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(A) THE AGE OF CHAUCER

In fact, every man is a child of his age. Therefore, for a profound and comprehensive 
study of an author's literary work is required a thorough knowledge of the 
background and the age which produced and nurtured him. Without a thorough 
acquaintance of this historical context a proper evaluation of an author or his 
work of literature is bound to be lopsided and flawed. Every literature is to be 
influenced by the age he lives in. He is influenced by the age, and if he is a great 
man, he may influence it also.
Chaucer, like Shakespeare is generally said to be not of a particular age, but of all 
ages. But inspite of his universal appeal, the fact remains that he could never 
have escaped the spirit of the age in which he lived and moved and had his being. 
So, it becomes imperative to familiarize ourselves with all the socio-politico- 
economic conditions of the time and also with the influential currents of thought 
and sensibility prevailing at the time Chaucer flourished. Chaucer is the supreme 
poet of the Middle English Period or what may be called Middle Ages, a century 
before the Renaissance and Protestant Reformation. It was the Age of transition, 
an Age of Chivalry. It marked a big shift from dark days to the age of 
enlightenment; a change from the medieval to the modem times. But though 
some elements associated with modernity were coming to prominence, yet the 
age was quite medieval-unscientific, superstitious, chivalrous, religious minded 
and backward in most respects. However, the age was inching towards the dawn 
of Renaissance and Reformation, yet a couple of centuries ahead. The spirit of the 
court was romantic, trade expanded and among the trading class money increased. 
In religion there were certain outbursts against the established doctrines and 
convictions. Organized attacks were made on the Roman Catholic Church by
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Wycliffe and his followers. New ideas about religious reforms, which ultimately 
led to Reformation, were preached by the protestants all over the country. It was 
a revolt not only against the Q\urch but also against the feudal aristocracy that 
was in vogue. The working classes were getting restive and showed signs of 
independence. Economicjiiscontent was visible among the people. This type of 
progressive spirit was alien to the medieval mind. Thus, though Chaucer's age 
was medieval, yet it heralded the definite signs of new movements of Renaissance 
and Reformation. Chaucer reflected the traits of medieval mind rather than an 
exponent of the future progressive age as he was bom and bred up in the 
atmosphere of medieval chivalry. But, at the same time, as the revival of learning! 
was gaining ground in Italy under the influence of Petrarch and Boccaccio, their 
influence of humanism was passing through England producing a sense of beauty, 
delight in life and a free secular spirit which began to appear in English literature. 
Chaucer could not help being influenced by it. According to Robert Dudely French, 
"It was an age of restlessness amid the ferment of new life that Chaucer lived and 
wrote. In old things and new appear side by side upon his pages, and in his 
poetry we can study the essential spirit, both of the age that was passing and of 
the age that was to come".
The following were the dominant events and ethological features of the age:

(O The Hundred Year War: The period between 1337-1453 is marked by a long 
succession of fights between France and England in which England won a 
number of glorious victories. But later the French were able to secure tan| 
gible gains. The impact of the 100 years wars was two fold - 
(i) Emergence of nationalistic sentiment and (ii) The end of some social bar
riers between different classes of society.

As Compton Rickett observes, "The fight is memorable not merely.for stimulating 
the English pride, but also for national solidarity".

(i) The age of chivalry, Chaucer's English is still characteristically medieval, 
and nowhere is the conservative feeling more strongly felt than in the per
sistence of Chivalry. This term implies an amalgam of love, war, religion. 
The Knight in Chaucer's 'Canterbury Tales' is typical of this kind.

(ii) The occurrence of major incidents like Black Death, Peasants ' Revolt and 
labour unrest. During this age England was visited seven times by several 
spells of dreadful plague, called the Black Death, in which about one million 
people were swept away. This resulted in general shortage of working hands 
and the collapse of socio-economic system of the country. The demand for 
pa)Tnent of higher wages came to be made, which the go^'emment rejected. 
Hence, the labour unrest. Peasants also revolted against injustice and 
undue official severity. Chaucer refers to this in the Nun's Priest's tale. The 
peasants' revolt also had a direct and lasting influence on the temper of the 
lower classes, fostering in them a spirit of independence and equality.

