain

¢.450 Anglo-Saxon and Jutish invasions from North-West
Germany

Early sixth century Reign of King Arthur (in Wessex; to 537)

597 Establishment of Saint Augustine’s Christian mis-
sion at Canterbury

793—95 Viking invasions (Danish and Norwegian) in Scot-
land, northern and eastern England

802 England united, under King Egbert of Wessex

Ninth century Danish invasions; occupation of eastern England

885 Partition of England (under King Alfred the Great)

917—26 England reoccupied Danish-held tertitories

1013 Danish Conquest (monarchy, 1016—42)

1066 Death of English King Edward (the Confessor);

election of Harold, son of Godwin, as king. Nor-
wegian forces defeated at Stamford Bridge (near
York)

NORMAN CONQUEST: Harold defeated by William
of Normandy at Hastings

Personal and religious voices

PERSONAL AND RELIGIOUS VOICES

That evil ended. So also may this!

(Deor’s Lament) —

The first fragment of literature is known as Caedmon’s Hymn. It dates
from the late seventh century (around 670). The story goes that Caed-
mon was a lay worker on the estate of the monastery of Whitby, in
Northumbria, and the voice of God came to him. His hymn is there-
fore the first song of praise in English culture, and the first Christian
religious poem in English, although many Latin hymns were known at
the time. It was preserved by the monks of Whitby, and it is not certain
whether the few lines which have survived through the ages are the
complete hymn or not.

Christian monks and nuns were, in effect, the guardians of culture,
as they were virtually the only people who could read and write before
the fourteenth century. It is interesting therefore that most of the
native English culture they preserved is not in Latin, the language of
the church, but in Old English, the language of the Angles, Saxons,
and Jutes.

It is the voice of everyday people, rather than of a self-conscious
‘artist’, that we hear in Caedmon’s Hymn, and in such texts as Deor's
Lament (also known simply as Deor) ot The Seafarer. These reflect ordin-
ary human experience and are told in the first person. They make the
reader or hearer relate directly with the narratorial ‘T’, and frequently
contain intertextual references to religious texts. Although they express
a faith in God, only Caedmon’s Hymn is an overtly religious piece.
Already we can notice one ot two conventions cteeping in; ways of
writing which will be found again and again in later wotks. One of
these is the use of the first-person speaker who narrates his expeti-
ence, inviting the reader ot listener to identify with him and sympathise
with his feelings. The frame of reference of these texts is to the Latin
exegetical commentaties and liturgical texts. The Seafarer, for instance,
while describing much of the day-to-day life of the seafater, also
reflects a close familiarity with contemporary interpretations of the
Psalms.

The speaker in Deor’s Lament recounts the day-to-day trials of life,
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naming several heroes of Germanic origin and their sufferings, with
the repeated chorus, “That evil ended. So also may this!” Having gone
through the hetroic names, he arrives at his own troubles: he was a
successful bard, or minstrel, who sang for an important family, but
now another bard has taken his place. This is the first poem in history
about unemployment, but with a refrain that the bad times will pass!

And so I can sing of my own sad plight

Who long stood high  as the Heodenings’ bard
Deor my name, dear to my lotd.

Mild was my service for many a winter,
Kingly my king till Heorrenda came

Skilful in song  and usutping the land-right
Which once my gracious lord  granted to me.

That evil ended. So also may this!

The Seafarer and The Wanderer, along with various other texts, were
preserved in The Exeter Book, a manuscript containing only poetry,
which dates from the end of the tenth century and is still kept in
Exeter Cathedral library in Devon. Like Deor’s Lament, these are two
elegiac poems of solitude, exile, and suffering. The theme of the soli-
tary outcast, with no help or protection from a noble lord, is found
again here, and memory plays a significant part in the speaker’s
thoughts. He recalls ‘old legends of battle and bloodshed’ and wonders
‘Where now is the warrior? Where is the war-horse?’ This reflects the
biblical tradition of questioning epitomised in the famous ‘Ubi sunt?’
(Where ate they?). The only reply he can give in his own context is ‘In
the night of the past, as if they never had been.’

He who has wisely mused on these mouldering ruins,

And deeply ponder  this darkling life,

Must brood on old legends  of battle and bloodshed,

And heavy the mood  that troubles his heart:

Where now is the warrior? Where is the war-horse?

Bestowal of treasure, and sharing of feast?

Alas! the bright ale-cup, the byrny-clad wartior,

The prince in his splendour — those days are long sped

In the night of the past, as if they never had been.
(The Wanderer)

Personal and religions voices

So there is a clash between past and present, between remembered
glory and the despair of the moment. But there is always some con-
solation, some hope for the future, usually ending with a hope of
heaven. The speaker — the ‘T’ of the poem — is a figure who will return
again and again in literature through the ages, described here as ‘the
sage, in solitude, pondeting’.

Lo! I will tell the dearest of dreams

(The Dream of the Rood)

It would seem that the church, in preserving texts in Old English,
was aware of a particularly English linguistic and cultural identity
which, over the centuries, it would nurtute in its own written works in
different genres, as the language moves towards Early Middle English
in the thirteenth century.

The genres include: history, such as the Venerable Bede’s Latin
Ecclesiastical History of the English People and The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle;
devotional works for those dedicated to a life of religious observance,
such as the twelfth-century Ancrene Rewle; philosophy, by Alcuin and
Saint Anselm, and so on. Translations of parts of the Christian Bible
were made, such as The Book of Genesis, a version of which was for a
long time believed to be the work of Caedmon. This was translated
from Saxon into Old English. In its use of the local language, it is a
conscious attempt to strengthen the position of the Christian faith
throughout the island.

Perhaps the most clearly Christian of Old English texts is The Dream
of the Rood (the ‘Rood’” is the Cross), one version of which is found on
the Ruthwell Cross, a standing stone in Dumftiesshire (Galloway), in
what is now southern Scotland, quite close to Northumbria whete the
original was written, perhaps as early as the end of the seventh century.

One fascinating feature of The Dream of the Rood is the large number
of words, phrases and images used for the figure of Christ and his
cross: a tree, a glorious gold cross, a simple bare ctoss, and a cross
which speaks of its own transformation from tree to beater of Christ.
As with many texts of the time there are many references to Latin
hymns and liturgy embedded in the text. Itis a highly visual text, full of
joy and suffering, light and darkness, earthly reality and heavenly bliss.
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Lo! I'will tell the dearest of dreams

That I dteamed in the midnight when mortal men
Were sunk in slumber. Me-seemed I saw

A wondtous Tree towering in air,

Most shining of crosses compassed with light.

This indicates a certain complexity of expression. It shows an ability
in the receiver who hears or reads the story to identify on more than
one level the meanings and references the text contains. This is an
important feature of all literature, in that it is representational more than
simply referential: it shows, illustrates and exemplifies, often in very
refined and sophisticated ways. Anglo-Saxon literature is full of
images. The speaker in The Seafarer, despite his sufferings as ‘my bark
was beaten by the breaking seas’, rejects land, and the town, because
his ‘heart is haunted by love of the sea’. ‘Bark’, meaning the wood
from which the ship was made, stands for the whole ship; ‘haunted’
takes the idea of a supernatural presence and places it in the speaker’s
heart.

As The Dream of the Rood gives us images of suffering and redemp-
tion, The Seafarer gives us images of ships and the sea. Each provides
images of human life, using the tree, the cross, the sea, to stand for
aspects of human expetience, including, again in The Dream of the Rood,
the sense of being alone — without human protection and in need of
spiritual support from the cross.

This is my heart’s desire, and all my hope
Waits on the Cross. In this world now
I have few powetful friends.

All the texts in the oral tradition in Anglo-Saxon literature are poet-
ty: they were written down probably many years after they were first
petformed. Most are short; Beowslf is the only long epic poem. What
they have in common is their verse form, a double line with a break in
the middle (called the caesura, from the Latin). This gives the verse its
distinctive thythm, which the minstrel or scop would use in perform-
ing the text for his audience. The use of alliteration, repeated sounds,
is another characteristic of Old English verse.

Personal and religious voices

LANGUAGE NOTE
The earliest fignrative langnage

Old English poetry is characterised by a number of poetic tropes which
enable a writer to describe things indirectly and which require a reader
imaginatively to construct their meaning. The most widespread of these fig-
urative descriptions are what are known as kensings. Kennings often occur in
compounds: for example, hronrad (whale-road) or swanrad (swan—road) mean-
ing ‘the sea’; banhus (bone-house) meaning the ‘human body’. Some kennings
involve borrowing or inventing words; others appear to be chosen to meet the
alliterative requirement of a poetic line, and as a result some kennings are
difficult to decode, leading to disputes in critical interpretation. But kennings
do allow more abstract concepts to be communicated by using more familiar
words: for example, God is often described as moncynnes weard (‘guardian of
mankind’).

Old English poetry also contained a wide range of conventional poetic
diction, many of the words being created to allow alliterative patterns to be
made. There are therefore numerous alternatives for key words like battle,
watrior, horse, ship, the sea, prince, and so on. Some are decorative peri-
phrases: a king can be a ‘giver of tings’ or a ‘giver of treasure’ (litetally, a king
was expected to provide his wartiors with gifts after they had fought for him).

Beownlf stands out as a poem which makes extensive use of this kind of
figurative language. There are over one thousand compounds in the poem,
totalling one-third of all the words in the text. Many of these compounds are
kennings. The word ‘to ken’ is still used in many Scottish and Northern
English dialects, meaning ‘to know’”. Such language is a way of knowing and
of expressing meanings in striking and memorable ways; it has continuities
with the kinds of poetic compounding found in neatly all later poetry but
especially in the Modernist texts of Gerard Manley Hopkins and James Joyce.

The only other poet whose name has come down to us is also probably
Northumbrian: Cynewulf, who probably lived in the eighth or ninth
century. He has been credited with writing many poems (at one time
The Dream of the Roodwas thought to have been his work) but he is only
definitely known to have written two poems in 7he Exeter Book and two
in another collection, now in the chapter of Vercelli in Italy, known as
The Vercelli Book. This is a collection of prose as well as poetry on
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exclusively religious themes. Cynewulf’s poems are all on religious
themes, such as stories of saints, The Fates of the Apostles, and Christ’s
Ascension.

LONG POEMS

The ruinous deeds of the ravaging foe

(Beownlf)

The best-known long text in Old English is the epic poem Beownulf.
Beowulf himself is a classic hero, who comes from afar. He has
defeated the mortal enemy of the area — the monster Grendel — and
has thus made the territory safe for its people. The people and the
setting are both Germanic. The poem recalls a shared heroic past,
somewhere in the general consciousness of the audience who would
hear it.

It starts with a mention of ‘olden days’, looking back, as many
stories do, to an indefinite past (‘fonce upon a time’), in which fact
blends with fiction to make the tale. But the hero is 2 mortal man, and
images of foreboding and doom prepare the way for a tragic outcome.
He will be betrayed, and civil war will follow. Contrasts between splen-
dour and destruction, success and failure, honour and betrayal, emerge
in a story which contains a great many of the elements of future
literature. Power, and the battles to achieve and hold on to power,
are a main theme of literature in every culture — as is the theme of
transience and mortality.

The language of Beowulf is extremely rich and inventive, full of
imposing tones and rhythms: there are a great many near synonyms for
‘warrior’; many compound adjectives denoting hardness; many images
of light, colour, and blood; many superlatives and exaggerations to
underline the heroic, legendary aspects of the tale.

It is, at the same time, a poem of praise for ‘valour and venturous
deeds’, a tragedy, since the hero inevitably dies, and an elegy, since it
recalls heroic deeds and times now past. Beowulf dies at the moment
of his greatest triumph — ‘Beowulf, dauntless, pressed on to his doom’
— fifty years on from the killing of Grendel, but then has to face the
newest threat: a second monster, a dragon — ‘the hideous foe in a

Long poems

horror of flame’. But the poem looks to the future as well, as power
passes to ‘Wiglaf, the lad’, the kinsman who fought at Beowulf’s side.
The old hero dies; long live the young hero:

That was the last fight Beowulf fought
That was the end of his work in the world.

When the battles are lost and won, the world is for the young, and the
next generation must take on the responsibilities of the warrior king.

Beownlf can be read in many ways: as myth; as territorial history of
the Baltic kingdoms in which it is set; as forward-looking reassurance.
Questions of history, time and humanity are at the heart of it: it moves
between past, present, and hope for the future, and shows its origins in
oral tradition. It is full of human speech and sonorous images, and of
the need to resolve and bring to fruition a proper human order, against
the enemy — whatever it be — here symbolised by a monster and a
dragon, literature’s earliest ‘outsiders’.

Beowulf spoke, the son of Ecgtheow:

‘My dear lord Hygelac, many have heard

Of that famous grapple ’twixt Grendel and me,
The bitter struggle and strife in the hall

Whete he formerly wrought such ruin and wrong,
Such lasting sorrow  for Scylding men!

All that T avenged! . .’

With such a repeated concern for time past, time future and time
present, it is perhaps understandable that the date of composition of
Beowulf cannot be accurately pinned down. Opinions among critics and
scholars vary from the sixth to the eleventh century. Recent scholars
have challenged the general opinion that it dates from the middle of
the eighth century, around the year 750, making it as much as three
hundred years later. This is an area of study where there is much
controversy and debate — and no consensus.

Beowulf is the beginning of a heroic tradition, emphasising strength
and the territorial imperative. But Beownlf is also, in a way, a text that
comes close to its listeners when performed in the hall of a castle,
using spoken language — words which everyone can understand and
remember. The structure of Beowslf involves a main plot featuring
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animals and monsters with only the sub-plot involving human beings.
The two narratives are interlaced with conflicts between the two
groups and even a sermon on human behaviour. Beowulf suggests
what a hero is, and how important the hero is as a focus of public
attention and admiration.

For he was of all men the worthiest warrior
In all the earth, while he still might rule
And wield the wealth  of his lordly land.

Bold in battle  fighters fell

Weary with wounds. Death covered earth

(The Battle of Maldon)

By way of contrast, another text whose subject is war, The Battle of
Maldon, is less fanciful. It is again a poem, but more a documentary of
the battle than a glorification of warlike values. It recounts a defeat,
stressing bloodshed and loss, commemorating a battle in the year g91.
As against most of the texts of the time, The Battle of Maldon may have
been written down fairly close to the time of the events it describes,
and this may contribute to its more factual, less ‘fictional’ tone. This
can be read as a rather more realistic depiction of the necessity of
victory, and therefote the need for a hero. However, yet again, there is
an ongoing debate about whether The Battle of Maldon is to be seen as a
more distanced work of literature than a more or less contemporary
‘semi-documentary’ account, with a celebration of honour, fidelity and
bravery in the face of defeat. Like all Old English verse, The Battle of
Maldon uses the divided line to create the rhythm, the sound of battle.

Then fighting was near,
Honour in battle. ‘The hour was come

Doomed men must fall. A din arose.
Raven and eagle were eager for carnage;
There was uproar on earth.

Perhaps Beowulf, in having three generations of mythical monsters as
the principal enemy (Grendel’s mother, Grendel and the son), is more
suited to the myth-making hero it extols. It is fascinating, however, that

French influence and English affirmation

two such different approaches to war — which is a constant theme in
literature — should emerge at almost the same time, in a world which
was constantly at war. We do not know who the authors of Beows/fand
The Battle of Maldon were, but the texts clearly show different authorial
points of view. Even an anonymous text almost always has something
of an authot’s personality in it, although texts in the oral tradition
probably underwent many changes at the hands of individual scops, or
bards.

The concept of an author, the single creative person who gives the
text ‘authority’, only comes later in this period. Most Old English
poetry is anonymous, even though names which are in no way com-
parable, such as Caedmon and Deor, are used to identify single texts.
Caedmon and Deor might indeed be as mythical as Grendel, might be
the originators of the texts which bear their names, or, in Deor’s case
only, the persona whose first-person voice narrates the poem. Only
Cynewulf ‘signed’ his works, anticipating the role of the ‘author’ by
some four hundred years.

Alfred the Great, king of the West Saxons at the end of the ninth
century, was known as the translator of Cura Pastoralis, a guide to living
and spiritual education. Alfred launched a significant programme of
translations into the vernacular, and had a major impact on the shift
from Latin to English as a language of learning. He commissioned
severa]l more translations, of history, geography, and even of Caedmon’s
Hymn into West Saxon, which became the dominant language in the
tenth and eleventh centuries. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, begun in the last
decade of his reign, was probably inspited if not partly written by him.
Alfred’s influence on translation into idiomatic accessible language
took England ahead of the rest of Europe in beginning a tradition of
language and literacy in the vernacular which in many ways marks the
beginning of the long traditions of literature in English.

FRENCH INFLUENCE AND ENGLISH
AFFIRMATION

The world of Old English literature is 2 world of warfiors and battles,
a world where the individual, if not under the protection of his local
lord, is a solitary outsider in a harsh and difficult society.

s
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The world was to change, slowly but radically, as a result of the most
famous single event in English history — the Norman Conquest of
1066. The Normans (originally ‘North Men’) crossed the Channel
from France, won the Battle of Hastings, and took over the kingdom
of England, which legitimately belonged to the family of the new king,
William the Conqueror.

The Normans brought with them the French language and culture.
The two centuries after the Conquest were a period of consolidation,
as the two languages struggled to integrate: bilingualism was wide-
spread, with French being widely read and written in England from the
twelfth century to the late fourteenth century. It was, however, only
after 1204, when King John’s losses of French lands led the aristocracy
to opt for England or France, that the Norman conquerors themselves
began to develop a fuller English identity and a desite to use the
English language. Subsequently, more and more French words entered
the English language. Lay literacy developed widely at this time and
books were commetcially produced as English established itself as the
language of writing for a growing readership who bought and lent
books.

At this time, London established itself as the capital city. The chat-
acteristics of the dialect which came to be recognised as the London
dialect show that its main influences came from the north: from the
university cities of Oxford and Cambridge and from the Midlands,
rather than from the south. It now began its rise to prominence as the
dominant spoken English — although local dialects remained through-
out the land, and are found again and again in the literature of the next
hundred and fifty years. Anglo-Latin was different from Paris Latin,
and Chancery English developed away from French in many ways.
French was finally rejected only in 1415, when King Henry V affirmed
English domination, territorial and linguistic, over what had by then
become the nation’s oldest enemy.

Lenten is come with love to town
(§pring, ¢. 1330)

The idea of an author comes into English literature significantly
with Layamon, in the eatly thirteenth century. He wrote Brut, the first
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natonal epic in English, taking material from many sources and
recounting tales of the Dark Ages, the two centuries between the
departure of the Romans at the beginning of the fifth century and
the first traces of the culture of the Britons. He takes the story up to
the arrival of Saint Augustine, the first Archbishop of Canterbury, in
597, telling the story of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round
Table — which will feature time and again in English literature as a
mixture of history, legend, myth and magic.

Layamon’s immediate source was a twelfth-century work by Wace,
written in French, from Celtic sources, based on the history of Geof-
frey of Monmouth. This traced the foundation of Britain back to
Brutus, a great-grandson of Aeneas — hero of Virgil’s Latin epic, 7he
Aeneid, and hero of the Trojan wars described in the Greek epics of
Homer, in particular The liad. This search for classical (not Christian)
roots is interesting, as it shows a wish for historical continuity, for
heroic antecedents, and for an element of political myth-making,

There had been earlier versions of the history of the country, but
this was a conscious attempt to emulate classical epics. There will be
many more ‘national epics’ throughout the centuries, as authors go
back in history in order to reinterpret the past in relation to the pres-
ent. Often, these epics are manifestations of a time of crisis and
transition in terms of national identity. Layamon is a case in point. He,
in his own words, ‘put the book together’ as England was seeking to
establish its ‘Englishness’; absorbing the immensely formative French
influences which had come in with the Norman Conquest, but sub-
ordinating them to the dominant English culture.

Among the French influences, in literary terms, was a new subject
for minstrels, singers and poets. The warrior hero began to settle
down, his territories now rather more secure, and to think of other
things. He hung up his sword, took up a musical instrument, and began
to sing of love. Until the Norman Conquest, there is hardly any love
poetry in English literature. Cleatly, land was more important than
love. However, Old English poems such as The Wife's Lament and Wulf
and Eadwacer could be said to belong to this genre: very probably some
of the lost works of Old English will have been love poems.

The new love theme comes from Provence in the south-east of
France, where poets known as troubadours gave voice to the concept
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of courtly love. (The term was only coined several centuries later.)
Love was an almost religious passion, and the greatest love was
unfulfilled. This is the beginning of the concept of ideal love, chaste
but passionate, which will give tise to a huge amount and variety of
lyric poetry over the centuries. Very often, the focus of love takes on a
religious note: it is no coincidence that worship of the Virgin Mary
begins to spread in the twelfth century in Europe. This example dates
from the fifteenth century:

I sing of a maiden

That is makeles; . . .

As dew in Aprille

That falleth on the spray.
Moder and maiden

Was never none but she;
Wel may swich a lady
Godes moder be.

At almost the same time, around 1100, the good soldier was begin-
ning to go off on the Holy Crusades, all the way across Europe to the
Christian holy shrines of Jerusalem. While the menfolk went on Cru-
sades, women were expected to wait at home — embodying patience,
beauty and ideal virtue. Like many of the ‘toots’ of British history, this
concept has classical origins. Penelope, the wife of Odysseus in
Homer’s The Odyssey, waited twenty years, we are told, rejecting all
suitors in the meantime.

This romantic notion of fidelity, with its feminine imagery — such as
the rose, from Le Roman de la Rose (The Romance of the Rose), pos-
sibly the most influential imported text of the Early Middle English
period — establishes a code of behaviour, sets a value on chastity, and
orders a subordinate role for women. The rose symbolises the lady’s
love; the god of love is seen inside a walled garden, with the harsh
realities of life, and the masculine wotld outside. From this image, a
whole allegorical and philosophical concept of love developed,
although it would be mistaken to see Le Roman as a treatise on chaste
love: it is full of sexuality, a multi-faceted examination of the nature of
love in all its forms from the idealised to the earthy. The work had two
authors, and gave tise to the ‘Question of the Rose’ in a controversy
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about its intentions: it ranges from misogyny to worship of the
beloved, from immorality to chastity, so these contrasting philosophies
have made the text both ambiguous and controversial. However, it is
perhaps best seen as covering a great range, albeit from a male point of
view and starting off a wide-ranging new tradition of love literature
which can be both pure and earthy. The love literature of the next few
centuries will do its best to uphold this new tradition, despite frequent
temptations to bring love to a more realistic and earthly expression.

It is interesting that the two strands of war literature and religious
literature united to foster this new theme. Love is thus romanticised,
instead of being allowed to become dangerous, anarchic, and subvert
the order of things. It has its own emblems, symbols and patterns, but
largely without the realistic elements of daily life. Realism, we will find,
often has to be kept down if literature is to affirm the accepted domin-
ant values of its time.

As we have seen, French culture and language interacted with
native English culture for several generations after the Norman Con-
quest. A common word such as ‘castle’ is a French loan word, for
example; and the whole romance tradition comes from the French.
But this sensibility, culture, and language becomes integrated with
native culture.

As well as the beginnings of what came to be called a courtly love
tradition, we can find in Early Middle English (around the time that
Layamon was writing BruZ) the growth of a local tradition of songs and
ballads. The song lyric might celebrate the changing of the seasons,
like ‘Lenten is come with love to town’ (from Spring), it might praise the
glories of nature, it might even sing of love in a more direct way than
the courtly poem. Summer is i-cumen in — welcoming the arrival of sum-
mer — is one of the first such songs, and is usually dated around 1250.

Summer is i-cumen in,

Lude sing, cuccul

Groweth seed and bloweth med
And springth the wode nu.

The ballad traditionally told a story, based on a character (like Robin
Hood, unfortunate Lord Randal, or the Wife of Usher’s Well), in
memorable rthythmic verses. The ending was generally unhappy, in
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contrast with the simple, positive assertions of the song lyrics. The
ballad Lord Randalis a question/answer dialogue, ending in his death:

‘What d’ye leave to your true-love, Lord Randal my son?
What d’ye leave to your true-love, my handsome young manz’
I leave her hell and fire; mother, make my bed soon,

For I'm sick at the heart and fain wad lie down’

It is difficult to put dates to most ballads, since they were collected
for publication centuries after they first appeared in the oral tradition.
Some scholars date the earliest ballads to the thirteenth century, others
trace them back to the fifteenth century. Whatever the case, this is the
beginning of a popular tradition of song, story, and ballad, which will
run through every century. It is sometimes quite close in style and
subject matter to the more ‘literary’ writings, but is often a quite sepat-
ate, distinct and more unrestrained voice of popular dissent and
dissatisfaction.

LANGUAGE AND DIALECT

Writers in what we now call the Middle English period (late twelfth
century to 1485) did not necessarily always write in English. The lan-
guage was in a state of flux: attempts were made to assert the French
language, to keep down the local language, English, and to make the
language of the church (Latin) the language of writing. The major
growth of literature comes more than a century after Layamon’s Brus,
and confirms the range of potential languages for literature. Robert
Mannyng based his lively Handling Synne, a verse treatise on the Ten
Commandments and the Seven Deadly Sins, on a French source. John
Gower wrote his best-known work Confessio Amantis in English (des-
pite its Latin title), but wrote others in Latin (Vox Clamantis) and
French (Mirour de /'Omme). Geofirey Chaucer wrote wholly in English
and gave most of his works English titles, but derived his inspiration
and found his forms in a wide range of European sources, including
Latin and Italian.

These European influences were largely channelled through London,
now the capital city of the kingdom of England. The kingdom was
quite different geographically from present-day Britain: it extended
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into several regions of France, and (from 1284) included Wales, but did
not include Scotland.

Writing gave London language the beginning of its predominance
as a means of artistic expression. The university cities of Oxford and
Cambridge, where centres of learning were established in the thir-
teenth century, were also part of this cultural and linguistic affirm-
ation, which had London — base of the court, law, and trade — as its
focus. The writers we know of lived in the city of London, but they
did not write only about city life. Although the poet lived part of his
life in London, William Langland’s Piers Plowman is largely based in
the countryside; his origins are believed to have been in the west of
England. Piers Plowman brings together English traditions and French
romance influences.

Many English dialects besides the language of London are found in
the literature of the time. The texts are usually anonymous, unlike the
London group’s works, but some can be identified as probably by the
same hand: Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Patience, Pearl and Cleanness
ate examples. However, the provincial ‘Gawain poet’ cannot be defini-
tively named. The fact that the four texts are found together in a
manuscript dating from 1400 may be no more than coincidence, but
linguistic and stylistic affinities suggest that they may be by the same
poet.

Texts such as Winner and Waster, Pearl, and Patience also form part
of what is known as the Alliterative Revival, dating from about 1350
to the early fifteenth century. This growth of a distinctively English
poetic voice recalls the Anglo-Saxon use of alliteration in verse several
centuries earlier. In fact, although alliteration is seen as a distinctive
feature of Anglo-Saxon texts, there is a greater body of allitera-
tive verse from the time of this ‘revival’; and although it is usually
called a ‘revival’, it is pethaps more cotrectly a flourishing of the
form, since it had continued largely uninterrupted since Old English
times. Most of the texts ofiginate from an area of the country
to the north and west of a line between the Wash and the Severn
estuaty — very far from London in terms of distance, culture and
values.

Layamon, in the early 1200s, was, as we have seen, a figure who
linked older historical traditions with modern Englishness. His is the
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first voice in Middle English. As the use of English becomes less
self-conscious, writers develop a more colloquial and familiar style,
using idioms and proverbs to bring their writing closer to the reader.
Since Latin (the language of religion) and French (the language of the
conquerors) dominated the nation and its culture for almost two cen-
turies, such writings are a valuable indication of the assertion of a
national linguistic identity, despite the considerable diversity of dialects
in use.

LANGUAGE NOTE
The expanding lexicon: Chancer and Middle English

A distincdve stylistic feature of the Middle English period was a rapid expan-
sion in the number of words. These words often entered the language from
Latin but by far the majotity of imports were French (and, indeed, some of
the Latin words may have arrived through the vehicle of French). Middle
English vocabulary thus often has sets of words each with a different origin
and each conveying more or less the saime meaning but with different pat-
terns of use. For example, some modern equivalents are:

Old English French Latin

ask question interrogate
kingly royal regal

holy sacred consecrated
fire flame conflagration
clothes attire

house mansion domicile
sheep mutton

calf veal

In each case, the Old English-derived lexical items are generally more
frequent in English and more colloquial and are more central and core to the
language; the words of Latin origin are more formal, learned and bookish in
their use; the French words are considered to be more literary in function. It

- can also be noted that the French words confer a more elevated style on

words used in domestic and culinary domains.
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French words also penetrated into the law and administration, heraldry, the
arts, fashion, and hunting — areas of cultural and political dominance. The
French words tended to spread from London and the court as well as locally
from the lord’s castle. Many of these words came down from a higher social
and cultural level and had no equivalent in English. By contrast, English and
Scandinavian-detived wotds are more homely and much more part of a
‘ground-level” daily life. '

After the Norman Conquest, the language of the Norman ruling class was
Northern French. The language of the English court in the twelfth century
was Parisian French, which carried more prestige than Anglo-Norman or
other varieties. Undl the second half of the fourteenth century the language
of instruction in English schools was French. The following extract from the
Prologue of Chaucer’s The Prioress’s Tal, illustrates the extent to which Chaucer
made use of words of French or Latin via French origin, particularly for the
expression of elevated praise:

Lady, thy bountee, thy magnificence,
Thy vertu, and thy grete humylitee,
Ther may no tonge expresse in no science.

Yet Chaucer also makes extensive use of everyday colloquial speech which
contains more Old English-derived words as in, for example, the following
brief extract from The Summoner’s Tale:

‘Ey, Goddess mooder’, quod she, ‘Blissful mayde!

Is ther ought elles? tell me feithfully’

‘Madame,” quod he,’how thynke ye herby?’

‘How that me thynketh?’ quod she, ‘so God me speede,
I seye, a cherl hath doon a cherles deede.’

The range and variety of Chaucer’s English did much to establish English
as a national language. Chaucer also contributed much to the formation of a
standard English based on the dialect of the East Midlands region which was
basically the dialect of London which Chaucer himself spoke. Indeed, by the
end of the fourteenth century the educated language of London, bolstered
by the economic power of London itself, was beginning to become the
standard form of written language throughout the country, although the
process was not to be completed for several centuries. The cultural, com-
mercial, administrative and intellectual importance of the East Midlands (one
of the two main universitdes, Cambridge, was also in this region), the agri-
cultural richness of the region and the presence of major cities, Norwich and

From anonymity to individualism

London, contributed much to the increasing standardisation of the dialect.
(See also Language notes, pages 62 and 77.)

FROM ANONYMITY TO INDIVIDUALISM

These are the ground of all my bliss 1

(Pear’)

Many texts from this period are described as ‘anonymous’, but it often
happens that ‘anon’ has a distinctive voice or style, even though no
actual name can be given to the author: ‘unknown’ might sometimes
be a more precise term than ‘anonymous’, especially in the case of the
troubadours.

The anonymous verse characteristic of the beginning of the period
shows some of the concerns which will preoccupy the later ‘named’
writers. The theme of nature becomes important in 7he Owl and the
Nightingale, which dates from around 1225. This poem uses the Latin
genre of debate (conflictns) between two sides in a comic way, to show
differing attitudes and values, and uses the English countryside as a
setting, The nightingale is described in a rthyme — which no longer
works today — as she

sat upon a fair bough
and there were around blossoms enough [enow]

This kind of debate, between the serious (the owl) and the light-
hearted (the nightingale), can be seen to reflect the period’s concerns;
torn, as it was, between religious issues and the new thoughts of love.
Winner and Waster, from about 1360, uses the debate form in a more
serious way, contrasting the man who wants wealth in society with the
carefree person who spends all his money. This is one of the first
allusions in literature to the importance of money, and contains a
strong element of social criticism: the Pope and his greedy priests are
contrasted with the noble lords and their followers. But, like 7he Ow/
and the Nightingale, no final judgement is given. The reader does not

_know who wins the debate, and must decide independently.

There is a growing awareness, in the texts of this time, of an
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audience — a readership — and, consequently, a widening range of
effects is used. The audience would probably not have been limited to
the dialect where the texts were written, but would have had a wide
range of cultural reference — Latin, French and European. The audi-
ence was, however, limited to educated court and atistocratic circles:
although the production of literature was growing, mass literacy did
not happen until more than five hundred years later. At this time there
was sufficiently widespread literacy among lay people for there to be a
wide circulation of books lent and borrowed, the beginnings of a
commercial readership more than a century before Caxton printed the
first books in English.

King Horn, dating from about 1225, is the earliest surviving verse
romance in English. It is a tale of love, betrayal, and adventure, show-
ing how English has assimilated the characteristics of French courtly
stoties, and adapted them to a local setting. The range of poems is now
expanding rapidly: religious, secular, moral, and political themes are
becoming the subjects for writing and reading,

The Alliterative Revival, in the second half of the fourteenth cen-
tury, and a growing literate readership, expands this range, and many
more manuscript copies of texts are found, showing that writing and
reading were spreading, and were not limited either to the capital city,
London, or to highly educated readets.

Story telling is a fundamental part of Middle English literature.
Bible stories had been retold in the Anglo-Saxon period (versions of
Genesis and Exodus in particular). Now, for example, Patience (from the
late fourteenth century) retells the biblical story of Jonah and the
whale, making it both comic and instructive (reinforcing the virtue of
patience). Man’s smallness in relation to God is stressed, with Jonah
compared to

a mote of dust at a munster door/ so big the whale’s jaws were.

The word ‘munster’ is interesting: interpreted as ‘minster’ or ‘cath-
edral’, it is clearly linked to ‘monastery’ and — if only in sound — to
‘monster’. But the intention is humorous as well as moral, and this is an
important step in the handling of religious subject matter. Irreverence,
alongside devotion, will become more and more frequent as a feature
of writing about religion.

From anonymity to individualism

Pear/ introduces an original stoty, in a form which was to become
one of the most frequent in mediaeval literature, the dream-vision.
Authors like Chaucer and Langland use this form, in which the narra-
tor describes another world — usually a heavenly paradise — which is
compared with the earthly human wotld. In Pear, the narrator sees his
daughter who died in infancy, ‘the ground of all my bliss’. She now has
a kind of perfect knowledge, which her father can never comprehend.
The whole poem underlines the divide between human comprehen-
sion and perfection; these lines show the gap between possible petfec-
tion and fallen humanity which, thematically, anticipate many literary
examinations of man’s fall, the most well known being Milton’s late

Renaissance epic, Paradise Lost.
Inoghe is knawen that mankyn grete It is well-known that great mankind

Wias first created in perfect bliss;

Our first father then suddenly lost it
Through an apple which he went and bit.
All were damned for that meat/food

To die in pain, out of delight. ..

Fyrste was wroght to blysse parfyt;
Oure forme fader hit con forfete
Thurgh an apple that he upon con byte.
Al wer we dampned for that mete

To dyye in doel, out of delyt . ..

In a sense, Pearlis a forerunner not only of utopian writing about a
perfect wotld, but it is also an examination of human limitations and
knowledge; a theme which will recur in the Renaissance — in Marlowe’s
Doctor Fanstus, Milton’s Paradise Lost and a host of other texts. It is
more humanly direct and personal than these later works, giving the
reader a sense of involvement in the narrator’s loss and incomprehen-
sion. The reader, in a sense, identifies with the personal feelings
expressed, and can share the emotions described.

The most significant anonymous text of the petiod is Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight, described as a ‘lay’ by the minstrel who tells it:

If you will list to this lay just a little while
I shall tell it straight away, as I heard it in the town.

As with the opening line of Beowulf — Lo! we have listened to many a
lay’ — there is an implied listening audience and an explicit, personal
voice of the bard. The lay derives from Brittany, and was a kind of
French romance of the twelfth century, intended to be sung. There
were several imitations of French lays in English. The lay was used to
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recount imaginative or legendary tales, fiction, rather than historical
tales based on fact. Sir Orfeo, for example, transposes the classical Greek
legend of Orpheus and Eurydice into this form in an English setting,

WOMEN’S VOICES

Marie de France, who was English, wrote in the late twelfth century
twelve Lais, a series of short romances based on unwritten Breton
songs. Marie’s was not by any means the only female voice of her time.
Hrotsvitha, a tenth-century abbess from Saxony, is generally seen as
the first woman wtitet in Europe; Ancrene Wisse, also known as Ancrene
Rewle, a book of advice on how to live, directed first at nuns but clearly
also to a wider readership of women, became one of the main texts of
the thirteenth century — it dates from about 1225.

In the following century, Christine de Pisan in France was the first
woman to be a full-time, ‘professional’ writer — and one of the first to
question the authority of men’s writing, In her Book of the City of Ladies
she comments on a work by Matheolus:

the sight of this book, even though it was of no authority, made me
wonder how it happened that so many different men . . . all concur in
one conclusion: that the behaviour of women is inclined to and full
of every vice.

A text by Christine de Pisan, translated by Anthony Woodville, her
Moral Proverbs of Christine, was the first written by a woman to be
ptinted in England by Caxton in 1478. It is here that the word ‘author-
ess’ first appears in English.

Long before Caxton, however, there was a growing readership for
Marie’s Lais, for books of instruction and devotion, and for ‘visionary’
writing. Julian of Norwich experienced such visions at the age of 30 0n
her deathbed, but made a miraculous recovery, became a nun and set
down her visions in a probing, analytical discussion of such difficult
themes as faith, sin, and the motherhood of God. This is the conclu-
sion of her challenging writing, given here in the original Middle
English:

Thus was I lerid that love was Our Lords mening. And I saw full
sekitly in this and in all, that ete God made us, he lovid us: which

Wamen’s voices

love was never slakid no never shall. And in this love he hath don all
his werke, and in this love he hath made all things profitable to us.
And in this love our life is everstand. In our making we had begin-
ning. But the love wherin he made us, was in him fro withoute
begynning, in which love we have our beginning. And this shall be
seen in God without end, which Jhesus mot grant us. Amen.

[lerid: taught; sekirly: surely; ere: before; slakid: diminished; no: nor;
everstand: everlasting; making: creation; which i.e. that endless vision of
God; mot: may]

Margery Kempe is quite a different kind of visionary writer but just as
original in her way as Christine de Pisan, though less assured than
Julian. She dictated her wotk The Book of Margery Kempe (to two men) as
she could neither read nor write, but her woman’s voice speaks loud
and clear down the centuries in her revelations of her psychological
state of mind through the dramas of childbirth and intense sexual
desires, towards her maturity and a life of contemplation. She speaks
of herself in the third person as ‘this creature’, although she gives the
book her own name. Moll Flanders in Daniel Defoe’s novel which
bears her name is perhaps the nearest later self-castigating heroine of
her own moral tale (again given in the original):

Ower mercyful lord Crist Jhesu, seyng this creaturys presumpcyon,
sent hire, as is wrete before, thre yere of greet temptacyon. Of the
whech on of the hardest I purpos to wrytyn for exampyl of hem that
com aftyt, that thei schuld not trostyn on here owyn self, ne have no
joy in hemself as this creature had. Fore no drede, owyr gostly enmy
slepeth not, but he ful besyly setrgyth our complexions and owyre
dysposycionys, and where that he fyndeth us most freel, ther be
Owyr Lordys sufferawns he leyth hys snare, whech may no man
skape be hys owyn powete.

And so he leyd beforn this creature the snare of letchery, whan
sche wend that alle fleschly lust had al hol ben qwenchyd in hire. And
so long sche was temptyd with the syn of letchory, for owt that sche
cowd do: and yet sche was oftyn schrevyn, sche weryd the hayr and
dede gret bodyly penawns and wept many a bytter teere and preyd ful
oftyn to Owrye Lord that he schuld preserve hire and kepe hire that
sche schuld not fallyn into temptacyon. For sche thowt sche had
lever ben deed than consentyn therto. And in al this tyme sche had
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10 lust to comown wyth hire husbond, but it was very peynful and
horrybyl unto hire.

[seyng: seeing; Of ... hardest; one of the hardest of which; purpos to
wrytyn: intend to write down; for . .. hem: as an example for them;
trostyn on: trust in; here: their; hemself: themselves; no drede: doubtless;
omyr ... enmy: out spiritual enemy (i.e. the Devil); fu/ besyly: very
industriously; sergyth: searches, investigates; complexcions: tempera-
ments; dysposycionys: characters; freel: frail, vulnerable; skape: escape;
wend: thought; a/ hol: completely; owt: aught, anything; cowd: could;
schrevyn: confessed and absolved; weryd the hayr: wore a hair shirt; Jever:
rather; deed; dead; comown: have intercourse; peynful: painful].

FANTASY

The fairy or fantastic world replaces the classical Hades (or Hell) in Sir
Orfeo, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight takes this fantasAy element to
new heights. Sir Gawain is one of the Knights of the Round Table, the
followers of King Arthur, who is so much of a presence in English
history, myth and literature. Arthur is always seen, as in Brut, as the
greatest of the English kings, all of whom are linear descendants of
the Roman hero Brutus. The poem concentrates on one episode rather
than on the whole story, and opens up an ambiguous treatment of the
chivaltic code of truth and honout. This code is part of the courtly
love ideal, with a chevalier being the ideal knight whose behaviout is a
model to all. But the chivalric tradition in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
is subverted and made impossible by the Green Knight’s offering that

his head be struck off as long as he can strike a return blow one year
later.

... he truthfully told them of his tribulations —
What chanced at the chapel, the good cheer of the knight,
The lady’s love-making, and lastly, the girdle.
He displayed the scar of the snick on his neck
Where the bold man’s blow had hit, his bad faith to
Proclaim;
He groaned at his disgrace,
Unfolding his ill-fame,
And blood suffused his face
When he showed his mark of shame.

Travel

The lay is used here to question the value of heroism and the value
of historical myths. It brings human weakness to the fore, but at the
end ironically reinforces belief in human capacities. Gawain, who
knows that deep down he has traits of cowardice and treason and was
only protected by a magic belt, the symbol of his contrition, which
redeems him and makes him a human hero, returns in triumph to
Camelot.

The 101 stanzas of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight all end with this
four-and-a-half line conclusion, in shorter lines, giving a thythmic and
narrative variation to the regular four-stress line of many earlier wotks.

In these later Middle English texts, i.e. from the fourteenth century,
there is generally a sense of optimism and high spirits which contrasts
with the later questioning and doubt that will be found in much
literature of the Renaissance.

TRAVEL

One of the first books of travel, giving European readers some insight
into the unfamiliar world of the Orient, was published in 135667 in
Anglo-Norman French. Called simply 7ravels, it was said to be by Sir
John Mandeville, but a French historian, Jean d’Outremeuse, may well
have written the book. It is a highly entertaining guide for pilgrims to
the Holy Land, but goes beyond, taking the reader as far as Tartary,
Persia, India and Egypt, recounting more fantasy than fact, but con-
taining geographical details to give the work credence.

Mandeville’s book whetted the Western European reader’s appetite
for the travel book as a journal of marvels: dry scientific detail was not
what these readers wanted. Rather it was imagination plus information.
Thus, myths of ‘the fountain of youth’ and of gold-dust lying around
‘ike ant-hills’ caught the Western imagination, and, when the voyagers
of the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries found ‘new worlds’ in the
Americas, these myths were enlarged and expanded, as Eldorado
joined the Golden Road to Samarkand in the imagination of readers
concerning distant lands.

Mandeville begins a long tradition of writings about faraway places

~ which created the idea now called ‘Orientalism’. He talks of rivers

such as the Ganges, the Nile, the Tigris and Euphrates, which are, of
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course, all real. He suggests that Paradise may be somewhere beyond,
but:

Of Paradise ne can I not speak propetly, for I was not there. It is far
beyond ... Paradise is enclosed all about with a wall, and men wit
not whereof it is, for the walls be covered all over with moss, as it
seemeth. And it seemeth not that the wall is stone of nature nor of
no other thing that the wall is. And that wall stretcheth from the
south to the north, and it hath not but one entry that is closed with
fire burning, so that no man that is mortal ne dare not enter.

Not being able to describe Paradise, Mandeville, in attempting to give
his writings credibility, concludes:

... of that place I can say you no more. And therefore I shall hold
me still and return to that I have seen.

Such writings emphasise cultural strangeness and difference, and for
many centuries they have conditioned Western perceptions of the
societies they purport to describe.

GEOFFREY CHAUCER

If no love is, O God, what fele I s0?

(Troilus and Criseyde)

As we have mentioned, Geoffrey Chaucer used a wide range of cul-
tural references from throughout Europe in his writing, but he wrote
almost exclusively in English. This is highly significant, not only in
giving him his place as the first of the major English writers, but in
placing him as a pivotal figure who encompasses many of the eatlier
traditions, genres and subjects of literature, applying them in the con-
text of a new, highly active and developing society.

Chaucer was a professional courtier, a kind of civil servant. His
writing was a sideline rather than a vocation: the full-time English
writer was still a couple of centuties in the future. Chaucer was born
into a family of wine traders; he was thus from the class of the new
wealthy city gentleman. His work took him to Kent (which he repre-
sented in Parliament from 1386), to France, and twice to Italy, where

Geoffrey Chancer

he made the acquaintance of the works of writers such as Dante,
Petrarch, and Boccaccio.

Chaucer’s first work, The Book of the Duchess, is a dream-poem on the
death in 1368 of Blanche, Duchess of Lancaster, the wife of John of
Gaunt (third son of King Edward III). It is a poem of consolation,
modelled on French examples:

‘She is dead!” “Nay!” “Yes, by my troth!”
“Is that your loss?” ‘By God, that is routhe!” [routhe: pity]

The simplicity and directness of the emotion, and the handling of
dialogue, show Chaucer’s capacity to bring language, situation, and
emotion together effectively.

The House of Fame (c.1374-85) is another dream-poem, this time
influenced by the Italian of Dante. It is the first time that Dante’s epic
of a journey to Paradise, Purgatory, and Hell — Tke Divine Comedy
(¢1310—20) — is echoed in English. Here Chaucer becomes a partici-
pant in his own writing. He is the ingenuous poet who visits the Latin
poet Ovid’s ‘house of fame’ to learn about love. He brings together
aspects of love which will become the frequent subject matter of poets
throughout the ages. Cupid and Venus, passion and desire, innocence
and knowledge, ate all invoked, using the new verse form of the
thyme-royal stanza. (The name derives from its later use by Scottish
King James I in his Kingis Quair, ¢.1424.)

The subject of love is taken up again in Chaucer’s two greatest
poems before The Canterbury Tales: Troilus and Criseyde and The Legend of
Good Women. The first takes the Italian writer Boccaccio as its source. It
brings together the classical Trojan war story, the Italian poetic version
of that story, and the sixth-century philosophical work of Boethius,
The Consolation of Philosophy. Like Layamon, Chaucer consciously uses
other writers’ books, and deliberately gives himself the role of inter-
mediary, relating, revisiting and refining old stories.

If Chaucer had never gone on to write The Canterbury Tales, Troilus
and Criseyde would remain as one of the outstanding poems in Euro-
pean literature of the mediaeval period. It has even been called ‘the
first modern novel’. Although this is an exaggeration, it serves to
temind us of Chaucer’s considerable descriptive capacity both in
terms of character and scene. Chaucer uses, as part of his authorial
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technique, the reader’s ability to recognise and identify with what is being
described. These are the words of Troilus on the joys and pains of
love; the first line is a direct use of intertextual reference quoting
Petrarch:

If no love is, O God, what fele I so?

And if love is, what thing and whiche is he?

If love be good, from whennes comth my wo?
If it be wikke, 2 wonder thinketh me,

When every torment and adversitee

That cometh of him, may to me savory thinke;
For ay thurst I, the more that I it drinke.

And if that at myn owene lust I brenne,
Fro whennes cometh my wailing and my pleynte?

This theme of the joys and pain of love becomes more and more
important through Chaucer’s writing. In The Legend of Good Women, for
example, he takes up an awareness that Criseyde, who is the symbol of
inconstancy, has followed the wishes of men, and attempts to redress
the balance in women’s favour. It is interesting that the views of a
female audience are considered, although the stories of women who
died for love are not necessarily standard romantic fare! Incidentally,
this is the first English poem to use heroic couplets, as it describes

some of the famous classical women who sacrificed themselves for
love:

And Cleopatre, with all thy passioun,

Hide ye your trouthe of love and your renoun;
And thou, Tisbe, that hast for love swich peine:
My lady comth, that al this may disteine.

“Tee hee!’ she cried and clapped the window to

(The Miller's Tale)

All Chaucer’s earlier writing can be seen to lead to his masterpiece,
The Canterbury Tales. He probably began writing it around 1387 and the
work was uncompleted at his death in 1400. The idea of using a series
of linked stories appears in The Legend of Good Women, but the greatest
innovation is to use the ‘here and now’: the London area and English

Geoffrey Chancer

society of the time. Originally, 120 tales were planned, with each of
thirty pilgrims from Southwark to Canterbury telling two tales on the
way there and two on the way back. Rather less than a quarter of the
project was realised, but the whole range of gentes, styles, and subjects
which history and tradition, England and Europe offered Chaucer
were exploited in these tales.

Why Canterbury? Why Southwark? Why, indeed, April, in the fam-
ous opening lines of the prologue?

When that April with his showers sote [sofe: sweet]
The drought of March hath pierced to the root . ..

Canterbury and Southwark bring together the religious and the secular.
Canterbury Cathedral was the site of the martyrdom of Saint Thomas
i Becket in 1170, during the reign of Henry II. As such, it became a
shrine, the object of pilgrimage in a Britsh sense, reflecting the duty
of pilgtimage to Jerusalem which was the inspiration for the Crusades
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Some critics see a literal “falling
ofF, or decadence, in this jolly jaunt. Compared to the high but con-
ventional ideals of the Crusades and the noble intentions of the heroes
of earlier literature, there is certainly a ‘decline’ to more day-to-day
concerns. This is all part of an underlying reflection on religion and the
individual in the modern wotld, reflected in many texts, from Winner
and Waster to Patience and beyond.

The starting point of the journey, the Tabard Inn at Southwark,
represents the city, the new focal institution in society. The inn’s role as
meeting place and hostelry affirms the importance of drinking and
conviviality in this society. It is not new: the scops sang of the deeds of
Beowulf at feasts in castle halls, and convivial celebration is important
in that society too. But there is a new social order here, with people of
all levels of modern society apatt from the aristocracy and the lowest
peasants — the very highest and the very lowest in the land — sharing an
undertaking which combines duty and pleasure.

In Southwark, at The Tabard, as I lay
Ready to go on pilgrimage and start

For Canterbury, most devout at heart,
At night there came into that hostelry
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Some nine and twenty in a company
Of sundry folk happening then to fall
In fellowship, and they were pilgrims all
That towards Canterbury meant to ride.
(The General Prologue — in modern English)

Pleasure had been noticeably lacking in literary expression until this
time. Duty, war, reconciliation, consolation, love (and the pains of
love), honour, suffering, history, religious doubt; all of these and more
had been familiar subjects. But, just as authors became more indi-
vidualistic, so did the memberts of this society.

The knight, the miller, the wife of Bath, the prioress, the cleric, and
others are all identified by their occupation or marital status, but the
narrator’s descriptions of them as individuals — and their tales and the
telling of them — not only bring out individual differences and charac-
teristics, but invite the reader to recognise and identify the pilgrims as
stereotypical characters.

Chaucer himself (or his narratorial persona) prefers not to take
sides and does not overtly judge the characters he presents, but he
allows the reader a new degree of interpretative freedom, based on
the recognition of an ironic gap between how the characters see
themselves and how others see them. This is new to English
literature.

Why April? we asked. April is the spring month when the showers
bring new fertility to the earth, when there is a reawakening, a rebirth,
and the rigours of winter ate overcome. This is, together with the
Christian pilgrimage, an almost pagan element of ritual spifitual
renewal, which finds echoes throughout literature from the Dark Ages
as far as the ‘wastelands’ of twentieth-century writing. A land, a king-
dom, awaits rebirth, and then gives thanks for that rebirth, for the
continuity of life that it inspires.

So there is a great deal going on in the seemingly simple framework
of The Canterbury Tales. It absorbs literary, historical, religious, social,
and moral concerns, and transcends them all. It gives a wide-ranging
view of the late fourteenth-century world and its people. The specific
people and places described become emblems of their period and the
text becomes an image of its time.

Critics are still divided over to what extent Chaucer treats his

Geoffrey Chancer

characters seriously or ironically. One recent trend suggested that
Chaucer’s irony permits the reader to see the knight, ‘a very perfect
gentle knight’, not as the true model of courtly perfection (as these
words suggest) but as a mercenary soldier who will fight for anyone
who pays him. This reading has the knight always on the losing side,
making him an out-of-date hero figure, ill at ease in the modern world.
However, the knight is more traditionally viewed as a genuine ‘gentle.
knight’. Whatever the case, his tale is an old-fashioned philosophical
story of rivalry in love, set in classical Greece.

A similar gentle irony may surround the nun, a prioress, Madame
Eglantyne. She is a sensual woman, one who enjoys the pleasures of
the senses. Hanging from the bracelet around her wrist, there is not a
cross (as the reader might expect) but a ‘brooch’ with the motto in
Latin, ‘Love conquers all’. Again critics have shown that this is
ambiguous, to say the least. Love of Christ and sensual love are
brought together in one very vivacious female character. Her tale is a
fairly traditional, uncritical story of murder and religion, which is sur-
prisingly open in its conclusions.

The Miller’s Tale is an old-fashioned fable, a story of deception in
love, in almost complete contrast to The Knight's Tal, and full of earthy
humour. As the lover Absalon kisses Alison on quite the opposite end
of her anatomy to where he expected, the whole idea of illicit love is
suddenly made comic:

Dark was the night as pitch, as black as coal,
And at the window out she put her hole,
And Absalon, so fortune framed the farce,
Put up his mouth and kissed her naked arse
Most savourously before he knew of this.

The wife of Bath gives a staunch defence of having had five hus-
bands, and her tale, set at the time of King Arthur, opens up the
question of what women really ‘most desire’ — again a challenge to
courtly values.

Some said that women wanted wealth and treasure,
‘Honour,” said some, some ‘Jollity and pleasure,’
Some ‘Gorgeous clothes’ and others ‘Fun in bed,’
“To be oft widowed and remartied,” said
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Others again, and some that what most mattered
Was that we should be cossetted and flattered.

The friar is described not as a holy figure, but as ‘wanton and merry’.
He tells a teasing tale about an extortionate religious figure, a sum-
moner, who is carried off to Hell by the devil.

Ponder my words, reflect upon my story.
The lion’s always on the watch for prey
To kill the innocent, if so he may . . .

The summoner then answers this with a comic story of a greedy
friar, again using low humour to mock religious attitudes:

Fat as a whale and waddling like a swan,

They stink of wine like bottles in a bar;

How reverent their supplications are!

When they say prayers for souls their psalm of David
Is just a ‘Burp! Cor meum eructavit?”

This gentle mocking of heroic courtly values reveals that Chaucer’s
intention is more than just to desctibe the world in which he lived.
Although himself conservative, he examines, and wants the reader to
see, the changes that society is undergoing. There is a sense of shifting
emphasis as older values are questioned and new values affirmed.
Throughout the 7aks there is also a joyful sense of humour, of enjoy-
ment of sensual pleasures, and of popular, earthy fun. Serious and
comic intentions go hand in hand, and give a new vision of a fast-
developing and richly textured world. Above all, individual self-interest
is more important than social, shared interests. Many of the characters
are seen to be set in their ways. They are old-fashioned and unwilling to
change. But, again, Chaucer does not judge — it is the reader who must
enjoy, evaluate, and decide.

The tales may have the ‘storial thing that toucheth gentleness”: that
is, they tell of noble deeds in days gone by, like The Wife of Bath’s Tale
which talks of ‘the old days of the King Arthur’; or they may be
popular stories — ‘churls’ tales’ — which tend to be told by the trades-
men. These — deriving from a French tradition of fabliaux, or comic
tales — allow for descriptions of everyday life, rather than romanticised
tales of the past. They also give Chaucer the opportunity to have his

Langland, Gower and Lydgate

" characters speak of areas outside London: Oxford (the miller); Cam-

bridge (the reeve); Yorkshire (the summoner). This is the beginning of
a provincial voice in London-based literature.

There are also holy tales of ‘morality and holyness’, as told by the
prioress, the second nun, and the other religious figures. The host,
Harry Bailey, is in charge of this early package tour, and it is he who
keeps harmony among the diverse charactets, classes and professions,
and who, incidentally, undetlines the need for drink to keep the group
from dissension.

Chaucer’s world in The Canterbury Tales brings together, for the first
time, a diversity of characters, social levels, attitudes, and ways of life.
The tales themselves make use of a similatly wide range of forms and
styles, which show the diversity of cultural influences which the author
had at his disposal. Literature, with Chaucer, has taken on a new role:
as well as affirming a developing language, it is a mirror of its times —
but a mirror which teases as it reveals, which questions while it nar-
rates, and which opens up a range of issues and questions, instead of
providing simple, easy answers.

It is from Chaucer that later writers began to trace the history of
English poetry, beginning with Geotge Puttenham’s The Arte of English
Poesie, published in 1589. This account, two hundred years after
Chaucer was writing The Canterbury Tales, finds ‘little or nothing worth
commendation’ in poetry before Chaucer. However, it must be
remembered how many manuscripts were destroyed in the Reforma-
tion of the 1530s and how few copies of any eatlier writing remained
extant.

LANGLAND, GOWER AND LYDGATE

On a May morning, on Malvern Hills

(Piers Plowman)

It is interesting that George Puttenham, the author of the first critical
treatise on English Literature The Arte of English Poesie (1589), describes
the major work of William Langland, Piers Plowman, as a ‘satire’. The
otigin of English satire, looking back to the Latin of Juvenal, is usually
credited to Joseph Hall (1574—1656) who, in Virgidemiarum Sex Libris
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(Six Books of Rods) (1598), staked his claim to be the first English
satirist. But, if satire is the mocking observation of human behaviour,
Langland can, with Chaucer, be considered a worthy forerunner of
what was to become a notable tradition.

Piers Plowman is an alliterative poem recounting a series of dreams,
with waking interludes to connect them. Long Will, the dreamer, is the
unifying character and main speaker. Piets enters the narrative now and
then as a kind of alter ego of Will; by the end he becomes semi-divine.
The dreams tell of how England might be reformed, and of truth in
justice and behaviour. A credo or ‘Do Well’ leads to a disillusioned
view of human nature, in which the church, which should exemplify
salvation, is shown as cotrupt. As in The Canterbury Tales, the ftiar is
seen as weak and corrupt, and Piers is seen, in his own dream, as the
honest man:

‘Contrition is on his back, asleep and dreaming,’ said Peace, ‘and
most of the others are in the same state. The Friar has bewitched
them with his cures; his plasters are so mild that they have lost all
fear of sin.’
‘Then by Christ!” cried Conscience, ‘I will become a pilgrim, and
walk to the ends of the earth in search of Piets the Ploughman. For
he can destroy Pride, and find an honest livelihood for these Friars
who live by flattery and set themselves against me. Now may Nature
avenge me, and send me His help and healing, until I have found
Piers the Ploughman!’
Then he ctied aloud for Grace, and I awoke.

(Prose translation of Piers Plowman into modern English)

Langland gives us a worldview, in which the church and man should be
as one; but the individual is imperfect, and society always lacking, The
poem is allegorical, but does not force a moral, or lead to an ideal
solution. Rather it exposes a problem, which could very roughly be
summed up as human fallibility in relation to religious idealism, a
problem which was to concern writers more and more down the
centuries.

The poem is, at the same time, realistic and transcendent: it rises
above reality but, inevitably, it is the real wotld which wins. For this was
not a time of social harmony, despite Harry Bailey’s staunch efforts in

Langland, Gower and Lydgate

Southwark! In 1381, Wat Tyler led the Peasants’ Revolt, an uprising of
agricultural workers against excessive taxation and enforced poverty.
This was the same petiod when John Ball, one of the first social

" agitators in history, claimed:

... matters cannot go well in England and never will until all things
be in common, and there shall be neither serfs nor gentlemen, but
we shall all be equal.

There are three versions of Langland’s Piers Plowman, of vatious

dates. Critics tend to place the main text some three or four years
. earlier than the Peasants’ Revolt, and Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde
some four years later. Less than two hundred years after the Magna
" Carta, agreed in 1215 between King John and the landowners, the
" stability of the nation was threatened. The kind of problems exam-
" ined in Patience and Piers Plowman wete pethaps rather more intellectual

than the concerns of the peasants, for whom life was clearly very

~ hard. The leaders of the Revolt, including John Ball, are known to
" have cited Piers Plowman, though they were not necessarily peasants
- themselves.

A popular voice is heard in the continuing oral tradition of the
ballad. That populat voice is always English. (When King Richard II
spoke to the peasants’ representatives at the time of the Revol, it is
trecorded that he used English.) Ballads almost always told a story,
pethaps of a popular hero like Robin Hood, but usually they represent
a coming to terms with harsh realities of life and death, in a situation —
like Long Will’s — far removed from the centres of power.

A lusty life with her be had

(Confessic Amantis)

There is a remarkable degree of consistency in the way mediaeval
literature affirms humanity. With all its faults, humanity emerges as
more realistic than heavenly ideals. John Gower uses this human ele-
ment in Confessio Amantis (A Lover’s Confession).

Sin is a2 moral offence in the eyes of the church, and confession was
the Roman Catholic church’s way of holding its believers in a moral tie
to the church, which could forgive or absolve sins as long as the
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believers paid due penance. An emphasis on the confession of sins,
and thus of the personal responsibility for the naming of sins, is
stressed especially after Pope Innocent III’s Fourth Lateran Council
of 1215.

Gower’s ‘confession’ uses the concept with a degree of irony. He
uses stories to recount the seven deadly sins of love (Amans), deriving
considerable inspiration from the Latin poet Ovid, in a mock-religious
dream-vision. At the end, when the speaker has confessed all his sins,
he announces that he will renounce love — but only because he is old,
and nature has overtaken his capacity to love. A farewell to love rather
than a vow of chastity is the ironic outcome.

The most natural of human fears, and the most potent symbol of
the transitory nature of human life, is fear of death. A great deal of
mediaeval and eatlier writing — from Beowulf to Chaucer and Gower —
is, in this sense, life-affirming. Gower ends his Confessio Amantis with
one eye on heaven and the everlasting:

Wher resteth love and alle pes
Our joie mai ben endeles.

It is a feature we find less noticeably in Gower’s and Chaucer’s two
main fifteenth-century English successors, John Lydgate (the most
prolific of all pre-Renaissance writers) and Thomas Hoccleve.

Because the mediaeval period is seen from our own times as histor-
ically distant, ‘behind’ the Renaissance with all the changes which that
petiod brought, it has been undervalued for its own debates, develop-
ments and changes. The fact that mediaeval times have been revisited,
re-imagined and rewritten, especially in the Romantic period, has tend-
ed to compound the ideas of difference and distance between this age
and what came after. But in many ways the mediaeval period presages
the issues and concerns of the Renaissance period and prepares the
way for what was to come.

John Lydgate is a key figure in this connection. He achieved
immense success and influence in his own lifetime and was regarded
as just as important and influential as Chaucer. With the invention
of printing in the late fifteenth century, Caxton and later Wynkyn de
Worde turned to Lydgate’s works for several of their early best-
sellers, often reprinting them. His position is as a man of letters rather

Langland, Gower and Lydgate

than as a major poet. He consolidates rather than extends the multi-
plicity of language sources and styles. He does not push the bounds
of literature forward towards the Renaissance. His voice is, however,
central to his times; and his writings touch on a vast range of
themes and interests, from epic to politics, from love to court
concerns.

Lydgate’s works are largely historical subjects in translation, the best
known of which was The Fall of Princes (1431—38). This work enjoyed
more than a century of considerable popularity. His Troy Book (1412—
20), much longer than Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, is seen by many as
Lydgate’s main achievemens: 2 major contribution to the rendering of
classical myth into English. Perhaps his greatest fame lies, ironically, in
his praise of Chaucer, to whom he was among the first to give credit as
the first great English poet:

That made firste to distille and rayne
The golde dewe dropes of speche and eloquence
Into our tunge, thurgh his excellence

And fonde the floures first of Retoryke
Our rude speche, only to enlumyne
That in out tunge was never noon hym like.

Hoccleve’s writing is semi-autobiographical, and contains the first
description in literature of a mental breakdown. He also praises
Chaucer, in The Regiment of Princes (1411—12):

O maister deere and fadir reverent
Mi maister Chaucer, flour of eloquence . ..

These two writers, quoted here in the original Middle English,
although usually classed as followers or imitators of Chaucer, have a
great deal of individuality; they are writers of considerable range, and
of great importance in the fifteenth century. They perhaps lack the
breadth of vision and empathy which gives Chaucer his place in his-
tory, but it is their misfortune that they come between two richly
productive periods in English literature, and thus have not maintained
their original popularity.
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THE SCOTTISH CHAUCERIANS

Timor mortis conturbat me

— (William Dunbar, Lament for the Makers)

The group known as the Scottish Chaucerians gives us the most mem-
orable writing between Chaucer’s death in 1400 and the Renaissance,
begun in England about 2 hundred years later. These Scottish poets are
quite different in style, tone, and subject matter from their English
contemporaries.

King James I of Scotland, who reigned from 1394 to 1437, was
influenced by English writing while a prisoner of the English, and his
Kingis Quair (The King’s Book) owes a lot to Chaucer. It is a love poem,
one of the first of what was to become a popular form. The verse
form used is called ‘thyme-royal’ because of King James’s use of it, but
it was already known, and had, indeed, been used by Chaucer. English
(or Inglis as it was spelled and pronounced) was by now the language
of Scots who lived south of the Highlands. In the north, the dominant
language of the Celts was Gaelic.

One of the earliest Scottish texts in English was a celebration of the
hero, Robert the Bruce. This was The Bruce (1375—76), a chronicle
usually attributed to John Barbour and written in octosyllabic couplets,
intended to keep Bruce’s exploits and memory alive:

To put in writ a steadfast story
That it last aye furth in memotye [aye furth: for ever after]

The Bruce is the first text to celebrate Scottish nationalism, with such
sentiments as ‘Al freedom is a noble thing!’

About a hundred years later, towards the end of the fifteenth cen-
tury, Robert Henryson and William Dunbar take mediaeval traditions
to new heights. Henryson’s Testament of Cresseid treats Chaucer’s hero-
ine most unromantically, indeed violently, as her life of promiscuity
leads to leprosy, beggary, and death. It is almost misogynistic in its
tracing of the fall of the fiower of womanhood. The sense of pun-
ishment was to pervade Scottish writing through the centuries, espe-
cially after the severe and highly influential Protestant theology of the
Swiss-based reformer Jean Calvin (1509—64) took hold. Henryson
gives us a neat early example of this ‘binary’ of joy and pain.

The Scottish Chaucerians

Yit efter joy oftymes cummis cair
And troubill efter grit prosperitie . . .

Henryson’s The Moral Fables of Aesop the Phrygian, from which these

. lines come, are moralities in the Aesop vein, but show a great sympathy

for the animals, like this mouse who was dancing for joy:

The sweet season provoked us to dance
And make such mirth as nature to us learned.

Again, as in Chaucer, the reader is left to judge. Human roles are
examined and questioned as the reader recognises and identifies with

- the characters of the fable.

William Dunbat’s Lament for the Makers is about poets (‘makers’) —

* including Chaucer, Gower, and Henryson — and the fact that they die.

This inimation of his own mortality troubles Dunbar, and he makes it

" into a Latin line, one of the most resonant of repeated lines in poetry.

The last line of each stanza goes:
Timor mortis conturbat me. [The fear of death does trouble me.]

This is the first great work which concentrates on death as the ultimate
leveller, which brings “all estates’ to the same end. Dunbar, conscious
in his writings of the immortality of his own work, anticipates one of
the major concerns of Renaissance poetry: the transitory nature of all
human achievement.

The stait of man dois change and vary,
Now sound, now seik, now blith, now sary,
Now dansand, mety, now like to dee;
Timor mortis conturbat me.

We have come a long way from the Anglo-Saxon celebration of
heroic valour, and are heading rapidly towards the new wotld of the
Renaissance, where Protestant and Humanist values will dominate.
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MEDIAEVAL DRAMA

He playeth Herod on a scaffold high
(Geoftrey Chaucer, The Miller’s Tale)

From classical Greek times, and in many other cultures, theatre has
maintained strong religious connections. The origins of English
theatre are religious too.

Literary representation was, as we have seen, in the hands of monas-
teries as the guardians and propagators of the written word. From
Caedmon onwards, the local language appears in literature and history,
although Latin, the language of the English church, whose base in
Rome was accepted in England until the 1530s, was the language of
documentation. Even the source which contains the account of
Caedmon (Bede’s Evclesiastical History) was written in Latin. King
Alfred encouraged the use of the vernacular in the late ninth century,
but he made it clear that this was very much second best, necessitated
by the deplorably low standards of Latin learning in his kingdom. The
growing use of English may also reflect the church’s constant concern
over several centuries to reach out to people in the vernacular, which
led to a wide number of translations of the Bible, or parts of it.

The eatliest and simplest church drama was a similarly motivated
attempt to bring Bible stories to a wider audience, to make liturgical
stories more widely accessible. Initially, the scenes represented were
the miracles performed by Christ, or the ‘mysteries’ of the nativity
and the resurrection, Heaven and Hell. The genre of miracle and
mystery plays evolves during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
from the representation of these scenes inside the church, and later
outside.

The move to bring the mysteries outside the church is highly signifi-
cant. It opens up the performance to all the citizens of the growing
cities and allows the festivals at which they were presented to develop
into full holy-days, or holidays. The presentation of the plays became
the civic responsibility of the guilds, the associations of tradesmen.
Each guild would present its play, often on a mobile wagon which
would then be moved to various points around the city. Thus the
audience, staying in one place, could watch a whole cycle of mystery

Mediaeval drama

plays covering episodes in the Bible from Genesis to the resurrection,
and on to the last judgement.

The best-known cycles of miracle ot mystery plays come from York,
Wakefield, and Chester, and a composite manuscript from an anonym-
ous ‘N-town’. Although these probably date from the fifteenth century,
guild performances were certainly taking place long before Chaucet’s
time. Indeed, Chaucer’s miller tells in his tale of the parish clerk who,
‘to show his lightness’, played ‘Herod on a scaffold high’.

In the play of The Marshals in the York cycle, Mary and Joseph talk
about the angel’s warning to them to flee Herod:

josEPH And for thy dear son’s sake
Will he destroy all here.
May that traitor him take!
MARY Love Joseph, who told you this?
How had you witting of this deed?
JosEPH An angel bright that came from bliss
This tiding told for sure indeed . . .

All the cycles are anonymous, but some of the episodes in the
Wakefield cycle are of such quality that their putative author has been
called The Wakefield Master.

Where mystery or miracle plays are based on the Bible and religious
stories, morality plays are allegorical representations of human life.
However, they differ from Piers Plowman in that they take their hero to
his heavenly reward, transcending humanity’s limitations and frustra-
tions, to point up religious values in a way the other literary genres of
the time tended to avoid.

Everyman, dating from the early sixteenth century, is one of the most
lasting of this kind of work, and is found in several other countries, the
English version originally having been adapted from the Dutch. God
(seen as the Holy Trinity with the voice of Jovus) is one of the first
‘characters’ to speak in the play, but most of the characters are person-
ifications. The hero, Everyman, towards the end of his life, meets such
personifications as Fellowship, Kindred, Cousin, and Good Deeds.

~ They cannot accompany him on his final joutney; so it is Good Deeds

(neglected until late in the drama) who must be his strongest support.

: Knowledge offers to ‘go with thee and be thy guide’, but he can only
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be Everyman’s companion for a limited distance on his earthly jour-
ney. God recognises that mankind has forgotten him:

I could do no more than I did, truly;
And now I see the people do clean forsake me.
They use the seven deadly sins damnable . . .

But, after his journey through life, Everyman points up the moral: the
word ‘forsake’ takes on new resonances.

EVERYMAN Take example, all ye that this do hear or see,
How they that I loved best do forsake me,
Except my Good Deeds that bideth truly.

GooD DEEDs All earthly things is but vanity:
Beauty, Strength, and Discretion do man forsake,
Foolish friends and kinsmen, that fair spake —
All fleeth save Good Deeds, and that am L

The eatliest complete morality play is one of a series from the early
fifteenth century, containing such titles as Mankind and Wisdom, called
The Castle of Perseverance. Its title indicates the virtue the play will extol.
Life is seen as a struggle, a series of challenges and disappointments.
Sin and repentance, twice over, are the lot of Humanum Genus, the
main charactet, as his lifetime relates to historical time and the evetlast-
ing time of mankind’s salvation, as death and judgement are enacted in
a setting which anticipates the modern ‘theatre in the round’.

In the Scottish literary canon, A Satire of the Three Estates (1540)
offers a conttibution to late mediaeval drama which exemplifies and
goes beyond the limitations of its English counterparts. Written by Sit
David Lindsay, it presents class conflict between upper, middle and
lower classes (‘estates’) with humour and an absence of the sancti-
moniousness which sometimes tends to dominate the genre. Theft,
Deceit, and Falset (Untruth) — personifications again — are hanged at
the end of the play, but their reactions are human and lively. Theft
would like to name all the thieves he knows:

THEFT I have na time to tell your names.
With King Correctioun and ye be fangit,
Believe richt weill ye will be hangit!
[YHEFT is hanged to a roll of drums. Then the SERGEANTS fake DECEIT

Malory and Skelton

and FALSET from the stocks and lead them to the gallows, where each makes his
speech and is hanged with the same ceremony.]
FIRST SERGEANT Come here, Deceit, my companyoun!
Saw ever man liker a loon
To hing upon a gallows!
DECEIT This is eneuch to mak me mangit!
Dule fell me that I mon be hangit!

All these plays use allegorical characters — vices and virtues, and
easily identifiable human traits — to make their points. The style is

. didactic and unsubtle. The moral is made as explicit as possible. How-
. evet, only fifty years after Lindsay’s Three Estates was performed at the
. Scottish court, a whole new era of dramatic literature had begun in
~ England.

- MALORY AND SKELTON

‘Alas!l’ said Sir Bedevere,
‘that was my lord King Arthur.’

(Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte D’ Arthar)

Two literary figures bridge the gap between the mediaeval age and the
Renaissance. They are Sitr Thomas Malory, the author of Le Morte
D’Arthur, and the first ‘poet-laureate’, John Skelton. In their entirely
separate ways, they made distinctive contributions to the history of
literature and to the growth of English as a literary language.

Malory’s prose version of the story of King Arthur and the Knights
of the Round Table unites, under one title, eight romances which had
been a mainstay of English writing, both historical and imaginative,
since the eatliest times. It was completed in 1470, and its importance
lies principally in the fact that it was published in 1485 by William
Caxton. It was the first imaginative work to achieve the wide circula-
tion that the newly invented techniques of printing allowed. Caxton’s
work as a publisher was continued into the sixteenth century by his
long-term assistant, Jan van Wynkyn, known as Wynkyn de Worde. He
moved the business from Westminster to Fleet Street, which remained
a centre for publishing — chiefly newspapers — until the 198os.

Le Morte D’ Arthar is, in a way, the climax of a tradition of writing,
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bringing together myth and history, with an emphasis on chivalry as a
kind of moral code of honour. The supernatural and fantastic aspects
of the story, as in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, are played down, and
the more political aspects, of firm government and virtue, emphasised.
It was a book for the times. The Wars of the Roses ended in the same
year as Le Morte D' Arthurwas published. Its values wete to influence a
wide readership for many years to come. There is sadness, rather than
heroism, in Arthur’s final battle, quoted in the original:

Kynge Arthur toke hys horse and seyde, ‘Alas, this unhappy day!” and
so rode to hys party, and Sit Mordred in lyke wyse. And never syns
was there even seyne a more dolefuller batayle in no Crytsen londe,
for there was but russhynge and rydynge, foynynge and strykynge,
and many a grym worde was there spokyn of aythir to othir, and
many a dedely stroke. But ever Kynge Arthur rode thorowoute the
batayle of Sitr Mordred and ded full nobly, as a noble kynge shulde
do, and at all tymes he faynted never. And Sir Mordred ded hys
devoure that day and put hymselffe in grete perell.

And thus they fought all the longe day, and never stynted tylle the
noble knyghtes were layde to the colde erthe. And ever they fought
stylle tylle hit was nere nyght, and by than was there an hondred
thousand leyde dede uppon the erthe. Than was Kynge Arthur wode
wrothe oute of mesure, whan he saw hys people so slayne from him.

John Skelton was a court poet, but he also wrote of low life and
drinking; he was an outspoken satitist who also wrote, in Philip Sparrow,
one of the most unusual elegies in English to a pet bird. It is almost
comic in its grief:

I wept and I wailed,

The teares down hailed,

But nothing it availed

To call Philip again,

Whom Gib, our cat, hath slain.

Gib, incidentally, was short for Gilbert; and was a very common name
for a cat in England in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Another
feline of the same name is found in the anonymous play Gammer
Gurton’s Needle, dating from about 1566; this was one of the earliest
theatrical comedies during the early Renaissance period.

Malory and Skelton

Skelton’s morality play, Magnificence, probably from the 1520s, is the
only late mediaeval drama whose author is known. His range and
inventiveness have rather ironically counted against him, in that he
cannot be categorised with any other writer, or seen as a part of any
particular movement or trend.

Skelton’s individuality led him to invent his own style of poetic
writing — in short, rapid lines:

Tell you I chyll [¢hy/: shall]
If that ye will

A while be still

Of a comely gyll [ gy//: girl]
That dwelt on a hill.

This helter-skelter verse form, close to the rhythms of speech and to
the spirit of the ordinary people’s lives it describes, was later called
Skeltonics, and remains unique. For, with the coming of the Renais-
sance, poetry was to move towards a new self-consciousness and
refinement, with new forms, genres, and linguistic devices depicting
the rhythms of life.

John Skelton was dismissed by George Puttenham in a parenthesis.
Although Skelton was ‘surnamed the poet laureate’, the author of The
Arte of English Poesie says, ‘T wot [know] not for what great worthiness’.
Puttenham prefers the subsequent ‘courtly makers’, and later critics
have tended to follow him. Skelton makes critics uncomfortable. He
temains a unique poet, one who links court life and low life as no other
writer of his time was able to do.

51

LANGUAGE NOTE

Prose and sentence structure

Two of the commonest methods used for linking clauses in English are c-
ordination and parataxis. In Old English this kind of intersentential structure is
the principal mode of ordering statements. Co-ordination involves sentences
which are linked by co-ordinating conjunctions such as a#d, then or a compar-
able linking word; in the case of parataxis, linking words are absent and the

clauses are arranged in a sequence which is understood to be connected. For
€xample:
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Ic arise, ond ic fare to minum faeder, ond ic secge him.
I will arise, and go to my father, and will say unto him.
(CO-ORDINATION)

Drihten, haele us: we mote forwurthan.
Lord, save us; we perish.
(PARATAXIS)

Much of the prose of the Authorised Version of the Bible involves essen-
tially uncomplicated, co-ordinating structures:

And his disciples came to him, and awoke him, saying, Lord, save us; we
perish.

The style has come to be known as Alfredian (after the writings of King
Alfred) and the ‘Alfredian’ sentence certainly abounds in works such as the
following preface to Alfred’s translation of Pope Gregory I's Cura Pastoralis:

... and I cause you to know that it often comes into my mind what learned
men there once were throughout England, both religious and laymen; and
how blessed a time it was then throughout England; and how the kings who
had rule over the people obeyed God and his messengers; and how they
maintained both their peace, morality and control within, and also expanded
their realm externally.

It is a distinctive style which forms the backbone of much English prose
through to the present day. It achieves its communicative effects with syntactic
compactness and coherence and it is a style particularly suited to a plain
recounting of narrative events, as the following extract from Malory’s Le
Morte D’ Arthar indicates (even though it was a self-conscious choice by Mal-
ory to fashion a deliberately Anglo-Saxon style for his Arthurian material):

And then Sir Marhaus rode unto his shield, and saw how it was defouled,
and said, ‘Of this despite I am a part avenged, but for her love that gave me
this white shield I shall wear thee and hang mine where thou was;” and so he
hanged it about his neck. Then he rode straight unto Sir Uwain, and asked
what they did there. They answered him that they came from King Arthur’s
court for to see adventures.

The influence on the development of English of French and Latin syn-
tactic styles had become more marked by the sixteenth century when, in
particular, the Latinate syntactic structures (and more ornate vocabulary) of
Cicero were much imitated. One main consequence of this influence was that
writers explored more complex structures of swbordination and hypotascis. The
use of subordinating conjunctions such as because and so that enabled more

Malory and Skelton

explicit description of reasons and of cause and effect. Such a style was
ded as the proper style for serious expository prose. The following
extract from Francis Bacon’s The Advancement of Learning illustrates the length
and complexity of sentence structure which resulted:

And so to Seneca, after he had consecrated that Quinguennium Neronis to the
eternall glorie of learned governors, held on his honest and loyall course of
good and free counsell, after his maister grew extreamly corrupt in his
government; neither can this point otherwise be: for learning endueth mens
so that it is
impossible for them to esteeme that any greatnesse of their owne fortune

minds with a true sence of the frailtie of their persons ...

can bee, a true or worthy end of their being and ordainment; and therefore
are desirous to give their account to God . . .

Other equally complex structures are to be found in Milton’s writings, both
poetry and prose. The opening sixteen lines of Milton’s Paradise Lost com-
 prise just one sentence. However, it would be inaccurate to suggest that one
tylistic pole implies the absence of another; for example, Bacon and Milton
“both exhibit a simultaneous command of everyday, speech-based rhythms,
+plain vocabulary and paratactic concision where they judged that the subject
matter required it.

By the end of the sixteenth century a general reaction against elaborate
- prose structures began to be felt. The Royal Society, founded in 1660, gave
. final authority to the rejection of more elaborate syntax and associated rhet-

orical patterns and encouraged a return to essentally Anglo-Saxon sentence
* structure. Further related stylistic issues are discussed in the Language note

on page 182.

- (It will be seen that in this section quotations have been given sometimes in the original
and sometimes in modern translation, and sometimes words and phrases have been
glossed. The aim is to offer both accessibility and contact with the original text.)
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" CONTEXTS AND CONDITIONS

At the end of the 1400s, the world changed. Two key dates can mark
the beginning of modern times. In 1485, the Wars of the Roses came
- to an end, and, following the invention of printing, William Caxton
~issued the first imaginative book to be published in England — Sir
- Thomas Malory’s retelling of the Arthurian legends as Le Morte
- D’Arthur. In 1492, Christopher Columbus’s voyage to the Americas

. opened European eyes to the existence of the New World. New

. worlds, both geographical and spiritual, are the key to the Renaissance,
- the ‘rebirth’ of learning and culture, which reached its peak in Italy in
the early sixteenth century and in Britain during the reign of Queen
“ Elizabeth I, from 1558 to 1603.

England emerged from the Wars of the Roses (1453—85) with a new
dynasty in power, the Tudots. As with all powerful leaders, the ques-
tion of succession became crucial to the continuation of power (like
Beowulf with Wiglaf; like Shakespeare’s Henry IV and his son, Prince
- Hal, later Henry V). So it was with the greatest of the Tudor monarchs,
Henry VIII, whose reign lasted from 1509 to 1547. In his continued
attempts to father a son and heir to the line, Henry married six times.
But his six wives gave him only one son and two daughters, who
became King Edward VI, Queen Mary I, and Queen Elizabeth I.

The need for the annulment of his first marriage, to Catherine of
Aragon, brought Henry into direct conflict with the Catholic church,
and with Pope Clement VII (1521—32) in particular. In reaction to the
Catholic church’s rulings, Henry took a decisive step which was to
influence every aspect of English, then British, life and culture from
that time onwards. He ended the rule of the Catholic church in
- England, closed (and largely destroyed) the monasteries — which had
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for centuties been the repository of learning, history, and culture —
and established himself as both the head of the church and head of
state.

The importance of this move, known as the Reformation, is huge.
In a very short period of time, centuties of religious faith, attitudes
and beliefs were replaced by a new way of thinking. Now, for example,
the King as ‘Defender of the Faith’ was the closest human being to
God — a role previously given to the Pope in Rome. Now, England
became Protestant, and the nation’s political and religious identity had
to be redefined. Protestantism, which had originated with Martin
Luther’s g5 Theses in Wittenberg in 1517, became the official national
religion, and the King rather than the Pope became head of the
church. Although King Henry himself remained nominally Catholic,
despite being excommunicated by the Pope, all the Catholic tenets,
from confession to heaven and hell, were questioned. It was, quite
simply, the most radical revolution in beliefs ever to affect the nation.
The closest equivalent shock to the nation’s religious and moral iden-
tity is Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), whose theories
undermined the religious and biblical beliefs of Victorian society and
led to a colossal crisis of identity and faith.

The Reformation in the reign of Henry VIII provoked a similarly
overwhelming crisis in England in the sixteenth century. England’s
identity began to be separate and distinct from Europe. The nation was
to affirm its inviduality historically in two ways: in the conquest of
Empire, and in the domination of the seas, achieved during the reign
of Henry’s daughter Elizabeth I.

Henry VIID’s break with Rome was not catried out as an isolated
rebellion. Two European thinkers, in particular, established the climate
which made it possible. The first of these was the Dutch scholar
Erasmus whose enthusiasm for classical literature was a major source
for the revival in classical learning. His contempt for the narrowness of
Catholic monasticism (expressed in The Praise of Folly) was not an
attempt to deny the authority of the Pope, but a challenge to the
corruption of the Catholic church. Erasmus had no time for unneces-
sary ritual, the sale of pardons and religious relics. He wished to return
to the values of the early Christian church and in order to do so,
produced a Greek edition (1516) of the Scriptures in place of the

Contexcts and conditions

-~ existing Latin one. Through his visits to England, Erasmus became a
friend of Sir Thomas More, who was later beheaded for refusing to
support Henry VIII’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon. Although
. much of Erasmus’s work prepared the ground for Protestant reforms,
his aim was to purify and remodel the Catholic church, not to break
. away from it. He represented the voice of learning and knowledge, of
liberal culture and tolerance.

It was a quite different temperament, the German Martin Luther’s,
which marked the decisive break with Rome. Luther agreed with
much of what Erasmus said about the corruption of the Catholic
. church but they disagreed on their responses and Luther refused to
submit to the Pope’s authority. Many historians regard 1517, when
Luther pinned to a chapel door his g5 Theses Against the Sale of Papal
Indulgences, as the start of the Reformation and the birth of Protes-
tantism. Luther’s continuing opposition to the Pope led to his
excommunication (1521) and the further spread of religious indi-
vidualism in Northern Europe. It is against this background that we
. should place Henry VIII’s adoption of the role of the head of the
. English church and the church’s own quite separate style of
~ Anglicanism.

. Luther’s mission in developing the church outside Catholicism was
* taken up by the Frenchman, Jean Calvin. Like Luther, Calvin saw the
Bible as the literal word of God and the very foundation for his ideas.
. For the last twenty years of Calvin’s life, Geneva became the power-
- house of Protestantism. It functioned as a model of civic otganisation
- and behaviour and included a much stricter morality — for example,
dress was austere, patriarchy took a stronger grip, drama was censored,
women wete drowned and men beheaded for adultery. This was sig-
. nificant because the ideas developed in Geneva spread to regions of
Northern Europe, including Scotland and the non-conformist trad-
ition in England and Wales. This influential movement culminated a
Century later in the triumph of Cromwell’s Puritan Commonwealth.
After the Reformation, the relationship between man and God, and
tonsequently the place of man in the world, had to be re-examined.
- This was a world which was expanding, In 1492, Christopher Colum-
- bus travelled in search of the Indies, landing first in the Caribbean
island of Hispaniola. For many years he was credited with having
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‘discovered’ the Americas. Over the next century or so, Copernicus
and Galileo would establish scientifically that the Earth was not the
centre of the universe. This expansion was reflected in the mental
explorations of the time. The figure of the Dutch philosopher
Erasmus also takes on considerable importance here. His humanist
thinking had a great influence on generations of writers whose work
placed man at the centre of the universe.

It was not by accident that neo-Platonic philosophy, from the great
age of classical Greece, became dominant in the Renaissance. Its ideals
of the harmony of the universe and the perfectibility of mankind,
formulated before the birth of Christianity, opened up the humanist
ways of thinking that pervaded much European and English
Renaissance writing,

Literature before the Renaissance had frequently offered ideal pat-
terns for living which were dominated by the ethos of the church, but
after the Reformation the search for individual expression and mean-
ing took over. Institutions were questioned and re-evaluated, often
while being praised at the same time. But where there had been con-
ventional modes of expression, reflecting ideal modes of behaviour —
religious, heroic, or social — Renaissance writing explored the geo-
graphy of the human soul, redefining its relationship with authority,
history, science, and the future. This involved experimentation with
form and genre, and an enormous variety of linguistic and literary
innovations in a short period of time.

Reason, rather than religion, was the driving force in this search for
rules to govern human behaviour in the Renaissance wotld. The power
and mystique of religion had been overthrown in one bold stroke:
where the marvellous no longer holds sway, real life has to provide
explanations. Man, and the use he makes of his powers, capabilities,
and free will, is thus the subject matter of Renaissance literature, from
the early sonnets modelled on Petrarch to the English epic which
closes the petiod, Paradise Lost, published after the Restoration, when
the Renaissance had long finished.

The Reformation gave cultural, philosophical, and ideological
impetus to English Renaissance writing. The writers in the century
following the Reformation had to explore and redefine all the concerns
of humanity. In a wotld where old assumptions were no longer valid,
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- where scientific discoveries questioned age-old hypotheses, and whete
" man rather than God was the central interest, it was the writers who
 reflected and attempted to respond to the disintegration of former
: certainties. For it is when the universe is out of control that it is at 1ts
. most frightening — and its most stimulating. There would never again
be such an atmosphere of creative tension in the country. What was
created was a language, a literature, and a national and international
- identity.

At the same time there occurred the growth, some historians would
say the birth, of modern science, mathematics and astronomy. In the
' fourth decade of the sixteenth century Copernicus replaced Atistotle’s
system with the sun, rather than the Earth, at the centre of the uni-
- verse. In anatomy, Harvey discovered (1628) the circulation of the
' blood, building on sixteenth-century work in Italy. There was a similar
* explosion from the start of the seventeenth century in the discovery,
_ development and use of clocks, telescopes, thermometers, compasses,
microscopes — all instruments designed to measure and investigate
more closely the visible and invisible world.

The writing of the era was the most extensive exploration of human
freedom since the classical petiod. This led English literature to a new
religious, social and moral identity which it maintained until the mid-
nineteenth century. English became one of the tichest and most varied
of world literatures, and is still the object of interest and study in
places and times distant from its origin. The Reformation and the
centuty of cultural adjustment and conflict which followed are crucial
keys in understanding English literature’s many identities.

The literature of the English Renaissance contains some of the
greatest names in all wortld literature: Shakespeare, Matlowe, Webster,
and Jonson, among the dramatists; Sidney, Spenset, Donne, and Milton
among the poets; Bacon, Nashe, Raleigh, Browne, and Hooker in
prose; and, at the centre of them all, the Authorised Version of the
Bible, published in 1611.

So many great names and texts are involved because so many ques-
| tions were under debate: what is man, what is life for, why is life so
short, what is good and bad (and who is to judge), what is a king, what
islove . . . ? These are questions which have been the stuff of literature
and of philosophy since the beginning of time, but they were never so
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actively and thoroughly made a part of everyday discussion as in the
Elizabethan and Jacobean ages.

Politically, it was an unsettled time. Although Elizabeth teigned for
some forty-five years, there were constant threats, plots, and potential
rebellions against her. Protestant extremists (Puritans) were a constant
presence; many people left the country for religious reasons, in order
to set up the first colonies in Virginia and Pennsylvania, the beginnings
of another New World. Catholic dissent (the Counter-Reformation)
reached its most noted exptession in Guy Fawkes’s Gunpowder Plot
of 5 November 1605, still remembered on that date every year. And
Elizabeth’s one-time favourite, the Earl of Essex, led a plot against his
monarch which considerably unsettled the political climate of the end
of the century.

Elizabeth’s reign did, howevet, give the nation some sense of stabil-
ity, and a considerable sense of national and teligious triumph when, in
1588, the Spanish Armada, the fleet of the Catholic King Philip of
Spain, was defeated. England had sovereignty over the seas, and her
seamen (pitates or heroes, depending on one’s point of view) plun-
dered the gold of the Spanish Empire to make their own Queen the
richest and most powerful monatch in the world.

With this growth in the wealth and political importance of the
nation, London developed in size and importance as the nation’s cap-
ital. The increasing population could not normally read or write, but
did go to the theatre. Hence, from the foundation of the first public
theatre in 1576, the stage became the forum for debate, spectacle, and
entertainment. It was the place where the writer took his work to an
audience which might include the Queen herself and the lowliest of
her subjects. Hand in hand with the growth in theatrical expression
goes the growth of modern English as a national language.

LANGUAGE NOTE
Expanding world: expanding lexcicon

The sixteenth century witnessed not only geographical and intellectual expan-
sion but also a rapid growth in the number of foreign words which became
English words. English as a language had always been open to lexical inva-
sions and by the time of the Renaissance had absorbed innumerable words
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with Latin and Greek origins but had also borrowed many words from
French, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese — other countries similarly involved
in an expansion of their usual territorial boundaries. During the sixteenth
century, however, and in a time of worldwide exploration and expansion, new
words came into English from over fifty other languages, including the lan-
guages of Africa, Asia, and North America.

The lexicon of English expanded to meet the need to talk about the new
concepts, especially scientific concepts, inventions, materials and desctiptive
terms which accompanied the rapidly developing fields of medicine, techno-
logy, science and the arts. The expansion provoked much discussion and
argument and led to the ‘Inkhorn Controversy’ (see Language note, page 77).

The influx of foreign words was only one aspect of an expanding lexicon
during this petiod. Many new formations of words were made by adding
prefixes and suffixes and by creating new compounds. The following words
entered English at this time and in these ways:

PREFIXES: nonsense; u#ncivilised; #ancomfortable; disrobe; endear.
SUFFIXES: laughable; immaturity; frequenter.
COMPOUNDING: Frenchwoman; heaven-sent; laughing-stock.

Also common was word-class convetsion, a process whereby one class of
words is changed into another: for example, a noun (‘an invite’) is formed
from the verb ‘to invite’; or the verb ‘to gossip’ is formed from the noun
(‘gossip’). The use of one word class with the function of another was a
common feature of Shakespeare’s English. In the following two examples
verbs are made from nouns:

Julius Caesar/ Who at Philippi the good Brutus ghosted
It out-herods Herod

The expansion of the lexicon of English owes much to the linguistic
creativity of Shakespeare whose inventions have become a part of modern
English idiom, although the same meanings are not necessarily preserved.
Here are examples from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, all of which occur in the
modern English lexicon:

“To the manner born”  (Act 1, scene iv)
‘Brevity is the soul of wit’ (Act I, scene ii)
‘I must be cruel only to be kind’  (Act I11, scene iv)

SHAKESPEARE, LATIN AND A DOUBLE VOICE

Here is an example of the way Shakespeare exploits tensions between formal,
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scene of ActI:

If it were done when ’tis done, then “twere well
It were done quickly. If the assassination
Could trammel up the consequence, and catch
With his surcease success — that but this blow
Might be the be-all and end-all — here

But here, upon this bank and shoal of time,
We’d jump the life to come.

The soliloquy contains two voices: the lexicon of Latin and the lexicon of
English. The Latin words are deployed almost as if Macbeth cannot find an
ordinary word for the act of murder he is considering. ‘Assassination’ and
‘consequence’ are uncommon, unspoken words for uncommon, unspoken
acts. Macbeth is caught between surface appearance and sordid reality and the
two alternatives are expressed by two kinds of diction.

Shakespeare satirised the over-use of formal, Latinate diction in the char-
acter of Holofernes in Love’s Labour’s Lost, but his main purpose is not
satirical, nor is it simply to use Latinisms and new poetic compounds because
they were fashionable. Throughout Macheth the double voice is an essential

| element in the characterisation of Macbeth.

RENAISSANCE POETRY
1hey flee from me that sometime did me seek

(Sir Thomas Wyatt, They flee from me)

The Renaissance did not break completely with mediaeval history and
values. Sir Philip Sidney is often considered the model of the perfect
Renaissance gentleman. He embodied the mediaeval virtues of the
knight (the noble warrior), the lover (the man of passion), and the
scholar (the man of learning). His death in 1586, after the Battle of
Zutphen, sacrificing the last of his water supply to a wounded soldier,
made him a hero. His great sonnet sequence Astrophel and Stella is one
of the key texts of the time, distilling the author’s virtues and beliefs
into the first of the Renaissance love masterpieces. His other great
work, Arcadia, is a prose romance interspersed with many poems and

Latin-derived vocabulary and more informal English vocabulary for purposes
of dramatic effect. The extract is taken from Macheth’s soliloquy in the last
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songs. Its own history is complicated: Sidney finished what is known as
The Old Arcadia by about 1580. He then started rewriting it. The New

Arcadia, unfinished, was published in 1590, and later versions added

parts of The Old Arcadia, thereby creating textual problems for gener-
ations of Sidney scholars. Arcadia is a complex and still controversial
mixture of pastoral romance, natrative intrigue, and evocative poetry
of love and nature. It is a work which has no equivalent in English
literature.

The direct literary influence on the English Renaissance love sonnet
was the Italian Francesco Petrarca — known in English as Petrarch —
who wrote sonnets to his ideal woman, Laura. This idealisation is very
much a feature of early Renaissance verse. Classical allusions, Italian
Renaissance references, and contemporary concerns make the poetry
of the sixteenth century noticeably different in tone and content from
the poetry of the early seventeenth century, when Elizabeth was no
longer the monarch. There is a universalisation of personal feeling
and a concern with praise in the earlier verse. This becomes mote
directly personal and more anguished as the sixteenth century comes
to a close.

The eatliest sonnets of the petiod ate found in an anthology, Zo##e/’s

Miscellany, published in 1557. Sir Thomas Wyatt and Henry Howard,

Earl of Surrey (who both died in the 1540s), transposed Petrarch

- directly into English, finding a formal expressiveness which native

English poetry had not enjoyed for two centuries. The native rthythms
of the Skeltonics of the turn of the century gave way almost
completely to the uppet-class, courtly, highly formal, imported form.
Poetry became the pastime of educated high society. It is poetry of
love and of loss, of solitude and change. The theme of transience,
which was to feature strongly in all Shakespeare’s work, began to
appear with greater frequency through the 1570s and 1580s.

A number of contrasts, or binaries, begin to emerge; these, from the
Renaissance onwards, will be found again and again to express the

- contrasts, the extremes, and the ambiguities of the modern world.

I find no peace and all my war is done;
I fear and hope, I burn and freeze like ice;
I fly above the wind, yet can I not arise,
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And naught I have and all the world I seizeon . . .
(Sir Thomas Wyatt, / find no peace)

Time past and time present will be a constant source of contrast in
literature: change, mutability, infidelity, and transience will be found in
many texts from Wyatt onwards:

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 themselves in danger
To take bread at my hand, and now they range,
Busily secking with a continual change.

(Sir Thomas Wyatt, They flee from me)

The self-conscious awareness that they were producing a new
English literature gave some Elizabethan poets their true ambition.
Edmund Spenser, in The Faerie Queene (1590—96), brings together Eng-
lish myth and topical adulation of the monarch to make a poem of
praise and critique — the most ambitious single contribution to Eliza-
bethan poetry and the single most important work in the history of
English poetry since The Canterbury Tales. Indeed, Chaucer was
Spenser’s favourite English poet and, in constructing his ‘allegory, or
darke conceit’, Spenser was acutely alive to the traditions on which
he was building, Following Malory, he chose the ‘hystorye of king
Arthure, as most fitte for the excellency of his person’, and it was the
imaginative freedom of King Arthut’s adventures which provided
Spenser with the narrative licence of the poem.

Yet beyond these two Englishmen, Chaucer and Malory, Spenser
was looking back to the ‘antique Poets historicall’, by which he chiefly
meant Homer, Virgil and Ariosto. In particular, he modelled much of
his poetic career on Virgil’s pastoral. This enabled Spenser in The Faerie
QOneene 1o look back to a golden age of pastoral harmony but also to
celebrate the court of Elizabeth I, through drawing a parallel with
King Arthur’s legendary court. The poem absorbs and reflects a vast
range of myth, legend, superstition and magic, and explores both
history and contemporary politics. The section entitled ‘Justice’, for
instance, features the suppression of the Irish rebellion in which
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- Spenser himself was implicated as a civil servant as well as covering

religion and philosophy, and attitudes to women and sexuality.

The Faerie Queene is Elizabeth, seen abstractly as Glory, and
appearing in vatious guises. In a deliberate echo of the Arthurian
legends, twelve of her knights undertake a series of adventures. The
work is highly symbolic, and allusive, and is inevitably episodic in its
effects. ‘A Gentle Knight' (recalling Chaucer’s Knight; see page 37),
with a red cross on his breast, is on a quest. He is Saint George, the
symbolic saint of England. He had seen Gloriana (the Faerie Queene)
in a vision, and would go in search of her.

Upon a great adventure he was bond,

That greatest Glotiana to him gave,

That greatest Glotious Queene of Faerie lond,
"To winne him worship, and her grace to have,
Which of all earthly things he most did crave;
And ever as he rode, his hart did earne

To prove his puissance in battell brave

Upon his foe, and his new force to learne;
Upon his foe, a Dragon hortible and stearne.

His adventures in trying to find her would form the poem’s stoty. The
Faerie Queene has an annual twelve-day feast, on each day of which
one of her courtiers leaves the court to set tight a wrong. Each journey
would involve a different virtue and the hero would be involved in
each, while still seeking Gloriana.

Spenser only completed just over half of the planned twelve books
of The Faerie Qneene, but some of his writings — notably the early The
Shepheardes Calender (1579) and the martiage hymn Epithalamion (1595—
96) — are particularly interesting for their relation of poetry to time:
twelve eclogues representing the twelve months of the year in the
former, and the twenty-four stanzas representing the hours of Mid-
summer’s Day in the latter. The last line of Epithalamion embodies the
transience that we have seen emerging: one day becomes eternity.

And for short time an endlesse monument.

Spenser has divided critical opinion more than any other major
- poet. He is seen variously as the great poet of the Renaissance, as ‘a
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penpusher in the service of imperialism’, as following and enlarging
upon the tradition of Chaucer, or as ‘a colonial administrator’ who
‘had difficulty making ends meet’. He wrote a male adventure for a
male readership, celebrating a female virgin, affirming an ideal, in
order, like most Renaissance writers, to shore himself up against the
flawed realities of economic and colonial power and rule. He wanted
to make himself the laureate of a generation, and in his formal, lin-
guistic and imaginative invention he is generally considered to have
surpassed all earlier poetic achievements.

Spenser made a radical attempt to relocate and reintroduce the epic
form for England and the Elizabethan age by inventing the Spenserian
stanza as the new form for his poem. The epic, as in Beowulf, celebrates
the achievements of heroes or heroines of history and myth, affirming
nation and values. Perfection of the virtues, and the affirmation of
truth (and true religion) are expressed through the adventures of the
queen’s Knights: Truth, Temperance, Chastity, Friendship, Justice and
Courtesy are the themes of the six completed books.

The poet actively sought advancement from the monarch he eulo-
gised but, in fact, his career was spent largely away from the court, in
Dublin, where most of The Faerie Queene was written. Despite his qual-
ities of formal invention and his concern with some of the deepest
preoccupations of the time — notably in the Mutabilitie Cantos fragment
— for some critics he stands somewhat outside the era’s main intel-
lectual and emotional debate. In Canto 56, for example — which is far
from the narrative romance of most of Spenset’s writing — Mutability,
which reigns over all the elements, is the speaker:

Then since within this great wide Universe
Nothing doth firme and permanent appeare,
But all things tost and turned by transverse:
What then should let, but I aloft should reare
My Trophee, and from all, the triumph beare?

Other critics might argue that his reflections on history, Puritanism,
poetry and colonial development make him central. It is perhaps
Spenser’s historical misfortune that it was the dramatists who brought
the issues of the age into clearest focus.

Drama before Shakespeare
DRAMA BEFORE SHAKESPEARE

All the world’s a stage
And all the men and women merely players

(Shakespeare, As You Like It) —

The move from self-conscious literary awareness to a broader-based
popular appeal is in part due to the work of the ‘university wits”
Christopher Marlowe, Robert Greene, George Peele, Thomas Nashe
and Thomas Lodge, the generation educated at Oxford and Cam-
bridge universities who used their poetry to make theatre, breathed life
into dead classical models and brought a new audience to the issues
and conflicts which the stage could dramatise.

The eatliest plays of the period, in the 15505 and 1560s, establish
comedy and tragedy as the types of drama. Both were derived from
Latin sources: comedies from the works of Terence and Plautus, tra-
gedies largely from Seneca, with echoes from Greek antecedents in
both cases. The mediaeval miracle and mystery plays, and the kind of
court ‘interludes’ played for the monarch, also contributed to the
development of Renaissance drama. Its broad humour, its use of bal-
lad, poetry, dance and music, its tendency towards allegory and symbol-
ism flow from this native English source. Thus, although drama went
through rapid changes in the period, its historical credentials were rich
and varied as indeed were its range and impact. It was an age when the
need for a social demonstration of an English nationalism and Protes-
tantism climaxed in the public arena of a diverse and energetic theatre.
This was the golden age of English drama.

One clear link between late mediaeval morality plays and sixteenth-
century theatre is 7he Four PP, by John Heywood, which dates from the
early 1540s. The four speakers are a palmer, a pardoner, a ’pothecary,
and a pedlar; their ‘drama’ is little more than a debate, but it is a
significant precursor of the realistic comedies of later in the century.
Heywood’s other works include The Play of the Weather (1533) in which
the main character is Jupiter. Again a debate drama (Winner and Waster
(see page 25) is a poetic equivalent from two centuries before), this has

een seen as a precursor of the Jacobean masque (see page 115), but it

is quite different in purpose: an entertainment with some appeal to the
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audience’s intelligence rather than a celebration of the monarchy with
an underlying moral purpose, which is what the masque became. The
language of this speech by Jupiter provides a useful link between
mediaeval English and the more modern language found little more
than fifty years later in the early plays of William Shakespeare.

And so in all thynges, wyth one voyce agreable,

We have clerely fynyshed our foresayd parleament,

To your great welth, whyche shall be fyrme and stable,
And to our honour farre inestymable.

For syns theyr powers, as ours, addyd to our owne,

Who can, we say, know us as we shulde be knowne?
(The Play of the Weather)

Henry Medwall’s comic interlude Fulgens and Lucrece (1497) is generally
held to be the most successful of such early Tudor dramas.

Ralph Roister Doister (about 1552) by Nicholas Udall, and Gorbeduc
(1561) by Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville are generally taken
to be the first comedy and tragedy respectively. Gammer Gurton’s
Needle (acted at Cambridge in 1566; author unknown) introduced a
farcical element within a local domestic scenario more closely related
to the daily life of the audience. What is fundamentally important in
these first plays, as opposed to many direct translations from the
classics, is that the eatly models were rapidly superseded. What
emerges is the essential Englishness of the characters and settings,
despite continuing adherence to classical models in the works of
some major playwrights. Gorboduc, for instance, replaced the awkward
distancing of the characters speaking in rhymed verse with the blank
verse which became the standard form of Elizabethan and Jacobean
drama.

Classical writers, from Greek and Latin, are somewhere in the back-
ground of 4/ English literature, from Chaucer up until the twentieth
century. Their presence cannot be ignored, and their influence — direct
ot indirect — cannot be overvalued. Drama was in fact moving away
from these models and establishing its own style and form. Classical
influences reached a threefold climax around 1590 with the great
tragedies of Christopher Marlowe, the major Senecan-influenced play
The Spanish Tragedy by Thomas Kyd, and the best reworking of a Plautus
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comedy in The Comedy of Errors by a new young dramatist, William
Shakespeare.

In The Spanish Tragedy (1592), Hieronimo makes many long
speeches, questioning and justifying his actions. At the end of the
play, he memorably ‘bites out his tongue’ as part of a climax of
bloodshed which will come to be typical of the tragedy of revenge.
Shortly before the end, he proclaims his grief to his on-stage

. listeners:

No, ptinces, know I am Hieronimo,
The hopeless father of a hapless son,
Whose tongue is tun’d to tell his latest tale,
Not to excuse gross errors in the play.
I see yout looks urge instance of these words,
Behold the reason urging me to this:

[Shows his dead son.]
See here my show, look on this spectacle:
Here lay my hope, and hete my hope hath end:
Here lay my heart, and here my heart was slain:
Here lay my treasure, here my treasure lost:
Here lay my bliss, and here my bliss bereft:
But hope, heart, treasure, joy and bliss,
All fled, fail’d, died, yea, all decay’d with this.

This repeated bewailing of loss is also used by Shakespeare in
Richard the Third, one of his eatly tragedies (r.1592), when the queens
bemoan their loss:

QUEEN MARGARET Tell o’er your woes again by viewing mine.
I had an Edward, till a Richard kill’d him;
I had a husband, till a Richard kill’d him:
Thou hadst an Edward, till a Richard kill’d him;
Thou hadst a Richard, till a Richard kill’d him.

DUCHESS OF YORK I had a Richard too, and thou didst kill him;
I had a Rutland too: thou holpst to kill him.
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QUEEN MARGARET Thou hadst a Clarence too, and Richard kill’d him.

This contrasts with the lighter language of comedy, full of sexual play
and even geography, as Dromio of Syracuse describes 2 woman to
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Antipholus in Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors (¢.1589) as ‘One that
claims me, one that haunts me, one that will have me”:

ANTIPHOLUS OF SYRACUSE Then she bears some breadth?

DROMIO OF SYRACUSE No longer from head to foot than from hip to
hip. She is spherical, like a globe. I could find out countries in her.

ANTIPHOLUS OF SYRACUSE In what part of her body stands Ireland?

DROMIO OF SYRACUSE Marty, sit, in her buttocks. I found it out by
the bogs.

ANTIPHOLUS OF SYRACUSE Where Scotland?

DROMIO OF sYRACUSE I found it by the barrenness, hard in the palm
of her hand.

As this shows, Shakespeare’s audience was quite happy to laugh at fat
ladies, lavatorial humour and legendary Scottish meanness!

William Shakespeare moves rapidly on from his classical models.
Christopher Marlowe, however, who was to achieve great success as a
playwright, used his classical background to create rich, rolling, heroic
verses whose heightened rhetoric matched the hugely spectacular dra-
matic intentions of the writing. Hero and Leander, a long poem on a
classical subject, contains the famous line:

Whoever loved who loved not at first sight?

This is indicative of Marlowe. Romantic, rhetorical, subversive, radical
and powerfully memorable, all his writing is exciting, stretching the
bounds of language and imagination to new limits, making his heroes
overreach themselves and suffer the consequences. Critics have, at
different times, stressed the tragic end of Marlowe’s heroes or, con-
versely, the spectacular subversiveness of their aims: like all great
writers, Christopher Marlowe can be interpreted and reinterpreted by
readers and audiences of every age.

Every age, sometimes every decade, has different heroes. It is
instructive to compare the Marlovian dramatic hero of the late 1580s
and early 1590s with the Shakespearean hero that evolved after
Marlowe’s early death (in a pub brawl; some say because he was a
spy). Marlowe’s heroes are larger than life, exaggerated both in their
faults and their qualities. They want to conquet the whole world
(Tamburlaine), to attain limitless wealth (Barabas, the Jew of Malta),

Drama before Shakespeare

10 possess all knowledge (Doctor Faustus). The verse they speak is
| correspondingly powerful, rhetorical, rich in metaphor and effect.

E  Continuing with geographical references, Tamburlaine, victotious
' over his enemies, rejoices in the ‘divine’ Zenocrate, and tells her how
he would redraw the map of the world:

Zenocrate, were Egypt Jove’s own land,

Yet would I with my sword make Jove to stoop.

I will confute those blind geographers

That make a triple region in the world,

Excluding regions which I mean to trace,

And with this pen reduce them to a map,

Calling the provinces, cities, and towns,

After my name and thine, Zenocrate:

Here at Damascus will I make the point

That shall begin the perpendicular. . . .
(Tamburiaine the Great, Part One)

Barabas, similarly, is quite explicit about his role, his greed, and his
eligion:
Thus, loving neither, will I live with both,
Making a profit of my policy;
And he from whom my most advantage comes,
Shall be my friend.
This is the life we Jews are us’d to lead;

And reason too, for Christians do the like.
(The Jew of Malta)

Faustus sells his soul to the devil, Mephistopheles. But, all through
the play, Faustus is torn by doubts and fears; he is one of the first tragic
heroes to go through such intellectual torment. Here, he speaks to

Now, Faustus, must thou needs be damn’d,

And canst thou not be sav’d:

What boots it, then, to think of God or heaven?
Awnay with such vain fancies, and despair;
Despair in God, and trust in Belzebub:

Now go not backward; no, Faustus, be resolute:

Why waverest thou? Oh, something soundeth in mine ears,
‘Abjure this magic, turn to God again!’
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Ay, and Faustus will turn to God again.

To God? he loves thee not;

The god thou servest is thine own appetite,

Wherein is fix’d the love of Belzebub:

To him I’ll build an altar and a church,

And offer lukewarm blood of new-botn babes.
(Daoctor Faustus)

Marlowe was one of the first major writers to affirm what can be
identified as a cleatly homosexual sensibility, and his historical tragedy
Edward the Second examines sexual choice and preference in relation to
the questioning of authority, power, and love in a way which few
other writers were able to do untll the twentieth century. Marlowe has
been described as a ‘sexual political thinker’ whose writings success-
fully question and reveal, through a process of estrangement, the
terms of the contemporary debate. Here King Edward asserts his
role as king, against the threats of his nobles, in honouring his
beloved Gaveston:

KING EDWARD I cannot brook these haughty menaces:
Am I a king, and must be over-rul’d?
Brother, display my ensigns in the field;
I'll bandy with the barons and the eatls,
And either die or live with Gaveston.
GAVESTON I can no longer keep me from my lord.
KING EDWARD What, Gaveston! welcome! Kiss not my hand:
Embrace me, Gaveston, as I do thee: . . .
(Edward the Second)

It is King Edward’s love for Gaveston which brings about his down-
fall. In his imprisonment, Edward reaches a tragic dignity in the face of
humiliation and disgrace:

Immortal powers, that know the painful cares

That waits upon my poor distressed soul,

Oh, level all your looks upon these daring men

That wrongs their liege and sovereign, England’s king!
O Gaveston, it is for thee that I am wrong’d,

For me both thou and both the Spencers died;

And for your sakes a thousand wrongs I'll take.

The Elizabethan theatre

The Spencers’ ghosts, wherever they remain,
Wish well to mine; then, tush, for them I’ll die.

Matrlowe’s plays explore the boundaries of the new world and the
risks that mankind will run in the quest for power, for knowledge, for
love. His plays are full of spectacular action, bloodshed, and passion,
to match the language he uses. When Doctor Faustus must yield his
soul to the Devil, Mephistopheles, at the end of the tragedy, it can be
interpreted as a moment of self-knowledge — an epiphany of how
weak, how transient, how empty is man’s life on earth, especially in
relation to the eternal and the powerful. This transience of human life
is echoed again and again in Elizabethan writing, and the ‘two hours’
traffic of our stage’ becomes the symbol and emblem of man’s role in
the wotld. The Chorus proclaims:

Cut is the branch that might have grown full straight,
with the warning not

To practise more than heavenly power permits.
(Doctor Faustus)

FROM THE STREET TO A BUILDING - THE
ELIZABETHAN THEATRE

By the time Marlowe was writing, a new type of audience had been
created for a different kind of theatrical performance. Earlier in the
~ century, the mystery and morality plays had been performed almost

anywhere, outside, often moved from location to location by wagon.
- In contrast, ‘interludes’ — little more than dramatic verse — were per-

formed for the elite at court or in manor houses. In the latter part of

. Elizabeth’s reign, these two groups came together to form an audience
mixed across the classes, professions and trades.

Fixed theatres were established in London and while most, like the

- Globe, were open to the sky, a small number, such as the later Black-

friars, were completely enclosed. This entailed daytime petformances

- Wwithout lights or a stage curtain and very few, if any, props, though the

actors were dressed in rich costumes. There were no scene changes in
the modern sense and the action moved fluidly from one scene to the
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next without an apparent break. The platform stage — known as a
thrust stage — was pushed out into the audience who stood around it
on three sides with a few privileged persons seated on the edge of the
stage. This entailed a much closer intimacy between the actors and
their audience and made more sense, for instance, of the soliloquy as
an aside to the dramatic action. It also required a greater imaginative
effort by the audience compared with the modern theatre, but this was
perhaps not so difficult for spectators who had previously watched
performances on wagons.

Alongside the development of theatres came the growth of an act-
ing culture; in essence it was the birth of the acting profession. Plays
had generally been petformed by amateurs — often men from craft
guilds. Towards the end of the sixteenth century there developed com-
panies of actors usually under the patronage of a powerful or wealthy
individual. These companies offered some protection against the threat
of Puritan intervention, censorship, or closure on account of the
plague. They encouraged playwrights to write drama which relied on
ensemble playing rather than the more static set pieces associated with
the classical tradition. They employed boys to play the parts of women
and contributed to the development of individual performers. Audi-
ences began to attend the theatre to see favourite actors, such as
Richard Burbage or Will Kempe, as much as to see a particular play.

Although the companies brought some stability and professionalism
to the business of acting — for instance, Shakespeare’s company, the
Lord Chamberlain’s, subsequently the King’s, Men, continued until the
theatres closed (1642) — they offered little security for the playwright.
Shakespeare was in this respect, as in others, the exception to the rule
that even the best-known and most successful dramatists of the period
often remained financially insecure.

In the humanist world following Erasmus, man is at the centre of
the universe. Man becomes largely responsible for his own destiny,
behaviour and future. This is the new current of thought which finds
its manifestation in the writing of the 1590s and the decades which
follow. The euphoria of Elizabeth’s global affirmation of authority
was undermined in these years by intimations of mortality: in 1590 she
was 57 years old. No one could tell how much longer her golden age
would last; hence, in part, Spenser’s attempts to analyse and encapsu-
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late that glory in an epic of the age. This concern about the death of a
‘monarch who — as Gloriana, the Virgin Queen — was both symbol and
totem, underscores the deeper realisation that mortality is central to
‘life. After the Reformation, the certainties of heaven and hell were less
clear, more debatable, more uncertain.

ANGUAGE NOTE
The further expanding lexicon

Among all other lessons this should first be learned, that wee never affect
any straunge ynkehorne termes, but to speke as is commonly received. . ..
Some seeke so far for outlandish English that they forget altogether their
mothers language.

(Thomas Wilson, Arte of Rhetorigue, 155 3)

During the period of the Renaissance, the English language changed very
swiftly in keeping with rapid social, economic and political changes. Howevet,
writers in particular soon came to realise that the vocabulary of the English
language did not always allow them to talk and write accurately about the new
oncepts, techniques and inventions which were emerging in Europe. At the
ame time a period of increasing exploration and trade across the whole
wotld introduced new words, many of which had their origin in other lan-
guages. Historians of the language have suggested that between 1500 and
650 around 12,000 new wotds were introduced into English. As noted in the
related Language note (The expanding lexicon, page 62), words came into
English from over fifty different languages, although by far the majority were
efived from Latin. Here are one or two further examples of words which
entered the English language during the Renaissance: banana, embargo,
tobacco (Spanish and Portuguese); balcony, design, stanza (Italian); bizarre,
detail, vogue, volunteer (French); yacht (Dutch); caravan (Persian); coffee
(Turkish); appropriate, contradictory, utopia, vacuum (Latin and Greek).
Many of the Latin and Greek words provided a more formal alternative to
&xisting native English words: for example, cheap: inexpensive; mean: parsi-
Mmonious; dig: excavate. In many cases, however, no suitable English word
xXisted.

A number of controversies were provoked by such changes, one example

: the ‘Inkhorn Controversy’. This controversy involved issues of Latin
#nd Greek words in English. On the one hand, some writers argued that
Fatin and Greek were superior resources and that words derived from these
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languages had to be ‘Englished’, that is, made into English words, if a whole
range of new ideas and concepts were to be expressed. On the other hand, it
was argued that such words corrupted the native vernacular by displacing it
with ‘inkhorn’ terms, that is, words coming from the scholat’s horn of ink
and therefore wholly scholatly, frequently polysyllabic and often pedantic.

The atguments were complicated further, however, by a desire to replace
Latin with English as the national language, yet at the same time to continue
to recognise Latin as a repository of cultural values and literary models.

Such paradoxes and tensions continue to influence language choices, par-
ticularly choices in vocabulary in English, and have affected debates about the
nature of literature and of literary language since the sixteenth century. The
resulting lexicon of English is certainly one which is rich in synonyms and
alternative phrasings, allowing switches in formality between the more written
and elevated character of classical vocabulary and the more spoken, everyday
and ‘natural’ English which has grown from more distinctly Anglo-Saxon
roots. Other language notes which deal with ‘standards’ of language (page
182), Wordsworth’s ‘real’ language of men (page 232), and ‘the fragmenting
lexicon (page 355) also deal with issues raised by the ‘Inkhorn Controversy’
and by the fundamental lexical divisions brought about by the history of
language change and variation in English.

RENAISSANCE PROSE

What is Truth; said jesting Pilate; and wonld not stay for

an answer

In prose, the classical influences found in poetry and drama are
reflected in different ways. There is the flowery style of John Lyly’s
Euphues (1578—80). This work gives its name to an over-elaborate style,
which is well exemplified in Euphues’s speech to his beloved:

(Sir Francis Bacon, Of Truth)

Gentlewoman, my acquaintance being so litte I am afraid my credit
will be less, for that they commonly are soonest believed that are best
beloved, and they liked best whom we have known longest. Never-
theless, the noble mind suspecteth no guile without cause, neither
condemneth any wight without proof. Having therefore notice of
your heroical heart I am the better persuaded of my good hap. So it

Renaissance prose

is, Lucilla, that coming to Naples but to fetch fire, as the byword is,
not to make my place of abode, I have found such flames that I can
neither quench them with the water of free will neither cool them
with wisdom. For as the hop, the pole being never so high, groweth
to the end, or as the dry beech, kindled at the root, never leaveth
until it come to the top, ot as one drop of poison disperseth itself
into every vein, so affection having caught hold of my heart, and the
sparkles of love kindled my liver, will suddenly though secretly flame
up into my head and spread itself into every sinew.

This elaboration contrasts with the much more economical, yet
thetorical, style of Sir Francis Bacon.

What is Truth; said jesting Pilate; and would not stay for an
answer. . . . The knowledge of truth, which is the presence of it; and
the belief of truth, which is the enjoying of it; is the sovereign good
of human nature.

Bacon, who perfected the essay form in English on the French model
of Montaigne, used his writing to ask questions and initiate discussion
with witty provocation as in The Advancement of Learning. ‘If a man will
begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts, but if he will be content
to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties.”

The range of his interests was vast. No single English intellectual
symbolises the idea of Renaissance man more than Bacon. He wrote
on aspects of law, science, history, government, politics, ethics,
religion and colonialism, as well as gardens, parents, children and
health. The key work for appreciating the width of his interests is his
Ejssays, originally published in 1597, and enlarged twice before his
death. These meditations, often only a page long, give a remarkable

: inSight into the thought of the petiod. On occasion this coincides
. with late twentieth-century sensibilities, as when he advises that nego-
| tiation is generally better conducted face to face than by letter (Essay
* 47); at other times one might not agree with the assumptions on which
his judgements are made but within the constraints of the period they
: '?fe sensibly tolerant — when establishing a ‘plantation’ or colony, for

mStance he suggests treating the ‘savages’ with justice (Essay 33). Of
Death is 2 good example of how Bacon handles a vast subject in an
accessible way:
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Men fear death, as children fear to go in the dark: and, as that natura]
fear in children is increased with tales, so is the other. Certainly, the
contemplation of death, as the wages of sin, and passage to another
world, is holy, and religious; but the fear of it, as a tribute due unto
nature, is weak.

Many of Bacon’s essays raise issues fundamental to the era. For
example, Of Revenge explores the notion of revenge which frequently
featured in the period and is dominant in Elizabethan and Jacobean
drama. ‘Revenge is a kind of wild justice’, he begins. The Old Testa-
ment had apparently sanctioned revenge but, as Bacon shows, if just-
ice is to be redefined, the wildness of revenge becomes dangerous.
Kyd’s The Spanish Iragedy (1592), the pre-eminent revenge tragedy
before Shakespeare’s Hamibet (1600), uses the personification of
revenge as a ‘Chorus in this Tragedy’, a visible presence motivating
character and action. Where Kyd’s play uses revenge as a motif for
passion and bloodshed, Ham/et uses it as a starting point for 2 new kind
of hero.

Rather like the character Hamlet, Bacon was at the forefront of
an endless questioning and ‘perpetual renovation’ which charactet-
ised the Renaissance. Bacon, incidentally, has been seen by a few
literary historians as the author of the plays attributed to Shake-
speare. While this is highly unlikely, it is a reminder of how much
the two writers share the concerns of the age. Bacon regarded the
pursuit of knowledge, irrespective of politics or religion, as useful to
the individual and beneficial to society. He tecognised the need for
laws and rules to proceed from the observation of the human and
natural world rather than attempting to fit these phenomena into
preconceived, abstract structures. In many respects he can thus
be regarded as one of the leading figures in the development of
English thinking,

The issues of the time are also reflected in the writings of Richard
Hooker, who wrote one of the first major prose classics in modern
English, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Politie, published in 1593 and 1597,
with posthumous additions more than half a century later. The work is
a broadminded and tolerant defence of Anglicanism against Puritan
attacks, advocating intellectual liberty as opposed to the dogma of
extremists. Hooker’s prose affirms a new outlook, whete Bacon’s
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iting questions traditional concepts and assumptions in order to
ulate discussion and reflection.

To think we may pray unto God for nothing but what he hath
promised in Holy Scripture we shall obtain, is perhaps an errot. For
of Prayer there are two uses. It serveth as a mean to procure those
things which God hath promised to grant when we ask, and it
serveth as 2 mean to express our lawful desires also towards that,
which, whether we shall have or no, we know not till we see the

event.
(Richard Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Politie)

The period also exhibits a fascination with books of manners such
The Courtyer (1561) translated from Castiglione’s Italian and describ-
Ing how the young gentleman of style should behave. Numerous such
how-to” books were published to cater for all levels of society, from
ﬁ‘tesmen, as in The Book Named the Governour (1531) by Sir Thomas
yot, to confidence tricksters with The Gull's Hornbook (1609) by
omas Dekker. Elyot affirms, for example, the qualities which
cing brings:
In every dance of a most ancient custom there danceth together a
man and 2 woman holding each other by the hand or the arm: which
betokeneth concord. Now it behoveth the dancers and also the
beholders of them to know all qualities incident to a man and also all
qualities to a woman likewise appertaining. ... These qualities . ..
being knit together, and signified in the personages of the man and
woman dancing, do express or set out the figure of very nobility:
which in the higher estate it is contained, the more excellent is the
virtue in estimation.

y contrast, Dekker’s work confirms that books about low life in
ndon — known as ‘cony-catching’ pamphlets — were a lively mani-
tation of the city’s subculture around the time when the theatre
Btgan to produce ‘city comedies’, in which Dekker’s satirical voice was
also prominent.

= The effectiveness of prose as both an argumentative and a descrip-
tive genre is reflected in a growing range of writing during the Renais-
#ance: sermons, religious tracts, and versions of the Bible were among
€ most frequently found texts. John Donne, better known as a poet,
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left many fascinating sermons from his time as Dean of St Paul’s in
the 1620s. His sermon on death — the last enemy — makes a useful
counterpoint to his poetry:

Death is the last, and in that respect the worst enemy. In an enemy,
that appears at first, when we are or may be provided against him,
there is some of that, which we call Honour: but in the enemy that
reserves himself unto the last, and attends our weak estate, there is
more danger. Keep it, where I intend it, in that which is my sphere,
the Conscience: . . .

‘ (Sermon Preached Upon Easter Day 1622)

The period also saw a growth in travel writing, with the more exotic
and imaginative texts heir to the tradition established by the earlier
appearance of Sir Thomas Mote’s Ufgpia (1516), written in Latin. This
fantastical account of an imaginary society offered enough points of
reference to the known wotld to leave its status as fact or fiction
ambiguous. Its pretence of second-hand reporting (‘my job was simply
to write down what I'd heard’) and its throwaway humour — More
claims to have missed the location of Utopia (Greek for Noplace’)
because a servant had coughed — suggested a technique and tone
adopted by many later English writers of fiction. Critics debate how
far More’s Ultgpia is a model for a real society or a satire on the con-
temporary — ‘anyone who committed a really shameful crime is forced
to go about with gold rings on his ears and fingers’. In either case,
Utgpia 1s an account of a journey which had enormous influence on
subsequent fiction — Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver's Travels, Brave New World,
Nineteen Eighty-four, and Lord of the Flies to name a few — as well as on
the strange mixture of fact and fantasy in Renaissance travel writing.

The leading exponent of this genre was Richard Hakluyt (pro-
nounced Haklit), chaplain to the Embassy in Paris and later arch-
deacon of Westminster. He spent much of his life collecting and
publishing accounts of English explorations including Drake’s voyage
round the world. Yet he also brought to public attention the discover-
ies of lesser known English navigators, such as the voyage of Hawkins
to the West Indies, and he supported Raleigh’s plan to colonise
Virginia in A Disconrse Concerning the Western Planting (1584). He was
friendly with many leading figures of the day and his travel publica-
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tions helped shape and encourage the expanding role of English
exploration and colonisation —a topic which was dramatised in what was
probably Shakespeare’s last play, The Tempest. Hakluyt’s work and influ-
ence was continued by the man who had become his assistant, Samuel
Purchas, who in turn published accounts of voyages to countries as distant
as China and Japan. The Romantic poet Coleridge said he was reading
Purchas when he became inspired to write of Xanadu in Kubla Khan.

The description of Eldorado, as a kind of new world Eden, appears
in The Discovery of Guiana by Sir Walter Raleigh, published in 1596.

On both sides of this river, we passed the most beautiful country
that ever mine eyes beheld: and whereas all that we had seen before
was nothing but woods, prickles, bushes, and thorns, here we beheld
plains of twenty miles in length, the grass short and green, and in
divers parts groves of trees by themselves, as if they had been by all
the art and labour in the world so made of purpose: and still as we
rowed, the Deer came down feeding by the water’s side, as if they
had been used to a keeper’s call. Upon this river there were great
store of fowl, and of many sorts: we saw in it divers sorts of strange
fishes, and of marvellous bigness.

Raleigh was one of the central figures of the age, a Renaissance man
who was a traveller, a courtier, a notable poet, and later a political
prisoner. During his imprisonment, he embarked on an ambitious Fis-
tory of the World (1614). The discovery of the Americas by Columbus in
1492 had naturally made a huge impact on the European imagination.
Symbols of discovery, themes of geography and visions of utopia are
found throughout Renaissance literature, from 7he Téempest to Donne’s
praise of his mistress — ‘my America, my New-found-land’.

The name of Shakespeare is found in a prose work by Robert
Greene, who was, like Matlowe, one of the ‘university wits’ — the
generation of young writers of the 1580s and 1590s who had been
educated at Oxford and Cambridge universities. Greene was a prolific
writer of plays, romances, and cony-catching pamphlets. It is in an

' autobiographical piece, A Groat's-Worth of Wit (1592), that we find the

slighting reference to Shakespeare, the first time his name is mentioned
by another writer. Greene describes him as an ‘upstart Crow, beautified
with Our Feathers’, who ‘is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in
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a country’. There is probably a touch of envy here: unlike the ‘uni-
versity wits’, Shakespeare had not been to university, but was already a
more successful playwright than his rivals. However, about twenty
years later, Shakespeare returned to Greene, using his popular prose
romance Pandosto, or The Trinmph of Time (1588) as the basis for The
Winter's Tale.

The figure of Thomas Nashe is of major importance in the history
of narrative. Indeed, he is credited by some as having ‘invented’” mod-
etn narrative, particularly with The Unfortunate Traveller (1594), which
the author himself described as ‘being a clean different vein from
other my former courses of writing’. These former courses of writing
were criticisms of contemporary fashions in writing, such as 7he
Anatomie of Absurditie (1589) and Pierce Penniless (1592), which engaged
in the religious controversy of the time, in a satirical low-life complaint
to the Devil. It is one of the few works in English to celebrate eating
and drinking in the style of the French writer Rabelais.

The Unfortunate Traveller does something quite different: it is a mix-
ture of genres and styles from picatesque to mock-historical, from
parody to character comedy. Nashe is much more than the journalist
he is often described as. He is an entertainer, an experimenter, a
committed social commentator.

This was one of my famous achievements, insomuch as I never light
upon the like famous fool — but I have done a thousand better jests
if they had been booked in order as they were begotten. It is pity
posterity should be deprived of such precious records, and yet there
is no remedy — and yet there is too, for when all fails well fare a good
memory. Gentle readers (look you be gentle now, since I have called
you so), as freely as my knavery was mine own, it shall be yours to
use in the way of honesty.

Not afraid to be controversial, Nashe, like Ben Jonson, ended up in
prison for offending authority. He collaborated with Marlowe, Greene
and Jonson, although most of his dramatic writing has not survived.
The Terrors of the Night (1594) is surprisingly modern, part Gothic fan-
tasy, part treatise on dreams, nightmares, and apparitions: an early
exploration of a theme which would become a mainstay of fiction and
the cinema in future centuries.

Translations of the Bible

- Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) was a profoundly
jmportant analysis of human states of mind — a kind of early
Phjlosophical/ psychological study. He sees ‘melancholy’ as part of the
puman condition, especially love melancholy and religious melancholy.
#is concerns are remarkably close to those which Shakespeare
explores in his plays. Ambition, for example, Burton describes as ‘a
wroud covetousness or a dry thirst of Honour, a great torture of the
mind, composed of envy, pride and covetousness, a gallant madness’ —
words which could well be applied to Macbeth.

Burton’s work had a medical thrust to it, as, later, did Sir Thomas
Browne’s Religio Medici (1642). This is a self-analytical work, studying,
as the Latin title says, ‘the religion of doctors’. It is witty as well as
sious, tolerant and wide-ranging in its sympathy, and had a constant
teadership throughout Europe for centuties. Browne’s Urn Burial (also
known as Hydriotaphia, 1658) is an eatly work of archacology, using the
gdea of the fragility of monuments to underscore the affirmation of
{fmth In many ways, Browne’s Christian humanism is very modern:

Opinions do find, after certain Revolutions, men and minds like
those that first begat them. To see ourselves again, we need not look
for Plato’s year: every man is not only himself; there hath been many
Diogenes, and as many Timons, though but few of that name: men
are lived over again, the world is now as it was in Ages past; thete was
none then, but there hath been some one since that parallels him,

and is, as it were, his revived self.
(Religio Medici)

irRANSLATIONS OF THE BIBLE

The increasing variety of texts which were written in English
throughout the sixteenth and eatly seventeenth centuries marks a
watershed in the development and establishment of the national lan-
guage. In many respects, the Authorised or King James Version of the
Bible, commissioned in 1604 by King James I shortly after his acces-
sion and published in 1611, signals the final victory of English, not
Latin, prose as the medium for the affirmation of Anglicanism. A few
‘Writers as late as Milton continued to use Latin on occasions but
‘generally the English language had won an unchallenged dominance.
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The King James Version was the culmination of a long seties of
translations of the Bible into English which had begun with Aelfric in
the Anglo-Saxon era and continued with Wycliff’s late fourteenth-
century translation known as the Lollard Bible. Both these translations
had been made from a fourth-century Latin version of the Bible
termed the Vulgate.

Renaissance scholarship, however, had a decisive impact on
sixteenth-century biblical translations into English. William Tyndale, in
the 15208 and 15305, used a Greek text established by Erasmus for a
translation of the New Testament, and a Hebrew text for translations
from the Old Testament. Tyndale was regarded as a religious sub-
versive and, mainly on account of these translations, was burnt at the
stake near Brussels. Nevertheless, his work formed the basis of future
vetsions of the Bible in English. Once Henry VIII had broken with
Rome in 1534, the Anglican church ordered an English version of the
Bible to be made in 1539. This did not appear until 1560 when it was
presented to Elizabeth 1 by Miles Coverdale, who had spent much of
the intervening period in Geneva working on a translation based on
Tyndale’s version. Coverdale’s version became known as the Geneva
Bible and it is this text which was familiar to most readers, including
Shakespeare, until well into the seventeenth century. Meanwhile, in
1568, a rival version appeared known as the Bishop’s Bible. This was
a return to translating from the Latin Vulgate and published as a
counterbalance to the Calvinist Geneva Bible.

The King James Version, which was the product of fifty-four
scholars, was largely based on the Bishop’s and Geneva Bibles. Before
the end of the seventeenth century it had effectively replaced the
Geneva Bible in popularity. The King James Version, which can be
seen as the affirmation of Protestant England and a celebration of its
freedom from Rome, is arguably the single most influential work in the
English language. It is a repository rich in poetry as well as parable, so
that its cadences have not only been heard in church confirming the
religious direction of the nation; but its language has contributed
immensely to English cultural identity through the innumerable writers
who for almost four centuries have echoed its phrasing,

Translations of the Bible
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LANGUAGE NOTE
The langnage of the Bible

The Bible has been one of the major shaping influences in the development
of the English language. However, the history of the relationship between
the Bible and the English language has been a long and at times controversial
one. For example, in 1382 John Wycliff translated the Vulgate edition of the
Bible, published in Latin, into Middle English but caused controversy because
many people believed that English was not a language worthy of conveying
the profound moral sentiments of the Bible. Over one hundred and fifty
years later, William Tyndale translated the New Testament into English from
 the original Greek, seeking in the process to produce a version of the Bible
which could be accessible to anyone who could read, and to ordinary wotking
people in particular. He was a strong proponent of the view that people
should be able to read the Bible in their own language and, accordingly,
- contributed much to the development of a plain, colloquial English style. Yet
Tyndale had to work abroad and was eventually put to death by burning as a
" result of his work. Here is an example from Tyndale’s Bible, extracted from
Genesis, which illustrates the main features of his vernacular style:

And the woman sawe that it was a good tree to eate of and lustie unto the
eyes and a plesant tre for to make wyse. And toke of the frute of it and ate
and gave unto hir husband also with her. .. . And the eyes of both of them
were opened.

In many ways Tyndale’s English is the first popular expression of modern
English. Many of his phrases have entered the language:

The powers that be
The signs of the times
A law unto themselves
Eat, drink and be merry

having eventually established themselves in the Authorised Version.

Other influential Bibles in English were the Coverdale Bible (1535), which
was a translation from German and the first complete Bible to be published
- in English and the Bishop’s Bible (1568) which was a revised version of the
E Great Bible (1568). The most important and influential Bible was, however,
~ the King James Bible, published in 1611, and also known as the Authorised

Version. In 1604 the new king, King James I, wanted to have a version of the
- Bible which would become the single standardised version for use in all
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churches and throughout the country and ordered a panel of scholars anq
translators to produce a version on which there could be general agreement
and which would be acceptable to the bishops of the country.

The translators aimed for a formal rather than a vernacular style and tend-
ed to look to the past for inspiration both in terms of previous Bibles, relying
especially on the Tyndale and Coverdale Bibles, and in terms of forms of the
English language. The language of the King James Bible is not, therefore,
wholly the language of the beginning of the seventeenth century but its
idiom has entered the modern English language as a whole pervasively and in
a variety of ways.

In terms of grammar, the Authorised Version of the Bible maintains an
older word order: for example, they knew him not (for ‘they did not know him?)
and hings eternal (for ‘eternal things’); the -eth/th third-person singular form
of present tense verbs is common: for example, God doth know (for ‘God does
know’) and your cup runneth over (for ‘your cup runs over’); several irregular
vetbs appear in older forms: for example, spake (for ‘spoke’), wist (for ‘knew?),
and gat (for ‘got’); and several prepositions have a marked usage: for example,
the preposition ‘of” in #empted of ('by’) Satan; and the use of ‘his’ as a possessive
form: #f the salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted (for if the salt has
lost its savour’). Above all, however, phrases, proverbial expressions and say-
ings which occur in the Authorised Version are now so much part of every-
day English that their origins are hardly ever recognised. For example, money is
the root of all evil (x 'Tim. G), all things to all men (1 Cox. o), the blind lead/ leading the
blind (Matt. 15), af their wit’s end (Psalm 107).

Comparisons between the King James Bible and the Modern English Bible
(1961) illustrate the extent to which modern English had already been sub-
stantially formed by the beginning of the seventeenth century:

Now Peter sate without in the palace: and a damosell came unto him saying,
Thou also wast with Iesus of Galilee. But hee denied before them all saying,
I know not what thou saiest . . . And after a while came unto him they that
stood by, and saide to Peter, Surely thou also art one of them, for thy speech
bewrayeth thee.

Meanwhile Peter was sitting outside in the courtyard when a serving—maid
accosted him and said, “You were there too with Jesus the Galilean’. Peter
denied it in face of them all. ‘I do not know what you mean’, he said. . ..
Shortly afterwards the bystanders came up and said to Peter, ‘Surely you are
another of them; your accent gives you away!”

The language of the Bible was primarily heard by churchgoers and the
thythms and music of its cadences exerted a major influence on the devel-

Shakespeare

ment of spoken and written English. It reached a vast number of people,
the King James Bible was used in every church in the land over the next
ee centuries,

i The Book of Common Prayer exerted a similar influence and many of its
",:5 ases have also become conventionalised in the English language. For

example:

Those whom God hath joined together let no man
put asunder.

Read, mark, learn and inwardly digest.

Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.

HAKESPEARE

What is a man,
If his chief good and market of his time

{Be bt 10 sleep and feed? A beast, no more.
(Hamlbe?)

ere is no one kind of Shakespearean hero, although in many ways
amlet is the epitome of the Renaissance tragic hero, who reaches his
erfection only to die. In Shakespeare’s early plays, his heroes are
y historical figures, kings of England, as he traces some of the
historical background to the nation’s glory. But character and motive
e more vital to his work than praise for the dynasty, and Shake-
“peare’s range expands considerably during the 1590s, as he and his
company became the stars of London theatre. Although he never went
university, as Marlowe and Kyd had done, Shakespeare had a wider
range of reference and allusion, theme and content than any of his
tontemporaries. His plays, written for performance rather than publi-
tation, were not only highly successful as entertainment, they were also
t the cutting edge of the debate on a great many of the moral and
hilosophical issues of the time. .
Shakespeare’s earliest concern was with kingship and history, with
bow “this sceptr’d isle’ came to its present glory. As his career pro-
gressed, the horizons of the world widened, and his explorations

_
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encompassed the geography of the human soul, just as the voyages of
such travellers as Richard Hakluyt, Sir Walter Raleigh, and Sir Francis
Drake expanded the horizons of the real world.

Shakespeare wrote thirty-seven plays over a pertod of some twenty-
four years, as well as the most famous sonnet collection in English and
a number of longer poerns: he wrote all these while working with his
theatre company and frequently performing with them. His was 4
working life in the theatre, and his subsequent fame as the greatest writer
in English should not blind us to this fact. He was a constant experi-
menter with dramatic form and conatent, and with the possibilities that
the open thrust stage gave him to relate to his audience (Figure 3),

THE PLAYS
The plays of Shakespeare, in approximate order of composition:

Early plays from 158 to 1593

1 KING HENRY VI, PART ONE
2 KING HENRY VI, PART TWO
3 KING HENRY VI, PART THREE
4 TITUS ANDRONICUS
§ THE COMEDY OF ERRORS
6 THE TWO GENTLEMEN OF VERONA
7 THE TAMING OF THE SHREW
8 KING RICHARD III
Plays from 1593 to 1598
9 KING JOHN
10 LOVE' S LABOUR’S LOST
11 ROMEOQ AND JULIET
12 A MIDSUMMER NIGHT S DREAM
13 THE MERCHANT OF VENICE
14 KING RICHARD II
I KING HENRY IV, PART ONE
16 KING HENRY IV, PART TWO
17 THE MERRY WIVES OF WINDSOR
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Plays from 1598, with likely dates of composition

1598 18 MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING
1599 19 KING HENRY V

1599 20 JULIUS CAESAR

1600 21 AS YOU LIKE IT

1600 22 HAMLET

1601 23 TWELFTH NIGHT

1602 24 TROILUS AND CRESSIDA
1603 25 ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL
1604 26 MEASURE FOR MEASURE
1604 27 OTHELLO

1605 28 KING LEAR

1606 29 MACBETH

1607 30 ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA
1607 31 TIMON OF ATHENS

1608 32 CORIOLANUS

‘Late’ plays

1608 33 PERICLES

1610 34 CYMBELINE

1611 35 THE WINTER’S TALE
1611 36 THE TEMPEST

1613 37 KING HENRY VIII

The starting point of Shakespeare’s writing career was English his-
tory. The year 1588 had been the high point of Elizabeth’s reign. The
defeat of the Spanish Armada signalled England’s supremacy of the
seas. Shakespeare, beginning to write for the theatre in 1589, turns to
the recent history of England in otder to trace the human elements
behind this conquest of power. From the three parts of Henry 17
(1589—92) to the tragedy of Richard Il (1595) and the historical pageant
of Henry 17 (1599), Shakespeare examines the personalities who were
the monarchs of England between 1377 and 1485. Generally called the
history plays, these works are, on one level, a glorification of the nation
and its past, but, on another level, they examine the qualities which
make a man a hero, a leader, and a king. This is a process not of hero-
worship, but of humanising the hero. The king is brought close to his
people. His virtues and faults are brought to life before the audience’s

The plays

L eyes. Literature is no longer distant, no longer the preserve only of

those who can read. It is familiar history enacted close to the real life
of the people it concerns.
All Renaissance drama, especially the works of Matlowe and Shake-

speare, is profoundly concerned with shifting power relations within
M socicty. The individual was a new force in relation to the state. The

threat of rebellion, of the overturning of established order, was force-
¥ fully brought home to the Elizabethan public by the revolt of the Earl
§ of Essex, once the Queen’s favourite. The contemporary debate ques-
tioned the relationship between individual life, the power and authority
{‘ of the state, and the establishing of moral absolutes. Where mediaeval
drama was largely used as a means of showing God’s designs, drama in
! Renaissance England focuses on man, and becomes a way of exploring
his weaknesses, depravities, flaws — and qualities.

Henry VI is portrayed as weak, indecisive, in complete contrast to

;‘ the heroic young Henry V. The audience can follow this prince in his
| progress from the rumbustious, carefree Prince Hal (in the two parts

of Henry IT) to the more mature, responsible hero who wins the Battle
of Agincourt, but who becomes tongue-tied when he tries to woo the
ptincess of France.

This balance between the role of king and the role of man becomes
one of Shakespeare’s main concerns. Richard III is portrayed as a
complete villain: the epitome of ‘Machiavellian’ evil, the enemy whom
the Tudor dynasty had to destroy. But, as a theatrical character, this
villain becomes a fascinating hero. Like Matlowe’s heroes, he over-
reaches himself, and his fall becomes a moral lesson in the single-
minded pursuit of power. He famously introduces himself in his
opening soliloquy:

Now is the winter of our discontent
Made glorious summer by this son of York;

and goes on, later in the same speech, to announce his evil intentions:

I am determined to prove a villain.

The idea that the king, the nearest man to God, could be evil, and a
negative influence on the nation, was a new and dangerous idea in the
political context of England in the 1590s. It raises the frightening
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possibility that the people might want or, indeed, have the right to
remove and replace their ruler. This idea comes to the fore in several
of Shakespeare’s tragedies, from Richard Il to Julius Caesar and
Coriolanus, and is a major theme in Hamlet, Macbeth and King Lear.
Shakespeare was conscious that he was engaging in his plays with
the struggle between past, present, and future; between history and the
new, expanding universe of the Renaissance. In Famlet, Shakespeare
gives the hero these words when he addresses a troupe of actors:

The purpose of playing . .. both at the first and now, was and is to
hold as ’twere the mitror up to nature; to show . . . the very age and
body of the time his form and pressure.

The form of the time, and the pressures shaping the move into a
new century, meant the re-evaluation of many fundamental concepts.
Time and again, Shakespeare’s characters ask, “‘What is 2 man?’

What is a2 man,
If his chief good and market of his time
Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more.
(Hamlet)

Time and again, aspects of human vulnerability are exposed, exam-
ined, and exploited for their theatrical possibilides. Love in Romeo and
Juliet and Antony and Clegpatra, and the same subject, in a comic vein, in
Love’s Labour’s Lost, Twelfth Night, and As You Like It; the theme of
revenge and family duty in Hamlet; jealousy in Othello; sexual corrup-
tion and the bounds of justice in Measure for Measure, misanthropy, or
rejection of the wortld, in Timon of Athens, family rejection and madness
in King Lear; the power of money and the vulnerability of the minority
in The Merchant of Venice, the healing effects of the passage of time, and
hope in the new generation, in the late plays — with a final return to
historical pageantry in Henry V111, the monarch with whose Reforma-
tion it all began.

Shakespeare’s themes are frequently the great abstract, universal
themes, seen both on the social level and the individual level: ambition,
power, love, death, and so on. The theatre permitted him to create
characters who embody the themes directly, and who speak to the
audience in language that is recognisably the same language as they

The plays

; speak. From kings to ordinary soldiers, from young lovers to old
l bawds, Shakespeare’s characters speak modern English. The language
L of Shakespeare is the first and lasting affirmation of the great changes
' that took place in the sixteenth century, leaving the Middle English of
i Chaucer far behind. In many ways, the language has changed less in the
W o0 years since Shakespeare wrote than it did in the 150 years before he
p  wrote.

The theatre was therefore the vehicle for poetry, action, and

v debate. In formal terms, Shakespeate used many kinds of play. His
b first tragedy, Titus Andronicus, uses the ‘blood tragedy’ model of the
Latin writer, Seneca, which was very much to the taste of the late
' 1‘j 1580s audiences. The Comedy of Errors similarly uses the model of the

Roman comic dramatist Plautus; but Shakespeare soon goes beyond

b these classical forms in The Comedy of Efrrors. Plautus’s plot of the

confusion of identical twins is doubled — with two sets of twins, and
twice the complicity of plot. In the next twenty or so years of his
career he will constantly experiment with dramatic forms and
techniques.

All Shakespeare’s plays have come down to us in a standard form:
five acts. But this division into acts and scenes is not always Shake-
speare’s own. He wrote the plays for performance, and there are many
differences and variations between the various editions published in

~his own lifetime (usually called Quartos) and the First Folio, put

together by John Heminge and Henry Condell in 1623. The division
into acts and scenes of most of the plays belongs to almost a century

~ later. In 1709, one of the first editors of Shakespeare’s works, Nicholas
- Rowe, imposed a pattern of structural order on the works. This con-
~ firms his own age’s concern with order and propriety rather than

stressing Shakespeare’s formal innovations and experiments. It was

. also Rowe who, for the first time, added many stage directions, and
_ gave some indication of the location of scenes.

Shakespeare both affirms and challenges accepted values. He
upholds, in general, the necessity of strong central power in the hands

1of a monarch, but he challenges any automatic right to power; worthi-

ness is vital. He asserts the importance of history, but is quite prepared

' to bend historical ‘truth’ to make the play more viable — as in Richard

AT and Macheth. (The original Macbeth was a good king who had no
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particular problems with his wife or with witches!) Where Shakespeare
is perhaps most innovative is in his exploration of human defects, and

the necessary acceptance of them as part of what makes humanity
valuable.

. .. this blow
Might be the be-all and the end-all here,
But here, upon this bank and shoal of time,
We’d jump the life to come.
(Macbeth)

Shakespeare’s plays can be read as showing that imperfectibility has
not only to be understood, but has also to be enjoyed in all its indi-
vidual variety. This is what leads to the ‘wisdom’ of a long line of
clowns and fools; comic characters with a serious purpose.

When we are born, we cry that we are come
To this great stage of fools.
(King Lear)

Many of Shakespeare’s characters have become so well known that
they have almost taken on a life of their own. Queen Elizabeth I's own
favourite was Falstaft (in Henry IV Parts One and Tipo) and it was at her
command that a comedy, The Merry Wives of Windsor, was created
around this jovial, cynical, humorous, fat, pleasure-loving adventurer.
Romeo and Juliet are the embodiment of young love which triumphs
over everything, even death; Lady Macbeth is often seen as the strong,
scheming woman behind an indecisive husband — and sometimes as
the fourth witch, in a play where the witches represent demonic power;
Othello and Desdemona are the perfect union of wartior and virgin
(the classical Mars and Diana), whose union is ruined by the devil-
figure, Iago; Shylock is almost the traditional stage Jew, but as human
as any other character: as he says,

Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, otgans, dimensions,
senses, affections, passions, fed with the same food, hurt with the
same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same
means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as 2
Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we
not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us,

The plays

shall we not revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will resemble

you in that.
(The Merchant of Venice)

The list is endless, and, indeed, some of the major Shakespearean
critics have been accused of treating the characters too much as if they
were real people. This has been widely regarded as testimony to the
timeless universality of their preoccupations, desires, fears, and basic
humanity. Although the concerns are Renaissance and Western Euro-
pean, they strike a chord in many other cultures and times.

The character and the play of Hamlet are central to any discussion
of Shakespeare’s work. Hamlet has been described as melancholic and
neurotic, as having an Oedipus complex, as being a failure and indeci-
sive, as well as being a hero, and a perfect Renaissance prince. These
judgements serve perhaps only to show how many interpretations of
one character may be put forward. “To be or not to be’ is the centre of
Hamlet’s questioning. Reasons #of to go on living outnumber reasons
for living. But he goes on living, until he completes his revenge for
his father’s murder, and becomes ‘most royal’, the true ‘Prince of
Denmark’ (which is the play’s subtitle), in many ways the perfection
of Renaissance man.

Hamlet’s progtess is a ‘struggle of becoming’ — of coming to terms
with life, and learning to accept it, with all its drawbacks and chal-
lenges. He discusses the problems he faces directly with the audience,
in a series of seven soliloquies — of which ‘To be or not to be’ is the
fourth and central one. These seven steps, from the zero-point of a
desire not to live, to complete awareness and acceptance (as he says,
‘the readiness is all’), give a structure to the play, making the progress
all the more tragic, as Hamlet reaches his aim, the perfection of his life,
fbnly to die.

... we defy augury: there is a special providence in the fall of a
sparrow. If it be now, ’tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be
now; if it be not now, yet it will come — the readiness is all. Since no

man owes of aught he leaves, what is’t to leave betimes?
(Hamle?)

The play can thus be seen as a universal image of life and of the
cessity of individual choice and action. No matter how tortured or

97



98

The Renaissance 1485—1660

successful a life will be, the end is death, and, to quote Hamlet’s fing)

words, ‘the rest is silence’.

Shakespeare’s plays became ‘darker’ of, according to some critica]
views, are ‘problem’ plays, in the years immediately before and after

Queen Elizabeth’s death and the accession of James VI of Scotland ag
King James I of the United Kingdom in 1603. But when viewed i
theatrical terms — of character and action, discussion and debate — the
‘problem’ areas can be seen as examinations of serious social and

moral concerns. The balance between justice and authority in Measure

Jor Measure is set against a society filled with sexual corruption and
amorality. The extremes of Puritanism and Catholicism meet in the
characters of Angelo and Isabella. The justice figure of the Duke is,
for most of the play, disguised as a priest. A false priest, giving false
advice to an innocent man who is condemned to death, in a play which
is basically a comedy, is an indication of the complexity of Shake-
speare’s experimentation with form and content at this stage of his
career.

When the false priest/humanist Duke says ‘Be absolute for death’, it
is almost exactly the reverse of Hamlet’s decision ‘to be’ — and is
rendered the more ambiguous by the Catholic friar’s costume. The
reply of the condemned Claudio must catch the sympathy of the
audience, making them side with young love against hypocritical justice:

Ay, but to die, and go we know not where;
... tis too hotrible.

Shakespeare’s plays do not present easy solutions. The audience has
to decide for itself. King Lear is perhaps the most disturbing in this
respect. One of the key words of the whole play is ‘Nothing’. When
King Lear’s daughter Cordelia announces that she can say ‘Nothing’
about her love for her father, the ties of family love fall apart, taking
the king from the height of power to the limits of endurance, reduced
to ‘nothing’ but ‘a poor bare forked animal’. Here, instead of ‘readi-
ness’ to accept any challenge, the young Edgar says ‘Ripeness is all’.
This is 2 maturity that comes of learning from experience. But, just as
the audience begins to see hope in a desperate and violent situation, it
learns that things can always get worse:

The plays

Who is’t can say ‘T am at the worst?’
... The worst is not
So long as we can say ‘This is the worst.”

Shakespeare is exploring and redefining the geography of the
buman soul, taking his characters and his audience further than any
:;“" et writer into the depths of human behaviour. The range of his
bilays covers all the ‘form and pressure’ of mankind in the modetn
fyorld. They move from politics to family, from social to personal,
om public to ptivate. He imposed no fixed moral, no unalterable
f". de of behaviour. That would come to English society many years
‘, er Shakespeare’s death, and after the tragic hypothesis of Hamlet was
" ed in 1649, when the people killed the King and replaced his rule
fwith the Commonwealth. Some critics argue that Shakespeare sup-
orted the monarchy and set himself against any revolutionary ten-
encies. Certainly he is on the side of order and harmony, and his
Wwriting reflects 2 monarchic context rather than the more republican
o ntext which replaced the monarchy after 1649.

It would be fanciful to see Shakespeate as foretelling the decline of
e Stuart monarchy. He was not a political commentator. Rather, he
as a psychologically acute observer of humanity who had 2 unique
bility to portray his observations, explorations, and insights in dra-
atic form, in the richest and most exciting language ever used in the
BEnglish theatre. His works are still quoted endlessly, performed in
very language and culture in the world, rewritten and reinterpteted by
ery new generation.

Shakespeare’s final plays move against the tide of most Jacobean
theatre, which was concentrating on blood tragedy or social comedy.
ter the tragedies of Coriolanus and Antony and Cleopatra, and the sheer
nisanthropy of Timon of Athens, there is a change of tone, a new
ptimism. Prose writing about voyages across the sea and faraway
laces had created a vogue for romances. The late plays, from Pericles to
be Tempest, have been vatiously described as pastorals, romances, and
en tragi-comedies. They all end in harmony, and use the passage of
me (usually a2 whole generation) to heal the disharmony with which
he plays open. They echo the structure of the masque form which
¥as now popular at court: ‘anti-masque’ or negative elements being
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defeated by positive elements, and a final harmony achieved. A ‘brave
new world’, as Miranda describes it in The Tempest, is created out of the
turbulence of the old.

Prospero’s domination of the native Caliban has been interpreted
by some critics as having overtones of colonialism, which reflect the
period’s interest in voyages and in the new colonial experiments in
Virginia and elsewhere.

cALIBAN This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,
Which thou tak’st from me. When thou camest first,
Thou strok’st me, and made much of me; wouldst give me
Water with berries in it; and teach me how
To name the bigger light, and how the less,
That burn by day and night: and then I loved thee,
And showed thee all the qualities 0’ the isle,
The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile:
Cursed be I that did so! All the charms
Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on you!
For I am all the subjects that you have,
Which first was mine own King: and here you sty me
In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me
The rest o the island.
(The Tempest)

This is the beginning of a theme which will grow considerably in
importance in literature from The Tempest to Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko at
the end of the century, and on to the international recognition of
colonial voices in literature in modern times.

It is fashionable to see The Tempest as Shakespeare’s farewell to his
art. However, as with the early comedy .4 Midsummer Night's Dream, the
audience is left with a sense of magic, of transience, of awareness of
the potential of humanity and the expressive potential of the theatre as
a form.

The idea of transience, of the brevity of human life, is important in
Renaissance writing, Before the Reformation, there was an emphasis
on eternity and eternal life which implied security and optimism. Now
the life of man is seen as ‘nasty, brutish, and short’, and there are many
images which underline this theme. In Measure for Measure, man is seen
‘like an angry ape’ who is ‘dressed in a little brief authority’; Macbeth

The sonnets

escribes life as ‘but a walking shadow, a poor player, / That struts and
frets his hour upon the stage, / And then is heard no more’. The stage
becomes an image, a metaphor of the world and human action. The
'stage can encompass the huge range of emotions, from magic and joy
to tragedy and despair, which mankind experiences. The audience is
‘invited to share the experience rather than simply watch it from a
distance, and to identify with the characters in their joys and sufferings.

When we are born, we cry that we are come
To this great stage of fools.
(King Lear)

HE SONNETS

If Shakespeare had not become the best-known dramatist in English,
 he would still be remembered as a poet. His longer poems, such as
Venus and Adonis (1593) and The Rape of Lucrece (1594) are classically
spired narratives. Venus and Adonis, in sesta rima, was one of Shake-
peare’s most immediately popular works, being reprinted at least
fteen times before 1640.

His sonnets, probably written in the mid-1590s, use the Elizabethan
tm — thymingababcdcdef ef gg— rather than the Petrarchan
rm which had been popular eatlier. They are poems of love and of
time; of love outlasting time, and poetry outlasting all. Critics have
ied to identify the mysterious young man and dark lady to whom the
nnets are addressed, but it is more realistic to see the poems not as
ving particular addressees but rather as examining the masculine/
feminine elements in all humanity and in all love relationships. Power,
in the plays, is another major concern of the sonnets. The power of
e beloved to command is a microcosm of all power. The suffering of
lover is a symbol of all suffering,

For some critics, the Elizabethan sonnet sequence is largely to be
¢garded as ‘a long poem in fourteen-line stanzas’. Such collections as
ey’s Astrophel and Stella and Shakespeare’s Sonnets have been much
ysed in terms of their formal organisation, especially in relation to
erology. In this reading, Shakespeare’s 154 sonnets are based on a
7- gle: 17 times 3, times 3, plus 1. No definitive explanation for the
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order in which the sonnets are numbered has ever been put forward
convincingly. This only serves to add to the pleasantly enigmatic nature
of the collection.

Indeed, ambiguity is at the heart of Shakespeare’s sonnets. Whether

the T’ loves or is loved by a man or a woman:

Two loves I have, of comfort and despait,

Which like two spirits do suggest me still;

The better angel is a man right fair,

The worser spirit a woman colourdill . ..
(Sonnet 144)

Whether, in the 1590s, he considers himself a success or a failure,
together with the constant preoccupation with time and transience, all
serve to underline the lack of certainty in the poems. T’ very often
presents himself as rejected, some kind of outcast:

When in disgrace with Fortune and men’s eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself, and curse my fate . . .
(Sonnet 29)

There is a truth of emotion and of constancy in the affections of the
y
poetic ‘T’. Homoerotic the attraction to his male love certainly is:

... my state
Like to the lark at break of day arising
From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate;
For thy sweet love remember’d such wealth brings
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.
(Sonnet 29)

The more modern word ‘homosexual’ does not really apply, as Sonnet
20 makes clear in its final, sexually punning lines:

But since she prick’d thee out for women’s pleasure,
Mine be thy love, and thy love’s use their treasure.

Shakespeare has been staged, adapted, studied and adopted through-

The sonnets

out the centuries. It is 2 mark of his universality that his plays have
survived all the appropriations, attacks, uses and interpretations made
& of them. They are used institutionally in education to show what is
L best in high-cultural ideology; they have been read as nihilistically
: modern, incorrigibly reactionaty, and as ‘a cultural creation which has
' no intrinsic authority and whose validity is wide open to dispute’. It is
true that Shakespeare has been made into something he was not in his
own lifetime, a cultural institution and an emblem, whose quality and
artistry are not in doubt. So he will no doubt survive radical and
systematic counter—interptetation just as he has survived institutional
appropriation from Victorian times to the present. He can be, as critics
have described him, ‘our contemporary’, ‘alternative’, ‘radical’, ‘histoti-
cist’, ‘subversive’, ‘traditional’ and ‘conservative’. But his plays continue
to speak to audiences and readers, as ‘imagination bodies forth / The
forms of things unknown’, and he explores the known and the
unknown in human experience. Reinterpretation, on a wide scale of
opinions from radical to hegemonic, will always be a vital part of
Shakespearean study. As long as the critics never take on more import-
ance than the texts, Shakespeare’s plays and poems will sutvive as

‘eternal lines to time’.

‘LANGUAGE NOTE
Changing patterns of ‘thon’ and ‘you’

toBY Go, write it in a martial hand. Be curst and brief; it is no matter how
witty, so it be eloquent and full of invention. Taunt him with the license of

ink. If thou thoust him thrice, it shall not be amiss. . . .
(Towelfth Night)

By the time of the Elizabethan period, a distinction had developed in the
language between the singular pronouns You and THOU and their related
tonoun forms (ye, your, yours, yousself / thee, thine, thyself, thy, etc)). In
general, the differences can be explained by analogy with the ways in which in
vgcl)dern English names are used as terms of address between individuals.
us, THOU is similar to the use of a personal name such as John or Mary,
hereas you is rather more formal and compares with the use of titles such
Mt Jones, Dr Davies.
THOU and you thus marked different personal relations, the former
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pronoun being more intimate and informal and the latter more polite ang
respectful. However, uses at this time were becoming mote vatied ang
increasingly indicative of particular social relationships. These changing pat.
terns of pronouns were noticeable in the writing of the time, particularly ip
Elizabethan drama.

For example, in the extract from Zwelfth Night above, the use of THOU to 5
stranger (Cesario — who is to be challenged to a fight) is encouraged by Sir
Toby as an unambiguous insult. In Ben Jonson’s Va/pone, Celia, somewhat
submissively, addresses Corvino as You, but is in turn frequently addressed by
him as THOU, most markedly when he is being playful and affectionate with
her but also when he is angry with het, as in the scene where he takes her to
Volpone’s bedroom and has difficulty in persuading her to comply with their
wishes. In the scene from King Lear in which Edgar, disguised as a madman,
meets with his father, the blinded Gloucester, the pronoun Yo u maintains the
deliberately polite distance of the encounter. The Steward, however, who
believes Edgar to be a beggar, uses the THOU form to him as a clear marker
of social inferiority. In much of the drama of the time there are similar
swift fluctuations in usage, allowing dramatists to chart the ebb and flow of
personal, emotional and social relationships with considerable subtlety.

During the seventeenth century, you becomes the preferred form and
THOU begins to disappear, although THoU is preserved in the Bible and in
many religious uses, as a deliberately informal use in Quaker writings and to
refer to inanimate or abstract objects (for example, nature is frequently di-
rectly addressed by poets as “ruou’). The tetention of THOU for reference to
God indicates that the personal and intimate take precedence over the per-
ception of God as a superior being.

The social pressutes on YOU ate considerable at this time, with You being
increasingly identified with ‘polite’ society in and around the court and with
the City of London, which was now growing even more rapidly to become
the economic and political power base of the country. People wished to be
associated with the social power of the people of London and gradually
language use changed in accordance with economic and social reality. YOU
thus became the standard form it is today — in both singular and plural forms
— as it was used increasingly between and across all social classes and language
groups and for the wide range of functions which had previously been served
by Yyou and THOU together.

The Metaphysical poets
L HE METAPHYSICAL POETS

ad we but world enough, and time,
X his coyness, lady, were no crime
. (Andrew Marvell, 7o His Coy Mistress)

|

ile theatre was the most public literary form of the petiod,
Boetry tended to be more personal, more private. Indeed, it was
fiften published for only a limited circle of readers. This was true of
akespeare’s sonnets, as we have seen, and even more so for the
taphysical poets, whose works were published mostly after their
fleaths. John Donne and George Herbett are the most significant of
fhese poets. '

The term ‘Metaphysical’ was used to describe their work by the
phteenth-century critic, Samuel Johnson. He intended the adjective to
pejorative. He attacked the poets’ lack of feeling, their learning, and
surprising range of images and comparisons they used. Donne and
ferbert were certainly very innovative poets, but the term ‘Meta-
ysical’ is only a label, which is now used to describe the modern
pact of their writing. After three centuries of neglect and disdain, the
etaphysical poets have come to be very highly regarded and have
n influential in twentieth-century British poetry and criticism. They
sed contemporary scientific discoveries and theories, the topical
ebates on humanism, faith, and eternity, colloquial speech-based
ythms, and innovative verse forms, to examine the relationship
etween the individual, his God, and the universe. Their ‘conceits’,
ctaphors and images, paradoxes and intellectual complexity make the
oems a constant challenge to the reader. ' ,

Among the contrasts which the works of Donne and Herbert
esent is their emphasis on sensuality and pleasure, which seems to
onflict with their profoundly religious concerns and experiences.
oth became men of the church after varied careers in public affairs
nd Parliament and befote their involvement with official religion. So
€ balance, and conflict, between religion, doubt and secular reality is
more nor less than a reflection of their own experiences.

As university-educated men, living at the centre of public life in a
e of intellectual and spiritual change, it is hardly surprising that
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their interests should include the new discoveries of science, geog-
raphy and astronomy. Even in one of his later Divine Poems (FHymn to
God my God, in my Sickness), Donne compatres his doctors to ‘cosmo-
graphers’ and himself to ‘their map’. What is perhaps surprising is the
humour which is employed in the conceits. For example, Donne
describes his mistress as his New-found-land’. He imagines the sun
going round the earth but finding no greater joy than he and his lover
find in their small room. In The Flea, for instance, he tries to persuade
his lover that sleeping with him would be no worse a sin than a flea
sucking her blood. Early on in his poetic career Donne constantly
challenges death with the eternity of love; later he challenges it with
spiritual salvation as in his sonnet, Death be not proud.

Donne’s prolific poetic cateer — his Songs and Sonnets, Elegies,
Epigrams, Satires, Verse Letters, Divine Poems — span a remarkable
range from his first celebratons of the sensual to his final spiritual
humility before God, but this is still phrased in erotic terms, as shown
in his Holy Sonnets: Batter my heart, three person’d God. The poet com-
pates himself to a town under siege and closes with the paradoxical
couplet addressing God:

For I
Except you enthral me, never shall be free
Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me.

Certainly, of all the Metaphysical poets, and perhaps of all poets
writing before the Romantic petiod, Donne’s scope and depth both in
form and emotion is the poetic achievement which has found most
recognition and sympathy in the latter part of the twentieth century.
Direct address — to God, to the sun:

Busy old fool, unruly Sun,

Why dost thou thus,

Through windows, and through curtains call on us?
(The Sun Rising)

to death, to a lover:

I wonder by my troth, what thou and I
Did tll we lov’d? were we not wean’d dll then?
(The Good Morrow)

The Metaphysical poets

and to the reader — is characteristically part of the Metaphysical poets’
challenge to their own positions in relation to society, to their self-
perceptions, to love and religion. Geotrge Herbert’s intetlocutor is
. most often his God. His work, whether filled with doubt or praise, is a
- chronicle of feelings and thoughts mostly in relation to God, and is set
down in forms which are often striking,

Although his poems can appear simple, sometimes taking the pic-
- torial form of their subject such as an altar or wings, Herbert’s argu-
. ments with his God can be tortuous and complex. He moves between
faith and doubt, acceptance and rejection, in a way which echoes the
- struggle in his own life to abandon the possibility of civil advancement
in favour of a quiet life as a country parson. One of his best-known
poems, The Collar — itself a significant metaphor — opens with an
outraged shout of defiance in which the poet refuses to submit to
' God’s will but closes with a humble acceptance:

I struck the board, and cry’d, No more.
I will abroad.
What? shall I ever sign and pine?

But as I rav’d and grew more fierce and wild

At every word
Me thoughts I heard one calling, Child!
And 1 reply’d, My Lord.

The twentieth-century ctitic T.S. Eliot, whose influence was con-
siderable in recovering the wotks of Donne and Herbert to critical
acceptance, makes an important point about how they differ from the
poets of the Restoration and after. ‘Something,” he suggests, ‘hap-
pened to the mind of England between the time of Donne and Her-
bert and the time of Tennyson and Browning; it is the difference
between the intellectual poet and the reflective poet.” Thought, accord-
ing to Eliot, becomes separate from feeling, whereas ‘a thought to
Donne was an experience; it modified his sensibility’.

i John Donne and George Herbert can be seen as experimenters both
in poetic form and the subject matter they used. They were also innov-
i ators in linguistic directness of expression. They reflect in poetry the

4

L intellectual and spiritual challenges of an age which wanted to expand
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human horizons. When the mood of the age altered, and safety and
stability came to be preferred over exploration and excitement, their
poetry met with less approval. It had to wait for the atmosphere of the
twentieth century to find acclaim.

Lotd, who createst man in wealth and store,
Though foolishly he lost the same,
Decaying motre and more,

Till he became
Most poor;

With thee
O let me rise
As larks, harmoniously,

And sing this day thy victories:

Then shall the fall further the flight in me.

My tender age in sorrow did begin:
And still with sicknesses and shame
Thou didst so punish sin:
That I became
Most thin.
With thee
Let me combine
And feel this day thy victory:
For, if I imp my wing on thine
Affliction shall advance the flight in me.
(George Herbert, Easter Wings)

Henry Vaughan described himself as a ‘convert’ to Herbert, one of
many ‘of whom I am the least’. In Vaughan’s poetry there is less of the
anguished struggle and negotiation found in Herbert. Rather he pres-
ents 2 world of innocence, bordering on the mystical, which in some
ways anticipates the concerns of the Romantic poets. It is important to
consider him as Welsh rather than English, and his visions are of the
countryside — he is a poet of flowers and clouds, of childhood inno-
cence and ‘shadows of eternity’. As such, he has always appealed to
writers concerned with childhood, notably the twentieth-century nov-
elist Forrest Reid, who used the title of one of Vaughan’s best-known
poems 7The Retreat for the central novel of a trilogy on childhood and
the loss of innocence (1936). The innocence in Vaughan is an ethereal
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[ and marvelling spirit of enchantment which could produce such lines
as ‘I saw Eternity the other night’.

O how I long to travel back,

And tread again that ancient track!

That I might once more reach that plain
Where first I left my glorious train;
From whence the enlightened spirit sees
That shady City of Palm-trees.

Deep emotion can enter this world of wonder, as when he laments the
oss of his friends in “They are all gone into the world of light’. Sifex
Scintillans (1650) is the first major volume of his poems, and an
enlarged second edition appeared in 1655. He also wrote secular
poems, Jove poems, and devotional works, and in 1678 published a
olume containing poems by himself and his twin brother, Thomas,
who was one of the most important writers in the field of alchemy,
ihagic and Rosicrucianism of his time.

¢ Thomas Carew (pronounced Carey) wrote many lyrics and songs,
ough with a rather more cynical tone than those of his friend, Sir
ohn Suckling. He is first noted for an elegy to John Donne and for
e of the best-known masques of the 1630s, Coelurn Britannicum,
formed with settings by Inigo Jones in 1634. Carew’s Poems of 1640,
> year of his death, range from the erotic to the satirical, and express
sion vividly, as in Mediocrity in Love Rejected:

Give me more love, or more disdain;
The tortid, or the frozen zone,
Bring equal ease unto my pain;

The temperate affords me none:
Either extreme, of love, or hate,

Is sweeter than a calm estate.

‘ The poetry of Thomas Traherne is, more than any other poetry of
the seventeenth century, poetry of joy. He anticipates Christopher
pmart in his celebration of creation, and has even been compared to
nineteenth-century American poet Walt Whitman for his
#iiconventional, exuberant verse forms. Traherne was, however, more
Mioderate in his life than these comparisons might suggest. He was a
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devout man who worked in the sphere of antiquities, publishing Ronzay
Forgeries in 1673, which documented the falsification of church docu-
ments by the church of Rome in the ninth century. His poems were
not published until after his death, some in Christian Ethics (1675),
more in Centuries in 1699 and, through the good luck of his notebook
being found in the 1890s, Poetical Works in 1903 and Select Meditations in
1908. Like Henry Vaughan, he gives a highly original depiction of
childhood experience, and stresses the need for the adult to return to
an appreciation of childhood simplicity. But what perhaps sets him
apart is his expression of notions of the infinite.

Look how far off those lower Skies

Extend themselves! scarce with mine Eyes

I can them reach. O ye my Friends,

What Secret borders on those Ends?
(Shadows in the Water trom Poems of Felicity)

Traherne explores the infinite possibilities of the human mind and
spirit, finding, in a way, a concept of God in this vastness of human
potentiality: ‘Life: life is alll’

Richard Crashaw is an unusual case. The son of a Puritan clergy-
man, he converted to Catholicism at around the age of 33 in the mid-
1640s, and had to flee the country. His poetry is religious, and is
exaggerated in style and expression, making him perhaps the most
baroque of English religious writers. His main themes are ecstasy and
martyrdom, although his secular poems touch on the more usual
themes of love and the search for “That not impossible she’.

Who ere she be,

That not impossible she

That shall command my heart and me . . .

(Wishes to His Supposed Mistress from Delights of the Muses)

Steps to the Temple (1646) and Carmen Deo Nostro (1652) contain most of
his poems, the best known of which is probably The Flaming Heart.
Like all the poets classified as ‘Metaphysical’, Crashaw has a mastery of
verse form, and an ability to match natural language and heightened
emotion with vivid imagery and a highly personalised view of religion
and suffering. Not until Swinburne, at the end of the nineteenth cen-

The Cavalier poets

tury, was there to be a poet who so extravagantly celebrated the bliss
of suffering,

The only Metaphysical poet who spans the eatly and later parts of
the seventeenth century is Andrew Marvell. His poetry ranged from
political to passionate. An Horatian Ode upon Cromwell’'s Return from
Ireland was written in 1650 to celebrate the triumph of the Common-
“wealth, and is one of the few important political poems in English.

And now the Irish are asham’d

To see themselves in one Year tam’d:
So much one Man can do,
That does both act and know.

They can affirm his Praises best,

And have, though overcome, confest
How good he is, how just,
And fit for the highest Trust:

Nort yet grown stiffer with Command,

But still in the Republick’s hand:
How fit he is to sway
That can so well obey.

The praise of Cromwell may, with hindsight, seem exaggerated; but
‘one Man’ (i.e. not the King) was regarded as the new hope of the
. nation. Marvell has been accused of being a time-server; but, in the
climate of the seventeenth century, almost every poet changed sides,
wrote flattering verses, and satirical works criticising public figures.
Matrvell’s seductive address 7o Fis Coy Mistress brings together the
favourite Renaissance themes of love and transience, with one of the
most memorable images of time passing in all English poetry:

Had we but world enough, and time,
This coyness, lady, were no crime, . . .
But at my back I always hear

Time’s wingéd chariot hurrying near.

erE CAVALIER POETS

One sign that England was changing in the 1630s and 1640s was the
Polarisation of political opinions between those who supported the
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King, Charles I, and the Puritan Parliament led by Oliver Cromwell. A
group of monarchists collectively known as the Cavalier poets —
Catew, Herrick, Lovelace and Suckling were the most prominent —
provided a last flourish of lyricism before the Revolution brought in a
different intellectual climate after the execution of the King in 1649,
The Cavaliers’ poetry is simpler than that of the Metaphysicals. It
recalls the writings of Sir Philip Sidney, in early Renaissance writing,
rather than the more deeply engaged writing of Shakespeare and his
contemporaries. Formally, the Cavaliers’ poetic master was Ben
Jonson, whose combination of classical distance and elegance in his
poetry was the main model for their verse.

‘Gather ye rosebuds while ye may’ echoes the theme of transience
so common in the Renaissance, but the poet Robert Herrick (in this
exhortation 1o the Virgins, to Make Much of Time, 1648) deliberately
avoids either the seductiveness of Marvell or the depths of Donne.

Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,

Old Time is still a-flying;

And this same flower that smiles today,
Tomorrow will be dying

The intention is deliberately lyrical, aiming at the delicacy of a mini-
ature rather than engaging in debate or polemic. But Herrick, like his
contemporary Richard Lovelace, was very much concerned with the
political upheavals of the time; and the refinement of the lyric forms
may often contain setious reflections, as in Lovelace’s impassioned
lines on freedom, 7o _4/thea, From Prison:

Stone walls do not a prison make,
Not iron bars a cage.

These lines wete written as the somewhat authoritarian Puritan rule
took command under Oliver Cromwell, who remains one of the most
ambiguous of English heroes. John Milton hailed him in a sonnet as
‘our chief of men’, and praised his defence of liberty and conscience.
Cromwell seemed the embodiment of Renaissance values: Marvell
wrote, ‘If these the times, then this must be the man’. Yet two years
after his death the monarchy was restored, and for many years the
Commonwealth was seen as a black period of Puritan extremism,

Ben _Jonson

& austerity and restraint. Many writers such as Milton and Dryden found

themselves changing allegiance as they saw the Revolution lose its
impact and decline into a return to older forms and ways.

JACOBEAN DRAMA - TO THE CLOSURE OF
THE THEATRES, 1642

Come, violent death,

L Serve for mandragora to make me sleep!

(John Webster, The Duchess of Malfs)

"BEN JONSON

~ Ben Jonson, who wrote an Ode (70 the Memory of my Beloved, the Author
- Mr William Shakespeare: And What He Hath Left Us) for the First Folio
- of Shakespeare’s collected plays (1623), is the Bard’s greatest con-
: temporary. It is difficult to sum Jonson up briefly because, as a writer,
- he was a master of many styles and genres, and, as a character,

chieved high recognition. He was also imprisoned more than once.
Two comedies — The Alchemist (1610) and Volpone (1605) — are Jon-
on’s lasting masterpieces. They depict characters in the gtip of

¢ obsessions (usually for love or for money), and the farcical build-up of

the plays reaches a climax of deceit and trickery that is unique in the
theatre. The wonderfully named Sir Epicure Mammon is the target in
The Alchemist of the crooks; among them, Subtle and Face. Here is the
moment when he discovers they have gone, taking his money with

them.

MAMMON The whole nest are fled!

LoveEwIiT What sort of birds were they?

MAMMON A kind of choughs,
Or thievish daws, sit, that have pick’d my purse
Of eight score and ten pounds, within these five weeks,
Beside my first materials; and my goods
That lie i’ the cellar; which I am glad they ha’ left;
I may have home yet.

These plays have been defined, inaccurately, as ‘the comedy of
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humours’; where the ‘humour’ is the principal characteristic of an
individual. The balance of the humours was considered to be a detet-
mining factor of human nature, and the exaggeration of any one of
them (blood, phlegm, choler, and melancholy; cortesponding to the
physical ‘elements’ of earth, air, fire, and water) gave rise to the kind of
comic obsession Jonson portrayed.

Two early plays are significant for their handling of ‘humours’.
‘Humours’ are a character’s main emotional driving force, such as
jealousy, anger, over-protectiveness, ot similar obsessive behavioural
traits. Every Man In his Humour, petformed in 1598 (tradition has it that
Shakespeare was one of its actors), and Every Man Out Of his Humonr
(1599), give Jonson the opportunity to expound his theories of drama,
and of how humours govern character.

Jonson offers us, in Every Man In his Flumour, his own variations on
the suspicious father (Knowell), the errant son (Edward), the wily
servant (Brainworm), the braggart soldier (Bobadill), the would-be
poet (Matthew), and the gull (Stephen). This play, and Every Man Out
Of his Humour, are comedies of correction, in which a resolution of
misunderstandings is accompanied by a degtree of moral comment:
Jonson, unlike Shakespeare, often did not resist the chance to point
up a didactic moral in his plays. For some critics, too, Jonson’s com-
edy of humours was a polemical weapon, to answer increasing attacks
against the theatre and plays by the Puritans of the early seventeenth
century.

Jonson also uses contemporary characters from London life in
many of his works, notably Bartholomew Fair (1614), helping to establish
a genre which came to be known as ‘city comedy’. But Jonson’s
background was classical, and his tragedies are severely Roman, closely
following Latin models in their subject matter and style. The styles
of his poetry vary greatly too, and this has led pethaps to an undet-
valuing of his poetic achievement. They are a high point of English
‘classical’ writing, with a wholly English exuberance in the explora-
tion of rhetoric and language.

The poetic form and language in Jonson’s My Picture Left in Scotland
(1618—109) portray as richly the sense of love and loss as works by the
poets more usually considered the major poetic voices of the time.

Masques

I now think, Love is rather deaf, than blind,
For else it could not be,
That she,
Whom I adote so much, should so slight me,
And cast my love behind:
I’'m sure my language to her, was as sweet,
And every close did meet
In sentence, as of subtle feet,
As hath the the youngest He,
That sits in shadow of Apollo’s tree.

MASQUES

The masque became an important theatrical form during the reigns of
James I and Charles I. It was a court entertainment, performed for the
King and others of the court on special occasions. Masque perform-
ances were quite different from the public theatre performances at the
Globe, the Blackfriars, and the othetr London theatres. They were held
in private royal halls (such as the Banqueting Hall in Whitehall), and
were vastly expensive to mount: lavish costumes, elaborate stage
designs and machinery, spectacular effects, laid on usually for one single
performance. The designer of the most successful masques was Inigo
Jones, who had studied architecture in Italy. He is credited with bring-
ing a new architectural style to English theatre: the proscenium arch, a
sott of picture frame behind which the stage action happens. It was
this kind of stage which was gradually to replace Shakespeare’s open
thrust stage later in the seventeenth century, and was to put a distance
between actors and audiences for the next three hundred years.

This theatrical distancing effect reflects the moral intention of the
masque. Discussion and debate, common in the public drama, are
teduced to simplified moralising — good defeating evil, light triumph-
ing over darkness — always with the figure of the monarch (rather than
a recognisably human individual) at the centre of the universe. Almost
inevitably, the words of the text of the masque became less important
than the spectacular scenic effects, the music and dance, and the cele-
bratory atmosphere of the event.

Jonson himself described, in 7he Masque of Beautie, in the second

115§



The Renaissance 1485—1660

decade of the seventeenth century, how his work was intended ‘to
glorify the Court’, and to give the courtiers some roles to perform:
negroes in The Masque of Blackness; classical figures very often, sym-
bolic figures (of Good and Evil) almost always. We can see something
of the spectacle involved, in this moment from Oberon:

SILENUS See, the rock begins to ope.
Now you shall enjoy your hope;
*Tis about the hout, I know.
[Zhere the whole scene opened, and within was discover'd the Frontispiece of a
bright and glorious Palace, whose gates and walls were transparent.)

Ben Jonson wrote the texts of many of the masques of James I’s
reign (1603—25), but became increasingly disillusioned that Inigo
Jones’s contribution was achieving greater recognition than his own
words. This had led to an undervaluing of much of Jonson’s court
writing, and has contributed to the uncertain level of his critical stature
as a playwright — with only Lolpone and The Alchemist being generally
regarded as masterpieces. In his own day, however, Jonson was the
leading light of the literary world, Poet Laureate from 1616 to his death
in 1637, and had a great influence on a generation of writers: ‘the sons
... or ‘the tribe of Ben’.

OTHER DRAMATISTS OF THE EARLY
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

The great flourishing of drama as a popular form in the 1590s left an
enormous number of plays, and a generation of playwrights who are
major writers but who have been overshadowed by the ever-present
figure of William Shakespeare.

The distinction between tragedy and comedy, in wtiters other than
Shakespeare, becomes more and more distinct during the first twenty-
five years of the seventeenth century. The world of Jacobean tragedy is
a dark world of corruption, perversion, blood and passion. The
wotld of comedy is more localised, ‘city comedy’, based on the city of
London and its people, with their obsessions, above all, with money
and sex.

The major figures in Jacobean drama (Shakespeare and Ben Jonson
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aside) are Thomas Middleton, John Webster, Thomas Dekker, Francis
Beaumont and John Fletcher (usually in collaboration), Thomas
1 Heywood, and Philip Massinger. In the Caroline period (after the
accession of Charles I in 1625) — although Jonson was still writing —
i the most significant (tragic) dramatist was John Ford.

Almost all playwrights in this period wrote some of their works in
collaboration with other writers: such was the demand for new plays
that collaboration was one means of keeping up with demand. Shake-
speare is thought to have had collaborators on Pericles (not included in
the First Folio, but in the second issue (1664) of the Third Folio) and
‘on Henry VIII, and there are several apocryphal plays in which he
might have had a hand. Sir Thomas More is the best known of these. The
" Two Noble Kinsmen is sometimes included in the Shakespeate canon,
- sometimes not. It is not included in any of the folio editions of Shake-
speare’s plays, but has now more or less been accepted as a collabor-
_ation between Shakespeare and John Fletcher.

Fletcher’s name is usually associated with Francis Beaumont, and
The Maid’s Tragedy (1610—11) is among the most notable of their joint
orks. Both wrote plays individually, Beaumont’s The Knight of the Burn-
1g Pestle (1607—8) being one of the most adventurous experiments in
' comedy of the time. As Ralph, an apprentice, sets himself up as the
‘Knight’ with a pestle (a kitchen implement used for grinding herbs)
' rather than a sword, there are comments from ‘the audience’ which
eate different levels of performance, as stage and ‘audience’ interact.
Thete are also some neat jokes against the old-fashioned language of

knights.

RALPH My elder prentice Tim shall be my trusty squire, and little
George my dwarf. Hence, my blue apron! Yet, in remembrance of
my former trade, upon my shield shall be portrayed a Burning Pestle,
and I will be called the Knight of the Burning Pestle.

wIFE Nay, I dare swear thou wilt not forget thy old trade; thou wett
ever meek.

RALPH Tim!

TiM Anon.

RALPH My beloved squire, and George my dwarf, I charge you that
from henceforth you never call me by any other name but ‘the right
courteous and valiant Knight of the Burning Pestle’; and that you
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never call any female by the name of a woman or wench; but ‘fair
lady’, if she have her desires, if not, ‘distressed damsel’; that you call
all forests and heaths ‘deserts’, and all horses ‘palfreys’.

wiFE This is very fine, faith. — Do the gentlemen like Ralph, think
you, husband?

CITIZEN Aye, I warrant thee; the players would give all the shoes in
their shop for him.

RALPH My beloved squire Tim, stand out. Admit this were a desert,
and over it a knight-errant pricking, and I should bid you inquire of
his intents, what would you say?

TIM Sit, my master sent me to know whither you are riding?

RALPH No, thus: ‘Fair sir, the right courteous and valiant Knight of
the Burning Pestle commanded me to inquire upon what adventure
you are bound, whether to relieve some distressed damsel, or
otherwise.”

Jonson, Nashe, Middleton and many others worked on theatrical
collaborations. One result of all this is that it can be difficult to attrib-
ute authorship to some texts.

The tragedy of revenge, which had been highly successful in the
1590s, reaches a kind of climax in 7he Revenger’s Tragedy, published in
1607. In this scene, the revenger, Vindice, is pleased with his murder-
ous work: pleasure in killing is something of a new development in
Jacobean tragedy.

LUSSURIOSO Be witnesses of a strange spectacle:
Choosing for private conference that sad room,
We found the Duke my father geal’d in blood.
1ST SERVANT My Lord the Duke! — run, hie thee Nencio,
Startle the court by signifying so much.
[Exit NENC10]
VINDICE [aside] Thus much by wit a deep revenger can,
When murdet’s known, to be the clearest man.
We’re fordest off, and with as bold an eye,
Survey his body as the standers-by.
LUSSURIOSO My royal fathet, too basely let blood,
By a malevolent slave.
HIPPOLITO [aside] Hark,
He calls thee slave again.

VINDICE [aside] H’ ’as lost, he may.
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Lussur1oso Oh sight, look hither, see, his lips are gnawn
With poison.

VINDICE How — his lips? by th” mass they be.

Lussur1oso O villain — O rogue — O slave — O rascal!

HIPPOLITO [aside] O good deceit, he quits him with like terms.

For many years, the authot’s name associated with this black farce, a
: chilling parody of the genre which reached its highest point in Shake-
speare’s Hamlet, was Cyril Tourneur. Recent research has suggested
- that the work is more probably by Thomas Middleton. He was an
author of considerable range, writing many of the pageants for Lon-
don’s Lord Mayot’s Shows, as well as two of the major tragedies of the
time, both from the 1620s — The Changeling (in collaboration with
William Rowley) and Women Beware Women. The Changeling uses the set-
ting of a madhouse to bring out some of the contrasts between reason
and madness. Here, Isabella speaks to Antonio — the changeling of the
title — who pretends to be mad; Lollio is the keeper of the madhouse.

1sABELLA How long hast thou been a fool?

ANTONIO Ever since I came hither, Cousin.

1sABELLA Cousin? I’'m none of thy cousins, fool.

anTONIO Oh Mistress, fools have always so much wit as to claim their
kindred.

[Madman within]

Bounce, bounce, he falls, he falls.

1saBELLA Hark you, your scholars in the upper room
Are out of order.

LoLL1Oo Must I come amongst you there? Keep you the fool, Mistress,
'l go up, and play left-handed Orlando amongst the madmen.

In the final scene, murder is revealed as the final result of sexual
corruption, when the heroine confesses to her husband; just before
she and her corruptor, De Flotes, die:

BEATRICE Beneath the stars, upon yon meteot
Ever hung my fate, ‘mongst things corruptible,
I ne’er could pluck it from him, my loathing
Was prophet to the rest, but ne’er believ’d;
Mine honour fell with him, and now my life.
Alsemero, I am a stranger to your bed,
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Your bed was coz’ned on the nuptial night,
For which your false bride died.
ALSEMERO Diaphanta!
DE FLORES Yes, and the while I coupled with your mate
At barley-brake; now we are left in hell.
VERMANDERO We are all there, it circumscribes hére.
DE FLORES Ilov’d this woman in spite of her heart,
Her love I earn’d out of Piracquo’s murder.
ToMazo Ha, my brother’s murtherer.

This atmosphere of corruption — sexual and moral — is central to
Jacobean tragedy, and will explore even further the depths of human
weakness in the two decades which follow 7he Changeling. It was partly
this content and partly the political undertones wich gave the Puritans
considerable grounds for opposing the theatre, and, indeed, censoring
it on occasion.

Middleton’s .4 Game at Chess (1624), an allegorical comedy on polit-
ical themes, putting on stage the figures of the kings of England and
Spain, as well as other recognisable aristocratic and political characters,
was suppressed by the authorities — after an immensely successful run
of nine performances: this was one of the earliest manifestations of
political censorship. Jonson had had trouble eatlier in the century,
when some of his writing was considered treasonous, pro-Catholic
and anti-Scottish; but the strongest complaint against .4 Game at Chess
came from the Spanish Ambassador.

Censorship, at this time, generally reflected anxieties for the stability
of the state at a time of considerable political uncertainty. Internal
politics in the late 1590s were concerned with the possibility of revolt;
with foreign powers, such as the Spanish in the 1620s, it was felt
necessary to maintain diplomatic harmony: a play like A Game at Chess
risked causing offence because of the way it satirised the Spanish in a
religious and political context.

Some reason for the Puritans’ objections to the immorality’ of the
stage can be found in the highly charged passions displayed, for
instance, in John Webstet’s The White Devil and The Duchess of Malfi
(both between 1609 and 1613), tragedies which raise the themes of
blood, lust and intrigue to new heights of poetry and violence. It is this
rich mixture of shocking themes and vivid language which character-
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ises Jacobean tragedy, and gives it an intensity which no other age has
repeated in English drama. In the scene of her death at the hands of
Bosola, the Duchess of Malfi accepts her fate: but her servant, Cariola,
- is less amenable.

DUCHESS Come, violent death,
Serve for mandragora to make me sleep! —
Go tell my brothers, when I am laid out,
They then may feed in quiet.
[Zhey strangle hen
BOSOLA Where’s the waiting-woman?
Fetch her: some other strangle the children.
[Enter Executioners with CARIOLA]
Look you, there sleeps your mistress.
CARIOLA
Perpetually for this! My turn is next;
Is’t not so order’d?
BOSOLA Yes, and I am glad
You are so well prepar’d for’t.
CARIOLA You are deceiv’d, sir,
I am not prepar’d for ’t, I will not die,
I will first come to my answer; and know
How I have offended.
BOSOLA Come, despatch her. —
You kept her counsel, now you shall keep ours.

Oh, you are damn’d

Bosola is one of the most corrupt figures in Jacobean tragedy. He says,
‘my corruption stems from horse manure’ (he is an ostler). He also
memorably describes the negative aspect of politics, in the words:

A politician is the devil’s quilted anvil;
He fashions all sins on him, and the blows
Are never heard: . . .

John Ford’s 'Tis Pity She's a Whore dates from the early 1630s. The
young love theme of Romeo and Juliet of almost forty years before is
transformed into an incestuous love between a brother and sister,
Giovanni and Annabella. In a corrupt world, their love is the only pure
-element; and the tragedy follows their inevitable destiny in an increas-
ingly negative universe. The play is a deliberate challenge to moral
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values and the decline of virtue; but, equally, it was seen by Puritans as
representative of the decadent influence of the Caroline theatre. In
their final scene, Giovanni and Annabella’s love recalls Romeo and
Juliet’s:

GI0VANNI Kiss me. If ever after-times should hear
Of our fast-knit affections, though perhaps
The laws of conscience and of civil use
May justly blame us, yet when they but know
Our loves, that love will wipe away that rigour
Which would in other incests be abhorr’d.
Give me your hand; how sweetly life doth run
In these well-coloured veins! how constantly
These palms do promise health! but I could chide
With Nature for this cunning flattery.
Kiss me again — forgive me.

ANNABELLA With my heart.

GIOVANNI Farewell!

ANNABELLA Will you be gone?

GIOVANNTI Be dark, bright sun,

And make this mid-day night, that thy gilt rays
May not behold a deed will turn their splendour
More sooty than the poets feign their Styx!
One other kiss, my sister.
ANNABELLA What means this?
G10VANNI To save thy fame, and kill thee in a kiss.
[Stabs her
Thus die, and die by me, and by my hand!
Revenge is mine; honour doth love command.

A vein of domestic tragedy, set not in the ‘exotic’ locales used
by Webster and Ford (usually Italy), is seen in plays like Thomas
Heywood’s A Woman Killed with Kindness (1603), and two anonymous
plays of approximately the same period — Arden of Faversham (pub-
lished 1592), and A Yorkshire Tragedy (published 1608). These are very
English family plays, with a dominant sense of doom and helplessness
as the characters try to escape from the amorous and financial
problems which beset them.

Something of the simplicity of domestic tragedy can be seen in the

City comedy

final act of Arden of Faversham, when Mistress Alice Arden acknow-
ledges her own fault in the death of her husband:

MAYOR See, Mistress Arden, where your husband lies;

Confess this foul fault and be penitent.

ALICE Arden, sweet husband, what shall I say?

The more I sound his name, the more he bleeds;

This blood condemns me, and in gushing forth

Speaks as it falls, and asks why I did it.

Forgive me, Arden: I repent me now,

And, would my death save thine, thou shouldst not die.

Rise up, sweet Arden, and enjoy thy love,

And frown not on me when we meet in heaven:

In heaven I love thee, though on earth I did not.
MAYOR Say, Mosby, what made thee murther him?
FRANKLIN Study not for an answer; look not down:

His purse and girdle found at thy bed’s head

Witness sufficiently thou didst the deed;

It bootless is to swear thou didst it not.
mosBY I hired Black Will and Shakebagge, Ruffians both,

And they and I have done this murthrous deed.

' Between the Arden family tragedy and the plays of John Ford, there
- is a world of difference: from an English setting to the very frequent
- Italian setting; from simple language to highly figurative poetic lan-
- guage; from stark, almost documentary, drama to highly complex
interaction of character and motive.

. There is an increasing use of violence and corruption to illus-
 trate the playwrights’ concerns: but where an early Shakespearean
tragedy such as Titus Andronicus revelled in blood and violence (under
the influence of Seneca) to thrill the audience, the Jacobean and
Caroline tragedies have a deeper purpose: humanity’s weaknesses and

b4

CITY COMEDY

Jacobean city comedy contains several of the themes of domestic
. tragedy — unhappy marriages, debts, adultery, and so on. Such comedy
| makes the audience laugh at these themes and at the characters who
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enact them. Thomas Dekket’s The Shoemaker's Holiday (1599) is one of
the earliest of city comedies; Thomas Middleton’s .4 Mad World, My
Masters, from the first decade of the new century, and A Chaste Maid in
Cheapside (1613) are among the most successful of the genre.

At the climax of .4 Mad World, My Masters, Sir Bounteous finds the
goods which had been stolen from him by his nephew Follywit and his
friends, who presented a play as a pretext for their theft. A stolen
watch, with an alarm, rings in Follywit’s pocket:

SIR BOUNTEOUS Faith, son, would you had come sooner with these
gentlemen.

FOLLYWIT Why, grandsire?

sik BOUNTEOUs We had a play here.

FOLLYWIT A play, sir? No.

SIR BOUNTEOUS Yes, faith, a pox o’ th” author!

FOLLYWIT [aside] Bless us alll — Why, wete they such vild ones, sir?

SIR BOUNTEOUS I am sure villainous ones, sir.

FOLLYWIT Some raw, simple fools?

SIR BOUNTEOUs Nay, by th’ mass, these were enough for thievish
knaves.

FOLLYWIT What, sir?

SIR BOUNTEOUs Which way came you, gentlemen? You could not
choose but meet em.

rFoLLYwIT We met a company with hampers after ’em.

sIR BOUNTEOUs Oh, those were they, those were they, a pox hamper
‘em!

FOLLYWIT [aside] Bless us all again!

sIR BOUNTEOUS They have hamper’d me finely, sirrah.

rFoLLYwiT How, sir?

s1R BOUNTEOUS How, sir? I lent the rascals properties to furnish out
their play, a chain, a jewel, and a watch, and they watch’d their time
and rid quite away with ’em.

FOLLYWIT Are they such creatures?

siR BOUNTEOUs Hark, hark, gentlemen! By this light, the watch rings
alarum in his pocket! There’s my watch come again, or the vety
cousin-german to ’t. Whose is ’t, whose is ’t? By th’ mass, tis he; hast
thou one, son? Prithee bestow it upon thy grandsire. I now look for
mine again, i’ faith. Nay, come with a good will or not at all; I'll give
thee a better thing. A prize, a prize, gentlemen!

City comedy

HAREBRAIN Great or small?
SIR BOUNTEOUS At once I have drawn chain, jewel, watch, and all!

Francis Beaumont in The Knight of the Burning Pestle (1607—8) paro-
dies the conventions of old-fashioned chivalry, as a city apprentice
takes parts in a ‘play-within-the-play’. Philip Massinger’s A New Way to
Pay Old Debts (1625—26) remained one of the most popular social
comedies for more than two hundred years. The theme of class
superiotity (the upper class, and the rising mercantile middle class)
begins to be popular here, and will assume greater and greater promin-
ence in the literature of the eighteenth century. With characters like
Greedy and Frank Wellborn, Massinger’s play brings the city comedy
(here set near Nottingham) to new heights; in Sir Giles Overreach —‘a
cruel extortioner’ — it created one of the great comic roles. Here Sir
Giles plans with Wellborn (the name is ironic) to help him make a
useful marriage; but Wellborn also has his own ideas.

OVERREACH You may wonder, nephew,
After so long an enmity between us,
I should desite your friendship.

WELLBORN So I do, sir;
"Tis strange to me.
OVERREACH But I'll make it no wonder;

And what is more, unfold my nature to you.

We worldly men, when we see friends and kinsmen
Past hope sunk in their fortunes, lend no hand

To lift them up, but rather set our feet

Upon their heads, to press them to the bottom;
As, I must yield, with you I practised it:

But, now I see you in a way to rise,

I can and will assist you; this rich lady

(And I am glad of ’t) is enamoured of you;

*Tis too apparent, nephew.

WELLBORN No such thing:
Compassion rather, sir.
OVERREACH Well, in a wotd,

Because your stay is short, I'll have you seen
No more in this base shape; nor shall she say,
She married you like a beggar, or in debt.
WELLBORN [aside] He’ll run into the noose, and save my labour.
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THE END OF THE RENAISSANCE
THEATRE

After Shakespeare and the other major dramatists of the time, it is easy
for critics to say that drama went into decline. This is, however, to
ignore the works of several writers: Jonson continued to write for the
theatre well into the 1630s, and some of his later plays, such as 7he
Staple of News (printed 1631), deserve to be more widely known and
performed.

The same can be said for the plays of Richard Brome and James
Shitley. They are quite different in style, but both are highly inventive
and versatile within their chosen forms. Shirley’s tragedies The Cardinal
(1641) and Tke Trastor (1631) tackle religious and political themes.
Brome’s most successful wotks are comic — A Jovial Crew (1641) and
The City Wit (printed 1653). These works show that, despite Puritan
opposition, the theatre continued to be a lively art-form right up until
the theatres wete closed in 1642.

It should, however, be remembered that Putitanism does not simply
tepresent opposition to theatrical activity and similar pursuits. Several
dramatists, most notably Middleton, identified themselves with Puritan
beliefs, although not in an extremist way. Putitan thought aimed, in its
most literal sense, to purify and simplify the spiritual mindset of the
time: only later did the extreme of revolution become an option.

The result of extreme Puritan moralistic pressure was that, in 1642,
the Long Parliament put an end to theatrical performances. The clos-
ure of the theatres brought to an end the greatest period of English
drama. Never again was drama to be the most popular literary genre or
such a vital forum for the discussion of the major themes of the age.

Restoration to
Romanticism

1660—1789



1hy wars brought nothing about;
B 17y lovers were all untrue.
- Tis well an old age is out,

And time to begin a new

(John Dryden, The Secular Masqne)

CONTEXTS AND CONDITIONS

The Restoration did not so much restore as replace. In restoring the
monarchy with King Charles II, it replaced Cromwell’s Common-
wealth and its Puritan ethos with an almost powerless monarch whose
tastes had been formed in France.

It replaced the power of the monarchy with the power of a parlia-
mentary system — which was to develop into the two parties, Whigs
and Tories — with most of the executive power in the hands of the
Prime Minister. Both parties benefited from a system which encour-
aged social stability rather than opposition.

Above all, in systems of thought, the Restoration replaced the prob-
ing, exploring, risk-taking intellectual values of the Renaissance. It
relied on reason and on facts rather than on speculation. So, in the
decades between 1660 and 1700, the basis was set for the growth of a
new kind of society. This society was Protestant (apart from the brief
reign of the Catholic King James II, 1685-88), middle class, and
unthreatened by any repetition of the huge and traumatic upheavals of
the first part of the seventeenth century. It is symptomatic that the
overthrow of James Il in 1688 was called The ‘Glorious’ or ‘Bloodless’
Revolution. The ‘fever in the blood’ which the Renaissance had




Restoration to Romanticism 1660—1789

allowed was now to be contained, subject to reason, and kept under
control. With only the brief outburst of Jacobin revolutionary senti-
ment at the time of the Romantic poets, this was to be the political
context in the United Kingdom for two centuries or more.

In this context, the concentration of society was on commerce, on
respectability, and on institutions. The ‘genius of the nation’ led to the
founding of the Royal Society in 1662—63 — ‘for the improving of
Natural Knowledge’. The Royal Society represents the trend towards
the institutionalisation of scientific investigation and research in this
period. The other highly significant institution, one which was to have
considerably more importance in the future, was the Bank of England,
founded in 1694.

The beliefs and behaviour of the Restoration reflect the theories of
society put forward by Thomas Hobbes in 7he Leviathan, which was
written in exile in Paris and published in 1651. Like many texts of the
time, 7he Leviathan is an allegory. It recalls mediaeval rather than
Renaissance thinking, The leviathan is the commonwealth, society as a
total organism, in which the individual is the absolute subject of state
control, represented by the monarch. Man — motivated by self-interest
—is acquisitive and lacks codes of behaviour. Hence the necessity for a
strong controlling state, ‘an artificial man’, to keep discord at bay. Self-
interest and stability become the keynotes of British society after 1660,
the voice of the new middle-class bourgeoisic making itself heard
more and more in the expression of values, ideals, and ethics. Hobbes
describes the effects of war on a society, affirming the need for ‘a
common Power’, a strong state:

... it is manifest, that during the time men live without a2 common
Power to keep them all in awe, they ate in that condition which is
called War; and such a war, as is of every man, against every man.

Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of War, where every
man is Enemy to every man; the same is consequent to the time,
wherein men live without other security, than what their own
strength, and their own invention shall furnish them withall. In
such condition, there is no place for Industry; because the fruit
thereof is uncertain: and consequently no Culture of the Earth, no
Navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by

Contexcts and conditions

Sea; no commodious Building; no Instruments of moving, and
removing such things as require much force; no Knowledge of the
face of the Earth; no account of Time; no Arts; no Letters; no
Society; and which is wotse of all, continual fear, and danger of
violent death; And the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish,

and short.
(The Leviathan)

Later, Hobbes will stress the notion central to Augustan thinking, the
binaty of passion and reason:

The Passions that encline men to Peace, are Fear of Death; Desire
of such things as are necessary to commodious living; and a Hope by
their Industry to obtain them. And Reason suggesteth convenient
Articles of Peace, upon which men may be drawn to agreement.
These Articles, are they, which otherwise are called the Laws of

Nature.
(The Leviathan)

After the upheavals of the Commonwealth, there was a strong
affirmation of religion and a return to traditional beliefs. In such a
i context, Milton’s Paradise Lost (completed in 1667) was read not as a
Renaissance text about free will and freedom, but as a commentary on
God’s supremacy, ‘to justify the ways of God to men’. It was read in
L order to confirm an image of God as the period demanded God
should be. Questioning of religious values was not part of the age;
once Protestant supremacy had been established after 1688, religious
dissent was stifled. Paradise Lost took on the authority of a quasi-
~ teligious text — an imaginative representation of the beliefs contained
" in the Authorised Version of the Bible and the Book of Common
~ Prayer, from which these extracts are taken:

We have left undone those things which we ought to have done; And
we have done those things which we ought not to have done; And
there is no health in us.

Lighten our darkness, we beseech thee, O Lord.
The pomps and vanity of this wicked world.

Those whom God hath joined together let no man put asunder.
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Man that is born of woman hath but a short time to live, and is ful]
of misery.

It is a fact of human need to make God in its own image; and it was
half-jokingly said, in the nineteenth century, that God must have been
an Englishman. If this was so, the image began to be created in the late
seventeenth century. Paradise Lost and John Bunyan’s allegorical The
Pilgrim’s Progress were two fundamental texts for the times.

The growth of a city-based middle-class economic mentality duting
the early and middle yeats of the eighteenth century parallels the
developments which came to be known as the Industrial Revolution
and the Agrarian Revolution. At the same time, several trends can be
seen in literary production:

* the rise of the novel as a popular if critically unprestigious genre;

* the growth of journalism and magazines, with a corresponding growth
in professional authorship;

* a noticeable increase in literary criticism, leading to the establishment
of what was critically acceptable and what was not;

* a decline in the reputation of contemporary drama, while the theatre
attracted increasing support;

* a reaction to Augustan neoclassicism in poetry, with moves towards
the funereal mode, or the rediscovery of simpler values;

* towards the end of the eighteenth century, an attraction for the fan-
tastic, the exotic and the primitive.

This reflects the turmoil of an age which, in the thirty or so years after
the Restoration, was trying to put behind it the shadow of revolution.
Cromwell’s Commonwealth had destabilised everything and shaken
the nation to its roots. The next revolution, when the Catholic King
James II was replaced by the Protestant House of Orange, was quickly
called the ‘Glotious’ ot ‘Bloodless’ Revolution. (In Ireland, this Prot-
estant takeover continues to cause bloodshed three centuries later.)

James II’s grandson, known as Bonnie Prince Charlie — the Catholic
“Young Pretender’ to the British throne — led the second of two unsuc-
cessful rebellions against the new Hanoverian dynasty, in 1715 and
1745. The decisive Battle of Culloden, in 1746, finally ended the Stuart
line’s claims to the throne.

Revolution was the great nightmare of eighteenth-century British
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society, and when first the American Revolution of 1776, then the
rench Revolution of 1789 overturned the accepted order, the United
| Kingdom exercised all its power so that revolution would not damage
- its own hard-won security and growing prosperity. Eighteenth-century
writing is full of pride in England as the land of liberty (far ahead of
E France, the great rival, in political maturity), and saw a corresponding
growth in national self-confidence accompanying the expansion of
k. empire.

 EARLY MILTON

Weep no more, woeful shepherds, weep no more

| For Lycidas, your sorrow, is not dead
? (Lycidas)

ohn Milton has, since his own lifetime, always been one of the major
gures in English literature, but his reputation has changed constantly.
He has been seen as a political opportunist, an advocate of ‘immoral-
ty’ (he wrote in favour of divorce and married three times), an ovet-
erious classicist, and an arrogant believer in his own greatness as a
oet. He was all these things. But, above all, Milton’s was the last great
iberal intelligence of the English Renaissance. The values expressed in
all his works are the values of tolerance, freedom and self-
etermination, expressed by Shakespeare, Hooker and Donne. The
asis of his aesthetic studies was classical, but the modernity of his
intellectual interests can be seen in the fact that he went to Italy (in the
late 1630s) where he met the astronomer Galileo, who had been con-
demned as a heretic by the Catholic church for saying the earth moved
around the sun.

Milton’s early poems, from the 1620s and 16308, include several
F which remain as models of their kind. L’.A/legro and 1/ Penseroso are
¢ companion pieces advocating contrasting styles of life, the carefree
§ and the studious. Of his sonnets, On His Blindness is perhaps the best
- ?Known, with its last line:

They also serve who only stand and wait.

}“ Lycidas is one of the most-quoted elegies in English, moving from

_
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its commemoration of his Cambridge university friend, Edward King,
to reflections on the writer’s own mortality and ambitions; finishing in
the remarkable optimism of a renewal, with the words:

Weep no more, woeful shepherds, weep no more,
For Lycidas, your sorrow, is not dead

Thus sang the uncouth swain to the oaks and rills,
While the still morn went out with sandals grey;
He touched the tender stops of various quills,
With eager thought watbling his Doric lay.

And now the sun had stretched out all the hills,
And now was dropped into the western bay;

At last he rose, and twitched his mantle blue:
Tomorrow to fresh woods, and pastures new.

Like all Milton’s works, Lycdas has been interpreted as specifically
Christian. Such a reading can be supported by the poet’s ambitions to
join the church and by many explicitly Christian references in his
writings. But his beliefs go beyond any single doctrine, as can be seen
from the wide range of political and social pamphlets he wrote
between 1640 and 1660 — a time when he wrote only a few poems.
Milton’s prose can be related to the writings of Browne and Burton,
with the major difference that Milton engages in polemic as well as
touching upon philosophical concerns.

In these twenty years, the United Kingdom (of Great Britain and
Ireland) went through the only real revolution in its history. It over-
threw the monarchy. And, after only a few years, Parliament decided to
recall the executed King’s son to the throne. It was a time when a great
many of the issues which had arisen since the Reformation came to a
head: religion, politics, power and freedom were questioned as nevert
before. It was no accident that Milton’s first polemic pamphlet was
entiled Of Reformation in England and the Causes that Hitherto Have
Hindered It (1641). He addressed such varied subjects as divorce (in four
pamphlets), education, and, famously, the freedom of the press, in
Areopagitica (1644). In this extract, he anticipates his great epic Paradise
Lost by more than twenty years.

It was from out the rind of one apple tasted, that the knowledge of
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good and evil as two twins cleaving together leapt forth into the
World. And perhaps this is that doom which Adam fell into of
knowing good and evil, that is to say of knowing good by evil. As
therefore the state of man now is; what wisdom can there be to
choose, what continence to fotbear without the knowledge of
evil? . ..

Since therefore the knowledge and survey of vice is in this world
so necessary to the constituting of human virtue, and the scanning
of error to the confirmation of truth, how can we more safely, and
with less danger scout into the regions of sin and falsity that by
reading all manner of tractats, and hearing all manner of reason?
And this is the benefit which may be had of books promiscuously
read.

Milton argued, in 1649, after the execution of Charles I, that a

¥ people ‘frec by nature’ had a right to overthrow a tyrant; a subject that
b recalls vividly the questions examined by Shakespeare in his major

tragedies about fifty years before.
Milton continued to defend his ideals of freedom and republican-

',» ism. But at the Restoration, by which time he was blind, he was
¢ arrested. Various powerful contacts allowed him to be released after

paying a fine, and his remaining years were devoted to the com-

¢ position — orally, in the form of dictation to his third wife — of his
| epic poem on the fall of humanity, Paradise Lost, which was published

in 1667.
It is interesting that — like Spenser and Malory before him, and like
Tennyson two centuties later — Milton was attracted to the Arthurian

¥ legends as the subject for his great epic. But the theme of the Fall goes
far beyond a national epic, and gave the poet scope to analyse the whole
‘; question of freedom, free will, and individual choice. He wished, he

“said, to ‘assert eternal providence,/And justify the ways of God to
men’. This has been seen as confirmation of Milton’s arrogance, but it
also signals the last great attempt to rationalise the spirit of the Renais-
~sance: mankind would not exist outside Paradise if Satan had not

engineered the temptation and fall of Adam and Eve. For many critics,

including the poets Blake and Shelley, Satan, the figure of the Devil, is
_ the hero of the poem. Satan asserts his own freedom in his reasoning

. between heaven, from which he is expelled (as Adam and Eve are from
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the Garden of Eden), and hell, where he will be free and reign
supreme:

The mind is its own place, and in itself

Can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.
What matter whete, if I be still the same,

And what I should be, all but less than he
Whom thunder hath made greater? Here at least
We shall be free; the Almighty hath not built
Here for his envy, will not drive us hence:

Here we may reign secure, and in my choice

To reign is worth ambition, though in hell:
Better to reign in hell than serve in heaven.

When Eve yields to Satan’s temptations and bites the forbidden fruit,
the effect is of loss, but the loss will later turn to gain — the gain of a
future for humanity on earth.

... her rash hand in evil hour
Forth reaching to the fruit, she plucked, she eat.
Earth felt the wound, and Nature from her seat
Sighing through all her works gave signs of woe,
That all was lost.

Like the ending of Lycidas, the final image of Paradise Lost is pro-
foundly forward-looking, an image of gain through loss. As Adam and
Eve go hand in hand towards the future, the loss of Paradise is seen as
humanity’s gain:

The wotld was all before them, where to choose
Their place of rest, and Providence their guide:
They, hand in hand, with wandering steps and slow,
Through Eden took their solitary way.

Just are the ways of Guod,
And justifiable to men

(Samson Agonistes)

Milton’s Samson Agonistes, a verse drama, and Paradise Regained, 2
sequel in four books to Paradise Lost, were both published in 1671, four
years after Paradise Lost. Both works show a different conception of
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the hero from the ambiguous interplay between God, Man, and Satan,
found in Paradise Lost. The fundamental difference between Adam and
4 Eve in Paradise Lost and the heroes of the other two poems — the
¢ former probably written during the Commonwealth, the latter nearer
E the end of Milton’s life — is humanity: both Samson and Christ are
superhuman, indeed beyond the bounds of normal human beings. As
L such, their triumphs and conquests are less clearly explorations of
i human qualities. As Samson destroys the Philistines and their temple, or
as Jesus Christ repels the temptations of Satan (the seductive hero of
¥ Paradise Lost, now overthrown), they lack the element of human iden-

tfication. Instead they become ideal exempla, as in morality plays or
mediaeval poems, of what humanity should be rather than what it is.
I "This does not indicate a deliberate return to eatlier ways of thinking on
L Milton’s part, but perhaps does reflect a need to accommodate his
. poetic expression to an age which would develop a taste for what was
~called ‘heroic’ tragedy. Milton returns to the theme of blindness in
~ some of the darkest lines of English poetry, as Samson describes his
 being ‘exiled from light”:

Eyeless in Gaza at the mill with slaves.

O dark, dark, dark, amid the blaze of noon,
Irrecoverably dark, total eclipse
Without all hope of day!

The sun to me is dark
And silent as the moon,
When she deserts the night

Hid in her vacant, intetlunar cave.

To live a life half-dead, a living death.

The poem is a journey from datkness, as Samson moves from his prison
L to his final act of strength, pulling down the temple of his foes. Some
| critics have seen this as echoing Milton’s own situation after the loss of
his early political ideals. The final note is, however, one of calm:

Of true experience from this great event

And calm of mind, all passion spent.
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It is remarkable that John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, published in
two parts in 1678—79 and 1684, and probably the most widely read text
in all English literature over the next two hundred years, uses two
forms which are pre-Renaissance: the moral fable or allegory, and the
dream-vision. The pilgrim, Christian, is on his journey ‘from This
World, to that which is to come’. The Renaissance fascination with
transience, impermanence — symbolised so often in the theatre — is
replaced with the pre-Renaissance structure of earth, heaven (reward)
and the implied hell (punishment).

This re-establishes an unquestioned moral order, justifying God’s
ways to men. The century had seen the effects of the kind of question-
ing the Renaissance had proposed: the result was the chaos of an
executed king, and the dissolution of society as it was known. Bun-
yan’s work helped to replace that uncertainty and instability with a
clarity of purpose which was rooted in the realities of everyday life.

The author has a dream, in which the hero, Christian, undergoes his
pilgrimage through life — leaving his wife and family in the City of
Destruction. He visits the Slough of Despond, the Valley of the
Shadow of Death, Vanity Fair, Doubting Castle, and encounters such
figures as Mr Worldly Wiseman and Giant Despait. In the meantime,
his wife and children, accompanied by Great-heart, follow a similar
pilgrimage to the same destination — the Celestial City. The closest text
to The Pilgrint’s Progress is pethaps the mediaeval play Everyman (see page
47). The images of Giant Despair and Doubting Castle are among the
most resonant in the allegory. Here Great-heart destroys them.

Now Giant Despair, because he was a Giant, thought no man could
overcome him, and again, thought he, since heretofore I have made a
conquest of angels, shall Great-heart make me afraid? So he hat-
nessed himself and went out. He had a cap of steel upon his head, 2
breastplate of fire girded to him, and he came out in iron shoes, with
a great club in his hand. Then these six men made up to him, and
beset him behind and before; also when Diffidence, the Giantess,
came up to help him, old Mr Honest cut her down at one blow. Then
they fought for their lives, and Giant Despair was brought down to
the ground, but was very loth to die. He struggled hard, and had, as
they say, as many lives as a cat, but Great-heart was his death, for he
left him not till he had severed his head from his shoulders.
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Then they fell to demolishing Doubting Castle, and that you know
might with ease be done, since Giant Despair was dead. They were
seven days in destroying of that; and in it of pilgrims, they found one
Mr Despondency, almost starved to death, and one Much-afraid his
daughter; these two they saved alive.

(The Pilgrim’s Progress)

The immediate appeal of the story led to The Pilgrim’s Progress
I becoming the most popular work of the imagination in English for
” more than two centuries. Its language, setting, and characters entered
the national consciousness, almost as much as did stories from the
‘ Bible. Bunyan’s other works include Grace Abounding (1666), a kind of
spiritual autobiography, and a later allegory, The Life and Death of Mister
L. Badman, published in 1680.

Bunyan’s language reached an enormous number of people and,
together with the Book of Common Prayer (a final version was pub-
lished in 1662) and the Authorised Version of the Bible (1611), helped
L to shape the English language (see pages 85—9 and 131). The prayer-
¢ book, first published in 1549, is still in use in the Church of England
(but not in the Church of Scotland or the Roman Catholic Church). As
Jonathan Swift confirmed: ‘For those Books being perpetually read in
Churches, have proved a kind of Standard for Language, especially to
the common People.” This is popular literature in the clearest sense of
the term, far removed from the more refined circles of ‘Augustan’
literature — the self-consciously artistic writing of the time.

RESTORATION DRAMA

The theatre of the Restoration was quite different from Shakespeare’s
i theatre, with the audience now largely upper class. There were only two
| licensed, or ‘patent’, theatres — the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, and
E Duke’s House at Lincoln’s Inn, which moved to the Covent Garden
Theatre in 1732. Actresses could now perform on stage, the first being
a Mrs Coleman, in a private performance of Sir William D’Avenant’s
'{ The Siege of Rhodes in 1656, when theatre performances were still
“ officially suppressed.

¢ The lifting of the ban led to an explosion of dramatic writing, but
';" of a very different kind from the drama of Shakespeare and his
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successors. Shakespeare’s plays were still presented, but usually in
adapted versions (often with music), to make them more acceptable to
the new tastes of the times. In The Tempest, for instance, Prospero’s
crisis of knowledge, echoing Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, is completely
absent. Marlowe’s play was, in fact, also rewritten in 1697 to meet
Restoration tastes — as a farce!

The more worrying of Shakespeare’s excesses had to be tsimmed to
find acceptance in Restoration society. Nahum Tate (author of the
Christmas carol The First Nowell) reworked King Lear to provide it with
a happy ending. He cut the more disturbing elements, such as the
putting out of Gloucester’s eyes. With harmony restored, and family
virtues upheld, Shakespeate’s most probing and tragic examination of
man’s inhumanity to man becomes a moral and reassuring tract. Tate’s
King Lear was to be the standard version of the work for almost two
centuries.

Restoration tragedy is ‘heroic’ tragedy. A4 for Love (1678), by John
Dryden, is a good example of the type. This play takes the story of
Shakespeare’s Antony and Clegpatra but makes a distinct and new play, in
an elaborately formal, neoclassical style. It respects the formal unities
of time, place, and action. It concentrates on the final hours in the lives
of the hero and heroine, rather than presenting the huge political,
historical, and passionate panorama which Shakespeare’s drama had
enacted.

Thomas Otway was the major original tragedian of the Restoration
period, his The Orphan (1680) and Venice Preserv’d (1682) remaining
popular for over a century. They are tragedies of failure, remorse,
and suicide, rather than of ambiton, corruption, and destiny. Tenice
Preserv’d 1s about the inadmissibility of dissent, about how a ‘foe to
Venice’ — the hero Jaffeir — eventually kills his best friend and him-
self, in order that the social order should not be overturned. Jaffeir is a
‘hero’ because he affirms the status guo, rather than questioning
and re-examining it. In this way he contrasts with the heroes of Eliza-
bethan and Jacobean tragedy. At first, revenge and freedom are closely
linked:

JAFFEIR ... from this hour I chase
All little thoughts, all tender human follies
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Out of my bosom. Vengeance shall have room.

Revenge!
PIERRE
JAFFEIR

And Liberty!
Revenge! Revenge!

Later, Jaffeir becomes an outcast, as his plans and friendships fail:

JaAFFEIR How cursed is my position, tossed and jostled
From every corner; fortune’s common fool,
The jest of rogues, an instrumental ass
For villains to lay loads of shame upon,
And drive about just for their ease and scorn.

. The Elizabethan domestic tragedy form finds a new middle-class
setting in the plays of George Lillo, notably 7he London Merchant
' (1731), and his treatment of the Arden of Faversham story, staged in
- 1736. In The Fatal Curiosity (1736), a domestic tragedy set in Cotn-
¢ wall, Wilmot, spurred on by his wife Agnes in a scene reminiscent

R
g1

. of Macheth, murders a visiting stranger, in the hope of monetary
| g
AGNEs The stranger sleeps at present, but so restless
His slumbers seem, they can’t continue long,
Come, come, dispatch! Here, I've secured his dagger.
oLp wiLMoT Oh, Agnes, Agnes! If there be a hell, tis just
We should expect it.
[Goes to take the dagger but lets it fall]
AGNEs Nay, for shame! Shake off this panic, and be more yourself!
oLp wiLMoT What’s to be done? On what had we determined?
AGNES You’re quite dismayed. I'll do
The deed myself.
[Zakes up the dagger.]
OLD WILMOT Give me the fatal steel.
"Tis but a single murder
Necessity, impatience, and despair,
The three wide mouths of that true Cerberus,
Grim poverty, demands. They shall be stopped.

- The tragedy is that the young murdered man is Wilmot and Agnes’s
. Son, which explains the original alternative title, Gwilt, Its Own Punish-

ment. The influence of Lillo’s plays on European theatre was extensive
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(the story of The Fatal Curiosity was used by Albert Camus as late as
1945), although they have tended to be ignored on the British stage.

It is, however, for comedy that Restoration drama is better known,
It was called ‘the comedy of manners’ because it mirrored directly the
manners, modes, and morals of the upper-class society which was its
main audience. The main subject of Restoration comedy was sex:
sexual attraction, sexual intrigue, and sexual conquest. Sex, and the
search for sex, becomes entertainment.

This is usually represented as reflecting the frivolous concerns of
the aristocrats who had recently returned from exile at the French
court, which, to English tastes, was dissolute. Yet French drama of
this period reaches the highest peaks of achievement in the works of
Racine and Moliére, and it bears very little relation to most English
Restoration drama.

We see a concentration on acquisitiveness and an amorality that
contrasts with the concerns of Bunyan’s Christian. The plays manifest
excesses of freedom, now that the constraints of the Puritan Com-
monwealth have been thrown off. The new comedy — of values and
appetites — lacks any of the philosophical concerns found, for
example, in Shakespeare’s eatlier comedies, such as Love’s Labonr’s Lost,
or in Ben Jonson’s ‘humours’.

The characters are obsessed with fashion, gossip and their own
circle in society. Strong contrasts are made between innocence and
knowingness; often these are represented as contrasts between rustic
country manners and the refinements of the city. In Restoration com-
edy, women are such types as predatory young widows, or older ladies
still trying to be attractive to young men. The best comedies reflect an
amoral and frivolous society. They could be comedies of action, such
as Aphra Behn’s The Rover (1677-81), or comedies of character and
chatter, such as George Etherege’s The Man of Mode.

The age reflects a wide variety of opinions and critical discussions on
the nature of comedy, of tragedy, of character and plot, of representa-
tion and verisimilitude, with the result that the extensive and very rich
theatrical repertoire of the time cannot be easily classified: it is second
only to the Elizabethan and Jacobean period in its diversity and range.
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One of the first comedies was The Comical Revenge (1664) by George
Etherege, which, as its title suggests, takes a theme, revenge, which was
previously a subject for tragedy, and balances it with a realistic, up-to-

- date love plot involving a country knight with more money than sense,

a valet with ideas above his station, and a rich widow who is in pursuit
of the libertine hero. This was the foretunner of many such plots, and

i it owes as much to the plots of the city comedies earlier in the century
b 4 it does to French or Italian theatrical traditions.

The contrast between town manners and country pretensions, and

b the concern with fashion, are seen again in Etherege’s two later works,
' She Won'd if She Cou’d (1668) and The Man of Mode (1676). The final
E play brings its interwoven plots together in what is perhaps the subt-
i lest light comedy of the time, counterpointing youth and age, town
and country, male and female, in a play which satirises the mindless
. foppery of Sir Fopling Flutter at the same time as it questions the

values of all its characters. Here we see something of Sir Fopling’s

L vanity:

[SIR FOPLING dancing by himself.)

YOUNG BELLAIR See Sir Fopling dancing.

DORIMANT You are practising and have a mind to recover, I see.

SIR FOPLING Prithee Dorimant, why hast not thou a glass hung up
here? A room is the dullest thing without one?

YOUNG BELLAIR Here is company to entertain you.

SIR FOPLING But I mean in case of being alone. In a glass a man may
entertain himself.

DORIMANT The shadow of himself indeed.

sIR FOPLING Correct the errors of his motion and his dress.

MEDLEY [ find, Sir Fopling, in your solitude you remember the saying
of the wise man, and study yourself.

SIR FOPLING ’Tis the best diversion in our retirements.

The Country Wife (1675) by William Wychetley has frequently been

| held up as the most obscene and amoral of Restoration plays. It is a
i comedy of seduction and hypocrisy. Its hero, Horner, pretends to be
| impotent in order to make his conquests, and Mrs Pinchwife claims in

HORNER You would not take my advice to be gone home before your

143



144

Restoration to Romanticism 1660—1789

husband came back; he’ll now discover all. Yet pray, my dearest, be
persuaded to go home and leave the rest to my management. I'll let
you down the back way.

MRs PINCHWIFE I don’t know the way home, so I don’t.

HORNER My man shall wait upon you.

MRs PINCHWIFE No, don’t you believe that I'll go at all. What, are
you weary of me already?

HORNER No, my life, "tis that I may love you long. "Tis to secure my
love, and your reputation with your husband. He'll never receive you
again else.

MRS PINCHWIFE What care I? D’ye think to frighten me with that?
don’t intend to go to him again. You shall be my husband now.

HORNER I cannot be your husband, dearest, since you are married to
him.

MRs PINCHWIFE Oh, would you make me believe that? Don’t I see,
every day at London here, women leave their first husbands and go
and live with other men as their wives? Pish, pshaw! You’d make me
angry, but that I love you so mainly.

HORNER So, they are coming up. — In again, in, I hear ’em.

[Exit MRS PINCHWIFE,

Such was the reaction to Wycherley’s work that a swell of opinion
against the theatre began to grow in the later decades of the century.
The complaints were largely against the subversive morality of the
society depicted in the comedies. There was also an element of censure
of the irresponsible but now less powerful upper classes in the affirm-
ation of a new middle-class ethic. The emergence of new social classes
and divisions, which began at this time, became more and more signift-
cant over the following centuty. Inevitably, religious attitudes came
into play. One outcome was a pamphlet published by a clergyman,
Jeremy Collier, in 1698, Short View of the Immorality and Profaneness of the
English Stage. Collier complained about mockery of the clergy, and
about profanity and bad language, topics already aired in Puritan stric-
tures against the theatre seventy years before. But the effect of his Shorf
View was considerable: writers and actors were prosecuted and fined,
and, despite many playwrights’ strong defences of the drama, Colliet
contributed a deadly blow to theatrical writing. The immediate result
was a royal order prohibiting ‘the acting of anything contrary tO
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religion and good manners’. Less than forty years later, censotship

Just as the first blows were being struck against it, Restoration
. drama produced its greatest masterpieces, in the plays of William
Congteve, Sir John Vanbrugh (also an eminent architect), and George
Farquhar, who was to die before he was 30, just as his final play, The
Beanx’ Stratagem, achieved renown.
' Congreve also reached success by the age of 30, and then wrote
nothing else for the stage. His first three comedies in the 1690s —
The Old Bachelor, The Double Dealer, and Love for Love — lead to the
climactic work of all Restoration comedy, The Way of the World

(1700).

MILLAMANT I’ll never marry, unless I am first made sure of my will
and pleasure.

MIRABELL Would you have ’em both before marriage? Or will you be
contented with the first now, and stay for the other till after grace?
MILLAMANT Ah, don’t be impertinent — My dear liberty, shall I leave
thee? My faithful solitude, my datling contemplation, must I bid you
then adieu? Ah-y adieu — my morning thoughts, agreeable wakings,
indolent slumbers, all ye dosceurs, ye sommeils du matin, adieu — I can’t
do it, ’tis more than impossible. — Positively, Mirabell, I’ll lie a-bed in

a morning as long as I please.

MIRABELL Then I'll get up in a morning as early as I please.

MILLAMANT Ah! Idle creature, get up when you will — And d’ye hear,
I won’t be called names after I’'m matried; positively, I won’t be call’d
names.

MIRABELL Names!

MILLAMANT Ay, as wife, spouse, my dear, joy, jewel, love, sweetheart,
and the rest of that nauseous cant, in which men and their wives are
so fulsomely familiar, — I shall never bear that. — Good Mirabell don’t
let us be familiar or fond, nor kiss before folks, like my Lady Fadler
and Sir Francis: not go to Hyde Park together the first Sunday in a
new chariot, to provoke eyes and whispers; and then never be seen
there together again; as if we were proud of one another the first
week, and ashamed of one another ever after. Let us never visit
togethet, nor go to a play together, but let us be very strange and
well-bred: let us be as strange as if we had been married a great
while; and as well-bred as if we were not married at all.
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MIRABELL Have you any mote conditions to offer? Hitherto your

demands are pretty reasonable.

MILLAMANT Trifles, — as liberty to pay and receive visits to and from
whom I please; to write and receive letters, without interrogatories or
wry faces on your part; to wear what I please; and choose conversa-
ton with regard only to my own taste; to have no obligation upon
me to converse with wits that I don’t like, because they are your
acquaintance; or to be intimate with fools, because they may be your
relations. Come to dinner when I please, dine in my dressing-room
when I’'m out of humour, without giving a reason. To have my closet
inviolate; to be sole empress of my tea-table, which you must never
presume to approach without first asking leave. And lastly wherever I
am, you shall always knock at the door before you come in. These
articles subscribed, if I continue to endure you a little longer, I may
by degrees dwindle into a wife.

What raises Congreve above many of his contemporaries is the
acute observation of the social and emotional pressures on characters
who are more richly drawn than traditional stereotypes. Like many later
writers of comedy, Congreve was something of an outsider, having
been brought up in Ireland, and perhaps the outsider’s eye gave him a
privileged viewpoint on the society he portrayed with such insight,
sympathy, and wit.

Vanbrugh’s The Relapse and The Provok’d Wife (1696 and 1697) par-
ticularly outraged Jeremy Collier. They take linked plots to new heights,
with richly drawn characters — such as Sir Novelty Fashion, Sir
Tunbelly Clumsy, Sir John and Lady Brute, Lord Foppington, Lady
Fancyfull — and a series of intrigues and impersonations, which bear
out the implications of the characters’ names and attributes. Here,
Loveless has his way with Berinthia — notice how she objects!

BERINTHIA Heavens, what do you mean?

LOVELESS Pray, what do you think I mean?

BERINTHIA | don’t know.

LovELESS I'll show you.

BERINTHIA You may as well tell me.

LovELESs No, that would make you blush worse than t’other.

BERINTHIA Why, do you intend to make me blush?

LOVELESs Faith, I can’t tell that, but if I do, it shall be in the dark.
[Pulling her)
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BERINTHIA O heavens! I would not be in the dark with you for all the
world.
LoveLEss Ill try that.

[Puts out the candles.]
peRINTHIA O Lord! are you mad? What shall I do for light?
LovELEss You'll do as well without it.

BERINTHIA Why, one can’t find a chair to sit down.
LovELEss Come into the closet, madam, there’s moonshine upon the
couch.
BERINTHIA Nay, never pull, for I will not go.
LoVELEss Then you must be carried.
[Carrying ber)
BERINTHIA [very softhy] Help, help, I'm ravished, ruined, undone. O
Lotrd, I shall never be able to bear it.
(The Relapse)

Farquhar’s plays are rather different. They are more realistic in
<‘/setting and tone, and are more morally concerned and humanly sym-
. pathetic. The Recruiting Officer (1706) reminds us that at this time the
‘country was at war: the War of the Spanish Succession involved
_considerable English army losses on the Continent. The ‘stratagem’
“of Captain Plume and his sergeant, Kite, to catch a rich wife is
“echoed in The Beaux’ Stratagem (1707), where Aimwell and his friend
“Archer plot to win the hand of Dorinda, the daughter of rich Lady
Bountiful. Both plays are set in county towns, away from the high
society of London. They use Restoration themes and plot devices,
but explore the comedy of human motivation in a new context.
Here, Mrs Sullen is enchanted by Archer, who has been hiding in her
| closet:

MRS SULLEN Ah!
[Shricks, and runs to the other side of the stage.]
Have my thoughts raised a spirit? — What are you, Sir, 2 man or a
devil?
ARCHER A man, a man, Madam.
[Rising.)
MRs sULLEN How shall I be sure of it?
ARCHER Madam, I'll give you demonstration this minute.
[Takes ber hand.]
MRs SULLEN What, Sir! do you intend to be rude?
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ARCHER Yes, Madam, if you please?
MRS SULLEN In the name of wonder, whence came ye?
ARCHER From the skies, Madam — I’m a Jupiter in love, and you shall
be my Alemena.
MRs SULLEN How came you in?
ARCHER 1 flew in at the window, Madam; your cousin Cupid lent me
his wings, and your sister [’znus opened the casement.
MRS SULLEN I'm struck dumb with admiration.
ARCHER And I with wonder.
[Looks passionately at ber)
MRs SULLEN What will become of me?
(The Beausc’ Strategen)

Farquhar, again, was an Irishman, and his comedies ate a significant
contribution to the opening up of local settings for social comedy.

The plays of Susannah Centlivre, first presented around the turn of
the century, were among those which continued to enjoy great success
throughout the 1700s. A Bold Stroke for a Wife (1718) is particulasly
memorable, combining the battle of the sexes with witty satire on
religious narrow-mindedness. In Act V, both the women (Mrs Prim
and Mrs Lovely) and Colonel Fainwell, who wants Mrs Lovely, are
disguised as Quakers, the colonel as ‘Simon Pure’:

[Enter COLONEL in a Quaker’s habit.]
priM Friend Pure, thou art welcome; how is it with Friend Holdfast
and all Friends in Bristol? Timothy Littlewit, John Slenderbrain, and
Christopher Keepfaith?
COLONEL [asidd] A goodly company! — [4/oud] They are all in health, T
thank thee for them.
priM Friend Holdfast writes me word that thou camest lately from
Pennsylvania; how do all Friends there?
COLONEL [aside] What the devil shall I say? I know just as much of
Pennsylvania as I do of Bristol.
pRIM Do they thrive?
COLONEL Yes, friend, the blessing of their good works fall upon
them.
[Enter MRS PRIM and MRS LOVELY/]
PRIM Sarah, know our Friend Pure.

MRS PRIM Thou art welcome.
[He salutes per’]

Restoration drama

COLONEL [aside] Here comes the sum of all my wishes. How charming
she appears, even in that disguise.

prRIM Why dost thou consider the maiden so intentively, friend?

coLoNEL [ will tell thee. About four days ago, I saw a vision — this
very maiden, but in vain attire, standing on a precipice; and heard a
voice, which called me by my name and bade me put forth my hand
and save her from the pit. I did so, and methought the damsel grew
to my side.

MRs PRIM What can that portend?

pRIM The damsel’s conversion, I am persuaded.

MRS LOVELY [aside] That’s false, I'm sure.

prRIM Wilt thou use the means, Friend Pure?

cOLONEL Means! What means? Is she not thy daughter and already
one of the faithful?

MRS PRIM No, alas. She’s one of the ungodly.

PRIM [#0 MRS LOVELY] Pray thee, mind what this good man will say
unto thee; he will teach thee the way thou shouldest walk, Ann.

The disguise is the ‘bold stroke’ of the title.

I Between 1707 and 1737, drama went into critical decline although
f the theatre was still very active and popular. The decline was partly due
to opposition from Jeremy Collier and others, and partly because the
i middle classes were turning to journals, newspapers and the develop-
ing new genre of fictional prose to find discussion, entertainment and
reinforcement of their values and beliefs. Fatce and musical plays
became the regular entertainment, and only 7he Beggar’s Opera (1728) by
John Gay achieved lasting popular success. It is described as ‘a New-
gate pastoral’ — an ironic description, since Newgate was London’s
f principal prison, and frequently features in writing about the lower
depths of London society of the time. Gay mixes ballads and songs,
vivid characters in the city comedy tradition, butlesque parody of
Italian opera, some sentimental scenes, and more than a touch of
political satire, to create a highly original piece of theatre which has
gjkmaintained its considerable influence and success. This scene, between
:"Polly Peachum and the villain/hero Macheath, shows how different 7%e
i Begoar's Operais from earlier comedies.

MACHEATH Pretty Polly, say,

When I was away,
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Did your fancy never stray
To some newer lover?
Without disguise,

Heaving sighs,

POLLY

Doting eyes,

My constant heart discover.

Fondly let me loll!

O pretty, pretty Poll.

PoLLY And are you as fond as ever, my dear?

MACHEATH Suspect my honour, my courage, suspect any thing but
my love. — May my pistols miss fire, and may my mare slip her
shoulder while I am pursu’d, if I ever forsake thee!

MACHEATH

It was, however, the element of political satite which was to bting
trouble to the theatre in the 1730s. Sit Robert Walpole, the Whig prime
minister from 1721 to 1742, objected to satirical attacks on him in 7he
Beggar's Opera, and, most particularly, in The Historical Register for 1736, by
a highly successful writer of farces and satites, Henry Fielding,

The Theatres Licensing Act of 1737 finally introduced censorship in
the person of the Lord Chamberlain, who could grant or refuse a
licence to any play on political, religious, or moral grounds. This effect-
ively silenced not only virulent political satires but any sexual ‘immoral-
ity’ of the kind attacked by Jeremy Collier as early as 1698. How much
this censorship influenced the form and content of future writing is an
open question and one which has been widely studied. Of course,
plays continued to be written and produced successfully, but the genre
went into critical decline for a long period. Fielding turned to the
novel, with great success, but drama was effectively silenced as 2
vehicle for debate until the end of the nineteenth century. The
Theatres Licensing Act remained in force, with the Lord Chamberlain
as official government censor, until 1968.

ROCHESTER
‘ Whoreing and Drinking, but with good Intent

(What, Timon?)

The one individual who epitomises the spirit of the early Restoration is

Raochester

John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester. His life-style was more notorious
than his writing: drunk ‘for five years together’, with sexual liaisons of
every possible variety, Rochester represented the kind of scandalous
extremes of behaviour which both titillate and shock ‘proper’ society.
- In any age, if such a figure did not exist, it would be almost necessary
to invent him — and his deathbed repentance, and conversion to
religion, makes the story complete. Although it may be part of a myth-
[ making process by a career chaplain, who was later to become an
| adviser to the Protestant King William of Orange and who is the only
E authority for the conversion, it also underscores the polarities of the
age: excess of amorality as against excess of religiosity.

' The range of Rochester’s poetry is considerable. He is a clear link
between the later Metaphysical poets, the Cavalier writers of love
lyrics, and the Augustans, with their taste for satire. Rochester wrote in
all these veins.

All my past life is mine no more,
The flying hours are gone;
Like transitory Dreams given O’er,
Whose Images are kept in store
By Memory alone.
(Love and Life)

. He is a sexually explicit poet, capable of treating a subject with both
delicacy and bawdy humour. His satires are self-mocking (as in The
Maimed Debanchee) as well as scutrilous about others. His observation
of human folly is tinged both with a kind of world-weary tolerance
and with vivid, if shocking, imagety, notably in A4 Satire against Reason
and Mankind:

Were I, who to my cost already am

One of those strange, prodigious Creatures Man,
A spitit free to choose for my own share

What case of Flesh and Blood I'd please to wear,
I'd be a Dog, a Monkey or a Bear,

Or any thing but that vain Animal

Who is proud of being Rational.

The mocking comedy of Rochester is not far removed from the
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comic mode of the best Restoration drama, and his railing against the
‘Rational’ is particularly damning as the Augustan age prided itself,
above all, on being rational. Rochester and the comic dramatists share
a worldview that is, at the same time, able to point up enjoyment and to
see its own faults. Comic point-of-view in drama and satiric intent in
verse are closely related in their observation of the new society of the
late seventeenth century.

Instead of expanding, as it did so rapidly in the previous two centur-
ies, the world was becoming more closed, contained and inward-
looking. So the comedy and satire become self-referential, with the
subject matter often being highly topical and the characters particular
rather than universal.

DRYDEN

Soothed with the sound the king grew vain
l Fought all bis battles o'er again

(Alexcander’s Feast)

At a time when people were taking sides (Whig or Tory, Protestant or
Catholic, middle class or atistocrat) and establishing social, political,
and religious identities for themselves, it is not surprising that there
should be criticisms and friction between the parties concerned. A
great deal of this is found in the satire of the 1670s to the 1730s.

Satire was at first largely expressed in poetry; the form of poetry
perhaps tempered the virulence a little, giving the writing a degree of
respectability. It was part of the age’s return to the classical precedents
of the Roman Augustan age that the poetry of Horace and the Satires
of the later poet Juvenal were held up as models of this kind of poem,
which mocked the follies, vices, and preoccupations of the day. The
‘new’ classicism took what it saw as the highest point of classical
culture, and applied its techniques, forms, and models to create a new
Augustan age, the neoclassical, which lasted some sixty or seventy
years from the early 1670s.

Restoration satire could be of two types: the kind of very general,
sweeping criticism of mankind found in poetry in A Satire against
Reason and Mankind by Rochester, and in prose in Jonathan Swift’s

D@/dm 153

wlliver’s Travels or A Modest Proposal (see page 174); or it could be
‘highly specific, with allusions to real figures in politics and society.

This specifically targeted satire is found in the poetry of one of
e main literary figures of the Augustan age, John Dryden, notably
his MacFlecknoe (1682—84), which is an attack on a literary rival,
omas Shadwell, and Absalom and Achitophel (1681), which uses an
egorical form to comment on the fundamental religious and polit-
al issues of the time, issues which would only be resolved by the
overthrow of the Catholic monarchy in 1688. The ageing poet
ecknoe (a reference to Richard Flecknoe, a very minor poet who
ed in about 1678) is deciding who will best succeed him: he chooses
hadwell (1640—92), a playwright, who was clearly not one of Dryden’s

Shadwell alone my perfect image bears,

Mature in dullness from his tender years.
Shadwel] alone, of all my Sons, is he

Who stands confirm’d in full stupidity.

The rest to some faint meaning make pretence,

But Shadwell never deviates into sense.
(MacFlecknoe)

chitophel (in Absalom and Achitophel) is identified with the Earl of
haftesbury, and David is King Charles II. The ambitions and plots
 temain of their own times — but the scheming and crowd-pleasing can
'be seen in politicians in any age and nation!

Oh, had he been content to serve the Crown,

With virtues only proper to the Gown; . ..

David, for him his tuneful Harp had strung,

And Heaven had wanted one Immortal song.

But wild Ambition loves to slide, not stand;

And Fortune’s Ice prefers to Virtue’s Land:

Achitophel, grown weary to possess

A lawful Fame, and lazy Happiness;

Disdain’d the Golden fruit to gather free,

And lent the Crowd his Arm to shake the Tree.
(Absalom and Achitophel)

E The Medal (1682) follows on from .Absalom and Achitophel, and predicts



154

Restoration to Romanticism 1660—1789

much of the religious and political upheaval which was to come in the
next few years.

This kind of political satire, in the hands of later writers of novels
and plays like Delarivier Manley and Henry Fielding, became less and
less acceptable to the people who were its victims. The result would be
political censorship of the theatre, and a refining of satirical content
into highly political satires used as upper-class entertainment in some
of the writings of Alexander Pope who, with Dryden, is the main
figure in Augustan poetry.

Dryden was a highly prolific literary figure, a professional writer
who was at the centre of all the greatest debates of his time: the end of
the Commonwealth, the return of the monarch, the political and reli-
gious upheavals of the 1680s, and the specifically literary questions of
neoclassicism opposed to more modern trends. He was Poet Laureate
from 1668, but lost this position in 1688 on the overthrow of James II.
Dryden had become Catholic in 1685, and his allegorical poem Zhe
Hind and the Panther (1687) discusses the complex issues of religion and
politics in an attempt to reconcile bitterly opposed factions. This con-
tains a well-known line which anticipates Wordsworth more than a
century later: ‘By education most have been misled . . . / And thus the
child imposes on the man.” The poem shows an awareness of change
as one grows older, and the impossibility of holding one view for a
lifetime:

My thoughtless youth was winged with vain desires,
My manhood, long misled by wandering fires,
Followed false lights. . . .

After 1688, Dryden returned to the theatre, which had given him
many of his early successes in tragedy, tragi-comedy, and comedy, 2s
well as with adaptations of Shakespeare. His final plays are among his
best, and his translations and critical writings, with one or two signifi-
cant works such as .Alexander’s Feast (1697) and The Secular Masqnt
(1700), are his main achievements in his later years. Here the past
dominates, rather than the present of Dryden’s earlier verse.

CHORUS:
Bacchus’ blessings are a treasure;

Dryden

Drinking is the soldier’s pleasure;
Rich the treasure,
Sweet the pleasure;

Sweet is pleasure after pain.

Soothed with the sound the King grew vain,
Fought all his battles o’er again;
And thrice he routed all his foes, and thrice he slew the slain.
(Alexcander’s Feast)

AlL all of a piece throughout:
Thy chase had a beast in view;
Thy wats brought nothing about;
Thy lovers were all untrue.
"Tis well an old age is out,
And time to begin a new.

(The Secular Masque)

Dryden was an innovator, leading the move from heroic couplets to
| blank verse in drama, and at the centre of the intellectual debates of
' the Augustan age. He experimented with verse forms throughout his
writing life until Fables Ancient and Modern (1700), which brings together
ritical, translated, and original works, in a fitting conclusion to a varied
areer.

The term ‘heroic’ was, as we have seen, applied to tragedy in the
b Restoration period. As satite lost its venom, the heroic couplet
i adopted a gentler, mote humotous tone. It is in this context that the
erm ‘mock heroic’ can be best understood. The term is normally
applied to Pope’s poetry, but can be seen to refer, more widely, to a
i whole restructuring of values at what was felt to be the beginning of a
new age. In all the arts of the age, there is a self-conscious scaling
down of terms of reference, which leads to parody, to satire, and
to a more restricted, self-referential literature than the Renaissance
produced.
Matthew Prior and Samuel Buter were very well known and highly
successful in their own day, but their writings have not had the lasting
tegard that Dryden, for instance, has enjoyed. Butler wrote the long
satirical poem Hudibras, which was published in three parts between
1663 and 1680 and quickly gained great popularity. In a sense it set the
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tone of much of the satire which followed, but Butler’s poem, in
deliberately absurd-sounding octosyllabic couplets, is full of entertain-
ing digressions, obscute learning, and contemporary reference. It starts
as a mock romance, but by the final part it becomes a commentary on
the events leading up to the Restoration. The tone can be judged from
the opening lines:

When civil dudgeon first grew high,
And men fell out they knew not why.

Matthew Prior is mote a poet of light occasional verse, although his
first major work was a satire on Dryden’s The Hind and the Panther. He
became famous as a secret agent working behind the scenes on the
Treaty of Utrecht of 1713, which ended the War of the Spanish Suc-
cession. As a vety popular poet, he covers a wide range of themes and
forms, but his poetty remains anchored in the passing events of the
age rather than handling themes of continuing relevance and concern:
a comparison between Prior’s Ode celebrating the arrival of William
III, Carmen Seculare (1700) and Andrew Marvell's Horatian Ode upon
Cromwell’s Return from Ireland, written exactly fifty years earlier, confirms
that Marvell could produce splendid political poetry, wheteas Prior was
engaged in rather more trivial flattery. Something of the decline in the
place of poetry over those fifty years, despite the work of Milton and
Dryden, can also be observed in this comparison (see page 111 for
Marvell):

Confess the various Attributes of Fame
Collected and compleat in William’s Name:
To all the list'ning World relate,
(As Thou dost His Story read)
That nothing went before so Great,
And nothing Greater can succeed.
(Carmen Seculare)

Pope

POPE

True wit is nature to advantage dressed,

What oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed
(Essay on Criticism)

_

Alexander Pope was, like Dryden after 1685, a Catholic, and therefore
, an outsider in the Protestant-dominated society of the early eighteenth
.~ century. The two men were, however, of totally different generations
and background. Pope was 12 when Dryden died, and was suffering
from the spinal disease which left him deformed and sickly for the rest
of his life.
Pope had, in common with Dryden, considerable success in translat-
| ing Greek and Latin classics — especially Homer — into English, and
| also prepared a noted, if flawed, edition of Shakespeare, in 1725. But
he never engaged in setious political, philosophical, and religious
i debate on the scale that Dryden achieved. Perhaps because of his poor
. health, Pope was something of a recluse, but he was very involved in
-~ high society, and took sides on most of the political issues of his day.
' His satires are full of savage invective against real or imagined enemies.
Pope’s sphere was social and intellectual. 7he Rape of the Lock (1712—
14), written when he was in his mid-twenties, is the essence of the
mock heroic. It makes a family quarrel, over a lock of hair, into the
subject of a playful poem full of paradoxes and witty observations on
the self-regarding world it depicts, as the stolen lock is transported to
the heavens to become a new star. ‘Fair tresses man’s imperial race
L insnare’ makes Belinda’s hair an attractive trap for all mankind - a
linking of the trivial with the apparently sefious, which is Pope’s most
frequent device in puncturing his targets’ self-importance.

This Nymph, to the Destruction of Mankind,
Noutish’d two Locks, which graceful hung behind
In equal Curls, and well conspir’d to deck

With shining Ringlets the smooth Iv’ry Neck.
Love in these Labyrinths his Slaves detains,

And mighty Hearts are held in slender Chains.
With haity Springes we the Birds betray,

Slight Lines of Hair surprise the Finny Prey,

Fair Tresses Man’s Imperial Race insnare,
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And Beauty draws us with a single Hair.
Th’ Adventurous Baron the bright Locks admir’d,
He saw, he wish’d, and to the Prize aspir’d.
(The Rape of the Lock)

The Dunciad (1726, expanded in 1743) is Pope’s best-known satire. It
is again mock heroic in style, and, like Dryden’s MacFlecknoe some fifty
years before, it is an attack on the author’s literary rivals, critics, and
enemies. Pope groups them together as the general enemy ‘Dulness’,

which gradually takes over the wortld, and reduces it to chaos and
darkness:

See now, what Dulness and her sons admire;
See! what the charms, that smite the simple heart
Not touch’d by Nature, and not reach’d by Art.

Limited though these issues may seem, Pope’s intentions in his
writing were wide-ranging. His Moral Essays from the 1730s, his 4»
Epistle to Doctor Arbuthnot (1735), his An Essay on Man (1733—34), and
the early Essay on Criticism (1711) explore the whole question of man’s
place in the universe, and his moral and social responsibilities in the
world.

A little learning is a dangerous thing.
(Essay on Criticism)

True wit is nature to advantage dressed,
What oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed.
(Essay on Criticism)

True ease in writing comes from art, not chance,

As those move easiest who have learned to dance.

"Tis not enough no harshness gives offence,

The sound must seem an echo to the sense.
(Essay on Criticisn)

‘All nature is but art, unknown to thee;
All chance, ditection which thou canst not see;
All discord, harmony not undetstood;
All partial evil, universal good;
And, spite of pride, in etring reason’s spite,
One truth is clear, Whatever is, is right.

(An Essay on Man)

Journalism

Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;
The proper study of mankind is man.
(An Essay on Man)

b The Imitations of Horace (1733—38) raise issues of political neutrality,
partisanship and moral satire, and as such are a key text of the Augus-
i tan age. The conclusion of An Essay on Man, Whatever is, is right’, may
seem sadly banal; but a great many of Pope’s lines are among the most
I memorable and quotable from English poetry. His technical ability and
wit, although firmly based in the neoclassical spirit of the time, raised
{ Pope’s achievement to considerable heights.

l JOURNALISM

‘ As the market for the printed word expanded around the beginning of
L the eighteenth century, so production rose to meet demand. The rising
' middle classes were the readership for a wide range of daily and weekly
. newspapers and journals founded at this time. The Tatler, founded by
L Richard Steele, ran from April 1709 to Januaty 1711, to be followed by
The Spectator, run by Steele with Joseph Addison from March 1711 until
December 1712, and by Addison alone for several months in 1714.
. These were journals of coffee-house gossip and ideas in London. The
Spectator became the journal of a gentleman’s club, led by the fictional
Sir Roger de Coverley. Its attitudes, in relation to the city and the
country, and relations between social classes, are significant indications
i of the time:

I am always very well pleased with a Country Sunday, and think, if
keeping holy the Seventh Day were only a human Institution, it
would be the best Method that could have been thought of for the
polishing and civilising of Mankind. It is certain the Country-People
would soon degenerate into a kind of Savages and Barbarians, were
there not such frequent Returns of a stated Time, in which the whole
Village meet together with their best Faces, and in their cleanliest
Habits, to converse with one another upon indifferent Subjects, hear
their Duties explained to them, and join together in Adoration of the
supreme Being. . . .

My Friend Sir Roger, being a good Churchman, has beautified the
inside of his Church with several texts of his own choosing. He has
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likewise given a handsome Pulpit-Cloth, and railed in the
Communion-Table at his own Expense. He has often told me that at
his coming to his Estate he found his Parishioners very irregular; and
that in order to make them kneel and join in the Responses, he gave
every one of them a Hassock and a Common-prayer Book: and at
the same time employed an itinerant Singing-Master, who goes about
the Country for that Purpose, to instruct them rightly in the Tunes
of the Psalms; upon which they now very much value themselves,
and indeed outdo most of the Country Churches that I have ever
heard.
As Sir Roger is Landlotd to the whole Congregation, he keeps them
in very good Otder, and will suffer no Body to sleep in it besides
himself; for if by Chance he has been surprised into a short Nap at
sermon, upon recovering out of it he stands up and looks about him,
and if he sees any Body else nodding, either wakes them himself, or
sends his Servant to them.

(Joseph Addison, ‘A Country Sunday’, The Spectator, 1711)

This sense of class and social identity is significant in the papers’
consideration of market appeal. The coffee-houses of London, or a
gentleman’s club, thus became the respected centres of ‘middle-brow’
ideas on society, culture, manners and morals, literature and life. 7he
Spectator’s declared objective was ‘to enliven morality with wit, and to
temper wit with morality’. This well-balanced attitude established a
tradition of safe, witty, reassuring observation of and comment on the
life and times of eighteenth-century London and England. Addison
wrote: ‘I live in the world rather as a spectator of mankind than as one
of the species.” What emetges as important is, therefore, a point of
view, an attitude, rather than a committed engagement with issues and
debates — a well-informed distance which is both tolerant and self-
protective. In effect, it sets down and perpetuates class values which
would remain strong for more than two centuries: the published word
begins to become a powerful instrument in society.

The Gentleman’s Journal, which was published from 1692 to 1694, was
the first magazine of this kind; the similarly named Gentleman's
Magagine was one of the longest lasting, from 1731 until 1914. The Grub
Street Journal (1730—37) was a satirical literary magazine, its jokey name
synonymous with literary hack work. The Monthly Review became, in the

Scottish Enlightenment, diarists and Gibbon

later part of the century, the most significant and influential of the
literary magazines. The Bedford Coffee-House, in Covent Garden, was
in the 1730s ‘the emporium of wit, the seat of criticism, and the
standard of taste’, as London became the cultural capital of Britain,
¥ and London tastes dominated and influenced the tastes of the nation.
’ Despite their seeming decorum, many of the magazines and jour-
nals of the eighteenth century did engage in highly critical and contro-
versial debates. Indeed, many of the age’s writers used journalism as a
E < chicle for their ideas, and some fell foul of libel laws and factional
disputes and were subject to prosecution for their ideas.

' Daniel Defoe, for example, ran The Review for several years; he then
edited a trade journal, The Mercator, before becoming a novelist. His
L strong opinions landed him in prison on more than one occasion.
Defoe is one of the first to write polemically about money, and the
new mercantile ethos in society.

O Money, Money! What an Influence hast thou on all the affairs of
the quarrelling, huffing Part of this World, as well as upon the most
plodding Part of it! ...
And how art Thou to be obtain’d? How must we court thy favour?
Truly, just as the rest of the World does, where Thou art, we must
seek Thee. . ..
And this brings me down to the Times; Money is now the Business,
raising Money is the Affair, Ways and Means is the Word: . . . and this
is the Foundation of what we call Law, Liberty, and Property, and the
like modetrn Wortds very much in Use.

(Daniel Defoe, in 1he Review, 1707)

I Other major figures, from Pope to Dr Johnson, used journalism as
; an integral part of their literary careers. Writing, with the advent of
# journalism and the growing popularity of the novel, was now a
L profession.

SCOTTISH ENLIGHTENMENT, DIARISTS
. AND GIBBON

In the eighteenth century, the Scottish Enlightenment focused atten-
tion on Glasgow and Edinburgh as centres of intellectual activity. The
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Scottish Enlightenment was an intellectual movement which origin-
ated in Glasgow in the early eighteenth century, and flourished in
Edinburgh in the second half of the century. Its thinking was based on
philosophical enquity and its practical applications for the benefit of
society (‘improvement’ was a favoured term). The Enlightenment
encompassed literature, philosophy, science, education, and even geol-
ogy. One of its lasting results was the founding of the Encyclopaedia
Britannica (1768—71). The effects of the Scottish Enlightenment, espe-
cially in the second half of the century, were far-reaching in Britain
and Europe.

The philosophical trends ranged from the ‘common-sense’
approach of Thomas Reid to the immensely influential works of
David Hume, notably his Zreatise of Human Nature, published in 1739.
Here, his arguments on God, and the cause and effect of man’s rela-
tionship with God, are far ahead of their time in the philosophical
debate in Britain:

It is still open for me, as well as you, to regulate my behaviour, by my
expetience of past events. And if you affirm that, while a divine
providence is allowed, and a supreme distributive justice in the uni-
verse, I ought to expect some more particular reward of the good,
and punishment of the bad, beyond the ordinary course of events; I
here find the same fallacy, which I have before endeavoured to
detect. You persist in imagining, that, if we grant that divine exist-
ence, for which you so earnestly contend, you may safely infer con-
sequences from it, and add something to the experienced order of
nature, by arguing from the attributes which you ascribe to your
gods. You seem not to remember, that all your reasonings on this
subject can only be drawn from effects to causes; and that every
argument, deduced from causes to effects, must of necessity be a
gross sophism; since it is impossible for you to know any thing of
the cause, but what you have antecedently, not inferred, but dis-
covered to the full, in the effect.

(David Hume, An Enguiry Concerning Human Understanding, 1748)

Adam Smith’s book The Wealth of Nations (1776) was probably the
most important work on economics of the century, revolutionising
concepts of trade and prophesying the growing importance of Ameri-
ca as ‘one of the foremost nations of the world’. By a remarkable
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coincidence, the book was published in the very same year as the
American Declaration of Independence. One of the comments later
used by Napoleon Bonaparte against the British is first found in
Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, again undetlining the new mercantile
ethos of the time.

To found a great empite for the sole purpose of raising up a people
of customers, may at first sight appear a project fit only for a
nation of shopkeepers. It is, however, a project altogether unfit for
a nation of shopkeepers; but extremely fit for a nation that is
governed by shopkeepets.

And 0 1o bed

(Samuel Pepys, Diary)

The growth of the writing profession coincided with a rise in writing

which was private and not intended for publication. Diaries and letters

were, for the new literate middle class, forms of expression which

enjoyed increasingly wider currency.
The Diary of Samuel Pepys is probably the best-known example of

its kind in all literature. Running from 1 January 1660 until 31 May

1669, the diary was written in a form of code, which was not

; deciphered until 1825. Essentially ptivate and highly personal, it gives a
£ day-by-day insight into the decade of the Restoration — with visits to
the theatre, graphically described amorous encounters, details of
Pepys’s work as a high-ranking civil servant, and such major events as
the Great Plague (1664—65) and the Great Fire of London (1666).

To Pepys, and to his contemporary John Evelyn, we owe first-hand

' accounts of the new society as it was taking shape. Evelyn is less
spontaneous, perhaps more reflective than Pepys; in part, because his
Diary (ot Memoirs), first published in 1818, was not written day by day,
v as Pepys’s was. But their contribution to our knowledge of the Restor-
ation is outstanding. Here we can contrast the two commentaties on
E  the Great Fire.

' .. . the fire running further, that in a very little time it got as far as the

Steele-yard, while I was there. Everybody endeavouting to remove
their goods, and flinging into the tiver or bringing them into lighters
that lay off; poor people staying in their houses as long as till the very
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fire touched them, and then running into boats, or clambering from
one pair of stairs by the water-side to another. And among other
things, the poor pigeons, I perceive, were loth to leave their houses,
but hovered about the windows and balconys till they were, some of
them butned, their wings, and fell down.

(Samuel Pepys, Drary)

The conflagration was so universal, and the people so astonish’d,
that from the beginning — I know not by what desponding or fate —
they hardly stitt’d to quench it, so that there was nothing heard or
seene but crying out and lamentation, and running about like dis-
tracted creatures without at all attempting to save even their goods.
(John Evelyn, Diary)

Letters gave fiction the basis of the epistolary novel, echoing the
newly established fashion of letter-writing among the middle and
upper classes. The eighteenth century was the great era of letter-
writing. The best-known letters of the century are those written by
Lord Chestetfield to his son, from 1737 until the son’s death in 1768.
They were not intended for publication, and only appeared after the
writer’s death, in 1773. The letters then became a kind of handbook of
good behaviour, a vivid manual of how society saw itself, and an
indication of how appearance and ‘manners maketh the man’. The
letters were much ridiculed, notably by the critic Dr Samuel Johnson,
who asserted that they ‘teach the morals of a whore and the manners
of a dancing-master’. But they tremain a unique insight into mid-
eighteenth-century upper-class attitudes and life-style.

The writing of history as a contribution to literature can be traced
back to the twelfth century and Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia
Regum Britanniae. This drew on eatlier documents and on British and
Welsh traditions to affirm a glorious historical past for the emerging
nation of Britain. Latet histoty both affirms the nation’s heritage and
questions its cultural influences.

In the eighteenth century, with the growth of publishing and with
the intellectual climate of the Enlightenment, there was a great
demand for new historical writing, The greatest product of this was
The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, a massive six-volume work
published between 1776 and 1788, precisely between the American
Revolution and the French Revolution. The context is important, as
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b the author Edward Gibbon was examining not only the greatness of
i Rome, but the forces which brought about its decay. The story of the
| burning of Rome is rather different from Pepys’s or Evelyn’s Great
! Fire of London, and ends with something more legendary than
‘ historical.

In the tenth year of the reign of Nero, the capital of the empire was
afflicted by a fire which raged beyond the memory or example of
former ages. The monuments of Grecian art and of Roman virtue,
the trophies of the Punic and Gallic wars, the most holy temples, and
the most splendid palaces, were involved in one common destruc-
tion. Of the fourteen regions or quarters into which Rome was
divided, four only subsisted entire, three were levelled with the
ground, and the remaining seven which had experienced the fury of
the flames displayed a melancholy prospect of ruin and
desolation. . . .

The voice of rumour accused the emperor as the incendiary of his
own capital: and, as the most incredible stories are the best adapted
to the genius of an enraged people, it was gravely reported and
firmly believed, that Nero, enjoying the calamity which he had occa-
sioned, amused himself with singing to his lyre the destruction of
ancient Troy.

“1 _Gibbon’s interpretation of history was controversial, especially in its
| examination of the growth of Christianity, but his accurate scholarship
nd engaging prose style have made The Decline and Fall the most endur-
ing work of history in English.

L In the eighteenth century, history is seen as a branch of belles-lettres,
and it subsumes within it scriptural authority on the one hand, and
fictional narrative on the other. History is, in effect, the new secular
- authority of the Enlightenment, and comes to be a very wide-ranging
§ category of writing.
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THE NOVEL
There was nothing talked of but this young and gallant

slave
(Aphra Behn, Oroonoko)

The concern of the Augustan age was not so much with exploration —
both of the bounds of human potential and of the bounds of geog-
raphy and the sciences, which were the concerns of the Renaissance —
as with experience. The novel and fiction became the dominant form
and genre in terms of readership, although for mote than a century
they would be considered ‘inferior’ by critics.

The novel was not a sudden innovation at the end of the seven-
teenth century. Accounts of travels, which may or may not have been
fictionalised to some extent, go back as far as the Travels of Sir Jobn
Mandeville, probably published in 1375. Other wotlds and cultures, ways
of living and believing, became a main charactetistic of fiction through
the Elizabethan age. Thomas Nashe’s The Unfortunate Traveller (1594)
provides us with one of the earliest picaresque tales in English. It
recounts ‘the life of Jack Wilton’ in a mixture of styles, anticipating the
picaresque heroes and heroines of Daniel Defoe and Henry Fielding
just over a century later. Sir Thomas More’s Ufgpia was also influential
in “fictionalising travel’ and thus providing impetus to the growth of
the novel (see page 82).

In general, however, the exotic influence in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century literature was to be tamed; subsumed into recog-
nisably English middle-class ways of thinking and brought into line
with the wotldview of the time. Englishness could always dominate
over exoticism: English readers could usually feel they were superior to
any of the outlandish behaviour or ways of life they read about. So,
although the fascination with the exotic, seen in travellers’ tales over
the centuries from Mandeville to Raleigh, is 2 common theme, the
concern now was not simply to document but to accommodate
expetience within recognisable bounds.

The expanding readership was largely female and upper or upper-
middle class. The new ethos indicated that all kinds of social behaviour
be monitored, regulated, controlled. So, in many novels, a new morality
is propounded, covering male/female relationships, figures of author-

The novel

jty, and the social awareness of needs, desites, and fantasies. In this

b context, the first female figure in English literature stands out as a vivid
- exception to the newly formulated rule.

Aphra Behn’s exotic Oroonoko uses a tale of a noble African, who

is carried off to slavery in the English colony of Surinam, to illus-
’ trate the violence of the slave trade and the corruption of the
z ptimitive peoples by treacherous and hypocritical Christian colonisers.
L It is a novel of violence and cruelty and is ahead of its time in its
f defence of the ‘noble savage’ and its affirmation of an anti-colonial
| stance.

... the fame of Oroonoko was gone before him, and all people were in
admiration of his beauty ... there was nothing talked of but this
young and gallant slave, even by those who knew not that he was a
prince.

I ought to tell you, that the Christians never buy any slaves but
they give ’em some name of their own, their native ones being likely
very batbarous, and hatd to pronounce; so that Mr Trefry gave
Oroonoko that of Caesar, which name will live in that country as long
as that (scarce more) glotious one of the great Roman: for *tis most
evident he wanted no part of the wotld replenished with people and
historians, that might have given him his due. But his misfortune
was, to fall in an obscure world, that afforded only a female pen to
celebrate his fame; though I doubt not but it had lived from others
endeavours, if the Dutch, who immediately after his time took that
country, had not killed, banished and dispersed all those that were
capable of giving the world this great man’s life, much better than I
have done. . ..

For the future therefore I must call Oroonoko Caesar, since by that
name only he was known in our western world, and by that name he
was received on shore at Parbam House, where he was destin’d a slave.

Behn was a controversial figure, despite considerable success as a
| writer for the theatre. She was accused of lewdness and of plagiarism.
¢ She was also politically active, and, in general, was an uncomfortable
presence in the prevailing moral climate of the late seventeenth cen-
tury. Perhaps it was this which led to her being ignored in literary
Ei, history for many years.

She cannot be ignored, however, as the writer of some seventeen
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plays, and thirty works of fiction — some three decades before Danie]
Defoe is credited with writing the first proper novels. She herself
contended that the fact that she was a woman, and spoke out for
women’s rights and sexual freedom, had a negative effect on how she
was received. Charges of immorality meant that even in the twentieth
century, when Virginia Woolf and then the feminist critics attempted
to retrieve her reputation, some shades of critical doubt remained.
Whether this is a sign of critical and moral double standards remains
open to debate, but if Defoe is to be considered one of the ‘fathers’ of
the novel, Aphra Behn has morte than a claim to be considered one of
the genre’s ‘mothers’.

The works of other writers who were accused of immorality ot anti-
government sentiments also suffered in this climate. Delarivier Manley
is a good example of a hugely successful writer whose voice was
silenced amidst scandalous accusations. Her The New Atalantis (1709)
was a sensational political allegory, not far removed from Swift. It was
described by later moralists as ‘the most objectionable of novels’ for its
handling of dangerous topics such as rape, incest and homosexuality.
Here, an ageing Duchess (identified as Lady Castlemaine, a mistress of
the King) is attracted to a young count, identified as John Churchill,
first Duke of Marlborough (Sir Winston Churchill was grandson of
the seventh Duke).

. he ... was newly tisen from the bath and, in a loose gown of
carnation ta{-fcta stained with Indian figures, his beautiful long, flow-
ing hair (for then ’twas the custom to wear their own tied back with a
ribbon of the same colour) he had thrown himself upon the bed,
pretending to sleep, with nothing on but his shirt and night-gown,
which he had so indecently disposed that, slumbering as he
appeared, his whole person stood confessed to the eyes of the
amorous Duchess. His limbs were exactly formed, his skin shiningly
white, and the pleasure the lady’s graceful entrance gave him diffused
joy and desire throughout all his form. His lovely eyes seemed to be
closed, his face turned on one side (to favour the deceit) was
obscured by the lace depending from the pillows on which he rested.

(The New Atalantis)

Manley’s The Secret History of Queen Zarah (1705) took the kind of
refined political satire of Dryden into the sphete of contemporary

The novel

politics. Each serial volume of the novel was accompanied by a key
xplaining who the characters were. The novel exposed the corruption
of the worlds of high society and politics, and continued a trend of
candal-mongering which has been a mainstay of popular publishing

ever since.

'. Clearly, lines of demarcation were being drawn, and scandalous
novels were deemed unacceptable, while satiric verse, for a much more
limited readership, could be condoned. But satire, explicitness in sexual
. terms, religious questioning and threats to the government’s status quo
|- were consistently muzzled, and driven out of what was considered
‘proper’ in literature. Propriety became a key concept in literature, and
t was directly related to the critical concerns of the Augustan, or neo-
classical age.

? It will be hard for a private history to be taken
- for gennine
(Daniel Defoe, .4 Journal of the Plagne Year)

The novels of Daniel Defoe ate fundamental to eighteenth-century
ways of thinking. They range from the quasi-factual A Journal of the
E Plague Year, an almost journalistic (but fictional) account of London
b between 1664 and 1665 (when the author was a very young child), to
I Robinson Crusoe, one of the most enduring fables of Western culture. If
i the philosophy of the time asserted that life was, in Hobbes’s words,
‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’, novels showed ways of coping
with ‘brutish’ reality (the plague; solitude on a desert island) and mak-
ing the best of it. There was no questioning of authority as there had
. been throughout the Renaissance. Instead, there was an interest in
establishing and accepting authority, and in the ways of ‘society’ as a
 newly ordered whole.

X_ Thus, Defoe’s best-known heroine, Moll Flanders, can titillate her
L readers with her first-person narration of a dissolute life as thief,
prostitute, and incestuous wife, all the time telling her story from the
f vantage point of one who has been accepted back into society and
improved her behaviour.

... every branch of my story, if duly considered, may be useful to
honest people, and afford a due caution to people of some sort or

_
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other to guard against the like surprises, and to have their eyes about
them when they have to do with strangers of any kind, for ’tis very
seldom that some snare or other is not in their way. The moral,
indeed, of all my history is left to be gathered by the senses and
judgment of the reader; I am not qualified to preach to them. Let the
expetience of one creature completely wicked, and completely mis-

erable, be a storehouse of useful warning to those that read.
(Moll Flanders)

The novel contains much social comment: the conditions of the poor,
the gaols (especially Newgate), the suffering of emigrants, all became
subjects of concern to novelists, journalists, artists and the well-
intentioned middle classes. The new bourgeoisic in some ways
reinforced a class distinction between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ in this
emphasis on middle-class values and middle-class supetiority. How-
evet, artistic representations of low life continued to be popular for
other reasons too. John Gay’s theatrical work The Beggar's Opera is a
good example of the entertainment value of cut-purses, thieves, and
their womenfolk. Its hero, Macheath, is one of the lasting figures of
‘popular’ culture to emerge from this petiod (see page 149). But few
will be as lucky as Moll Flanders, who comes to a ‘happy ending’ and,
importantly, financial security after all her difficulties.

Robinson Crusoe makes a kingdom of the island upon which he is
shipwrecked. His relationships, first with Xury, then with his ‘man,
Friday’, lack the kind of respect Behn gave the royal slave in Oroonoko
(see page 167). Hete is how he speaks to Xury, his boy.

“Xury, if you will be faithful to me T'll make you a great man, but if
you will not swear to be true to me, I must throw you into the sea
too.” The boy smiled in my face and spoke so innocently that I could
not mistrust him; and swore to be faithful to me, and go all over the
world with me.

(Robinson Crusoe)

Crusoe is a coloniser, who establishes on the island a2 model of his own
society which will continue after the end of the tale. Robinson’s belief
in God, or in what he himself is doing, is never questioned. To para-
phrase Pope: whatever Crusoe does, is right. After Xury leaves, Cruso¢
encounters ‘Friday’ — and has to convert him to Christianity.

The novel

After Friday and I became more intimately acquainted, and he could
understand almost all I said to him, and speak fluently, though in
broken English, to me, I acquainted him first, with true Christian
religion, and then with my own story, or at least so much of it as
related to my coming to into the place. . . .

I described to him the country of Europe, and particularly England,
which I came from; how we lived, how we worshipped God, how we

behaved to one another; and how we traded in ships to all parts of
the world.

b So this novel, which has become a potent myth of survival, confirms
I for the reader the ultimate rightness of Crusoe’s way of thinking and
] acting. The novel ends positively in order not to subvert any of the
middle-class mercantile values Robinson Crusoe upholds.

I remained in Lisbon to settle my affairs. Within seven months, I
received what I was owed from the survivors of the trustees; the
merchants for whose account I had gone to sea.

I was now master, all on a sudden, of above [5,000 sterling in
money, and had an estate, as I might well call it, in the Brasils, of
above a thousand pounds a year, as sure as an estate of lands in
England: and in a word, I was in a condition which I scarce knew how
to understand, or how to compose myself for the enjoyment of it.

-~ Crusoe, having survived twenty-eight years on his desert island, sees
his investments make him rich, and sees his island colonised, without
any sympathy for Friday whom he views as the simple native, improved
by his master and by his conversion to Christianity. Alternatively, Fri-
day can be seen as the victim of colonialisation whose territory and
i beliefs are usurped by the coloniser.
_ It is significant that the Bank of England was founded in 1694, and
i we recall Defoe’s railing against money (page 161). Robinson Crusoe
has been seen as one of the first capitalist heroes, who overcomes
. cxtreme difficulties to reach economic security. This kind of success
L story is later repeated through Charles Dickens in the nineteenth cen-
tury to H.G. Wells and others in the twentieth century, and it embodies
many of the aspects of the triumph of the middle-class ethos, where
money is the driving force.

Love and romance were not excluded, however. Moll’s search is
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a search for love and identity as well as for social stability and accept-
ability. (But Robinson Crusoe’s marriage, it has to be said, occupies less
than a page of his adventures; an indication, perhaps, of how men’s
and women’s concerns differ.) The heroine of Defoe’s Roxana, sub-
titled The Fortunate Mistress, is a kind of superior Moll Flanders, going
through a series of rich protectors and becoming very rich herself in
the process. Yet this cannot go unpunished. When her Dutch merchant
husband discovers her deceit, he leaves her almost penniless, and her
end is the opposite of Moll’s, dying penitent while in prison for debt.

Roxana’s sin has been to take her fortune for granted, and not to
appreciate the effort and hard work which has gone into amassing it:
her death as a penitent affirms the Puritan ethic which she has spent
her life transgressing. She is not the role-model for the woman of the
time — she is far too independent, pleasure-loving, and adventurous. It
is not long before the novel provides a female role-model in the work
of Samuel Richardson.

Satire is a sort of glass, wherein beholders do generally
l discover everybody’s face but their own

(Jonathan Swift, The Battle of the Books)

One writer who dared to criticise and mock authority figures, with
ever-increasing venom, was Jonathan Swift. It is indicative of how
‘dissidents’ can be absorbed that his most famous novel, Guliver's
Travels (1726), has long been considered a comic fable for children. In
fact, it is a severe attack on the political parties of the time, and on the
pointlessness of religious controversies between different denomin-
ations within Christianity. These differences are symbolised in the tiny
Lilliputians and the enormous Brobdingnagians, or in the differences
between the Big-endians or Little-endians. The controversy between
these two is whether boiled eggs should be opened at the big or the
little end.

The novel goes on to satirise some of the new scientific institutions
of the time, such as The Royal Society. The culmination of Swift’s
angry polemic comes when he presents the Houyhnhnms, a race of
rational, clean, civilised horses who are contrasted with the foul, brutal,
uncivilised Yahoos, a race of ape-like beasts in human form. Gulliver,

The novel

e traveller who has visited so many different worlds, has to recognise

that the Yahoos are, sadly, the closest to his own species — some 133
years before Chatles Darwin confirmed their ape-like connections in
[ On the Origin of Species.

... several horses and mares of quality in the neighbourhood came
often to our house upon the report spread of a wonderful Yahoo,
that could speak like 2 Houyhnhnm, and seemed in his words and
actions to discover some glimmerings of Reason. These delighted to
converse with me; they put many questions, and received such
answers as 1 was able to return. By all which advantages, I made so
great a progress, that in five months from my arrival, I understood
whatever was spoke, and could express myself tolerably well.

The Houyhnhnms who came to visit my master, out of a design
of seeing and talking with me, could hardly believe me to be a right
Yahoo, because my body had a different covering from others of my
kind. They were astonished to observe me without the usual hair or
skin, except on my head, face and hands.

(Gulliver's Travels)

L This is the satire of poets like Dryden and Pope taken to a polemical
’ t’j{"cxtreme, and seasoned with real anger. The third part of the novel
satirises the period’s new institutions and schools of learning. The
E fourth part becomes an out-and-out satire on mankind, with all
¢ the disgust that Rochester showed now applied to depict men as
monkey-like Yahoos, considerably inferior in all their qualities to the
i Houyhnhnms, which are horses. In a period when horses were one
of the main servants of man, this is an examination of roles which
b was intended to provoke and offend. It was, however, dismissed as
antastic comedy and, as a result, its satiric power was blunted.
Dislike of the wotld is not usually well received. Shakespeare’s Timon
of Athens, about the misanthrope who rejects the world, is one of his
east performed plays. It becomes something of a requirement that
terature be in some way life-affirming; doubts are resolved, happy
ndings reached, the bad punished, the good rewarded. Swift does not
rovide such comfort.

In tone, Swift is sometimes not far from Mandeville, over 350 years
efore him. Mandeville spoke of an island he visited whete children
ere eaten, describing their flesh as ‘the best and sweetest flesh in the
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world’. Swift, in a prose pamphlet (1729) about the situation of Ireland
(already a political problem for more than a century), offers, as a
solution to the problem, the marketing of Irish children for English
consumption. A Modest Proposal suggests that:

.. . a young healthy child well nursed is at a year old a most delicious,
nourishing, and wholesome food, whether stewed, roasted, baked, or
boiled, and I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a fricassee, or
a ragout.

Mandeville’s exotic joke here becomes a vehicle for serious political
satire; but the English reading public was shocked and horrified,
unable to see Swift’s humour or his serious concern.

Swift is yet another example of an Anglo-Irish writer, criticising
English society ever more strongly. He wrote a great many political
pamphlets on a wide range of topics, and, with Defoe, is one of the
most prolific of all English authors. But it is his satire that is best
remembered: from A Tule of a Tub (1704), on corruption in religion
and learning, to The Grand Question Debated, in 1729. Always a contro-
versial and polemical figure, his Journal to Stella (1710-13) and his
vividly expressive poetry show a rich span of emotion and verbal
invention. For a long time, he was considered merely 2 mad mis-
anthrope, but that critical opinion — convenient for the tastes of his
own day — can now be seen to do less than justice to a writer who used
satire with great originality and wit to highlight what he saw as the
faults and hypocrisies of his age. His own joking epitaph says much
about his petception of himself:

He knew an hundtred pleasant stories,
With all the turns of Whigs and Tories;
Was cheerful to his dying day,
And friends would let him have his way.
He gave the little wealth he had
To build 2 house for fools and mad,
And showed by one satiric touch,
No nation wanted it so much.
That kingdom he hath left his debtor;
I wish it soon may have a better.

(Vrses on the Death of Dr Swif?)

The novel

.. . written, though perbaps not intended, with such

excplicitness (don’t be alarmed, my dear!)
(Samuel Richardson, Clarissa)

It is with the next generation of novelists that love stories come into
'7 their own. Samuel Richardson had worked his way up from poverty to
L become a prosperous printer. Among the wotks he published in the
late 1730s wetre books of moral advice and a version for the times of
Aesop’s Fables. The success of these led him to develop a series of
‘familiar letters’ with their original aim being a manual of letter-writing.
_But they turned into a major epistolary novel, Pamela, published in
o

i Novels in the form of letters had been popular for several decades,
i Aphra Behn having published Love Letters between a Nobleman and his
L Sister as early as 1683. Richardson wanted to raise the tone of the novel
from the level of this kind of subject mattet, and in doing so created a
§ heroine for the times. Poor but virtuous, Pamela suffers a series of
‘. trials at the hands of Mr B, culminating in attempted rape. She refuses
L to become his mistress or his wife until she converts Mr B. Then she
agrees to marry him and becomes a paragon of virtue admired by all.
The contrast between male domination, with its implied sensuality, and
female restraint and submission, with its emphasis on virtue symbol-
f‘ised in chastity, was immediately criticised as hypocritical, and parodied
by Henry Fielding in Shamela.

Pamela was a huge success. It not only created a fashion for the
1 epistolary novel, but underscored role distinctions which were to

-become predominant in society for some two centuries: the dominant
_male as provider and master; the female as victim, preserving her
‘virtue until submitting to ‘affection’ and the inevitability of the man’s
~dominance. An impression of female independence is given by the
Creation of a woman’s role in society as mistress of a social circle.
Thus the female role is established in relation to male roles, and any
 deviation is seen as both socially and morally reprehensible. Modern
‘,’;spsychological commentators have found Pamela
¥ ing. and the discussion of male/female roles since Richardson wrote
Lamela has kept the novel in the forefront of literary and social interest.

b

s behaviour perplex-

Richardson’s next epistolary novel, Clarissa (1747—48), marks a
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major step forward. There are four major letter writets, where in Pamels
almost all the letters come from the heroine alone. The novel ends in
tragedy, and it is interesting to compare Clarissa’s tragedy with similar
Renaissance precedents. Clarissa’s suitor Lovelace (hinting in the name
at love’s ties that bind) plays with her emotions in devious ways, con-
signing her to a brothel, attempting rape, and leading to the key
question:

Is not this the hour of her trial — And in Aer, of the trial of the virtue
of her whole Sex, so long premeditated, so long threatened? —
Whether her frost be frost indeed? Whether her virtue be principle?

Finally, Lovelace drugs and rapes her and Clarissa not only begins to
lose her reason but also her very identity. The dilemma recalls Isabella’s
insistence on her chastity in Measure for Measure, neatly 150 years eatlier.
But Shakespeare’s concern was for justice; extreme Putitanism was
mocked and overcome. Richardson’s concern is with male and female
roles and identities, and the interplay of his characters’ psychology is
handled with considerable subtlety and complexity.

Critics have reacted with greatly mixed feelings. Coleridge, writing
some sixty years after Clarissa, confesses that it vexes him to ‘admire,
aye greatly admire Richardson. His mind is so very vile a mind, so oozy,
so hypocritical’ — yet his work excites admiration. Samuel Johnson
favouted Richardson over Fielding, praising Richardson’s depth
against Fielding’s superficiality in his famous comparison ‘between 2
man who knew how a watch was made, and a man who could tell the
hour by looking on the dial-plate’. But this was the judgement of the
first of the great critics, who also pronounced, of Sterne’s Tristram
Shandy, ‘Nothing odd will do long’. Some modern critics have seen
Clarissa’s death as ‘an absolute refusal of political society: sexual
oppression, bourgeois patriarchy, and libertine aristocracy togethet’,
with the heroine as ‘a champion of the downtrodden woman of het
day and all days’.

The epistolary novel, as a form, gives several correspondents the
opportunity to set forth a point of view. Although one character dom-
inates, this multiplicity of viewpoints cteates the impression of diver-
sity leading to consensus. Like Dickens, Richardson, in particular, was
known to accommodate the views and suggestions of his readers in

The novel

I the composition of the serially published instalments of his novels,
especially Clarissa and Sir Charles Grandison (1754). But the forum of
debate was limited by the initial moral intentions of the author. There
E isa basic didacticism in the novel of the 1740s and Fielding himself is
perhaps the clearest example of this.

Richardson, however, remains a vital figure in the history of the
“; novel, and of ideology. He initiates a discourse on sexual roles which,
in all its ambiguities, is as relevant to today’s society as it was in the
mid-eighteenth century and which fills the pages of hundreds of
| novels after Pamela and Clarissa.

[ describe not man, but manners; not an individual,
L but a species
(Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews)
b Henry Fielding, a highly successful satitic dramatist until the intro-
uction of censorship in 1737, began his novel-writing career with
d Shamela, a pastiche of Pamela, which humorously attacked the hypo-
| critical morality which that novel displayed. Joseph Andrews (1742) was
® 2lso intended as a kind of parody of Richardson; but Fielding found
that his novels were taking on a moral life of their own, and he
developed his own highly petsonal narrative style — humorous and
‘;ironic, with an omniscient narrative presence controlling the lives and
‘ destinies of his characters.

. Fielding focuses more on male characters and manners than
. Richardson. In doing so, he creates a new kind of hero in his novels.
L Joseph Andrews is chaste, while Tom Jones in Tom Jones (1749) is quite
the opposite. Tom is the model of the young foundling enjoying his
freedom (to travel, to have relationships with women, to enjoy sensual
P experience) until his true origins ate discovered. When he matures, he
b assumes his social responsibilities and marries the woman he has
‘always’ loved, who has, of course, like a mediaeval crusader’s beloved,
!{. been waiting faithfully for him. Both of these heroes are types, repre-
\sﬁlentatives of their sex.

i There is a picaresque journey from innocence to expetience, from
| freedom to responsibility. It is a rewriting of male roles to suit the
Society of the time. The hero no longer makes a crusade to the Holy

_
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Land, but the crusade is a personal one, with chivalry learned on the
way, and adventure replacing self-sacrifice and battle.

The reader is invited to sympathise with the hero, despite his faults
or his disreputable ways, trusting the omniscient and frequenty
intrusive narratorial voice to bring the story to a proper conclusion,
Richardson’s Puritan insistence on chastity as female virtue is refocused
here. ‘Respectable’ these heroes are not, until brought to respectability
by the author. This reinforces the ambiguous contrast, already seen in
Defoe, between the vicarious pleasure and excitement (‘will she/won’t
she?”) and the moral to be drawn from the fable. It would be wrong for
the woman to “fall’, but it is fun for Tom Jones, and the reader, to enjoy
sexual relations with Molly Seagtim. The authorial ‘T’ gives a judgement
which excuses the hero for his natural fall:

Though she behaved at last with all decent reluctance, yet I rather
choose to atttibute the triumph to her, since, in fact, it was her design
which succeeded.

(Tom Jones)

‘Decent reluctance’ and ‘her design’, together with the omniscient nar-
rator’s ever-present voice, manipulate the reader’s response to such
‘immoral’ behaviour in an ambiguous way which is both salacious and
moralistic. In a sense, the fable is necessarily contradictory to the
moral, and today’s reader might justifiably wonder how much reading
pleasure depended on the thrill of the forbidden and how much on the
correctness of the conclusion.

Jonathan Wild the Great (1743) is, like Defoe’s Mo/l Flanders, a story of
a criminal, and presents one of the first real anti-heroes in English
literature. The intention is, however, satirical, as the criminal hero is set
up as a figure admired by all, the ‘Great’ of the title being seen as
highly ironic. The target 1s, as it was in Fielding’s plays, the prime
minister, Sir Robert Walpole, who is ‘Newgate with the mask on’
Jonathan Wild’s career of cheating, robbery, and vice leads him to
Newgate, and a sentence of death. He faces it most unheroically, but
emerges as a champion of hypocrisy and double-dealing — a devil-
figure for the times.

Fielding took the novel forward from the epistolary form to what he
called ‘comic epics in prose’, rich in character and action, revelling in

The novel

the English landscape and in the manners of the people his hero
encounters. He thus created, at the same time as Richardson was writ-
ing, a new area of novelistic experience, one which would lead on to
the major comic novelists of the early Victorian age. The spirit he
portrays comes to be seen as the spirit of the times, almost a traditional
evocation of the mid-eighteenth century, untouched by the effects of
the Industrial or Agrarian Revolutions.

Critics have argued that Richardson is more forward-looking and
Fielding more backward-looking, but any such judgement is open to
debate. The novel was developing along several different but comple-
mentary lines. Richardson, in many ways, provides models for the
psychological novelists who follow him, Fielding for the social and
comic writers.

Female writers of the time have been largely ignored in the history

E  of the novel — the accepted canon consisting of Defoe, Richardson,

and Fielding — but numerically there were possibly more female than

i male novelists. There were certainly more female than male readers in
¥ the new market for fiction.

To find a woman writer creating a heroine who is comparable to a
Fielding hero, we have to turn to Eliza Haywood and Betsy Thoughtless

(1751). Eliza Haywood ran the periodical 7he Female Spectator, one of
b the first magazines intended specifically for a female readership. She

and Henry Fielding’s sister Sarah, above all, deserve to reclaim a place

f in the history of the novel, both for the quality of their works and for
the opinions and attitudes they display.

As with Sarah Fielding’s eponymous hero David Simple, the name

: of the heroine Betsy Thoughtless gives the clue to the character, but
f  the thoughtless heroine undergoes a transformation. While dithering,
b trying to choose between two possible suitors, Sober and Gaylord, she
i' loses her ‘true love’, Mr Truelove, who gives up waiting, Thus, she ends
L up in an unhappy marriage, and the author has to resort to killing off
1 both the husband and Mrs Truelove in order to bring about the happy
ending, The sufferings of Haywood’s heroine are presented in 2 more
)‘" ‘'realistic, less rhetorically sentimental vein than those of Pamela or
Clatissa. There is humour to lighten the underlying moral, and very
littde of the vicarious titillation and excitement for the reader of the
procrastinated rape and potential near-rapes of Richardson. The
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heroine is more a victim of her own thoughtlessness than of male
machinations.

David Simple is a true innocent, and, in his constant disappoint-
ments, he gives the author the opportunity to handle with considerable
irony the differences between appearance and reality in human
behaviour. Where Henry Fielding’s omniscient narrator never allows
his hero to be truly innocent, Sarah Fielding creates a character who is
‘in search of a real friend’, rather than engaged on a process of matur-
ing through experience. It is a ‘quest’ novel, a search for an ideal, and as
such has served as a model for many future novelists. And, being fairly
realistic in its examination of character and motive, the novel does not
supply the traditional happy ending. Some nine years after the ‘moral
romance’ was first published, in 1744, the story is taken beyond the
rich and happy reconciliation of the original. It ends in financial loss,
death and the continued suffering of hapless innocence.

David Simple is an unusual, complex and penetrating examination of
human motivation. It lacks the wit and exuberance of Henry Fielding’s
novels, but brings a new note into the novel, a note of struggle and
despair, which remains striking and unexpected.

Oliver Goldsmith, successful as poet and comic dramatist, pub-
lished his novel 7he Vicar of Wakefield in 1766. It is a kind of pastoral
parable, an improbable fairy-tale of a vicar whose family is beset by
misfortunes; not unlike the unfolding of George Eliot’s Silas Marner
almost a century later, redemption and justice triumph in the end.

Don Quixote, the epic novel of Spanish literature by Cervantes, was a
major influence on English writing after the Restoration. It was pub-
lished in Spain in 1605 as Don Quixote de la Mancha, and added to in
1615. The earliest English translation was published in 1616, the year
of Shakespeare’s death. The most influential translation was by Peter
Motteux, published in 1700—3, who had also completed Urquhart’s
great translation of Rabelais. Many seventeenth-century plays and
novels borrowed something from Cervantes — the idea of the ‘picaro’,
or the clever rogue, is often associated with Don Quixote, but is in fact
nothing to do with that work. The picaresque novels of Fielding,
Smollett, and others derive from another slightly earlier Spanish
tradition.

The direct influence of Cervantes can be found in Charlotte

Criticism
Lennox’s The Female Quixote (1752), whete the heroine, Arabella,
echoes the Spanish hero’s naivety in a challenging world. Samuel
Butler’s satire Fudibras (1663) is in the form of a mock romance,

derived from Cervantes, with the hero Sir Hudibras and his servant,
the squire Ralpho, paralleling Don Quixote and Sancho Panza.

CRITICISM

VAt ev’ry word a reputation dies
(Alexander Pope, The Rape of the Lock)
I Criticism, or writing about books and their authors, is as old as writing
L itself. It is thus hardly surprising that the century which saw the great-
est expansion in writing and reading should also see the arrival of the
professional critic. Critical essays on theory and form, such as
- Dryden’s Of Dramatic Poesy (1668), or satirical views of the literary
wotld, such as Swift’s The Battle of the Books (1697; published 1704 — the
¥ battle is between ancient and modern, or between classical and con-
temporary literature), draw lines between older and newer styles and
modes of writing. This is criticism as an aid to the definition and
aims of literature. Under the influence of the French writer Nicholas
Boileau’s A7 Poétigue (1674), criticism in the Augustan age estab-
lished canons of taste and defined principles of composition and
criticism.

This mix of scientific rigour and subjective reaction has remained
constant through succeeding generations. Criticism changes almost as
much as literature varies, if more slowly, but it can exert very strong
influences. And no critic is ever right, at least for any longer than the
critical fashion lasts. What is of interest is how much critical writing is
of continuing value and influence. Pope, the wisest and wittiest of
Augustans, in his Essay on Criticism, wrote:

Whoever thinks a faultless piece to see,
Thinks what ne’er was, nor is, nor e’er shall be.

_
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LANGUAGE NOTE
The expanding lexicon — ‘standards of English’

. 2 down-to-the-point, sound, natural speech; positive expressions, clear
meanings, spontanecousness, the greatest possible approximation to math-
ematical plainness.

(Statutes of The Royal Society, 1662)

As we have seen, it has been estimated that between 1500 and 1650 around
12,000 new words were introduced into the English language. At the same
time, English grammar and vocabulary, heavily influenced by other languages,
none the less became sufficiently nativised and ‘Englished’ for 2 number of
writers to feel that the English language should be more definitively desctibed
and recorded. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were periods in
which several grammars of English, dictionaries of English and even pronun-
ciation guides to English were published. This movement was given impetus
by the establishment in 1662 of The Royal Society. The Society’s main pur-
pose was to guide and promote the development of science and scientific
exploration, but it created a climate in which language itself could be sub-
jected to greater investigation.

The Royal Society also attempted to lay down certain rules regarding the
use of the language and encouraged the introduction of a more scientific
style. The scientific style emphasised clarity, precision and sober elegance, and
in this respect it was in marked contrast to the complexities of earlier
seventeenth-century prose styles which made few concessions to readers. The
plainer, ‘neoclassical’ style allowed fuller communication with the expanding
middle classes who would come to constitute a significant part of an enlarged
readership for a wide range of writing. In poetry, linguistic clarity and preci-
sion is illustrated by Pope and Dryden who also did much to develop the
heroic couplet, which in turn further reinforces simplicity, balance and hat-
mony in language. Such language choices enact a world of order and coher-
ence — a world which could be scientifically measured and rationally
explained. It is not surprising that it was felt that language should be similarly
ordered scientifically and ‘ascertained’.

The word ‘ascertain’ means to describe and to fix authoritatively as part of
a permanent record. It is used by Jonathan Swift in his essay .4 Proposal for
Correcting, Improving and Ascertaining the English Tongne (1712). Swift took the
debate a stage further by arguing that constant change in the language led to
disorder and corruption:

Jobnson

... 1 do here, in the name of all the learned and Polite Persons of the
Nation, complain . . . that our language is extremely imperfect; that its daily
improvements are by no means in proportion to its daily Corruptions; that
the Pretenders to polish and refine it, have chiefly multiplied Abuses and
Absurdities.

The idea of placing the English language in the hands of an Academy, as
had been the case in Italy and France, did not take hold, but the concern to fix
the language and, by fixing, purify it, continued through the eighteenth cen-
tury and beyond. In this respect the creation of Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary
of the English Language (1755) and grammars such as Bishop Robert Lowth’s
Short Introduction to English Grammar (1762) and Lindley Murray’s English
Grammar (1794) were felt to be attempts to give stability to the language and
to create norms and standards for correct usage.

From the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, it becomes
impossible to focus on England alone as the only source of standardisation.
There was a parallel development of other forms of English, most notably
American English but also, within Great Britain, Scottish and Irish English
and, within England itself, regional, ‘non-standatd’ varieties were promoted
as marks of allegiance to different regions and social groups. Writers came to
see that language was simultaneously stable and unstable, unchanging and
changing, They began increasingly to exploit such tensions and to take lan-
guage itself as a subject for exploration. (See Language notes on pages 338
and 390.)

f JOHNSON

Lexicographer. A writer of dictionaries, a harmless

drudge _J

(Dictionary of the English Langnage)

Dr Samuel Johnson is remembered for his Dictionary, for one novel,
Rasselas (1759), written quickly to pay off debts, and as the first major
critic in English. The theme of Rasselas, subtitled Prince of Abyssinia, is
‘choice of life’. It is a rather didactic romance, which has echoes in
Johnson’s best-known poem, The Vanity of Human Wishes (1749):

Where then shall hope and fear their objects find?
Must dull suspense corrupt the stagnant mind?
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Must helpless man, in ignorance sedate,
Roll darkling down the torrent of his fate?

Johnson had been working as a journalist, contributing to many of
the magazines of the time, since 1737, and writing poems and plays of
varying degrees of success. One of his early pieces was a highly ironic
‘defence’ of the 1737 Theatres Licensing Act. In 1755, his monumental
Dictionary of the English Language was published; and the nine years of
work it cost him bore immediate fruit, establishing Johnson as the
leading literary figure of his age. The Dictionary is more than just a set
of definitions; it is a rich mine of quotations and references, with a
literary rather than a linguistic or etymological bias, and remains a
valuable reference work to this day.

Lexicographer. A writer of dictionaties, a harmless drudge.

Oats. A grain, which in England is generally given to horses, but in
Scotland supports the people.

Patron. Commonly a wretch who supports with insolence, and is paid
with flattery.

Johnson’s Lives of the English Poets (1779—81) manifests all the advan-
tages and disadvantages of critical writing,

About the beginning of the seventeenth century appeated a race of
writers that may be termed the metaphysical poets. . . . Theit thoughts
are often new, but seldom natural. . . . The most heterogeneous ideas
are yoked by violence together.

(‘Cowley’)

The Churchyard abounds with images which find a mirror in every
mind, and with sentiments to which every bosom retutns an echo.

(‘Gray)

New things are made familiar, and familiar things are made new. . . .
If Pope be not a poet, where is poetry to be found?

(‘Pope’)
There are some hostile points of view and some odd judgements. But
these are balanced with influential and lasting statements of opinion
which have been praised in the twenteth century by another major
critical figure, T.S. Eliot, as having ‘a coherence, as well as an ampli-

Johnson

‘3 tude, which no other English criticism can claim’. The work blends
. biography with literary criticism in a way that later criticism does not

generally follow, but it remains a landmark in establishing criteria of
taste, and in the documentation of literary history, which was to have a
lasting influence on future generations of writers and critics.

Critics have always sought to find the ‘best’ writers and works, and

to hold them up as models. Although his Preface (1765) to Shake-
i_ speare is one of the first major critical essays on the subject, Johnson

slighted Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, undervalued Milton’s pastoral elegy

Lycidas, and was strongly prejudiced against Swift. Similar examples can
I be found in any critic’s judgements, and it is therefore more vital to

consider critical standpoints as representing theoretical and ideological
issues, rather than merely questions of taste.
Johnson’s later life, from 1763, is among the best documented of all

literary lives. James Boswell gave himself the enormous task, after
L Johnson’s death in 1784, of producing what is now held to be 2 model

of biography; rich in detail and anecdote, a complete picture of the
man and his times, traced over a period of more than twenty years.
Boswell’s Life of Johnson, published in 1791, carries on Johnson’s own
contribution to the growing art of biography, and consolidates
Johnson’s position as a major literary figure, who, although a poet
and a novelist, is remembered more for his academic and critical
achievement than for his creative writings.

My lord [Monboddo] was extremely hospitable, and I saw both Dr
Johnson and him liking each other better every hour.
Dr Johnson having retired for a short time, his lordship spoke of his
conversation as I could have wished. Dr Johnson had said, ‘I have
done greater feats with my knife than this’; though he had eaten a
very hearty dinner. — My lord, who affects or believes he follows an
abstemious system, seemed struck with Dr Johnson’s manner of
living. 1 had a particular satisfaction in being under the roof of
Monboddo, my lord being my father’s old friend, and having been
always very good to me. We were cordial together. He asked Dr
Johnson and me to stay all night. When I said we must be at
Aberdeen, he replied, ‘Well, I am like the Romans: I shall say to you,
“Happy to come; — happy to depart!”’

(James Boswell, Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides with Dr Johnson, 1785)
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STERNE, SMOLLETT AND SCOTTISH
VOICES

Digressions, incontestably, are the sunshine; — they

are the life, the sonl of reading!

(Laurence Sterne, Tristram Shandy)

The tradition of the novel from Behn to Defoe, Richardson, and
Fielding, even after less than a century of existence, already lent itself
to subversive experimentation. The rationalism which seemed to dom-
inate the eatly years of the eighteenth century began, about the middle
of the century, to give way to new forms of humour, to the expression
of emotion, to extension of the limits of imagination, and to an
awareness of language.

This first age of experiment in fiction upsets previous notions of
time, place, and action, and extends the boundaries of what was pos-
sible in the novel. No longer just the observation of human actions,
with moral overtones, the genre takes on a range and diversity that
leads to its pre-eminence as the dominant literary form for the next
two centuries.

Laurence Sterne published the first volume of Tristram Shandy in
1759, completing the eighth volume of the novel in 1767. The work
was attacked by critics such as Johnson, Richardson, and Goldsmith,
but has arguably ‘lasted’ longer and been more influential than any
other novel of its time.

What distinguishes Sterne’s writing is its originality and wit: he has
been seen as the originator of what came in the twentieth century to be
known as ‘stream of consciousness’. The novel seems, first and fore-
most, to parody the developing conventions of the novel as a genre,
pointing up the absurdities, contradictions, and impossibilities of relat-
ing time, space, reality, and relationships in a linear form. Sterne
addresses the reader at the outset:

. nothing which has touched me will be thought trifling in its
nature, or tedious in its telling. Therefore, my dear friend and com-
panion, if you should think me somewhat sparing of my narrative on
my first setting out — bear with me, — and let me go on, and tell my
own story my own way: — Or, if I should seem now and then to trifle

Sterne, Smollett and Scottish voices

upon the road, — or should sometimes put on a fool’s cap with a bell
to it, for a moment or two as we pass along, — don’t fly off, — but
rather courteously give me credit for a little more wisdom than
appeats upon my outside; — and as we jog on, either laugh with me,
ot at me, ot in shott, do anything, — only keep your temper.

(Tristram Shandy)

The plot of the novel in the early eighteenth century followed the
natural order of things: beginning, middle, and end. Sterne was the
first to employ these ‘not necessarily in that order’. He also played with
digressions, episodes going off at a tangent from the ‘main’ line of the
plot. Tristtam Shandy, in the novel that bears his name, is conceived
right at the beginning, born in Volume III (some 130 pages into the
book) — but the story ends four years before this birth. In a famous use
of graphological effect, Sterne’s narrator, Tristram, displays the dif-
ficulty of keeping to one single line of his story (see Figure 4).

“‘What passes in 2 man’s own mind’ is Sterne’s main concern; in this,
his writing owes a gteat deal to John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human
Understanding. This philosophical work had been published in 1690, and
exercised a great influence on all the Augustans, including Addison and
Richardson. But it was Sterne who took up Locke’s ideas — on the
relativity of time, on random association, on the nature of sensation —
to break the newly set rules of novel writing, and to escape from the

- moral and social restrictions of the genre.

The association of language and thought is important here. The
epistolary novel posited an imaginary addresser and an addressee, one
person writing the letter and another reading it. Fielding’s omniscient
author/narrator establishes a direct relationship with the ‘dear reader’.
Sterne’s narrator uses no fictional intermediary device, and frequently
addresses the reader directly. His thoughts ramble forward, backwards,
sideways, where they will. He describes a wide range of characters,

§ with all their obsessions and peculiarities. He covers every subject

under the sun, from sex to science, from war to noses, in a con-
versational manner that rushes on headlong with no regard for
consistency or coherence. Pethaps coincidentally, Sterne has no single
ideological or moral position to enforce: his declared aim was to be
unique, and to write a ‘civil, nonsensical good-humoured Shandean

book’.
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Of Tristram Shandy 347

——Lord have mercy upon me,—said my father to him-

sel . » * * * .

. * * . . » . *

. * . . * . . .

* » * . . . L .
» * . . . .

CHAPTER XL

I Am now beginning to get fairly into my work; and by the
help of a vegetable diet, with a few of the cold seeds, I make no
doubt but I shall be able to go on with my uncle Toby's story,
and my own, in a tolerable strait line. Now,

These were the four lines I moved in through my first, second,
third, and fourth volumes.!——In the fifth volume I have been
very good,——the precise line I have described in it being this:

D

o

By which it appears, that except at the curve, marked A, where
1 Aliuding to the first edition.

Figure 4 Wustration from ristram Shandy (page 347 from Everyman edition)

L-——d! said my mother, what is all this story about? —
A cock and a BULL, said Yorick — And one of the best of its kind, I
ever heard.

Sterne’s other contribution to literature is equally unique: A Senti-
mental Journey through France and Italy (1767). It is an account of a
journey in which the narrator, the parson Yotick from 7istram Shandy,
only gets as far as Lyons in France. Again, Sterne is parodying a con-

Sterne, Smollett and Scottish voices

vention — that of the fashionable travel journal — but at the same time
his use of ‘sentimental’ in the title points up, perhaps ironically, a new
emphasis on the ‘sensibility’ of Yorick. The person of sentiment was
to bring a whole new range of emotions into literature in the last
decades of the eighteenth century.

Our satiety is to suppurate —J

(Tobias Smollett, Humphry Clinker)

The ‘outsider’, as observer of and commentator on English society
(usually London-based society) is an important figure in British writ-
ing. Spenser, in the Elizabethan age, wrote from the distant exile of
Ireland, as did Swift a century later. Although he was born, educated,
and spent most of his life in Ireland, Swift would never have consented
to being called Irish. The dramatist William Congteve, also educated in
Ireland, was a Yorkshireman; conversely, Laurence Sterne was born in
Ireland, but educated in Yorkshire.

The Anglo-lIrish contribution to English literature is highly signifi-
cant, from Spenser to the present day. Scottish writing, little known in
England since the Reformation, became a major presence late in the
eighteenth century. The important figures were Johnson’s biographer
Boswell, the novelists Tobias Smollett and Henry Mackenzie, and the
poets Robert Fergusson, Ossian and Robert Burns. Smollett was
Scottish. This was important in the context of the Union of the
Parliaments in 1707, which, 104 years after the Union of the Crowns,
theotetically made the United Kingdom a whole. Smollett’s finest
novel, FHumphry Clinker (1771) is one of many works, in the novel and
in poetry, and by a wide range of authors, which underline difference
tather than unity in the newly United Kingdom.

Like many of his contemporaties, including Goldsmith, Smollett
used journalism as a vehicle for his ideas. From Defoe to Dickens,
magazines gave their readership a weekly or monthly forum for ideas
from across the political spectrum. While Addison and Steele, early
in the century, had kept their writing comfortably ‘middle-brow’,
Smollett’s various ventures into magazine publication are dominated
by anger. He was constantly involved in litigation for libel.

His novels put some of this contentiousness to good use. His
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picaresque heroes (Roderick Random, Ferdinand Count Fathom, Sir
Launcelot Graves, and finally, in 1771, Humphry Clinker) reflect the
authot’s interests, experiences (he had been a naval surgeon’s mate),
and profound concern with the state of the wotld.

As we have seen, the term ‘picaresque’ is often used to describe the
kind of novel which Smollett wrote, and has also been applied to any
novels of trickery and rogues, including Mo/ Flanders and Tom Jones.
The term was first used in 1829, but can usefully cover the eighteenth-
century novel which takes its hero or heroine on a journey, or through
a series of events and misadventures, out of which he or she emerges
triumphant.

Smollett’s characters encompass all levels of society, with servants
always having significant identities and key roles. The range of experi-
ences his characters undergo is also vast. Rodetick Random, for
example, goes from penniless outcast to surgeon’s apprentice, to sailor,
through graphically described suffering in battle, kidnap, ptison, and,
not surprisingly, despair. Smollett does not avoid the harsh realities of
life in his tales, and is equally straightforward about introducing con-
troversial issues, impassioned debate, and polemical satire. Ferdinand
Count Fathom creates one of the first truly monstrous anti-heroes in
fiction — a more thoroughly evil creature even than Fielding’s Jonathan
Wild. Peregrine Pickle is ant-authoritarian, and highly satirical about
the kind of grand tour which Sterne also mocks in A Sentimental
Jonrney. Humphry Clinker finally takes the chaotic rambling narrative of
Smollett’s other novels and disciplines it into the old-fashioned form
of the epistolary novel, centred on one family and their travels round
Britain in search of health and social harmony. The health in question
is not just the health of Matthew Bramble, however, but of the nation
and of all society, from the semi-literate servant Win to the frustrated
spinster aunt Tabitha, from the young Oxford student Jery to the
young and impressionable Lydia.

This is the first ‘state of the nation’ novel, a story in which a family
tries to achieve harmony, to reach a kind of utopia. They reach ‘this
Scottish paradise’ at Loch Lomond, near (itonically) Smollett’s own
birthplace, Dumbarton, the farthest point of theit journey. Glasgow,
described as a ‘dear green place’ in Defoe’s A Tour Through the Whole
Island of Great Britain (1724—26) almost fifty years earlier, is here ‘one
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of the prettiest towns in Europe . .. one of the most flourishing in
Great Britain’. This was the height of both Scotland’s mercantile suc-
cess and the Scottish Enlightenment: Smollett’s English characters
derive considerable benefit from theitr contact with this wotld, and
quite the opposite from their contact with the seething metropolis of
London.

Class and social judgement are, however, not eliminated; and, in the
mauling and mishandling of the English language by some of the

b letter-writers, Smollett shows a mastery of linguistic disparity, sub-

conscious sexual desires, and divergent moral standpoints, reaching a
climax in the multi-level punning of the final letters, when some kind
of ‘union’ is reached. But separating/suppurating seems to be the
future prospect: ‘our satiety is to suppurate’ being the conclusion of an
examination of ‘satiety’ (‘society’) in all its discordant elements.
Smollett’s non-fictional output was also vast. His Complete History of
England (1757—58) was controversial, but very successful financially; his
immense The Present State of All Nations (1768—69) is a work of tremen-
dous breadth and complexity. Linguistically and philosophically,
Smollett’s work recalls the French satirist Rabelais, whose sixteenth-
century Gargantua and Pantagrnel had been translated in the 1650s by
another Scots polymath, Sir Thomas Urquhart. The carnivalesque
enjoyment of bodily functions, vitriolic argument, splenetic rage, and
plentiful scurrility represent a popular tradition which eighteenth-

century English society tended to suffocate. In English literature, the

free play of bawdiness is found from Chaucer through Skelton to
Shakespeare, Jonson, and Donne. But when it resurfaces in the sexual

i concerns of Restoration drama it becomes the object of criticism and

concern. Only Rochester continues the tradition, although the novels
of Fielding and Richardson play at titillation. With Smollett, and later
the poetry of Burns, the carthy tradition is kept alive; rude word play
and comic scurrility are brought into the service of healthy social
observation and criticism.

A certain sexual openness begins to emerge in the novel in the mid-
eighteenth century. Smollett’s Roderick Random (1748) contains a not
totally serious defence of (and invitation to) homosexuality, citing the
Roman satirist Petronius as precedent. (Swift had also touched on this
in Book Four of Gulliver’s Travels.) In the same year, Memoirs of a Woman
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of Pleasure by John Cleland was published. Better known as Fanny Hilj,
the book gave rise to an indecency charge and became a huge seller.
History repeated itself in the 196os, when the book was again the
subject of scandal — with resultant success. Fanny Hillis a rather breath-
less examination of both male and female sexuality, in detail and in
considerable variety. The occasional moment of quasi-respectability in
language and tone serves only to undetline the basic titillating ethos of
the novel.

Coincidentally, 1771 saw the publication both of Smollett’s mastet-
piece Humphry Clinker and the novel which most typifies the opposing
tendency towards ‘sensibility’, The Man of Feeling by Henry Mackenzie,
another Scot. One of the shorter novels of its time, it creates a new
kind of hero: a man who cties. Hatley is something of an innocent,
not unlike David Simple, but there is the new element of cultivation
of sensibility and a kind of self-absorption in Mackenzie’s work. This
is Harley’s reaction to meeting a woman in the madhouse (it was
fashionable to visit madhouses such as Bedlam to see the inmates, as
in a zoo):

‘T am a strange girl; — but my heart is harmless: my poor heart! it will
burst some day; feel how it beats.” — She press’d his hand to her
bosom, then holding her head in the attitude of listening — ‘Hark!
one, two, three! be quiet, thou little trembler; my Billy’s is cold! — but
T had forgotten the ring’ — She put it on his finger. — ‘Farewel! I must
leave you now.’ She would have withdrawn her hand; Hatrley held it
to his lips. — ‘I dare not stay longet; my head throbbs sadly: farewel!’
— She walked with a hurried step to a little apartment at some dis-
tance. Harley stood fixed in astonishment and pity! his friend gave
money to the keeper. — Harley looked on his ring. — He put a couple
of guineas into the man’s hand: ‘Be kind to that unfortunate’ — He
burst into tears, and left them.

This move towards the acceptance of ‘feminine’ elements in the
masculine hero is, in a sense, a continuation of the exploring and
defining of sexual roles in contemporary society, which Richardson
and Fielding used in their novels. It was to have an enormous influence
outside Britain: Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who is one of the
central figures of European literature of the time, acknowledged the
influence of Mackenzie’s novel on his Sorrows of Young Werther (1774),
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; which gave the figure of the sensitive, suffering and finally suicidal
L hero both a universal dimension and lasting popularity.

Mackenzie’s novel takes the form of a mutilated manuscript — ‘scat-

: tered chapters, and fragments of chapters’ — from which pages and
| whole sections have been ‘lost’. The story is thus disjointed and

episodic. In a sense, the failure of the hero, Harley, in any of the

“ traditional ways of worldly success is echoed in this experimental
i abandoning of the traditional novel form.

‘The doubtful manuscript also features in the work of another Scot-

| tish writer, who was to have a similarly enormous influence on Goethe
{ and on European literature for about a century. James Macpherson is
| practically forgotten today, but, as the producer of Finga/ (1762) and

Temora (1763), which purported to be translations of Gaelic epics by

' Ossian, he became the favourite writer of characters as diverse as
| Young Werther and Napoleon Bonaparte. More than a century later,

the major Victorian critic and poet Matthew Arnold wrote, of Ossian’s

L impact, ‘what an apparition of newness and power [the works] must
i have been to the eighteenth century’.

Macpherson’s project was not, however, just an exercise in senti-

L mental primitivism, but part of a larger attempt — in which Thomas

Gray and Thomas Percy, editor of the highly influential Religues of

L Ancient English Poetry (1765), can also be seen to have taken part — to
b relocate the origins of British literature in a Northern cultural context,

as opposed to a Southern classical context. As such, it was part of a

I nationalistic enterprise that touched many aspects of literature and
¢ culture in the century and more after the Union of the Parliaments in

1707; the making of the United Kingdom. Matthew Arnold’s mid-
Victorian epic Balder Dead (185 5) continues this Northern cultural shift

[ of emphasis, almost a century after Ossian.

What created such an impact on the European imagination in the
1760s was the idea of the ‘primitive’; a return to simple, natural values,
as against the luxurious ‘city’ values of sophisticated society. To a
certain extent, this was also a reaction against neoclassical theory and
practice, a return to a time of innocence and goodness. Macpherson’s
‘newness and power’ exactly caught the taste for elemental worlds, and
for a primitive local culture. However, the critics were not so easily
persuaded.
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In Macpherson’s own day, the major critic was Dr Samuel Johnson,
who was highly sceptical of Ossian’s existence. Macpherson, when
asked for the Gaelic originals of the works, fabricated them. In 1805, a
committee chaired by Henry Mackenzie concluded that Macpherson’s
work was a mixture of his own invention with only a few Gaelic
insertions. But the works of Ossian had an imaginative grip on their
readers which lasted far beyond critical debates on their authenticity,
and which created an image of Scotland that was to have an influence
on writers, composers, and artists throughout Europe in the late
eighteenth and eatly nineteenth centuries.

This ever-expanding influence of literature in English becomes
more and more noticeable as publishing turned into an international
business. The colonies, and Europe, were eager markets for books of
all kinds, and the era of the international bestseller was dawning.

DRAMA AFTER 1737

The Theatres Licensing Act of 1737 did not altogether kill drama, but
did successfully stifle it. The history of eighteenth-century theatre
becomes the history of actors rather than of plays, although most of
the literary figures of the time did try writing for the theatre at one
time or another. Dr Johnson’s tragedy Zrene ran for nine performances
in 1749, for example, and Richard Steele, of Spectator fame, left a heri-
tage of sentimental comedies which held the stage for more than sixty
years after his death in 1729. Oliver Goldsmith and Richard Brinsley
Sheridan were both Irishmen and the only two writers of theatrical
comedy who managed to write lasting masterpieces which go against
the prevailing trend of sentimentalism in the late eighteenth century.
Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Congquer (1773) is seen as the first successful
reaction to the sentimental comedy originated by Steele. The comic
premise is that the hero, Matlow, is shy with ladies of his own social
level, but quite open with servants and barmaids. So the heroine, Miss
Hardcastle, ‘stoops’ to an acceptable level to ‘conquer’ him.

MISS HARDCASTLE ... his fears were such, that he never once looked
up during the interview. Indeed, if he had, my bonnet would have
kept him from seeing me.

PIMPLE But what do you hope from keeping him in his mistake?

Drama after 1737

MISS HARDCASTLE In the first place, I shall be seen, and that is no small
advantage to a gitl who brings her face to market. Then I shall perhaps
make an acquaintance, and that’s no small victory gained over one
who never addresses any but the wildest of het sex. But my chief aim
is to take my gentleman off his guard, and like an invisible champion
of romance examine the giant’s force before I offer to combat.

PIMPLE But are you sure you can act your part, and disguise your voice,
so that he may mistake that, as he has already mistaken your person?

MI1sS HARDCASTLE Never fear me. I think I have got the true bar cant.
— Did your honour call? — Attend the Lion there. — Pipes and tobacco
for the Angel. — The Lamb has been outrageous this half hout.

The comedy of character took over from the comedy of delicacy

and sentiment in Goldsmith, and in Sheridan, the most successful
playwright of the time. The Sthool for Scandal (1777) presents London
society as a hotbed of gossip and intrigue:

MRS CANDOUR My dear Lady Sneerwell, how have you been this
century? — Mr Surface, what news do you hear? — though indeed it is
no matter, for I think one hears nothing else but scandal.

JOSEPH Just so, indeed, ma’am.

MRs CANDOUR Ah! Maria! child, — what, is the whole affair off
between you and Charles? His extravagance, I presume — the town
talks of nothing else.

MARTA I am very sorry, ma’am, the town is not better employed.

MRS CANDOUR True, true, child: but there’s no stopping people’s
tongues. I own I was hurt to hear it, as I indeed was to learn, from
the same quarter, that your guardian, Sir Peter, and Lady Teazle have
not agreed lately as well as could be wished.

MaRrt1A ’Tis strangely impertinent for people to busy themselves so.

MRS CANDOUR Very true, child: — but what’s to be done? People will
talk — there’s no preventing it. Why, it was but yesterday I was told
that Miss Gadabout had eloped with Sir Filigree Flirt. — But, Lord!
there’s no minding what one hears; though, to be sure, I had this
from vetry good authority.

MARIA Such reports are highly scandalous.

' MRS CANDOUR So they are, child — shameful, shameful! But the wotld
Is so censotious, no character escapes.

Sheridan’s The Critic (1779) is a burlesque comedy, based on a
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Restoration farce, which makes the device of a theatrical rehearsal the
vehicle for a neat satire on the conventions, and the critics, of the time,

POETRY AFTER POPE

1he short and simple annals of the poor

(Thomas Gray, Elegy)

It was perhaps inevitable that there would be a reaction to the highly
formal, self-consciously heightened, and satrically self-referential
poetry of the Augustans. During the remainder of the eighteenth
century there was an exploration in poetry of new themes, handled in
more low-key language and forms, without the bite of satire, and, in
most cases, without the wit and humour of the Augustan age.

The most important single poem of the mid-eighteenth century is
arguably Gray’s Elegy, published in 175 1. Its full title is Elegy Written in a
Country Churchyard, and, as such, its subject matter is much more ‘the
short and simple annals of the poot’ and ‘to teach the rustic moralist
to die’ than the graveyard itself. The Elgy has often been associated
with the rather earlier ‘graveyard school’ of poetty, such as Edward
Young’s Night Thoughts (1742—45) — pretentiously subtitled On Life,
Death, and Immortality — and Robert Blait’s The Grave (1743). These
poets revel at great length in death — ‘that dread moment’ — and mot-
bidity, creating an atmosphere of ‘delightful gloom’. The trend towards
this kind of melancholy travelled to Europe and became fashionable
during the height of European Romanticism.

The melancholy ghosts of dead renown,
Whisp’ring faint echoes of the wotld’s applause,
With penintential aspect, as they pass,
All point at earth, and hiss at human pride,
The wisdom of the wise, and prancings of the great.
(Edward Young, Night Thoughts)

Thomas Gray’s Elgy is considerably different in empbhasis, although
suffused with a gently humanist melancholy. It is, in some senses, a life-
affirming reconsideration of rural values, although the ending is often
read as involving the poet’s suicide. The elegaic element concerns the
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. passing of the poet’s own life, and the consideration of ‘loss’ in the
village’s lack of ambition:

Let not ambition mock their useful toil,
Their homely joys and destiny obscure;
Nor Grandeur hear, with a disdainful smile,
The short and simple annals of the poor.

5 A realistic pastoral in four-line verses, quatrains, echoing some of
‘ Pope’s classically inspired eclogues, the Elgy’s affirmation of simple
lives and their value — in unadorned language — met the mid-century
I mood and became hugely popular.

Full many a gem of purest ray serene

The dark unfathomed caves of ocean beat:
Full many a flower is born to blush unseen
And waste its sweetness on the desert air.

The Elegy can be read as a poem against mourning, anticipating
L Wordsworth’s concern with agricultural life and ‘useful’ labour; finding
! meaning in the life lived, rather than in the death feared. In the con-
b cluding Epitaph, however, many readers identify the ‘youth’ with the
poet himself:

Here rests his head upon the lap of earth

A youth to fortune and to fame unknown.
Fair Science frowned not on his humble birth,
And Melancholy marked him for her own.

Gray, an unassuming man, refused public acclaim and the Poet Laureate-
'3: ship. The real continuation of the graveyard school’s influence is more
¥ to be found in the imaginative terrors of the Gothic novel, rather than
in the “village-life’ writings which came to be seen as ‘pre-Romantic’.

James Thomson’s The Seasons, published season by season between

1726 and 1730, can be seen as the first eighteenth-century work to
| offer a new view of nature. Written largely in blank verse, Thomson’s
vision of nature as harsh, especially in winter, but bountiful, stresses
b the ‘pure pleasures of the rural life’ with no denial of the pain these
k' pleasutes can involve. Celebration of nature is closely allied with a
:‘ sense of desolation, of hard work and harsh landscapes, so the tone of
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The Seasons is far removed from the classical idyll. His works were very
popular, and are an excellent contrast with Keats’s Odes, such as Ode 7
Autumn, almost a century later (see page 237). Thomson sees the nega-
tive side of a ‘philosophic melancholy’ which is very much of its own
time, just as the sensuousness of Keats is clearly Romantic.

Now Nature droops;

Languish the living herbs with pale decay,
And all the various family of flowers
Their sunny robes resign. The falling fruits,
Through the still night, forsake the parent-bough,
That, in the first grey glances of the dawn,
Looks wild, and wonders at the wintry waste.

(The Seasons, Winter’)

The true successors to Gray’s poetry are Oliver Goldsmith’s The
Deserted Village (1770), William Cowpet’s The Task (1785), and George
Crabbe’s narrative poems of rural life, such as The 17llage (1783) and
The Borough (1810). These range from blank verse to heroic couplets
and poetic ‘letters’, in their search for a form that could document the
real life of the rural poor. This was the time of the Agrarian Revolu-
tion, when many people wete forced to move from the country to the
newly industrialised cities in search of work. The resulting desolation is
the subject of Goldsmith’s poem, for example, which contrasts an
idyllic past, of the ‘loveliest village of the plain’, with the harsh reality
of the present.

William Cowper’s The Task, a blank-verse poem in six books, was,
with Thomson’s The Seasons, one of the most lastingly popular of
poems on the theme of nature and the simple life. Its famous distinc-
tion ‘God made the country, and man made the town’ undetlines the
search for tranquillity in a hectic world. It affirms, celebrates and
describes a closer relationship between man and nature. These lines
from The Task, from the section subtitled ‘Rural Sights and Sounds’,
anticipate Wordsworth in their affirmation of the countryside. It is
important to note the sense of appreciation, with only a touch of
reflection here.

Nor rural sights alone, but rural sounds,
Exhilarate the spirit, and restore
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The tone of languid nature. Mighty winds,

That sweep the skirt of some far-spreading wood
Of ancient growth, make music not unlike

The dash of ocean on his winding shore,

And lull the spitit while they fill the mind.

: Goldsmith has a stronger note, in The Deserted Village, of regret, of
b something lost:

How often have I blessed the coming day,

When toil remitting lent its turn to play,

And all the village train, from labour free,

Led up their sports beneath the spreading tree,
While many a pastime citcled in the shade,

The young contending as the old surveyed;

And many a gambol frolicked o’er the ground,

And sleights of art and feats of strength went round.

To a certain extent, Goldsmith can be accused of idealising a lost idyll
~ of country life. Certainly Crabbe, in The 17llage, thirteen years after

Goldsmith’s poem, reacted against any such view of a lost ‘golden
age’, stressing the trials of real life, and rejecting the kind of Arcadian

‘i ideal which had been found in poetry since Sir Philip Sidney two

centuries before.

Ye gentle souls, who dream of rural ease,
Whom the smooth stream and smoother sonnet please;
Go! if the peaceful cot your praises share,

Go, look within, and ask if peace be there:

If peace be his — that drooping weaty sire,

Or theirs, that offspring round their feeble fire,
Or hers, that matron pale, whose trembling hand
Turns on the wretched hearth th’ expiring brand.
Nor yet can time itself obtain for these

Life’s latest comforts, due respect and ease;

For yonder see that hoary swain, whose age

Can with no cates except its own engage;

Who, propped on that rude staff, looks up to see
The bare arms broken from the withering tree,
On which, a boy, he climbed the loftiest bough,
Then his first joy, but his sad emblem now.
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It was more than a quarter of a century before Crabbe continued his
bleak descriptions of country life in 7he Borough, a precise and detailed
view of Aldeburgh, in Suffolk — where he spent most of his life. The
poem was written as twenty-four letters, and Crabbe wanted to show
country life ‘as Truth will paint it, and as Bards will not’. This is an
important reacton against both the idealisation of rural life and the
over-sentimental identification with it, in which city fashion often
indulged.

This was a time when women writets, through both the novel and
poetry, were making their presence felt, and recent critics and antholo-
gisers have brought a great deal of women’s writing to the attention of
modern readers. It is perhaps a sign of history’s marginalisation of
women’s writing that, even now, we tend to group the work of several
women together. However, many shared themes and concerns confirm
the importance of their work. Subjects such as the loss of a child,
frustration at an unhappy marriage, difficult servants, the tedium of
housework, are treated by these women wtiters in a variety of manners
and forms quite different from but clearly complementary to the con-
cerns of the male Augustans. Mary Leapot’s .An Essay on Woman (pub-
lished posthumously in 1751) sums up the less than positive aspects of
an eighteenth-century woman’s lot: she, in fact, was one of the first
lowet-class female voices in poetry; a kitchen maid from Northamp-
tonshire, who died in her early twenties.

Woman, a pleasing but a short-lived flow’r,
Too soft for business and too weak for pow’r:
A wife in bondage, or neglected maid;

Yet with ten thousand follies to het charge,
Unhappy woman’s but a slave at large.

Anne Finch, Countess of Winchelsea, is highly regarded among
women poets of the late seventeenth and eatly eighteenth centuries,
but by no means all of them were from the upper classes. Elizabeth
Thomas spoke for generations of women with her line ‘Unhappy sex!
how hard’s our fate’, when complaining that she had been instructed
(by a man, obviously) not to read, as books would make her mad.
Women were, despite the influence of the bluestocking group, ‘denied
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. th'improvement of our minds’, as she goes on to say in the same

poem. Mehetabel (Hetty) Wright’s tone is also one of complaint. She
was the sister of the founders of Methodism, John and Chatles

L Wesley, but her writings reveal her as a quite different spirit from her
E brothers, speaking of an unhappy marriage as ‘a living death, a long

despait’, and, in Address to her Husband, asserting ‘T will not brook

contempt from thee!’ Wright's short elegy 7o an Infant Expiring the
? Second Day of its Birth (1733) is a useful female contrast to Blake’s later
L Songs of Innocence:

Tender softness, infant mild,
Petfect, purest, brightest child;
Transient lustre, beauteous clay,
Smiling wonder of a day:

Ere the last convulsive start

Rends the unresisting heart;

Ere the long-enduring swoon
Weighs thy precious eyelids down;
Oh! regard a mother’s moan,
Anguish deeper than thy own!
Fairest eyes, whose dawning light
Late with rapture blessed my sight,
Ere your orbs extinguished be,
Bend their trembling beams on me.
Drooping sweetness, verdant flow’r,
Blooming, with’ring in an hour,
Ere thy gentle breast sustains
Latest, fiercest, vital pains,

Hear a suppliant! Let me be
Partner in thy destiny!

Joanna Baillie, from Bothwell near Glasgow, is a distinctive Scottish
lyrical voice; Alison Cockburn and Jane Elliot wrote versions of The
Flowers of the Forest, one of the best known of all Scottish airs. Women
who were distinguished in other genres are also now seen to be inter-
esting poets: Susannah Centlivre, better known as a dramatist, Clara
Reeve, Chatlotte Lennox and Frances Burney, novelists, and perhaps
most interestingly of all, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, who was one of
the great letter-writers of the age, and famously had a long drawn-out
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and highly public quarrel with Alexander Pope. She castigates him in
these words:

Satire should like a polished razor keen,
Wound with a touch that’s scarcely felt or seen.
Thine is an oyster’s knife, that hacks and hews;
The rage but not the talent to abuse.

LANGUAGE NOTE
Metrical patterns

Metre is the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in lines of poetry.
Lines of poetry in English have been traditionally categorised by the length
of the line and by the number and type of syllables (also known as ‘feet’)
which they contain. For example, the most common metrical pattern in Eng-
lish poetry — the iambic pentameter — consists of ten syllables and five feet,
each metrical foot consisting of a stressed and unstressed syllable. For
example:

If music be the food of love, play on,

The dominant pattern here is one of stressed followed by unstressed syl-
lable (iambic) in five feet (pentametet). Other lengths of line are, of course,
also possible so that tetrameter would have four feet and hexameter six feet,
and so on. Although the jambic pentameter is the heartbeat of English poet-
ty, it cannot simply be followed mechanically and in the best poetry there are
always variations on this basic pattern. For example, in these lines from
Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Conntry Churchyard, the first line begins with a
stressed syllable (/), followed by two unstressed syllables (~), before the lines
settle into the more standard iambic pattern:

/ ~ A ’ hd 7’ ~ / ~ {
Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife,
Their sober wishes never learned to stray.

In the following octameter wtitten by Robert Browning the basic iambic
thythm is overridden by the thythm and tempo of the speaking voice in
which the speaker is likely to give particular weight to the word “soul’ and to
pause on the words ‘T wonder™:

What of soul was left, I wonder, when the kissing had to stop?

In English verse the following metres are the most common:

Melancholy, madness and nature
iambic dactylic anapaestic spondaic trochaic

Line lengths can extend from one foot monometer to eight feet octameter,
including dimeter (2), trimeter (3), tetrameter (4), pentameter (5), hexameter
(6), heptameter (7).

Coleridge’s poem Metrical Feet helps to illustrate these main patterns:

Trochee trips from long to short

From long to long in solemn sort

Slow spondee stalks; strong foot yet ill able

Ever to come up with the dactyl trisyllable

Iambics march from short to long.

With a leap and a bound the swift anapaests throng,

Rhythm and rhyme go together, but blank verse, which is the staple of the
poetic line in Shakespearean drama, consists of a basic core of iambic
movement but with thyme occurring very rarely. Milton’s Paradise Lost and
many of the poems by Wordsworth and Coleridge use blank verse.

In the poetry of the twentieth century, traditional systems are not system-
atically followed. There is more extensive use of free verse, which has no
regular line length and depends much more on the rhythms of speech and on
tempo and intonation. Here is an example from D.H. Lawrence’s Snake:

A snake came to my water trough

On a hot, hot day, and I in pajamas for the heat
To drink there.

In the deep, strange-scented shade of the great dark carob tree
I came down the steps with my pitcher
And must wait, must stand and wait, for there he was . . .

MELANCHOLY, MADNESS AND NATURE

The Odes of William Collins had a considerable influence on the poetry
of the second half of the eighteenth century, although they received
little recognition during their author’s short lifetime. His poetry is
visionary and intensely lyrical, and some of his poems, such as How
sleep the brave, have become very well known.

How sleep the brave, who sink to rest,
By all their country’s wishes blest!
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When Spring, with dewy fingers cold,
Returns to deck their hallowed mould,
She there shall dress a sweeter sod
Than Fancy’s feet have ever trod.

(Ode Written in the Beginning of the Year 1746)

Collins grew melancholic, and produced very little poetry after the
Odes of 1746; he died before he reached the age of 40. Another
visionary poet lapsed into madness — Christopher Smart, having
begun his poetic career in the 1750s with clever satires and elegant
light verse, was overcome with religious fervour, and spent several
yeats in an asylum. He produced A Song to David in 1763, a highly
charged poem in praise of the biblical figure of David. His Jubilate
Agno was not published until 1939, more than 150 years after his
death. It is an extraordinary, quite unique work, again a poem of
praise, in some ways not unlike William Blake’s work — and Blake was
frequently considered mad too. This time Smart’s praise is for the
whole of creation, from the days of the week to the toad, from the
nations of Europe to his famous lines in praise of his cat, ‘For I will
consider my cat, Jeoffrey’. Smart’s use of the language of the Bible
and his simple straightforward style in the expression of his belief and
his joy in the world give him a place among religious writers who
celebrate their faith rather than negotiate with their God — a phenom-
enon rare in English poetry.

In 1771, the same year as two important novels by Scottish
writers were published (Smollett’s Humphry Clinker and Mackenzie’s
The Man of Feeling), the first poems by Robert Fergusson appeared in
an Edinburgh magazine. Edinburgh was the centre of the Scottish
Enlightenment, and for more than fifty years there had been a
growing move towards the rediscovery of Scottish language and
culture. The poetry and song collections of Allan Ramsay in the
17208 and 1730s brought the wotk of such writers as Dunbar and
Henryson back into wide circulation. Fergusson was the first con-
temporary writer to move away from the imitation of English writ-
ing to the vigour of Scots. Auid Reekie, his celebration of the city of
Edinburgh, is still quoted. The Muse, he says, has left the city too
long. With its classical references and local description, Auld Reekie
is still a familiar Scottish name for the city of Edinburgh, deriving
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from the smoke — ‘reek’ — as seen from across the River Forth, in

Fife.

Auld Reekie, wale o’ ilka town

That Secotland kens beneath the moon;
Whate couthy chiels at ’ening meet
Their bizzing craigs and mon'’s to weet;
And blythly gar auld care gae bye

Wi* blinkit and wi’ bleering eye:

O’er lang frae thee the Muse has been
Sae frisky . . .

The language is not a nostalgic return to tradition, but an assured
| affirmation of a living language which the Union of the Kingdom in

1707 had threatened but not submerged. Fergusson, like several other

poets of the time, died mad, and tragically young, but not before he
& had satdirised both Dr Johnson and Mackenzie’s bestseller, two of the
great literary eminences of the day. His influence was great, especially
on Robert Burns, but he deserves to be considered as a major Scots
poet in his own right. The use of Scots permitted Fergusson — and

later Burns — to explore the kind of low life or risqué subject matter

which English gentility forbade. With Smollett’s sustained satire

against the utopia of the Union in Humphry Clinker, and Fergusson’s
attacks on English literary dominance, they are effectively maintaining

i 2 tradition of popular expression, lively, humorous and linguistically
. inventive, which the writings of Ossian and Scott would romanticise,

and almost submerge, until MacDiarmid recovered the Scots language
for poetry in the twentieth century.

Robert Burns is the most lyrical of the rural poets, and perhaps
the most universal. A ploughman himself, he was the closest to
nature of his contemporaries. When he turns up a fieldmouse’s nest
with his plough, he realises that he has destroyed a complete world,
wrecked the hopes and plans of a ‘sleeket, cowran’, tim’rous

. beastie’.

But Mousie, thou art no thy-lane,

In proving foresight may be vain:

The best laid schemes 0’ Mice an’ Men,
Gang aft agley,
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An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain,
For promis’d joy!
(T a Mouse)

His linking here of ‘the best laid schemes 0’ Mice an’ Men’ has become
almost proverbial both in the kind of humanity it displays and in its
identification with the smallest and most helpless of creatures.

These qualities are linked in Burns to a storytelling ability which
opens up new areas of experience to literature. The Cotter's Saturday
Night (1786) is an intimate, affectionate, unsentimental portrait of agri-
cultural family life, written in Scots and English.

From scenes like these, old Scotia’s grandeur springs,
That makes her lov’d at home, rever’d abroad:
Princes and lords ate but the breath of kings,

‘An honest man’s the noble wotk of God:’

And certes, in fait Virtue’s heavenly road,

The Cottage leaves the Palace far behind:

What is a lordling’s pomp? a cumbrous load,
Disguising oft the wrefch of human kind,

Studied in arts of Hell, in wickedness refin’d!

Tam O’Shanter (1791) was a racing tale of a drunk man pursued by
witches and spirits while his wife sits at home, ‘nursing her wrath to
keep it warm’. Much of Burns’s work is in the dialect of his Ayrshire
home, but there are moments when he shows himself capable of as
vivid imagery in English as any of his contemporaries with whose
work he was familiar.

But pleasures are like poppies spread,

You seize the flow’r, its bloom is shed;

Or like the snow falls in the river,

A moment white — then melts for ever.
(Tam O'Shanter)

The love lyric, largely unexplored in English since the time of Love-
lace in the 1640s, reached new heights of both simplicity and precision
of imagery in Burns more than a century later. He used a tradition of
Scottish songs and ballads as the basis of many of his lyrical poems,
some of which — like Anld Lang Syne and My Love Is Like a Red, Red Rose

— have become universally known.
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Should auld acquaintance be forgot
And never brought to mind?
Should auld acquaintance be forgot,
And auld lang syne?

(Auld Lang Syne)

As fair art thou, my bonnie dear,
So deep in love am [;
And I will love thee stll, my dear,
Till all the seas gang dry.

(My Love Is Like a Red, Red Rose)

Burns lived close to the land, and to poverty, all his life. The image

of him perpetrated by Wordsworth, walking ‘in glory and joy’ behind
k  his plough, is as false as was Goldsmith’s Arcadia: the poets who
brought their own lived experience of the natural world to bear on
their writing use no exaggeration or glorification in the picture they
give of rural life. Burns, Crabbe, and, later, John Clare are peasant
. poets of the land, in a way that the Romantic poets would never be.

There were, of course, many women poets at the time; but

Charlotte Smith stands above the rest. Her Sonnet Written at the Close of

Spring (1782) provides a link between James Thomson, early in the
century, and the Romantics — with their concerns of nature and time:

Ah! poor humanity! so frail, so fait,

Are the fond visions of thy early day,

Till tyrant passion, and corrosive care,

Bid all thy fairy colours fade away!

Another May new buds and flowers shall bring;
Ah? why has happiness — no second Spring?

Smith also wrote expressively in The Emigrants (1793) of her dis-
illusionment with the French Revolution. Her maturity and wit can be
seen in 7hirty-Eight, a poem to a woman friend on reaching that august

age, which is not unlike Lord Byron’s thoughts on reaching 30!

With eye more steady, we engage

To contemplate approaching age,

And life more justly estimate;

With firmer souls and stronger powers,
With reason, faith, and friendship ours,
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We’ll not regret the stealing houts,
That lead from #hirty- €’en to forty-eight!
(Charlotte Smith, Thirty-Eight: To Mrs H—, 1791)

You’ve passed your youth not so unpleasantly,

And if you had it o’er again — "twould pass —

So thank your stars that matters are no worse . . .
(Lord Byron, Growing Old, 1819)

All these poets, except Byron and Clare, are often described as pre-
Romantic. It is true that, in their concern for nature, their use of
simple spoken language, and their rejection of neoclassicism, they
anticipate many of the concerns of the Romantic poets. But, above all,
the difference between these poets and Wordsworth, in particular, is
one of ideals and intentions. Reflection and recollection take on a
greater emphasis in Wordsworth than description, first-hand experi-
ence, and direct identification with the subject matter of rural
experience.

THE GOTHIC AND THE SUBLIME

You see how enormous his performances are in every way,

what wonld be the consequence should he get at my wives!

(William Beckford, Vathek)

There is a degree of emotional impact in the nature poetry of the
eighteenth century which marks a shift in sensibility towards what
came to be called ‘the sublime’. The concept, from classical Greek,
came to England through the French of Boileau, and reached its
definitive explication in Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enguiry into the
Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757—59). This is a
key text of the times, displaying an emphasis on feelings and on
imagination, which is almost the antithesis of the neoclassical insist-
ence on form and reason. Burke’s idea of the sublime goes beyond
natural beauty (although the beauty of nature is very much a part
of it) and goes into the realms of awe, or ‘terror’. The sublime is,
for Burke, ‘productive of the strongest emotion which the mind i
capable of feeling’. Terror, emotion, feeling: all these represent a
break from the intellectual rigours of the Augustan age, and are

The Gothic and the sublime

in one sense a reaction against the new pressures of society and
bourgeois concerns.

A direct line can be traced from Thomson’s The Seasons to the poetry
of nature of the first generation of Romantics, seventy or so years
later, with Gray’s Elegy as the central text which unites nature, emotion,
simplicity and eternity.

The link between the sublime and terror is most clearly seen in the
imaginative exaggeration of the Gothic novel — a form which con-
centrated on the fantastic, the macabre and the supernatural, with
haunted castles, spectres from the grave and wild landscapes.

It is significant that the term ‘Gothic’ originally had mediaeval
connotations: this is the first of several ways of returning to pre-
Renaissance themes and values which is found over the next hundred
years ot so. The novels of the 176os to the 1790s, however, gave the
term ‘Gothic’ the generic meaning of horror fantasy.

The Castle of Otranto (1764) by Horace Walpole (son of the prime
minister Sit Robert Walpole) was the first of its kind, and the sub-
gente has flourished ever since. It is a story of mediaeval times, set in
Southern Italy, with castles, vaults, ghosts, statues which come to life,
appearances and disappearances, sudden violent death, forest caves,
and the whole paraphernalia of horror. Passion, grief and terror are
the mainstays of the plot, which moves between the unlikely and the
totally incredible. Strange religious characters abound in Gothic novels,
from Friar Jerome in Walpole to Ambrosio, the hero of 7he Monk
(1796) by Matthew Lewis, one of the most successful novels of its
kind.

The Gothic novel’s immediate widespread popularity, in the hands
of such accomplished writers as Ann Radcliffe, can be seen in the fact
that parodies of the form became common. Jane Austen’s first mature
novel, Northanger Abbey (1798—1803; published in 1818) sets out to take
a critical but affectionate perspective on The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794),
Radcliffe’s most successful work, transmuting its exaggerations and
extravagances into the (sometimes rather sinister) realities of day-to-
day life which were to become Jane Austen’s primary subject matter.

Clara Reeve, with The Old English Baron (1777, published a year
eatlier as The Champion of Virtue; a Gothic Story), enjoyed even greater
success than her model, Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto. Her virtuous
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hero undergoes all sorts of horrific trials until he reaches his rightful
reward: an example of the Gothic novel affirming the good. Among
her other works, Clara Reeve’s critical study in dialogue form, 7he
Progress of Romance (1785), is interesting as one of the comparatively
few analyses of the novel by a novelist in this period.

Thomas Love Peacock also mocks the Gothic in Nightnare Abbey
(1818) and Gryll Grange (1860—61), written at a distance of more than
forty years; but aspects of the Gothic continue to appear throughout
the mainstream Victorian novel, from the Brontés and Dickens to
Stevenson and Wilde. In some ways, it is the most resistant continuous
strain in the history of the novel, leading to psychological insights as
well; at its best in works like Frankenstein (by Mary Shelley, 1818) and
Dracula (by Bram Stoker, 1897) which create images that can thrill the
reader even today.

Frankenstein is not propetly Gothic in the way The Castle of Otranto
and most of the novels of Clara Reeve are, where the virginal female
victim is subjected to increasingly exaggerated horrors. In Frankenstein
the ‘hero’, the young doctor Victor Frankenstein, wants to create a
perfect human being. The creature turns out to be an eight-foot tall
hideous monster: this is the ‘horror’ element of the story.

Modern readings of Frankenstein have reacted against the cinematic
image of the monster and have read the tale as a psychological explor-
ation of creation, childbirth and responsibility, with an emphasis on
the creature as an outcast. He is an innocent who has had human life
thrust upon him and who is destined to roam the icy wastes (a pre-
vision of twentieth-century wastelands) in solitude. The creature’s own
point of view is given full voice in the epistolary form of the novel,
balancing with pathos the horror which other narrative voices
describe. Here the creature utters his first words (‘Pardon this intru-
sion’) to another human being:

My heart beat quick; this was the hour and moment of trial which
would decide my hopes ot realize my fears. The servants wete gone
to a neighbouring fair. All was silent in and around the cottage; it was
an excellent opportunity; yet, when I proceeded to execute my plan,
my limbs failed me, and I sunk to the ground. Again I rose; and,
exerting all the firmness of which I was master, removed the planks
which I had placed before my hovel to conceal my retreat. The fresh
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air revived me, and, with renewed determination I approached the
door of their cottage.

I knocked. “Who is there?’ said the old man — ‘Come in’.

I entered; ‘Pardon this intrusion,” said I, ‘T am a traveller in want of a
little rest; you would greatly oblige, if you would allow me to temain
a few minutes before the fire.”

Frankenstein was inspired, the story goes, by an evening which Mary
Shelley spent with the poets Byron and Shelley and their friend John
Polidori on the shores of Lake Geneva in 1816. All four of them were
to write something ‘supernatural’. Byron and Shelley incorporated the
ideas into poems. Polidoti wrote The Vampire, published in 1818, a
story which started a long line of vampire tales in English.

A fashion for exotic locales and action, closely related to the Gothic,
led to such outrageous works as Vazhek (1786) by William Beckford.
This ‘Arabian tale’ involves a cruel hero, Caliph Vathek, palaces for the
indulgence of the five senses, child sacrifice, and considerable high-
pitched excitement. Its exaggerations are tempered with a degree of
itony which make the book very funny, although many readers and
critics have taken its strangeness at face value. Vathek was the precursor
of many such oriental tales, and in some ways anticipates the ‘aesthetic’
temperament which was to develop in Romanticism, such as Lalla
Rookh (1817), four hugely successful verse tales with a linking narrative,
by the Irish writer Thomas Moore.

Like the Gothic terrors, Beckford’s exoticism is more the product
of imagination and fantasy than of realism, an extension of the
imaginative range of the novel which brings together several trends:
the fascination of far-off places, the exaggerations of Mandeville and
Hakluyt, and an enjoyment of sensuality and sensation.

LANGUAGE NOTE
Point of view

As the form of the novel developed, so the uses of point of view became
more sophisticated. We see in Defoe’s novels, for example, all the action
through the eyes of the main character — Robinson Crusoe, Moll Flanders,
Roxana, and others, all of whom use a first-person narration. As narrative
developed in, for example, the novels of Richardson and Fielding, other



Restoration to Romanticism 1660—1789

points of view came into play — and readers were invited to evaluate the points
of view expressed. In the epistolary novel, different letter-writers’ points of
view are contrasted, and the reader’s sympathy and judgement alter as the
reading progresses.

Fielding introduces an omniscient third-person narrator, who frequently
nudges the reader — ‘dear reader’ — pointing out moments when the reader
might judge (positively or negatively) a character’s behaviour and motivations.
This explicit narratorial manipulaton generally disappears in the novels of
Jane Austen, where irony determines something of the point of view shared
between an invisible third-person narrator and the reader: ‘It is a truth uni-
versally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune
must be in want of a wife” This opening sentence of Pride and Prejudice
effectively gives the reader a premise on which the author will work: the reader
is invited to share that premise before proceeding with the reading, and thus
colludes with the author/narrator in the telling of the tale. So, when the
author uses free indirect speech, or uses adjectives which represent the char-
acters’ own opinions and attitudes rather than the author/narrator’s, the
reader is being silently manipulated into a situation of plural points of view:
author/narrator’s and character’s, explicit and implicit, shared and unshared.

Later novelists will refine the expression of point of view, taking it to
extremes of interiorisation in the ‘stream of consciousness’ technique, where
the ‘author’ is imagined to have disappeated completely, and only the char-
acter’s consciousness is represented.

In the following extract, for example, which is taken from the end of
Chapter 16 of Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, the central charactet, Fanny Price,
is on her own, and reflecting on a conversation with her cousin Edmund for
whom she has considerable feelings but who appears to Fanny to be com-
promising moral standards in the house (by allowing a play to be performed
and agreeing to act in it himself) because he is blinded by the attractions of
Mary Crawford:

He went; but there was no reading, no China, no composure for Fanny. He
had told her the most extraordinary, the most inconceivable, the most
unwelcome news; and she could think of nothing else. To be acting! After all
his objections — objections so just and so public! After all that she had heard
him say, and seen him look, and known him to be feeling. Could it be
possible? Edmund so inconsistent. Was he not deceiving himself? Was he
not wrong? Alas! it was all Miss Crawford’s doing.

The point of view here shifts between the authot and Fanny. Fanny is not
allowed to appear entirely in the light of her own point of view because the
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report of her thinking is in the third person. However, her own voice emerges
consistently in phrases such as ‘it was all Miss Crawford’s doing’ and ‘Could it
be possible?” and “To be acting!’ In passages like this the narrative is carried
not just by the author and not just by the character but by the two together.
This narrative strategy was one which Jane Austen, in particular, refined,
enabling her to reveal a character’s feelings more directly while still providing
readers with her own (here quite ironic) view of the character.
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1789—1832




Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive

(William Wordsworth, 7he Preiude)

CONTEXTS AND CONDITIONS

The dates of the Romantic period of literature are not precise and the
term ‘romantic’ is itself not widely used until after the period in ques-
tion. Conventionally, the period begins in 1798, which saw the publica-
tion by Wordsworth and Coleridge of their Lyrical Ballads, and ends in
1832, a year which saw the death of Sir Walter Scott and the enactment
by Parliament of the First Reform Bill. These years link literary and
political events. The Romantic period was an era in which a literary
revolution took place alongside social and economic revolutions. In
some histories of literature the Romantic period is called the ‘Age of
Revolutions’.

The period was one of rapid change as the nation was transformed
from an agricultural country to an industrial one. The laws of a free
market, developed by the economist Adam Smith in his book Wealth of
Nations (1776), dominated people’s lives. At the same time a shift in the
balance of power took place. Power and wealth were gradually trans-
ferred from the landholding aristocracy to the large-scale employers of
modern industrial communities. An old population of rural farm
labourers became a new class of urban industrial labourers. This new
class came to be called the working class. These workers were concen-
trated in cities and the new power of an increasingly large and restive
mass began to make itself felt.

The Industrial Revolution created social change, unrest, and even-
tually turbulence. Deep-rooted traditions were rapidly overturned.
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Within a short period of time the whole landscape of the country
changed. In the countryside, the open fields and communally worked
farms were ‘enclosed’. The enclosure movement improved efficiency
and enabled the increased animal farming necessary to feed a rapidly
expanding population; but fewer labourers were required to work the
land, and that led to an exodus to the cities of large numbers of people
seeking employment. Increasing mechanisation both on the land and
in the industrial factories meant continuing high levels of unemploy-
ment. Workers in the rural areas could no longer graze the animals on
which they partly depended for food and income. Acute poverty
followed.

These developments literally altered the landscape of the country.
Open fields were enclosed by hedges and walls; in the cities, smoking
factory chimneys polluted the atmosphere; poor-quality houses were
built in large numbers and quickly became slums. The mental land-
scape also changed. The country was divided into those who owned
property or land — who were rich — and those who did not — who were
poor. A new world was born, which Benjamin Disraeli, who was both a
novelist and Prime Minister of Britain under Queen Victoria, was later
to identify as “Two Nations’.

The Industrial Revolution paralleled revolutions in the political
order. In fact, Britain was at war during most of the Romantic period,
with a resultant political instability. Political movements in Britain were
gradual, but in countries such as France and the United States political
change was both more rapid and more radical. The Ametican Declat-
ation of Independence (from Britain) in 1776 struck an early blow for
the principle of democratic freedom and self-government, but it was
the early years of the French Revolution, with its slogan of ‘Equality,
liberty and fraternity’, which most influenced the intellectual climate in
Britain. In this respect the storming of the Bastille in 1789, to release
political prisoners, acted as a symbol which attracted the strong
support of liberal opinion.

Debate in Britain was, howevet, polarised between support for rad-
ical documents such as Tom Paine’s Rights of Man (1791), in which he
called for greater democracy in Britain, and Edmund Burke’s more
conservative Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). Later in the
1790s, more measured ideas are contained in the writings of William
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Godwin, an important influence on the poets Wordsworth and Shelley,
who advocated a gradual evolution towards the removal of poverty
and the equal distribution of all wealth. Such a social philosophy
caused much enthusiasm and intellectual excitement among many rad-
ical writers and more liberal politicians; but these ideas also repre-
sented a threat to the existing order. Positive use of the words ‘Jacobin’
or ‘radical’ was dangerous in the 1790s. ‘Jacobin’, in particular, which
derived from French, implied strong sympathy with ideals of absolute
social equality.

However, as the French Revolution developed, support for it in
Britain declined. There was violence, extremism and much bloodshed
as sections of the old aristocracy were massacred, as the members of
the new French Republic fought among themselves and with other
countries, and as Napoleon Bonaparte became emperor and then dic-
tator of France. In Britain these events were witnessed with some
dismay. In 7he Prelude, a long autobiographical poem, Wordsworth
wrote that in the early years of the French Revolution ‘Bliss was it in
that dawn to be alive’. But he later recorded his feeling that the leaders
of the French Republic had:

become Oppressors in their turn.
Frenchmen had changed a war of self-defence
For one of Conquest, losing sight of all
Which they had struggled for.

Support for the spirit of the early years of the French Revolution
remained. Among more liberal and radical thinkers there was a fecling
of ambivalence when England went to war against France and, after
many years, finally defeated Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo in
1815. The victory was followed by years of social unrest at home. The
end of the war led to a decline in manufacturing output and to
unemployment, as soldiers returned from war to a world in which the
divisions between the ‘two nations’ were becoming sharper. In the
immediate aftermath of the Napoleonic wars the government and
ruling classes adopted especially repressive measures. These culmin-
ated in the ‘Peterloo Massacre’ of 1819, in which government troops
charged a large group of workers who were meeting in Manchester to
demand social and political reforms. Nine were killed and thousands

219



The Romantic period 1789—1832

more injured. The word Petetloo’ ironically recalls the Battle of
Watetloo.

The period from 1820 to 1832 was a time of continuing unrest. The
unrest took place against a background of the cycles of economic
depression which so characterise the modern world. The prevailing
economic philosophy was that of /issez-faire, meaning ‘leave alone’,
The consequences were that the government did not intervene directly
in economic affairs. It let the free market and private individual
decisions control the course of events. During this time, the wealth of
the country grew, although it had become increasingly concentrated in
the hands of the new manufacturing and merchant classes.

This new middle class wanted to see its increased economic power
reflected in greater political power. A general alliance arose between
working-class reformers, liberal (called Whig) politicians and this new
middle class, resulting in pressure on the Tory government for political
reform. After many struggles, and with the threat of national disorder
not far away, the first Reform Act was passed by Patliament in 1832,
The bill extended voting rights to include a more representative pro-
portion of the country. The immediate benefits were limited, but the
bill was of great symbolic importance and a movement was started
which would lead, decades later, to universal suffrage and greater
democracy in the country.

In terms of literary history, the publication of Lyrical Ballads in
1798 is seen as a landmark. The volume contains many of the best-
known Romantic poems. The second edition in 1800 contained a
Preface in which Wordsworth discusses the theories of poetry which
were to be so influential on many of his and Coleridge’s con-
temporaries. The Preface represents a poetic manifesto which is very
much in the spirit of the age. The movement towards greater free-
dom and democracy in political and social affairs is paralleled by
poetry which sought to overturn the existing regime and establish a
new, more ‘democratic’ poetic order. To do this, the writers used ‘the
real language of men’ (Preface to Lyrical Ballads) and even, in the case
of Byron and Shelley, got directly involved in political activities
themselves.

The Romantic age in literature is often contrasted with the Classical
or Augustan age which preceded it. The comparison is valuable, for it
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is not simply two different attitudes to literature which are being com-
pared but two different ways of seeing and experiencing life.

The Classical or Augustan age of the early and mid-eighteenth cen-
tury stressed the importance of reason and order. Strong feelings and
flights of the imagination had to be controlled (although they were
obviously found widely, especially in poetry). The swift improvements
in medicine, economics, science and engineering, together with rapid
developments in both agricultural and industrial technology, suggested
human progress on a grand scale. At the centre of these advances
towards a perfect society was mankind, and it must have seemed that
everything was within man’s grasp if his baser, bestial instincts could
be controlled. The Classical tempetrament trusts reason, intellect, and
the head. The Romantic temperament prefers feelings, intuition, and
the heart.

There are further contrasts in the ways in which children are
regarded and represented in Classical and Romantic literature. For the
Augustan writer the child is only important because he ot she will
develop into an adult. The child’s savage instincts must be trained,
making it civilised and sophisticated. For the Romantic writer the child
is holy and pure and its proximity to God will only be corrupted by
civilisation. The child then is a soutce of natural and spontaneous
feeling. When Wordsworth wrote that ‘the Child is father of the Man’
(in My Heart Leaps Up) he stressed that the adult learns from the
experience of childhood.

The two ages may be contrasted in other ways: the Classical writet
looks outward to society, Romantic writers look inward to their own
soul and to the life of the imagination; the Classical writer concentrates
on what can be logically measured and rationally understood, Roman-
tic writers are attracted to the irrational mystical and supernatural
world; the Classical writer is attracted to a social order in which every-
one knows their place, Romantic writers celebrate the freedom of
nature and of individual human experience. In fact, the writings of the
Augustan age stress the way societies improve under careful regulation;
Romantic literature is generally more critical of society and its
injustices, questioning rather than affirming, exploring rather than
defining,

The language and form of the literature of the two ages also shows
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these two different ways of seeing. The Augustans developed a formal
and ordered way of writing characterised by the balance and symmetry
of the heroic couplet in poetry and by an adherence to the conventions
of a special poetic diction. The Romantics developed ways of writing
which tried to capture the ebb and flow of individual experience in
forms and language which were intended to be closer to everyday
speech and more accessible to the general reader. Here is an extract
from the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (in the revised version of 1802):

The principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these
poems was to choose incidents and situations from common life,
and to relate or describe them, throughout, as far as was possible, in
a selection of language really used by men; and, at the same time, to
throw over them a certain colouring of imagination, whereby ordin-
ary things should be presented to the mind in an unusual way.

Contrasts between the Augustan and Romantic ages are helpful but
there are always exceptions to such general contrasts. For example,
eighteenth-century writers such as Gray, Collins and Cowper show a
developing Romantic sensibility, and Romantic poets such as Byron were
inspired by Augustan poetic models. Romanticism was not a sudden,
radical transformation, but grew out of Augustanism. Furthermore,
English Romanticism contrasts with mainland European Romanticism
which, for example, tends to be more politically motivated and philo-
sophically radical. It is therefore unwise to make too many unqualified
generalisations about Romanticism.

One final introductory point can be made about the Romantic
period. The English Romantic literature discussed in the following
sections grew out of specific historical contexts. The Industrial Revo-
lution led to an increasing regimentation of the individual. Small towns
and villages, where everyone knew their neighbours, began to disap-
pear. They were replaced by a more impersonal, mechanised society,
fed and clothed by mass production. In this new world individuals lost
their identity. The writers of this time wanted to correct this imbalance
by giving greater value to the individual sensibility and to the individual
consciousness. Their poetic revolution aimed at greater individual
freedoms.

‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive’ are words written by
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Wordsworth (in The Prelude) at what he felt to be the dawn of a new
age. It was an age in which the uniqueness of the individual would be
celebrated. It was a time of war, a time of ideals, a time of freedom,
and of oppression. Its conflicts and contradictions breathed new life
into literature and, in particular, into poetry.

The Romantic period is seen today as a crucial time in history. It
embodies many of the conflicts and ideological debates which are still
at the heart of the modern wortld; political freedom/repression, indi-
vidual and collective responsibility, masculine and feminine roles (until
recently the traditional canon of Romanticism was almost exclusively
male), past, present, and future. These issues recur time and again in
Romantic writing, It was a time when ideologies were in the melting-
pot, when radicalism and tradition, change and stability, the old and
the new, were just as vital as the more traditionally literary themes
of innocence/experience, youth/age, country/city, man/nature,
language/expression. Many of these issues are as alive today as they
were two hundred years ago. The recovery of many female writers’
works in recent years is one significant sign that our relationship to the
Romantic period is an ongoing and ever-changing one. In many ways,
we are all post-Romantics.

LANGUAGE NOTE
William Cobbett, grammar and politics

William Cobbett (1763—1835) was a farmer, journalist and writer who became
an MP in 1832. In 1802 Cobbett began a weekly newspaper called 7he Political
Register. Cobbett was a Tory, but he increasingly supported radical causes,
particularly causes of social and parliamentary reform, using his own news-
paper to give greater publicity to the causes, and campaigning more and more
vigorously against social injustice and government corruption.

Cobbett was the son of a farmer and self-educated. He took a particular
interest in language and in the grammars of Standard English which had been
written during the previous century and in his writings makes frequent men-
" tion of how he had taught himself the standardised ‘correct’ grammar of
English. Cobbett regularly links grammar and the issue of social class, and
stresses the importance of mastering standard grammar:
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Without understanding this, you can never hope to become fit for anything
beyond mere trade or agriculture. . . . Without a knowledge of grammar, it is
impossible for you to write correctly; and, it is by mere accident that you
speak correctly; and, pray bear in mind, that all well-informed persons judge
of a man’s mind (until they have other means of judging) by his writing or
speaking,

(Advice to Young Men, 1829)

Here, Cobbett recognises the social implications of non-standard lan-
guage. He often makes reference in his writings to the ways in which peti-
dons to parliament (for voting treform) were dismissed by the government
on account of the ‘vulgarity’ of language used by the petitioners. In the
eighteenth century the language of the working classes was deemed not to
conform to the standards of the grammar as described in the new standard-
ised grammars of Bishop Lowth and others (see Language note page 182);
linguistically ‘inferiot’ language use was seen as a token of inferior thought
and also of dubious moral value. Such ideas about language were used to
protect the government from criticism and to resist movements for political
change.

William Cobbett’s solution was to try to ensute that ordinary working
people had access to standard grammar. He wrote his grammar book in the
form of a series of letters to his son, arguing that to learn standard grammar
was both a right of all people and ultimately a way to extend their rights and
liberties. Cobbett considered grammar as an integral part of the class structure
of Britain and the learning of grammar as an act of class warfare. His views
contrast with writers such as Hardy and Lawrence, who believed that dialects
were equally valid, equally rule-governed systems, that they gave an identity to
people from different social and regional groups, and that losing individual
non-standard modes of language would lead to standardised people.

BLAKE, WORDSWORTH AND COLERIDGE
The Child is father of the Man

(William Wordsworth, My Heart Leaps Up)

William Blake achieved little fame in his own lifetime but in the twen-
tieth century he has come to be recognised as a poetic genius. Blake
was also an engraver, and illustrated many of his poems so that they
could be read visually as well as verbally. His life was spent in rebellion
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against the rationalism of the eighteenth century and he rejected, in
particular, the formal restrictions of Augustan poetry, writing in 2
lyrical visionary style and developing, in the process, an individual view
of the world. A characteristic feature was a tendency to see the world
in terms of opposites. Blake wrote that “Without Contraries is no
Progression’ (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell) and much of his poetry
illustrates this. The major opposition reflected in his poetry is a con-
trast between the order of the eighteenth century and the sense of
liberation felt in the 1790s as a new century approached.

Blake makes extensive use of symbolism in his poetry. Some of the
symbols are straightforward: innocence is symbolised by children,
flowers, lambs, or particular seasons. Oppression and rationalism are
symbolised by urban, industrial landscapes, by machines, by those in
authority (including priests), and by social institutions. The symbolism
in some of his later poems, such as the epic Milton, is less easy to
interpret. Blake sometimes creates a mythological world of his own.
For example, the giant Los, who represents the human imagination, is
set against his opposite Urizen, who represents the restrictions of law
and order. Blake’s best-known symbol is that of the tiger in his poem
The Tyger. The tiger has been interpreted differently by successive gen-
erations but its basic meaning is the natural and creative energy of
human life, an inspiring shape (‘symmetry’) which no one should try to
control:

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye

Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

Images of childhood have a central place in Blake’s poetry, as they
do in the work of many Romantic poets. Blake’s most famous collec-
tion of poetry, Songs of Innocence and Experience, published separately in
1789 (Songs of Innocence) and 1793 (Songs of Experience), and together in
1794, abounds in images of children in a world in which people are
exploited. (A good example is Blake’s poem The Chimney Sweeper.) The
child in Blake’s poetry stands for the poet’s dissatisfaction with society
and for his belief in the power of uncorrupted feeling and imagin-
ation. Through the images of childhood, Blake dramatises the conflict
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between nature and social order, between natural innocence and the
pressures of social experience.

In the volume Songs of Innocence and Experience, several poems are
written in pairs, contrasting states of human innocence and experi-
ence. In them, Blake reveals a profound understanding of psychology
and an ability to explore the spiritual side of human existence, both of
which are remarkably modern.

Blake was also conscious of the effects on the individual of a rapidly
developing industrial and commercial world. He saw the potential dan-
gers of a mass society in which individuals were increasingly controlled
by systems of organisation. In his poem London he refers to these
systems as the result of ‘mind-forg’d manacles’. In London even the
River Thames has been ‘charter’d’ (given a royal charter to be used for
commercial purposes). The repetition of words and structures seems
to underline a monotonous regimentation:

I wander thro’ each charter’d street

Near where the charter’d Thames does flow,
And mark in every face I meet

Marks of weakness, marks of woe.

In every cry of every Man,

In every Infant’s cry of fear,

In every voice, in every ban,

The mind-forg’d manacles I heat.

This political view of London contrasts with Wordsworth’s Sonsner
Composed Upon Westminster Bridge (1802) in which the poet’s petsonal
elation at the ‘majesty’ of London is recorded: Blake’s vision is social
where Wordsworth’s is personal.

There are some similarities between Blake’s poetry and the poetry
of William Wordsworth, particularly his emphasis on the value of
childhood experience and its celebration of nature. Central to Words-
worth’s vision of nature is the importance of the impact and influence
of nature on the human mind. Wordsworth’s poetry is essentially
empirical: that is, he records the evidence of his senses, looking inward
rather than outward. Nevertheless, he does describe the world of
nature and of the characters who inhabit the natural landscape. In fact,
Wordsworth gives detailed accounts of the lives of ordinary people in
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poems such as The Old Cumberland Beggar and The Leech Gatherer —
characters of a low social position not normally represented in Augus-
tan poetry. Wordsworth celebrates the spitit of man, living in harmony
with his natural environment and away from the corrupt city. However,
the essence of his poetry lies not in the description of this wotld of
nature but rather in the development of the inner mind which records
1t.

In Wordsworth’s long autobiographical poem The Prelude (1805; final
version 1850) the main concern is the psychology of the individual.
Such an emphasis on the formation of the individual sensibility has
since become a major charactetistic of Western literature. One of its
original titles was A Poem on the Growth of an Individual Mind. It is
characteristic of the Romantic period that its major epic poem should
be about this subject. In many patts of The Prelude, and in poems such
as Tintern Abbey and Ode: Intimations of Immortality, Wordsworth records
a personal search for the moments of insight and understanding
which, he believed, only nature could give. Time, and the passing of
time, become recurting themes, as in ‘Five years have passed’ in Tintern
Abbey, where memory of the past, together with the effects of nature,
allow the poetic T’ ‘to see into the heart of things’ in the present. He
believed in the truth of his own senses and imagination and he some-
times describes moments in which he petceives mystical and transcen-
dental truths:

A presence that disturbs me with the joy

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime

Of something far mote deeply interfused,

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,

And the round ocean and the living air,

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man.
(Tintern Abbey)

Throughout his poetic career, however, Wordsworth continued to
regard the child as the single most important source of wisdom and
teuth. In his Ode: Intimations of Immortality the child, as a symbol of all
that is holy and good, is directly addressed:

Thou best philosopher, who yet dost keep
Thy heritage, thou eye among the blind,
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That, deaf and silent, read’st the eternal deep,
Haunted forever by the eternal mind.

The child is seen here as father of the man. Although lines such as
these do not strictly adhere to Wordsworth’s poetic principles of sim-
ple and unadorned language, many of his poems do create a new
poetic language. Wordsworth’s language frequently moves towards the
language of everyday speech and the lives of ordinary people. It breaks
with the artificial diction of the previous century, creating a more open
and democratic world of poetry. Wordsworth stated later in his life
that he had aimed to show that men and women ‘who do not wear fine
clothes can feel deeply’.

Wordsworth did not always achieve his aim of writing poetry
according to the manifesto in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads. Sometimes
it is direct, simple and close to ordinary spoken language. For example:

A slumber did my spirit seal;

I had no human fears:

She seemed a thing that could not feel
The touch of earthly yeats.

Sometimes he uses more complex grammar and vocabulary, as we
can see from the above examples. Words like ‘heritage’ and ‘deeply
interfused” and the long sentences with several clauses in them seem a
long way from his poetic ideals.

Wordsworth’s search to record the insights of the imagination
and the power of human memory could not always be sustained.
Imagination fails. Memories fade, shine brightly and then fade again.
Wordsworth revised The Prelude throughout his life; in each version he
tries to capture more accurately the lasting insights of his past. But
later drafts lack the excitement of earlier versions of the poem. It is
also possible that the failure of the French Revolution affected the
course of Wordsworth’s own poetry and life.

In the formative stages of his poetic career Wordsworth collabor-
ated with Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Both contributed to Lyrical Ballads,
but Wordsworth alone was responsible for the important Preface,
which was to influence the whole of the Romantic movement and
much subsequent poetry in English. Wordsworth’s poetry is con-
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cerned with the ordinary, everyday wotld and with the impact of
memory on the present; Coleridge’s poetry frequently communicates a
sense of the mysterious, supernatural and extraordinary world.
Wordsworth stated that he wanted to explore everyday subjects and
give them a Romantic or supernatural colouring; by contrast, Coleridge
wanted to give the supernatural a feeling of everyday reality.

One of Coleridge’s best-known poems is The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner. In the poem an old sailor or mariner narrates the terrible
sequence of events which followed when he shot an albatross and was
cursed. His ship is becalmed, he is subjected to nightmare visions and
to a long period of suffering and his water supply runs out in punish-
ment for his deed. When the mariner blesses some sea-creatures, his
offence against the power of nature is forgiven and he is able to return
home, a wiser man through his suffering. The whole poem is written in
the form of a mediaeval ballad.

Day after day, day after day,

We stuck, nor breath nor motion;
As idle as a painted ship

Upon a painted ocean.

Water, water, every where
And all the boards did shtink;
Water, watet, every where,
Nor any drop to drink.

Even from these few lines it is possible to see something of the
allegorical and symbolic power of the poem. The lack of water repre-
sents the dryness of spitit, the becalmed ship symbolises the aimless
soul of a man who has sinned and who awaits eventual redemption.
The explicit moral is essentially Christian:

He prayeth well who loveth well
Both man and bird and beast.

He prayeth best who loveth best,
All things both great and small.
For the dear God, who loveth us,
He made and loveth all.

The conclusion, ‘A sadder and a wiser man/He rose the morrow

229



The Romantic period 1789—1832

morn’, underscores the passage from innocence to experience, from
past to present, which is central to a great deal of Romantic writing,
(The sadder, wiser man is the wedding guest to whom the mariner’s
story has been recounted.)

Other poems by Coleridge explore a mystical and supernatural
wotld. Unlike Wordsworth, who concentrates on the everyday world
of the present, Coleridge turns to the romance and mystery of the
past. Christabel, also written in a mediaeval ballad form, is another
allegory in which sinister and grotesque images from a distant past
have an everyday reality. In Kubla Khan, Coleridge presents an exotic
landscape which has often been interpreted as symbolising the move-
ment of the creative imagination. The poem opens with a basic con-
trast between the River Alph, a'potentially destructive force, and the
pleasure-dome, a source of deep perception and understanding:

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree:
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran
Through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea.

In Kubla Khan, Coleridge embodies the essence of the poetic
imagination, the most powerful of the human senses which is alone
capable of perceiving the undetlying harmony of all things and of
understanding the truth about the world. The subtitle to the poem is 4
Fragment. Tt was reported that Coleridge did not complete the poem
because he was interrupted by a visitor during its composition. The
poem is indeed a fragment of a powerful vision, but it is a complete
statement of a vision which can only be communicated in parts and
fragments.

Coleridge’s Christabel is also an ‘unfinished’ poem. Several Romantic
poems are fragments, almost as if they represent the impossible nature
of the Romantic quest for complete meaning and fulfilment. Yet such
is the power of the poet’s imagination that an unfinished journey can
still reveal insights of lasting significance. Even Coleridge’s poem
Dejection: An Ode, which explores an occasion on which the poetic
imagination fails, captures a permanent truth. Coleridge’s determin-
ation to continue his search for transcendental understanding led him
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to take drugs such as opium. Like a number of Romantic writers, he
wished to extend the power of his senses and intuitions as far as
possible, even if that were to risk serious damage to his health.

My genial spirits fail;
And what can these avail
To lift the smotheting weight from off my breast?
If it were a vain endeavour,
Though I should gaze for ever
On that gteen light that lingers in the west:
I may not hope from outward forms to win
The passion and the life, whose fountains are within.
(Degection: An Ode)

It is important to compare and contrast the poetry of Wordsworth
and Coleridge. They created a new kind of poetry, innovating in form,
language and subject matter and creating a lasting influence on English
poetry. Although their particular styles and methods were generally in
contrast, it is necessary to stress that they shared important goals,
particularly the goal of making poetry closer to the rhythms and
diction of everyday language.

Coleridge’s ‘conversation poems’ are in this respect very close to
many of Wordsworth’s poems. Poems such as Christabel and Kubla
Kbhan do indeed represent exotic and intensely mystical flights of the
imagination. Yet poems such as Deection, Frost at Midnight and This
Lime-Tree Bower My Prison are based on everyday observation. They
reflect on universal issues such as the relationship between parents and
children and are intimate and conversational in tone. A good example
of Coleridge’s dialogic, conversational style is found in Frost at Midnight
in which the poet addresses his son Hartley:

My babe so beautifull it thrills my heart

With tender gladness, thus to look at thee,

And think that thou shalt learn far other lore,
And in far other scenes! For I was reared

In the great city, pent 'mid cloisters dim,

And saw nought lovely but the sky and stars.

But thou, my babe! shalt wander like a breeze

By lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags

Of ancient mountain, and beneath the clouds. . . .
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We note here a contrast between the natural world and the world of
the city, but the choices of language capture the movement of a speak-
ing voice in conversation. The exclamation marks, the use of italics for
emphasis, the steady pace of the rhythm, all serve to express a quiet
speaking voice revealing intimate thoughts.

While some critics have judged that Wordsworth’s later poetry (for
example, long poems such as The Excursion) lacked the vitality of his
earlier work, Coleridge complained that poetic inspiration had des-
erted him and he wrote no poetry during the last thirty years of his
life. Instead he dedicated himself to philosophy and to literary criti-
cism. In 1817 he published Biggraphia Literaria, which contains import-
ant discussion of the workings of the poetic imagination and reveals
the extent of his thinking about the nature of literature. It has become
one of the most influential of works of criticism. Together with
Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads, it also reveals another aspect
of the modern writer: almost simultaneously the writer produces both
literary work and self-conscious critical reflections on that work and
on literature in general. In more ways than one, the Romantics are
genuine forerunners of the Modern movement in literature and the
arts.

LANGUAGE NOTE
The ‘real’ langnage of men

Remuneration! O that’s the Latin word for three farthings.
(William Shakespeare, Love’s Labour’s Lost)

I heard among the solitary hills

Low breathings coming after me, and sounds

Of undistinguishable motion, steps

Almost as silent as the turf they trod.
(William Wordsworth, The Prelude)

In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800; revised 1802) Wordsworth makes the
first theoretical argument in the history of English poetry for a radical review
of the language of poetry. His argument is that conventional poetic diction
should be replaced by a language closer to the everyday speech of ordinary
people. It is an essentially democratic statement, arguing that ordinary words
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should be admitted into the society of the poem. Wordsworth and Coleridge
wanted to purify and renew the language of poctry. From a different starting
point Pope and Dryden in the seventeenth century and T.S. Eliot in the
twentieth century attempted similar processes of renewal.

At the time of writing, the classical, Latinate style of Milton and his poetic
descendants tended to be regarded as the norm. It was an appropriately
elevated “diction’ which conferred dignity on lofty thoughts and feelings. Such
diction was rejected in the Preface as being too elitist and too remote from
the language of ‘a man speaking to men’. Here are two examples which
illustrate the argument. One is taken from mid-eighteenth-century poetry; the
other is taken from a poem by Wordsworth.

Say, Father Thames, for thou hast seen

Full many a sprightly race

Disporting on thy margent green

The paths of pleasure trace,

Who foremost now delight to cleave

With pliant arm thy glassy wave?

(Thomas Gray, Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College)

In the sweet shire of Cardigan,
Not far from pleasant Ivor-hall,
An old man dwells, a little man,
I’'ve heard he once was tall. . ..

Full five and twenty years he lived
A running huntsman merty;
And, though he has but one eye left,
His cheek is like a cherry.
(William Wordsworth, Simon Lee)

Although they are less than fifty years apart, the poems show marked
contrasts in language. Wordsworth believed that the kind of poetry written by
Gray was too affected and ornate with its mainly Latin vocabulary and its
deliberate choices of words and phrases which are far removed from every-
day language use (for example, ‘disporting” playing; ‘margent green’: river
bank; ‘cleave with pliant arm’ swim) and which conform to Gray’s own
theory that the language of poetry should have an elevated diction of its own.
In Simon Lee, Wordsworth writes in unaffectedly simple language, although
the demands of such poetic conventions as rhythm and metrics mean that the
language can never be entirely similar to ordinary language.

In poetic practice, however, there are limitations to Wordsworth’s theory
of poetic language. Some would say, for example, that poems like Simon Lee
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are too banal, and that in trying to explore the ordinary feelings of ordinary
people in ordinary settings Wordsworth runs the risk that he will fail to find
the style which can elevate the poem into a memorable and durable artefact,
Indeed, when Wordsworth does achieve poetic heights he does so by using
language which is so clevated and Latinate that it falsifies his theory. An
example would be the lines cited at the beginning of this language note,
which in fact mix ‘low’ and ‘high’ styles and in the process chart the ebb
and flow of perception and understanding, The lines also, however, illus-
trate another basic paradox of much Romantic poetry: that the poet is
forced to use language to describe experiences which ate outside or beyond
language.

On the other hand, some critics feel that in groups of poems, such as the
‘Lucy’ poems published in Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth comes very close to
achieving his poetic ideals. A frequently cited example is the poem She Dwelz
Among #h’ Untrodden Ways, which combines complexity of insight with
simplicity of expression.

KEATS

Beanty is truth, truth beauty, — that s all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know

(John Keats, Ode on a Grecian Urn)

John Keats is likewise a poet who reflected on the nature of poetry.
Keats’s letters are important documents and offer many revealing
insights into the nature of poetty and many ctitical ptecepts which are
still cited today as a basis for the evaluation of poetry. Keats wrote that
‘we hate poetry that has too palpable a design upon us’. By this he
means that we distrust poetry which tries overtly to persuade or con-
vert us to the poet’s point of view. According to this statement, poetry
should be more indirect, communicating through the power of its
images without the poet making his own presence too obvious.

Like other Romantic poets, Keats wrote poems which were
incomplete; unfinished fragments of a larger vision. He also, like other
Romantic artists, died at a very young age before fulfilling his potential
and completing the poetic journey he had begun. However, by the age
of 25, he had written 2 major body of work containing some of the
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most memorable poems in the English language. Keats’s best-known
poetry was composed twenty years after the publication of Lyrical
Ballads and, although his poetry contrasts with that of Wordsworth
and Coleridge, they remained an important influence on his work and
his theoties of poetry.

A main theme of Keats’s poetry is the conflict between the every-
day world and eternity: the everyday world of suffering, death and
decay, and the timeless beauty and lasting truth of poetry and the
human imagination. His earliest poetry consists mainly of long
poems, some of them epic in style and concept. Endymion (1818) is
written in four books and is derived in style and structure from
Greek legends and myths, the main theme being the search for an
ideal love and a happiness beyond earthly possibility. A more ambi-
tious long poem is The Fall of Hyperion (1819) which is heavily influ-
enced by John Milton and was not finished by Keats, in part because
he wished to develop his own style and identity as a poet. It tells of
the downfall of the old gods and the rise of the new gods who are
marked by their strength and beauty. Although the poem has been
criticised for a lack of control in the writing, there are several places
where sensuousness and precision of rhythm and image are
combined:

No stir of air was there,
Not so much life as on a summer’s day
Robs not one light seed from the feathered grass,
But where the dead leaf fell, there did it rest.
(Fhyperion)

Keats continued to write long narrative poems which allowed him to
develop a characteristic feature of the style of all his poems: lush,
sensuous imagery which supports precise descriptive detail. Keats, like
Coleridge, was also attracted to exotic settings for his narratives. These
include mythic classical backgrounds and mediaeval contexts of high
Romance. The poems sabella, Lamia, The Eve of Saint Agnes and La Belle
Dame Sans Merci explore familiar Romantic themes: the relationship
between emotion and reality; the impermanence of human love; the
search for an elusive beauty. Unlike poets and philosophers of the
classical, eighteenth-century period, who saw the mediaeval era as one
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of darkness and superstition, Keats, along with other Romantic poets,
was attracted by those times.

Oh, what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,
Alone and palely loitering;
The sedge is withered from the lake,
And no birds sing.

(La Belle Dame Sans Merci)

Keats was particularly fascinated by Thomas Percy’s Religues of Ancient
English Poetry (1765) and by the ‘pre-Romantic’ figure of the poet
Thomas Chatterton, who committed suicide in 1770 at the age of 18
and who forged copies of mediaeval ballads.

Mie love ys dedde,
Gon to hys death-bedde,
Al under the wyllowe tree.

Waterre witches, crownede wythe reytes,
Bere me to yer leathalle tyde.

I die; I comme; mie true love waytes.
Thos the damselle spake, and dyed.
(Thomas Chatterton, Song fo . Aella, 1769—70)

The ballads written by Chatterton were attributed to the fictional
Thomas Rowley but they are ‘pre-Romantic’ because they point the
way, in the late 1760s, to a poetry of direct utterance which escaped the
ornamentation of much of the verse of the time. Keats’s admiration
for the Middle Ages allows him to make particular use of the ballad
form to explore aspects of the irrational, unconscious and super-
natural world.

Keats’s ballads were written within a two-year petiod (1818-20); in
fact, the years saw an intensely creative period of Keats’s life and
during the same period he wrote the odes in which the rich and sensu-
ous variety of human experience is set against the transience of human
life. The odes explore fundamental tensions and contradictions. Keats
finds melancholy in delight, pleasure in pain, and excitement in both
emotional sensations and intellectual thoughts. He contrasts dreams
and reality, the imaginaton and the actual, the tangible and the
intangible. He celebrates beauty but at the same time he knows that all
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things of beauty must fade and die. He experiences love and death
with equal intensity, knowing that they are closely connected. He
shared with both Wordsworth and Coleridge the view that suffering is
necessary for an understanding of the world and that great poetry
grows from deep suffering and tragedy. In one of his letters Keats

i wrote: ‘Do you not see how necessary a world of pains and troubles is

to school an intelligence and make it a soul?’

The ode is a complex poetic form, and Keats is generally regarded
as one of the masters of the form. At the same time he develops a
poetic language appropriate both to the form of the ode and the
nature of his themes. Keats’s language renders experience precisely; it
captures the rhythm and movement of thoughts and feelings; it regis-
ters a full range of sense impressions. For example, in the following
lines from Ode to a Nightingale the poet asks for a drink of cool wine:

O, for a draught of vintage! that hath been
Cooled a long age in the deep-delved earth,
Tasting of Flora and the country green,

Dance, and Provencal song, and sunburnt mirth!

The description is an example of synaesthesia — a feature which
recurs frequently in Keats’s poetry and in the poetry of others, such as
the twentieth-century poets Wilfred Owen and Dylan Thomas, who
have been much influenced by Keats. Synaesthesia is a use of imagery
and language choices which describe sensory impressions in terms of
other senses. In the lines above, Keats manages to appeal to sight,
colour, movement, sound, and heat almost simultaneously. For
example, the movement of dancing and the sound of song is described
as a taste. ‘Sunburnt mirth’ describes the sight of sunburnt faces at the
same time as we hear the same people laughing. Keats also created a
tich poetic music. An example of his control of the thythmic move-
ment and syntax is the following lines from the Ode to Autumn:

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn
Among the river sallows, borne aloft
Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies.

Here the rise and fall in the thythm of the lines matches the flight of
the gnats. Keats’s characteristic representation of the physical world,
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his total immersion in an experience of things outside himself, hig
delight in sensuous but precise words can be further exemplified from
the same poem, where autumn is seen as:

Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;
Conspiring with him how to load and bless

With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run;
To bend with apples the mossed cottage-trees,
And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core.

Instead of the expected picture of falling leaves and decay here, the
view of autumn is positive and life-affirming (as in James Thomson’s
The Seasons, see page 197). The final lines take the reader through
winter, symbolised by the robin redbreast, and on to the future sounds
of spring; moving, in effect, through almost the whole calendar in its
appreciation of the riches of autumn.

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn
Among the river sallows, borne aloft

Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies;

And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn;
Hedge-crickets sing; and now with a treble soft
The redbreast whistles from a garden-croft;

And gathering swallows twitter in the skies.

Keats’s pursuit of the eternal truths of poetic art and the imagin-
ation are powerfully expressed in Ode on a Grecian Urn. In the poem the
urn itself suggests that:

Beauty is truth, truth beauty, — that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

The Grecian urn and the artistic carvings on it represent the perman-
ence of art and celebrate the power of the artist to immortalise human
activity, to make it permanent, preserving it against mortality and the
passing of time. The beauty of art is seeing the real truth of existence.

Keats also gives us occasional glimpses of solitude and desolation.
In his famous letters, he calls the world ‘The Vale of Soul-Making’; in
his sonnet beginning “‘When I have fears that I may cease to be’, he
depicts a desolate shore which anticipates John Clare and Matthew
Arnold in its emptiness. The sonnet is all the more poignant when we
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know that Keats died at the age of 26, a tragically young age, with a
poetic career of even greater fulfilment in front of him. He was the
Romantic poet par excellence: his continuing dedication to poetry in the
knowledge that he was dying (from tuberculosis) made him a symbol
for the Romantic movement. At the time of his death, the first gener-
ation of Romantics, Wordsworth and Coleridge, could no longer write
the intense poetry of their early years. He became an emblem of
transience, and Shelley’s visionary essay Adonais on Keats’s death
depicts the exquisite early flowering and then sudden death of Keats,
the man and poet.

SHELLEY

The lone and level sands stretch far away

(Percy Bysshe Shelley, Ogymandias)

The poetry of Percy Bysshe Shelley is similar to that of Keats in a
number of respects, but, unlike Keats, Shelley explores political and
social questions more explicitly. Shelley represents the more revo-
lutionary and non-conformist element in English Romanticism and
was constantly critical of conventional authority. He was the indi-
vidualist and idealist who rebelled against the institutions of family,
church, marriage and the Christian faith and against all forms of
tyranny. He started writing and publishing poetry while at Oxford
University, some three years before Keats’s first publication.

One of Shelley’s first major poems, published in 1813, was Queen
Mab. In the poem he attacks institutional religion and codified morality,
portraying a utopian vision of man’s need for simple virtue and
straightforward happiness. Shelley’s ideas were anarchic and dangerous
in the eyes of the conservative society of his time. He believed that
original sin did not exist and that it was possible to attain human
perfection on earth if humans could only free themselves from the
chains of a repressive society. A year before Queen Mab, Shelley had
gone to Dublin to distribute a pamphlet — Address to the Irish Pegple —
and to take part in campaigns for Catholic emancipation and for social
justice for oppressed and poverty-stricken people. In a pamphlet
entitled The Necessity of Atheism, Shelley argued that the existence of
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God could not be proved. His refusal to withdraw the pamphlet led to
his being expelled from Oxfotd by the university authorities. At the
time of writing Queen Mab, Shelley was under the influence of the
social philosopher William Godwin who was also influential on the
thinking of Wordsworth and other Romantic poets.

Other major poems by Shelley also addressed social and political
issues. The Mask of Anarchy was a direct response to the Peterloo
Massacre of 1819. Like the sonnet England in 1819, it closes with a
vision of the future revolution of the working classes: ‘a glotious
phantom may,/Burst, to illumine our tempestuous day.’

In Promethens Unbound (1820), generally regarded as one of
Shelley’s most successful long poems, he employs the Greek myth of
Prometheus, who was punished for stealing the gift of fire from the
gods and giving it to mankind; but in Shelley’s poem he is redeemed by
the power of love and acts as a symbol of human fulfilment resulting
from a change in his imaginative vision. Prometheus represents arche-
typal humanity and, as in The Ancient Mariner, an apocalyptic change in
his life reveals limitless possibilities; above all, a new way of seeing the
world.

To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite;

To forgive wrongs datker than death or night;
To defy Power, which seems omnipotent;

To love, and bear; to hope till Hope creates
From its own wreck the thing it contemplates;
Neither to change, nor falter, nor repent;
This, like thy glory, Titan, is to be

Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free;
This is alone Life, Joy, Empire, and Victory.

Shelley’s Julian and Maddalo (1824) can in many ways be taken as a
central text of English Romanticism. It is described as ‘a conversation’,
and its couplets reflect a chatty and intimate tone. The two charactets,
Julian and the Count Maddalo, clearly represent Shelley himself and
Byron. Their conversation is naturalistic, rather than idealistic, and
takes in the life and atmosphere the two characters observe as they ride
on the sands, or sail around Venice. The city, and in particular its
lunatic asylum (‘the madhouse and its belfry tower’), take on a uni-
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versal significance as the discussion ranges around free will, religion,
progress, frustration, and love: like the sonnet Ogymandias, it is an
evocation of a wasteland, both literally and metaphorically. The lido
inspires the phrase ‘I love all waste/And solitary places’, aspiring to the
boundless possibilities of the human soul; but the city and the asylum
return the characters to real life, and the ptisons of the soul, ending the
‘conversation’ in a silence which is astonishingly modern in its
resonances.

‘And such,” — he cried, ‘is out mortality,

And this must be the emblem and the sign

Of what should be eternal and divine! —

And like that black and dreary bell, the soul,
Hung in a heaven-illumined tower, must toll
Our thoughts and our desires to meet below
Round the rent heart and pray — as madmen do
For what? they know not. ..

Like so many works of Romantic literature, from the novels of
Scott to Shelley’s own 7ke Triumph of Anarchy, this clash between the
ideal and the real, between the general and the particular and between
past, present and future reflects the principal anxiety of the time: that
the necessity of revolutionary change causes individual anguish in
the process. This foreshadows a major concern with the suffering of
victims at all levels of society, but particularly the lower classes,
throughout Victorian literature.

The poem was profoundly influential, especially on the dramatic
monologues of Robert Browning later in the century — his Childe
Roland to the Dark Tower Came, published in 1855 (see page 325), in
many ways carries forward the disturbing preoccupations found in
Jubian and Maddalo.

Shelley also wrote many intense short lyrics which draw direct
inspiration from nature and are written in controlled, sparse language:

A widow bird sat mourning for her love
Upon a wintry bough;

The frozen wind crept on above,

The freezing stream below.
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There was no leaf upon the forest bare,
No flower upon the ground,
And little motion in the air
Except the mill wheel’s sound.
(A widow bird)

Here the images from nature are employed to express inner feelings
and states of mind. A sense of loss and emotional numbness is con-
veyed through the cold, the emptiness of the scene and the overall lack
of movement. Shelley has often been criticised for putting his own
feelings too directly at the centre of his poems and for being too self-
indulgent and self-pitying. There are certainly lines in some poems
where this is the case. For example:

Oh, lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud!
I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!
(Ode to the West Wind)

I could lie down like a tired child,

And weep away the life of care

Which I have borne and yet must bear.
(Stanzas Written in Dejection, near Naples)

A widow bird and numerous other lyrics (for example, 7o a Skylark,
The Cloud, With a Guitar to Jane, The Indian Serenade) do not, however, fall
into that category. In one of his best-known lyrics, Ode 0 the West Wind,
Shelley makes the wildness of the wind a controlled symbol of his
deepest personal aspirations for human freedom. The wind sweeps
away the old life and spreads the seeds which will produce a new ideal
life:

O wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn’s being,
Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead
Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing,

Yellow, and black, and pale, and hectic red,
Pestilence-stricken multitudes: O thou,
Who chatiotest to their dark wintry bed

The wingéd seeds, where they lie cold and low,
Each like a corpse within its grave, until
Thine azure sister of the Spring shall blow . . .

Byron

Like several of his contemporaries, Shelley believed that poetry
could reform the world. Central to this belief is that the creative power
of the imaginaton and the poet’s quest for beauty and the eternal
truths of beauty will show the way to a better society. According to
Shelley this makes poets ‘the unacknowledged legislators of the world’.
In his A4 Defence of Poetry (written in 1821 but not published until 1840),
Shelley wrote a poetic manifesto for these beliefs, making the poet a
missionary, a prophet, a potental leader for a new society. The follow-
ing extract from .4 Defence of Poetry illustrates these main points:

It exceeds all imagination to conceive what would have been the
moral condition of the wotld . . . if a revival of the study of Greek
litetature had never taken place; if no monuments of ancient sculp-
ture had been handed down to us; and if the poetry of the religion
of the ancient world had been extinguished together with its belief.
The human mind could never, except by the intervention of these
excitements, have been awakened to the invention of the grosser
sciences, and that application of analytical reasoning to the aberra-
tions of society, which it is now attempted to exalt over the direct
expression of the inventive and creative faculty itself.

The view of the creative artist as hero was later embraced by other
writers in the Victorian and modern periods.

. BYRON

[ need a hero
(George Gordon, Lord Byron, Don_juan)

It is appropriate that Byron should be the last major Romantic poet we
examine, for many readers, especially in the nineteenth century,
regarded Byron as the prototype of the Romantic poet, and many
writers across the whole of Europe were influenced by his approach.
Like Shelley, Byron was heavily involved with contemporary social
issues and became particulatly well known for his verse satires. The
heroes of his long narrative poems were often imitated; in fact, the
Byronic hero almost became a literary fashion. The hero is usually a
melancholy and solitary figure who in his actions often defies social
conventions; almost, indeed, the poet as reclusive pop star.
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The long poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage — the term ‘childe’ is a
mediaeval word for a young nobleman waiting to become a knight —
was the work which made Byron’s name. The hero, Childe Harold,
is often identified with Byron himself. He is a restless wanderer,
alternating between despair and great energy and commitment to
new, usually forbidden experiences. The poem was published when
Byron was only 24 years of age, in 1812. It made him famous over-
night and his public career as a popular and scandalous figure was
launched.

I live not in myself, but I become

Portion of that around me; and to me

High mountains are a feeling, but the hum

Of human cities torture: I can see

Nothing to loathe in nature, save to be

A link reluctant in a fleshly chain,

Classed among creatures, when the soul can flee,
And with the sky, the peak, the heaving plain
Of ocean, ot the stars, mingle, and not in vain.

A more developed example of the Byronic hero comes in his
dramatic poem Manfred (1817). Manfred is a particularly passionate
outcast and rebel whose typically Romantic heroism contrasts with the
restraint and humility of the typical Augustan, classical hero. Manfred’s
disdain for ordinary humanity, his unidentified guilt, his sense of
gloom and doom, make him, paradoxically, a deeply attractive, even
erotic figure. He seems to be beyond good and evil and to define
his own moral codes. His unsatisfied quest makes him not so much a
hero as an anti-hero, with literary descendants in characters such as
Heathcliff in Emily Bront&’s Wathering Heights (1847). Here Manfred
rails against a spirit which wants to make him feel guilty:

Back to thy hell!
Thou hast no power upon me, hat 1 feel;
Thou shalt never possess me, #hat I know:
What I have done is done; I bear within
A torture which could nothing gain from thine:
The mind which is immortal makes itself
Requital for its good or evil thoughts,

Byron

Its own origin of ill and end,
And its own place and time.

(Manfred)

Byron’s semi-autobiographical Don Juan is an example of the more
satitic side to his poetry. The tone of the poem s light-hearted and comic
throughout, even when the subject matter is at its most serious, moving
easily through black comedy and the pathos of tragedy. This is in part due
to the oftava rima thyme scheme and partly due to the mixture of differ-
ent styles, from the most formal poetic diction to the most informal
colloquial and everyday English. In particular, the thyme scheme, which
demands regular full rhymes, is difficult to achieve in English without
comic effects. The following lines describe Don Juan’s first seduction:

And Julia’s voice was lost, except in sighs,

Until too late for useful conversation;

The tears were gushing from her gentle eyes,

I wish, indeed, they had not had occasion,

But who, alas! can love, and then be wise?

Not that remorse did not oppose temptation;

A little still she strove, and much repented,

And whispering ‘T will ne’er consent’ — consented.

Don Juan is an adventure poem as well as an ongoing series of love
stories. It begins with a shipwreck and continues by exploring the
results that follow. Its essence is the restless, amorous adventures of a
young Spaniard, but there are departures from the main plot line so that
Byron, as narrator, can advance his own ideas on a range of subjects
and can satirise many aspects of contemporary life and of his own
contemporaries. Byron himself insisted that Don Juan is a satire on
abuses of the present state of society but, in several places, judgement
is passed upon many of the institutions and values of Western society.
However, Byron’s poetry cannot be propetly compared with the
Augustan satires of Dryden ot Pope. He saw Pope as his main technical
model, but his satires are not based on a vision of positive moral values.
The character of Don Juan is a constant seeker of meaning rather than
one who already knows the moral basis for his actions. He is not a
complete anti-hero; but neither is his quest wholly heroic. Byron’s own
view of his hero is ironic in places, as in the following instance:
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He pored upon the leaves, and on the flowers,

And heard a voice in all the winds; and then

He thought of wood-nymphs and immortal bowers,
And how the goddesses came down to men:

He missed the pathway, he forgot the hours,

And when he looked upon his watch again,

He found how much old Time had been a winner —
He also found that he had lost his dinner.

Here Juan is first described as a kind of mock Romantic poet (with
perhaps a slight hint of Wordsworth and Tintern Abbey); the final two
lines show his love of natute to be over-indulgent. He is brought
comically down to earth in a sharp colloquial reminder which contrasts
ironically with the more elevated language and topic at the beginning
of the stanza.

Such sudden changes in style ate common in Byron’s poetry. Byron
learned from the mock-heroic style of Pope and Dryden, and uses
colloquial language widely (which the Augustans did not). In fact,
although Wordsworth had advocated the use of the language of ordin-
aty men, Don Juan contains more everyday language than 7he Prelude
and The Excursion put together. The famous short lyric So we’ll go no more
a-roving (1817) shows how simple and heartfelt Byron can be:

So we’ll go no more a-roving

So late into the night,

Though the heart be still as loving,
And the moon be still as bright.

For the sword outwears its sheath,
And the soul weats out the breast,
And the heart must pause to breathe,
And love itself have rest.

Though the night was made for loving,
And the day retutns too soon,

Yet we’ll go no more a-roving
By the light of the moon.

Byron also likes to play with his readers by following amusing and
sometimes trivial digressions. In this respect, he is similar to the
eighteenth-century novelist, Laurence Sterne. He invites his readers to
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participate in his poetry, to laugh with him at his heroes and to ques-
ton their own values. In these lines from Don Juan, he warns his
readers that the love affair between Juan and Haidée is unlawful and
dangerous because they are not martied.

Then if you’d have them wedded, please to shut
The book which treats of this erroneous pai,
Before the consequences grow too awful;

"Tis dangerous to read of loves unlawful.

Don Juan was judged an immoral poem by many of Byron’s con-
temporaries but it is never clear how far this is a judgement on Byron
himself, who scandalised society with a series of well-publicised affairs
and who seemed compelled to try forbidden experiences: society’s
contempt for his incestuous relationship with his half-sister Augusta
Leigh led Byron to leave England forever in 1816. As a Lord, he held
an unconventional liberal (Whig) view of society, supporting Catholic
emancipation and the Nottingham weavers, who were made
unemployed as a result of new technology in the industry.

Don_Juan begins with the narrator saying ‘I need a hero’. The need to
identify with heroic struggle, to map out a heroic quest and to push
one’s self to the limits of heroism is an aspect of Romanticism which
remained with Byron throughout his life. Byron died at the age of 36,
fighting on the side of the Greeks in their war for independence from
Turkey.

Robert Southey was one of the most prolific of all writers of the
Romantic period. A great friend of Coleridge, they collaborated while
at Oxford University, and shared many idealistic enthusiasms, which
disappeared in Southey’s later works. His poems from the late 1790s
contain some famous ballads, such as 7ke Inchcape Rock, and echo the
aim of Lyrical Ballads to break away from eighteenth-century poetic
constraints. Although he became Poet Laureate and remained one of
the Lake Poets, living in the Lake District near Wordsworth, Southey
devoted his later career more to history and biography than to poetry.

He attacked Byron in the Preface to A Vision of Judgement, and as a
result Byron wrote a parody called The Vision of Judgement a year later, in
1822. It is ironically for this, and for the many mocking mentions of
Southey in Byron’s Do#n Juan, that the Poet Laureate of the Romantic
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period from 1813 is largely remembered rather than for the carly
poems which brought him fame.

CLARE

[ am — yet what [ am none cares or knows

(John Clare, 1. Am)

The poetry of John Clare is sometimes studied alongside the Romantic
poets. It is also sometimes studied as Victorian poetty, since Clare
wrote major poetry until his death in 1864. Clare’s poetry is, however,
difficult to categorise, in more ways than one. Like Blake, he was
largely neglected during his lifetime. Like Burns, he is a genuine peas-
ant poet in that he was inspired by the ballads and folk-songs of rural
labourers. (His father was a thresher and ballad singer who knew over a
hundred songs.) He is a nature poet but his poetry is different from
other Romantic poets. Clare knew the world of nature from direct
experience; his observations are as much those of a naturalist as they
are of a poet. He also witnessed at first hand the rapid break-up of the
traditional agricultural world in the first decades of the nineteenth
century, mainly as a result of the enclosure movement. John Clare
could make a living neither as a farm worker nor as a poet.

Clare’s poetry stresses the spoken voice, with intimate rhythms and,
often, local dialect words. It registers unique feelings in distinctive
tones. The feelings are usually of sadness, regret, and of love lost.
Nature is accurately recorded but the poet is always self-conscious and
aware of his own position:

Brown are the flags and fading sedge
And tanned the meadow plains
Bright yellow is the osier hedge
Beside the brimming drains
The crows sit on the willow tree
The lake is full below
But still the dullest thing I see
Is self that wanders slow

(Child Harold)

Clare’s awareness of his self and identity, most apparent in poems

Romantic prose

such as Remembrances and I Am, was acute, but always conscious that
the I’ is fragile and easily broken. In this respect Clare’s 7 .4» com-
pares well with Keats’s poem When I have fears that I may cease to be in
its emphasis on solitude and desolation (see page 238). It may have
contributed to the madness of his later years, as he took longer and
more detailed journeys between external nature and internal land-
scapes of the mind.

The metaphor of the journey or quest is central to Romantic poetry.
Literally, the journey for some Romantic poets meant leaving England
in search of new experiences and radical social or political causes. In
their poetry, the journey is an interior one. Poems of epic length
explore the growth and development of the self. Lyrics show a search
for identity and a genuine spiritual home. There is a close relationship
between the poem and the poet’s own personal circumstances, but
there is almost always something heroic about the journey, and in the
longer poems the reader is invited to identify with the hero as he
moves through various crises and stages of growth. The poem then
becomes a form of spiritual autobiography.

ROMANTIC PROSE

In prose, too, these years saw parallel growth, particularly in the form
of personal essays and autobiographies. Chatles Lamb and William
Hazlitt wrote a large number of letters and essays on a range of topics,
literary and otherwise, and in the process established the importance
of the literary form of critical essay which came to particular promin-
ence in Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria. Some prose works were
personal confessions, the most famous of which was Thomas De Quin-
cey’s Confessions of an English Opium Eater. This is an autobiographical
account of his opium addition. In Confessions he penetrates the depths
of his own subconscious world, describing the simultaneously night-
marish and ecstatic experience with great precision and lyrical intensity.
Opium provided the Romantic writer with a starting point for a further
journey of the imagination into extreme feelings and experiences.

Oh! just, subtle, and mighty opium! that to the hearts of poor and
rich alike, for the wounds that will never heal, and for ‘the pangs that
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tempt the spirit to rebel,’ bringest an assuaging balm; eloquent
opium! that with thy potent rhetoric stealest away the purposes of
wrath ... and ‘from the anarchy of dreaming sleep,” callest into
sunny light the faces of long-buried beauties, and the blessed house-
hold countenances, cleansed from the ‘dishonours of the grave’
Thou only givest these gifts to man; and thou hast the keys of
Paradise, oh, just, subtle, and mighty opium!

De Quincey, Lamb, Leigh Hunt, Hazlitt and other writers revo-
lutionised the form of the essay and gave it a new literary impetus. Like
the Romantic poets, the essayists rebelled against eighteenth-century
conventions. They developed new styles and wrote on a wider range of
topics. Instead of describing the leisure pursuits of the upper and
middle classes, these essayists wrote about the lives of clerks, chimney-
sweeps and prize-fighters. Instead of an elaborate formal style, they
developed looset, more subjective and impressionistic uses of lan-
guage, giving each essay their own personal stamp. Like the Romantic
poets, the essayists of the Romantic period put their own responses to
experience at the very centre of their work.

The poet is far from dealing only with these subtle and analogical
truths. Truth of every kind belongs to him, provided it can bud into
any kind of beauty, or is capable of being illustrated and impressed
by the poetic faculty. Nay, the simplest truth is often so beautiful and
impressive of itself, that one of the greatest proofs of his genius
consists in his leaving it to stand alone, illustrated by nothing but the
light of its own tears or smiles, its own wonder, might, or playfulness.

(Leigh Hunt, What Is Poetry?, 1844)

No young man believes he shall ever die. It was a saying of my
brother’s, and a fine one. Thete is a feeling of Eternity in youth,
which makes us amends for every thing, To be young is to be as one
of the Immortal Gods. One half of time indeed is flown — the other
half remains in store for us with all its countless treasures; for there
is no line drawn, and we see no limit to our hopes and wishes. We
make the coming age our own.

(William Hazlitt, On the Feeling of Immortality in Youth, 1850)

Thomas Love Peacock was a friend of Shelley’s as early as 1812,

Romantic prose

although his final work was published almost fifty years after that. He
spans the Romantic and Victorian ages and was deeply involved in the
issues of both periods. His poetry is now neglected, although
Rhododaphne (1818) is one of the most significant longer poems of the
lesser-known Romantic poets, and worthy of rediscovery. Peacock’s
reputation rests on his novels of ideas expressed in conversation — and
he deserves recognition as an original contributor for the way he intro-
duces the characters and issues of the time into his works: for example,
in Nightmare Abbey (1818) Coleridge, Byron and Shelley are satirised,
their works, attitudes and life-styles criticised, and the ‘morbidities’ of
modern literature comically questioned. Pethaps surprisingly, Shelley
was full of praise for the book.

Peacock worked for many years in the East India Company and at
the end of his career returned to his preferred genre of the satirical
novel of ideas and conversation — the novel as commentary on the
times — in Gry/l Grange (1860-61), where a collection of characters
debate such themes as schools for all, the boring nature of lectures,
and the faithfulness of wives.

I’'m afraid we live in a world of misnomers and of a worse kind than
this. In my little experience I have found that a gang of swindling
bankers is a respectable old firm; that men who sell their votes to the
highest bidder, and want only ‘the protection of the ballot’ to see the
promise of them to both parties, are a free and independent con-
stituency; that a man who successfully betrays everybody that trusts
him, and abandons every principle he ever professed, is a great states-
man, and a Conservative, forsooth, a ##/ conservando; that schemes for
breeding pestilence are sanitary improvements; that the test of intel-
lectual capacity is in swallow, and not in digestion; that the art of
teaching everything, except what will be of use to the recipient, is
national education; and that a change for the worse is reform.

By this time, Peacock’s thinking was almost self-consciously old-
fashioned: he enjoyed being a Tory reactionary, and something of a
parody of himself. But Peacock’s questioning throughout his career
touches on vital issues; his essay The Four Ages of Poetry (1820) can be
seen in many ways to have been the spark which inspired Shelley to
write his A Defence of Poetry.
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Peacock’s novels are unusual in making the form a mixtute of
genres, from sub-Gothic to semi-pastoral, with the essential element
of conversation, which occasionally develops into an eatly kind of
stream of consciousness. As such, they have an urbanity of ideas and
stylish refinement of debate that remain almost unique in the English
novel. Recent critical revaluation has given Peacock a major role as an
influence on the ideas of the Romantic poets.

The Romantic journey was usually a solitary one. Although the
Romantic poets were closely connected with one another, and some
collaborated in their work, they each had a strong individual vision.
Romantic poets could not continue their quests for long or sustain
their vision into later life. The power of the imagination and of inspir-
ation did not last. Whereas eatlier poets had patrons who financed
their writing, the tradition of patronage was not extensive in the
Romantic period and poets often lacked financial and other support.
Keats, Shelley and Byron all died in solitary exile from England at a
young age, their work left incomplete, non-conformists to the end.
This coincides with the characteristic Romantic images of the solitary
heroic individual, the spiritual outcast ‘alone, alone, all, all alone’ like
Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner and John Clate’s ‘T’; like Shelley’s Alastor,
Keats’s Endymion, or Byron’s Manfred, who reached beyond the
normal social codes and normal human limits so that ‘his aspirations/
Have been beyond the dwellers of the earth’. Wordsworth, who lived
to be an old man, wrote poems throughout his life in which his poetic
vision is stimulated by a single figure or object set against a natural
background. Even his projected final masterpiece was entitled 7ke
Recluse. The solitary journey of the Romantic poet was taken up by
many Victorian and twentieth-century poets, becoming almost an
emblem of the individual’s search for identity in an ever more con-
fused and confusing wotld.

By the mid-1820s the high point of Romanticism in England had
passed. The hopes and ideals expressed by Wordsworth in the first
decade of the nineteenth century grew weaker. Wordsworth himself
constantly revised his poems, in an effort to capture the poetic and
idealistic intensity of his youth. He wrote more and more in regretful
memory of lost opportunities.

The roots of European Romanticism lie much more in political and

The novel in the Romantic period

philosophical ideas and there the Romantic movement was influential
in all spheres of society, not only in artistic circles. By contrast, the
political involvements of Wordsworth and, more directly, Shelley and
Byron, appear amateurish and more concerned with heroic gestures
than with long-term political commitment. European Romanticism
continued through the 1830s and 1840s, reaching into another age of
revolutions which began in 1848. The political instabilities in Europe
contrasted with the more stable climate in England where the move-
ments for political reform were much more gradual.

THE NOVEL IN THE ROMANTIC PERIOD

Ohb! it is only a novel! —J

(Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey)

Romantic poetry can be easily labelled, while it could be argued that
there is no such thing as ‘the Romantic novel’. During the eighteenth
century, the novel had evolved into a wide-ranging genre. In the forty
or so years after the French Revolution in 1789, novelists brought new
themes, new approaches to the novel; and, in doing so, they raised it
from the inferior level of critical esteem — ‘only a novel’, as one of Jane
Austen’s characters puts it — to the most significant, most popular, and
most highly regarded genre of literary expression.

The intellectual climate of the time is reflected in the wide range of
issues, themes, and settings which the novel was now beginning to en-
compass: high-class society contrasts with the primitive; national con-
cerns with regional; male points of view with female; present with past,
as more and motre new subjects become the raw material for fiction.

William Godwin’s Caleb Williams (1794), subtitled Things As They Are,
is a novel of propaganda, but it contains elements of crime, detection,
pursuit, and punishment which are remarkably innovative. It is one of
the first novels to give a psychological portrait of character at the same
time as illustrating conflicts of political ideals and beliefs.

The subtitle of Hermsprong (1796) by Robert Bage, Man_.4s He Is Not,
and the title of his Man As He Is (1792), echo Godwin’s subtitle and
show a similar concern to examine views and values in what can be
seen as a more ‘truthful’, realistic way. The ‘truth’ in this case is found,
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as with much of Romantic poetry, in a return to nature. Hermsprong is
the novel which, more than any other, makes its hero a ‘natural’ man —
a primitive, brought up by American Indians without the constrictions
of civilised religion, morality, and ethics. It thus becomes a satire on
the values which Hermsprong finds in the civilised society to which he
returns. Many views — for example on social class and privilege, and on
equality for women - atre aired in ways which are critical of con-
ventional English society.

‘It should seem,” Mr Hermsprong said, ‘that Nature, in her more
simple modes, is unable to furnish a rich European with a due
portion of pleasurable sensations. He is obliged to have recourse to
masses of inert matter, which he causes to be converted into a
million of forms, far the greatest part solely to feed that incurable
craving known by the name of vanity. All the arts are employed to
amuse him, and expel the faedium vitae, acquired by the stimulus of
pleasure being used till it will stimulate no more; and all the arts are
insufficient. Of this disease, with which you are here so terribly
afflicted, the native Americans know nothing. When war and hunt-
ing no more require their exertions, they can test in peace. After
satisfying the more immediate wants of natute, they dance, they
play; — weary of this, they bask in the sun and sing, If enjoyment of
existence be happiness, they seem to possess it; not indeed so high

raised as yours sometimes, but more continued and more
uninterrupted.’

Equality, and rights for women, had been the subject of discussion
among educated women for several decades. In 1792, these views
reached their most noted expression in Mary Wollstonecraft’s .4 /nd-
cation of the Rights of Woman, a work which was to have a lasting impact
on future women thinkers and writets.

Probably the prevailing opinion that woman was created for man,
may have taken its rise from Moses’ poetical stoty; yet as very few, it
is presumed, who have bestowed any serious thought on the subject
ever supposed that Eve was, literally speaking, one of Adam’s ribs,
the deduction must be allowed to fall to the ground, or only to be so
far admitted as it proves that man, from the remotest antiquity,
found it convenient to exert his strength to subjugate his companion,
and his invention to show that she ought to have her neck bent

Jane Austen

under the yoke, because the whole creation was only created for his
convenience ot pleasure.

The novels read by most women of the 1790s were more likely to
be by Frances (Fanny) Burney or Clara Reeve than to be Mary
Wollstonecraft’s Mary (1788), ot St Leon (1799) by her husband,
William Godwin, in which she was portrayed after her death in child-
birth. The daughter, also called Mary, was to become a novelist herself,
and the wife of another Radical figure and Romantic poet, Percy
Bysshe Shelley.

Frances Burney’s novels, from Evelina (1778) through Cecilia (1782)
to Camilla (1796), are novels of how a young woman grows up and
develops as she enters and experiences the society of her day. The tone
is gently satirical, with vivid observation, continuing in the vein which
Eliza Haywood had exemplified in the mid-eighteenth century. Society,
and aspirations to be part of it, are the main concerns in Burney’s
novels. The only female novelist who, shared Robert Bage’s concern
with ‘ptimitive’ values was, not surprisingly, a friend of William
Godwin’s, Elizabeth Inchbald. Her A Simple Story (1791) and Nature
and Art (1796) stress ‘a proper education’, and the bad effects of
civilisation, but in a tone that is more romantic than polemical.

JANE AUSTEN

Three or four families in a Country Village is the

very thing to work on __J

(Jane Austen, Letters)

Jane Austen is quite different from any novelist before her, and an
important part of the difference is that for many years she was not
consciously writing for publication. Female writers were not unusual:
indeed, many of the most notable writers of the thirty or so years
before Austen were women — Clare Reeve, Elizabeth Inchbald, and
Frances Burney in particular.

In Austen’s own time, Maria Edgeworth established herself very
significantly as a writer of small-scale, so-called ‘provincial’ novels, set
in Ireland, at the time when the Act of Union (1801) brought Ireland
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tully into the United Kingdom, in both a political and legal sense. Her
Castle Rackrent (1800) is particularly significant, both as a regional novel
and as an evocation of history, being set ‘before the year 1782’

Then we were all bustle in the house, which made me keep out of
the way, for I walk slow and hate a bustle, but the house was all
hurry-skurry, prepating for my new master. — Sir Murtagh, I forgot
to notice, had no childer, so the Racktent estate went to his
younger brother — a young dashing officer — who came amongst
us before I knew for the life of me whereabouts I was, in a gig or
some of them things, with another spark along with him, and led
horses, and servants, and dogs, and scarce a place to put any
Christian of them into; for my late lady had sent all the feather-
beds off before her, and blankets, and household linen, down to
the very knife cloths, on the cars to Dublin, which were all her
own, lawfully paid for out of her own money. — So the house was
quite bare, and my young master, the moment ever he set foot in it
out of his gig, thought all those things must come of themselves, I
believe, for he never looked after any thing at all, but harum-
scarum called for every thing as if we were conjurers, or he in a
public-house. For my part, I could not bestir myself any how; I
had been so used to my late master and mistress, all was upside
down with me, and the new servants in the servants’ hall were
quite out of my way; I had nobody to talk to, and if it had not
been for my pipe and tobacco should, I verily believe, have broke
my heart for poor Sir Murtagh.

“The great Maria’, as she came to be called, was one of the best-known
literary figures of her time, writing several more novels about Irish
society, such as 7he Absentee (1812), and many books for children. But
her reputation did not last long; and Jane Austen soon came to be
regarded as the greatest woman writer of her time.

What Jane Austen did — and no author before her had attempted it
so successfully — was to apply the techniques of the novel to the acute
observation of society in microcosm: ‘three of four families in a
Country Village’ was ‘the little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory on which
I work,” she wrote in her letters. That her intentions were not small-
scale, however, is clear from her next words — ‘so fine a brush, as
produces little effect after much labour’.

Jane Austen

Jane Austen deliberately avoids effect, exaggeration and excess.
Going against the trend of the novels of her time, she applies the
microscope to human character and motivation, with no great didactic,
moral, or satiric purpose, but with a gentle irony and perspicacity
which make her novels unique, as representations of universal patterns
of behaviour, and as documentation of an aspect of the provincial
society of her time.

It was a time of war: and, in the history of the novel, it was the time
when the Gothic novel was at its most popular. War is only touched
upon slightly (for instance, the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805 is mentioned
in Persuasion) but novels and reading are quite significant in Austen’s
writing, especially Northanger Abbey.

Jane Austen was already writing in the early 1790s, as the debates
raged on Radicalism, women’s rights, and primitivism. The first ver-
sions of the novels now known as Sense and Sensibility and Pride and
Prejudice probably date from 1795—97; after several failed attempts, it
was Sense and Sensibility which was her first novel to be published, in
1811, and this gave her the impetus, in the last fewfyears of her life, to
revise her earlier work and start writing again after a gap of some three
ot four years.

Northanger Abbey was probably the first of Jane Austen’s novels to be
completed, around 1798. It was actually sold to a publisher in 1803, but
was only published, with the late novel Persuasion, in 1818, the year after
the writer’s death. Northanger Abbey gently satirises the 1790s enthusi-
asm for the Gothic novel, by contrasting day-to-day life with the
imagined horrors of Ann Radcliffe’s work, which have had a consider-
able effect on the impressionable heroine, Catherine Morland. The
author’s distanced, slightly ironic observation of the heroine, and of
the love intrigues in fashionable Bath, already displays the tone and the
point of view which Austen was to refine in her later works, which are
less obviously intended to ridicule and more concerned with acute
depiction of character and interaction.

She continues to focus on young heroines: the contrasting Elinor
(sense and self-control) and Marianne (sensibility and impulsiveness) in
Sense and Sensibility, Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice; Fanny Price
in Mansfield Park; Emma in the novel that bears her name; and Anne
Elliot in Persuasion. Sisters are often contrasted, and the closely worked
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out plots usually involve the twists and turns of emotion in the search
for love, marriage, happiness and social status.

Where other writers had used the novel to create fictional models, to
give moral examples, to ridicule manners and morals, to describe real
or imagined worlds and ways of life, Jane Austen’s achievement was to
create in each novel a fully realised and populated world, strictly limited
in scope, such that the reader can observe — without being made to
judge — a group of characters whose emotions are recognisable, whose
faults are human, whose traits are familiar. The ‘issues’ may seem
small-scale, when compared to the wars being waged outside the limits
of the village; but it is precisely the universality of the characters’
preoccupations that makes these issues, and their expression, attractive
in a lasting way to a great many readets.

When discussing Jane Austen’s work, critics tend to speak of her
delicacy and irony, her femininity and her lack of ambition and scope.
This is to undervalue her and to prettify a group of novels which are
considerably more than ‘novels . . . about the gentry and addressed to
the gentry’. Neither should she be seen as ‘typical’ of her age: the
major artist is probably the least typical representative of any age. But
Austen shows ‘the form and pressure of the time’ on a society which
was undergoing many radical changes; the questions her characters
face, ‘anti-Jacobin’ though their conclusions may be, are just as signifi-
cant as the questions of social class and Irish identity examined by
Maria Edgeworth, the pursuit of truth in Godwin, and the anti-
aristocratic satire of Bage. Jane Austen too criticises the ‘gentry”: her
characters stage an ‘anarchic’ play in Mansfield Park (a play, incidentally,
by Elizabeth Inchbald); she portrays an older order of values that is
changing, at a time when the gap between the gentry and the poor is
widening. Her young female characters, in search of the best prospect
for marriage, end up marrying a country clergyman or a landed
gentleman. Only Anne Elliot breaks with this ‘Cinderella’ tradition
(which, for example, is the mainstay of Frances Burney’s novels) by
marrying a sailor. But the choices, the options, are indicative: what
Jane Austen emphasises is community in microcosm, the search for
order in a wotld beset by chaos, threatened on all sides, not only by war,
or class division, but by such human fears as loneliness, uncertainty
and failure.

Jane Ansten
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LANGUAGE NOTE
Jane Austen’s English

Jane Austen and the Romantic writers of the carly nineteenth century write in
an English which is recognisably a modern variety. Shakespeare and Chaucer
can be read but most will need to have recourse to an etymological dictionary
or to an editor’s footnotes to help in understanding the words and idioms
which are no longer part of the contemporary language or which have mean-
ings which are far removed from those established for the words today. The
novels of Jane Austen, the writings of Peacock or Hazlitt, or the poetry of
Wordsworth can normally be read without any such reference to dictionaries
or special editions.

Such a position is broadly true, but it should not deceive us into thinking
that the language has not changed at all during the course of the past two
hundred years. There are some subtle differences in the English used by Jane
Austen when it is compared, for example, with the present-day language.
When, on the second page of Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, we read the
following sentence, we might note that ‘injury” (upset/hurt), ‘comprehended’
(included) and ‘intercourse’ (communication) are words with changed mean-
ings in contemporary English:

Mrs Price in her turn was injured and angty; and an answer which compre-
hended each sister in its bitterness, and bestowed such very distespectful
reflections on the pride of Sir Thomas, as Mrs Norris could not possibly
keep to herself, put an end to all intercourse between them for a considet-
able period.

As further illustration, the following words, phrases and structures are all
extracted from Jane Austen’s novels with ‘translations’ provided in brackets.

Three or four officers were lounging together. [walking/strolling]

She made her first essay. |attempt]

Suppose you speak for tea. |order]

She must know herself too secure of the regard of all the rest of you.
[affection]

For a day or two after the affront was given, Henry Crawford has
endeavoured to do it away by the usual attack of gallantry and
compliment. [remove/pass it off] [flattery]

So you are come at last. [have come]
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Most writers of the Romantic period engage deeply in an ideological
conflict between the past and the future. In many cases, the past wins —
in Wordsworth and Scott, most notably. In her settling of plot in the
future of marriage, Jane Austen is not succumbing to an ethos of the
past, but is endeavouring to confront the realities of a difficult future,
without taking recourse to the falsity of a comfortable happy ending,

SCOTT

Where Jane Austen deliberately limited her area of concern, Walter
Scott opened up the novel to the full panorama of revolution, dissent,
rebellion and social change. Having written verse romances with great
success for several years, he published his first novel only in 1814, at
the very end of the Napoleonic wars when Britain was triumphant.
And, equally significantly, the settings of his novels are in the past,
rather than the immediate and highly troubled present.

After the Napoleonic wars, Britain entered a time of severe social
unrest, of high unemployment, of widening gaps between rich and
poor, employers and workers, upper, middle and lower classes. These
contemporary concerns, vividly espoused by writers from the poet
Shelley to the social campaigner William Cobbett, are absent from
Scott’s work.

Scott does, however, use the historical framework of his novels to
give a detailed portrait of turmoil. Most of the early Waverley novels,
from Waverley (1814) to The Bride of Lammermoor (1819), are set in times
of revolution and rebellion. There is an old-fashioned code of chivaltry,
which is fundamentally undermined, as the individual comes to terms
with the changes in his wotld. By the end, most of Scott’s heroes or
heroines have lived through traumatic times, close to what Britain had
recently emerged from; and they have resolved #of to be heroes. The
system, the whole mechanism of society, the forces of history, are all
greater than any individual, no matter how idealistic or heroic his
aspirations. This leads to a kind of accommodation with history, which
has given rise to the definition of the historical novel as ‘the epic of a
world forsaken by God’. Scott alludes to Byron’s ‘sublime and beauti-
ful’ in his description of landscape in The Monastery (1820):

Scott

The scene could neither be strictly termed sublime nor beautiful and
scarcely even picturesque or striking. But its extreme solitude pressed
on the heart; the traveller felt that uncertainty whither he was going,
or in what so wild a path he was to terminate which, at times, strikes
more on the imagination than the grand features of a show scene,
when you know the exact distance of the inn where your dinner is
bespoke and at the moment preparing. These are ideas, however, of
a far later age, for at the time we treat of, the picturesque, the beauti-
ful, the sublime, and all their intermediate shades, were ideas abso-
lutely unknown to the inhabitants and occasional visitors to
Glendearg,

Scott’s return to history takes in many periods, from the Jacobite
rebellion of 1745 in Waverley (1814) to the twelfth-century Crusades in
The Talisman (1825), from the clash between Saxon and Norman in
Ivanhoe (1819) to the time of Mary, Queen of Scots in The Abbott
(1820), and on to the Porteous riots in Edinburgh in 1736 in The Heart
of Midlothian (1818), which has been seen as the most successful of the
novels. Jvanhoe is, with Rob Roy (1817), probably the best known of
Scott’s novels, with Robin Hood and King Richard the Lionheart
among its characters. The appearance of Ivanhoe himself at Ashby-
de-la-Zouch is memorable:

As the Saracenic music of the challengers concluded one of those
long and high floutishes with which they had broken the silence of
the lists, it was answered by a solitary trumpet, which breathed a note
of defiance from the northern extremity. All eyes were turned to see
the new champion which these sounds announced, and no sooner
were the barriers opened than he paced into the lists. As far as could
be judged of a man sheathed in armour, the new adventurer did not
greatly exceed the middle size, and seemed to be rather slender than
strongly made. His suit of armour was formed of steel, richly inlaid
with gold, and the device on his shield was a young oak-tree pulled
up by the roots, with the Spanish word Desdichado, signifying Dis-
inherited. He was mounted on a gallant black horse, and as he passed
through the lists he gracefully saluted the Prince and ladies by lower-
ing his lance. The dexterity with which he managed his steed, and
something of the youthful grace which he displayed in his manner,
won him the favour of the multitude, which some of the lower
classes expressed by calling out, “Touch Ralph de Vipont’s shield —
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touch the Hospitaller’s shield; he has the least sure seat, he is your
cheapest bargain.’

The champion, moving onward amid these well-meant hints,
ascended the platform by the sloping alley, which led to it from the
lists, and, to the astonishment of all present, riding straight up to the
central pavilion, struck with the sharp end of his spear the shield of
Brian de Bois-Guilbert until it rung again. All stood astonished at his
presumption, but none more than the redoubted Knight whom he
had thus defied to mortal combat, and who, little expecting so rude a
challenge, was standing carelessly at the door of the pavilion.

In The Heart of Midlothian, the heroine Jeanie Deans has gone to
London to ask for mercy for her sister Effie who has been condemned
to death. Here she talks to the Queen, in the presence of the Duke of
Argyle:

the Duke made a signal for Jeanie to advance from the spot where
she had hitherto remained watching countenances, which were too
long accustomed to suppress all apparent signs of emotion, to con-
vey to her any interesting intelligence. Her Majesty could not help
smiling at the awe-struck manner in which the quiet demure figure
of the little Scotchwoman advanced towards her, and yet mote at the
first sound of her broad northern accent. But Jeanie had a voice low
and sweetly toned, an admirable thing in woman, and eke besought
‘her Leddyship to have pity on a poor misguided young creature,” in
tones so affecting, that, like the notes of some of her native songs,
provincial vulgarity was lost in pathos.

‘Stand up, young woman,’ said the Queen, but in a kind tone, ‘and tell
me what sort of a barbarous people your countryfolk are, where
child-murder is become so commonplace as to require the restraint
of laws like yours?’

‘If your Leddyship pleases,” answered Jeanie, ‘there are mony places
beside Scotland where mothers are unkind to their ain flesh and
blood.”

It must be observed, that the disputes between George the Second,
and Frederick, Prince of Wales, were then at the highest, and that the
good-natured part of the public laid the blame on the Queen. She
coloured highly, and darted a glance of a most penetrating character
first at Jeanie, and then at the Duke. Both sustained it unmoved;
Jeanie from total unconsciousness of the offence she had given, and

Scott

the Duke from his habitual composure. But in his heart he thought,
My unlucky protegee has, with this luckless answer, shot dead, by a
kind of chance-medley, her only hope of success.

Scott acknowledged his debt to Maria Edgeworth, but what he him-
self did with the historical novel as a form was to have an influence on
European and wotld literature which went far beyond the use of
regional setting and historical reconstruction. In effect, Scott rewrote
history, re-creating for the nineteenth century the real historical figures
and bringing them to life in the turmoil of their times, fictionalising
history and historicising fiction until the two became almost inextric-
ably linked in the minds of his readers. He moves from the mediaeval
ethos of chivalry into an accommodation with the historically deter-
mined mercantile ethos of modern times. In an Essay on Chivalry
(1818), he writes:

As the progress of knowledge advanced, men learned to despise its
fantastic refinements; the really enlightened undervaluing them, as
belonging to a system inapplicable to the modern state of the
wotld. . .. The system of chivalry, as we have seen, had its peculiar
advantages during the Middle Ages.... We can now only look
back on it as a beautiful and fantastic piece of frostwork, which has
dissolved in the beams of the sun!

Before he turned to the novel, Walter Scott was a hugely successful
poet, writing highly original narrative poems such as The Lay of the Last
Minstrel (1805) and Marmion (1808). There is something of the sense of
loss and desolation of Deor’s Lament (see page 7) in the minstrel’s
(Harper’s) plight:

Old times were changed, old mannets gone;

A stranger fill’d the Stuarts’ throne;

The bigots of the iron time

Had call’d his harmless art a crime.

A wandering Hatper, scorn’d and poor,

He begg’d his bread from door to door,

And tuned, to please a peasant’s eat,

The harp a king had loved to hear.
(Introduction to The Lay of the Last Minstrel)
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Scott was also important as a collector of songs and ballads of the
Borders, notably in The Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, published in three
volumes in 1802—3. He had translated Goethe, and was instrumental in
setting up the Quarterly Review, the Tory response to the Edinburgh
Review. Scott was therefore a major figure in the literary establishment
when Byron began to attack his poetry — and then Byron began to
be more popular than Scott in the genre of narrative poetry. After
Waverley, Scott only wrote two more long poems, abandoning that form
for the novel, which he brought to great popularity and to new levels
of achievement.

Sir Walter Scott (he was knighted in 1820) published all his novels
anonymously until 1827 — perhaps an indication of the low consider-
ation the novel still had until his own wotldwide success. He was the
first hugely popular, international bestselling author, reaching vast
numbers of readers in many languages, paying off huge debts in his
final years through the success of his writing.

As a novelist, Scott’s influence was immense: his creation of a wide
range of characters from all levels of society was immediately likened
to Shakespeare’s; the use of historical settings became a mainstay of
Victorian and later fiction; his short stories helped initiate that form,
his antiquarian researches and collections were a major contribution to
the culture of Scotland.

Yet in the twentieth century Scott’s reputation drastically declined.
This was perhaps due to the fact that the late Victorian writers who
used his works as a model and inspiration frequently surpassed his
achievement. But he can now be seen to be a great original, almost
inventing Scotland as a fictional setting, and illustrating, as only
Shakespeare’s history plays had before him, the place of the individual
in the context of historic events. Historical necessity, the complex
interaction of circumstance, character, and change in creating history,
is made tangible in his writings. The novels of Scott gave the
nineteenth-century world, and especially nineteenth-century Britain, its
sense of historical identity. The novels seemed to affirm a chivalric
ethos, the constant value of humanity, despite the turmoil of the
wotld. Yet Scott did not affirm static values: his novels are all about
movement, the fluctuations of fortune, the rise and fall of families and
nations, the ambivalence of good and evil.

From Gothic to Frankenstein

The Victorian age pethaps read into Scott an affirmation of the
clear-cut values they wanted to affirm in their own society. In many
ways the Victorians wished to put times of crisis and upheaval behind
them; but almost all Scott’s novels are set in times of crisis, and his
characters inevitably have to take sides, and make moral decisions. The
French novelist George Sand described Scott as ‘the poet of the peas-
ant, soldier, outlaw, and artisan’. In introducing the transforming
power of history, and its effects on every character’s life, Scott trans-
formed the very nature, the scope, and the future of the novel.

FROM GOTHIC TO FRANKENSTEIN

Mary Shelley, wife of Petrcy Bysshe Shelley, is best known as the author
of Frankenstein (1818). Mary Shelley’s father, William Godwin, was a
radical political philosopher and her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, was
also a radical writer, responsible for the famous work A Vindication of
the Rights of Woman, published in 1792. Frankenstein is a Gothic hotror
story in the tradition established in the late eighteenth century by Ann
Radcliffe, William Beckford and Horace Walpole (see page 209). The
story concerns the creation by Frankenstein, an idealistic scientist, of a
living creature from the bones of the dead. Frankenstein believes he
has found the secret of creating life, but his creation turns out to be a
destructive monster which no one, not even Frankenstein, can control.
Frankenstein, together with other novels by Mary Shelley such as the
futuristic The Last Man (1826), Caleb Williams by her father William
Godwin (1794), C.R. Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) and James
Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824),
continued the Gothic traditions established at the end of the eight-
eenth century. The importance of this tradition is underscored by the
way in which it is satirised in novels in the Romantic period, such as
Austen’s Northanger Abbey and Peacock’s Nightmare Abbey and later Gryll
Grange.

In the context of the Romantic period of literature, ‘Gothic’ writets
are central insofar as they continue a tradition which challenges the
emphasis on reason, control and order which characterises carly
eighteenth-century literature. Gothic novels such as Frankenstein
explore the deepest recesses of human psychology, always stressing
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the macabre, the unusual and the fantastic and preferring the realities
of the subjective imagination. Frankenstein undetlines a shift in sens-
ibility and a movement towards the uncanny, the marvellous, the
rationally uncontrollable and the psychologically disjunctive. Such a
shift also has political repercussions in that the worlds depicted repre-
sent a clear challenge to the existing order and to rational modes of
thought and of social organisation. The Gothic novels of the Roman-
tic period were to exert a considerable influence on the novels of the
nineteenth century. Novels by Dickens and the Brontés, the romances
of R.L. Stevenson, Bram Stoket’s Dracula, the ‘fantastic’ science fiction
of H.G. Wells, the melodramas of Victorian fiction and drama were all
to be a part of a continuing exploration of increasingly mainstream
‘Gothic’ themes and preoccupations.

The Gothic is a subversive tradition in writing (as well as in modern
film), though it should never be forgotten that it attracts and continues
to attract a wide and popular audience. In the Victorian petiod,
Sheridan Le Fanu and Wilkie Collins, in particular, emerged as best-
sellers of novels of the sinister and supernatural. In America in the
nineteenth century the works of Edgar Allan Poe derive substantially
from these roots. In the Modern petiod this tradition of the Romantic
Gothic novel has continued with British English writers such as
Emma Tennant and Angela Carter.

THE SCOTTISH REGIONAL NOVEL

After the Scottish Enlightenment of the early to mid-eighteenth cen-
tury, Edinburgh became a major publishing centre, and several of the
most influential magazines of the nineteenth century were based there.
Byron’s famous attack on Walter Scott, English Bards and Scottish
Reviewers (1809), is in part a satire on the Edinburgh Review, which was
founded in 1802 (an earlier review with the same name had lasted two
years in the mid-1750s) and became one of the most significant maga-
zines of the century. Like its main rival Blackwood’s Magazine (known as
‘the Maga’), it published essays, articles, stories, and fiction by a great
many of the leading figures of English literature of the time. Black-
wood’s was founded in 1817 as a Tory tival to the Review, which was
Whig-oriented. The Review lasted until 1929, ‘the Maga’ until 1980.

The Scottish regional novel

After Maria Edgeworth, the regional novel began to flourish. Susan
Ferrier’s three novels of Scottish life — Marriage (1818), The Inberitance
(1824) and Destiny (1831) — contain the acute social observation of
Austen, but with rather more didactic intent.

John Galt’s, The Ayrshire Legatees and Annals of the Parish (both 1821)
use the small-town setting to underscore the humour of social preten-
tions. The Provost and The Entail (both 1822) expand Galt’s range, bring-
ing themes of power, the abuse of power, and greed to significantly
new expression. The Provost uses a self-revealing first-person narration
to create a complete picture of the manipulations of Mr Pawkie, the
small-town politician.

I have had occasion to observe in the course of my experience, that
there is not a greater mollifier of the temper and nature of man than
a constant flowing in of success and prosperity. From the time that I
had been Dean of Guild, I was sensible of a considerable increase
of my worldly means and substance; and although Bailie M’Lucre
played me a soople trick at the election, by the inordinate sale and
roup of his potatoe-tig, the which tried me, as I do confess, and
nettled me with disappointment; yet things, in other respects, went
so well with me, that about the eighty-eight, I began to put forth my
hand again into public affairs, endowed both with more vigour and
activity than it was in the period of my magisterial functions.

The Entail is a portrait of a selfish obsession with inheritance and
property, and the tragic consequences for an entire family. These two
novels are forerunners of many works on similar themes in later Eng-
lish and European literature: Galt’s influence is less obvious than
Scott’s, but it can be seen in the themes of many French and Russian
novelists later in the century.

Galt’s parochial, small-town novels show a quite different Scotland
from that of the Edinburgh of the eighteenth century. That was the
time of the Scottish Enlightenment, when Edinburgh was one of the
intellectual capitals of Europe, with the philosopher David Hume as
one of its leading lights. The economic theorist Adam Smith, a close
friend of Hume’s, was professor of logic and moral philosophy in
Glasgow, the country’s trade and business capital.

After Scott, in particular, and after the Romantic writings of Ossian
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and the homely tones of Galt, the image of Scotland changed pro-
foundly and, out of considerable diversity, a kind of national cultural
identity was created. Perhaps the most significant single Scottish novel
of the time was James Hogg’s psychological study of what is now
called a ‘split personality’ — The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a
Justified Sinner, published in 1824. The fanatical narrator sees it as his
mission to commit a series of murders, ustified’ because of his own
faith and religious superiority. It is one of the eatliest novels of ‘a
second self’, anticipating Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and
Mister Hyde by some sixty years, and is one of the strangest and most
disturbing novels of the entire nineteenth century. Here, Hogg’s narra-
tor uses a kind of a/ter ego to kill his own brother:

There was scarcely an hour in the day on which my resolves were not
animated by my great friend, till at length I began to have a longing
desire to kill my brother, in particular. Should any man ever read this
scroll, he will wonder at this confession, and deem it savage and
unnatural. So it appeared to me at first, but a constant thinking of an
event changes every one of its features. I have done all for the best,
and as I was prompted, by one who knew right and wrong much

better than I did.

The nineteenth century




God’s in his heaven —

All’s right with the world!

(Robert Browning, Pippa Passes)

CONTEXTS AND CONDITIONS

The term “Victorian age’ is often used to cover the whole 