English Poetry Till 1798

NOTES

[B) CHAUCER'S LIFE

Geoffrey Chaucer was born in London about 1340. His father, John Chaucer, 
was Vinter of London, in attendance of Edward III. His early life was spent in 
London, where the teeming life of the city created an indelible impressions on his 
imagination. In 1359, Chaucer joined the army of Edward III and was taken 
prisoner in Anglo-French war, but was freed on paying the ransom. Then he
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became a personal attendant of king Edward. From here he rose to the position of 
a square, and at this position he came in contact with all sorts of people, and his 
social qualities got sharpened, which had an ample impression on his later poetry.
From 1370-1379, Chaucer was frequently assigned diplomatic missions abroad, 
which had a significant bearing on his poetry, later, he became comptroller of 
customs in the Port of London. But in 1386, he lost the court favour and became 
relatively poor. But once again got a job as the clerk of the works in 1389. Finally, 
in 1400 he died and was buried in West Minister Abbey.

Chaucer
(1340-1400)

NOTES

[C) CHAUCER’S WORKS

Chaucer's works falls into three periods. During the first phase of his writing, he 
imitated French models, particularly the famous and very long poem 'Le Roman 
de la Rose', of which he made a translation in English 'Romaunt of the Rose'. 
This poem gives an intimate introduction to the medieval French romances and 
allegories of courtly love. On the model of the allegory of courtly love comes 
Chaucer's another work 'Troilus and Criseyde'. Fie also wrote the Book of the 
Duchess' on the model of the 'Romaunt of the Rose'. It depicts courtly love. 
Another shorter poem called 'Complaint unto Pity' is of special interest because 
of the first introduction of rimed stanza of ab abb cc, which was mostly used by 
the Elizabethan poets till Spensarian style dethroned it.
The poems of his second phase of writing between 1373-84 clearly show the 
influence of Italian poetry on Chaucer, particularly of Dante's 'Divine Comedy' 
and Boccacio's poems. During this phase, he wrote 'The Parliament of Fowls', 
'Troilus and Criseyde', 'The story Griselda' and 'The House of Fame'. In some of 
these works, Chaucer has imitated mostly the Italian writers e.g., in 'The 
Parliament of Fowls', Chaucer has borrowed from Boccacio's poetry something 
of Italian Renaissance. But the loveliest passages of the poem are the very dramatic 
dialogues between the assembled birds. This book introduces us to the most 
popular genre of medieval literature i.e.. Fable. The mingling of comic elements in 
the poem is claimed to be the origin of English Satiric poetry. In 'Troilus and 
Criseyde' Chaucer tells the story of the Trojan Prince, Troilus and his love for a 
damsel, Criseyde. This story has been borrowed from Boccacio's 'Filostrate'. It 
has full and finished romance of the Middle Ages. Here both the lyrical and dramatic 
qualities of Chaucer are revealed.
'The House of Fame' is a masterpiece of comic fantasy. It is the poet's serious 
contemplation of human folly. It is written in an informal, easy and conversational 
tone. That lends a dramatic quality. In the story of Griselda Chaucer has given a 
pathetic picture of womanhood. Griselda is an abstract figure- womanly patience 
personified. Chaucer portrait her with tender and sweet touches. Here Chaucer's 
dramatic quality of characterization is established. It is for these master touches 
and wonderful literary devices that Chaucer has come to be called 'Many Fathers', 
i.e., the father of modem English poetry, modem fiction, modem drama and modem 
English language.
Chaucer's III Phase of writing (1384-90) may be called English period. The poems 
of this period are chiefly remarkable for a great touch of originality as compared 
to the earlier phase. The first poem of the III period is the 'Legend of Good women'. 
In this poem Chaucer uses heroic couplet. It was during this period that Chaucer
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English Poetry m 1798 wrote 'Canterbury Tales', which is regarded as the greatest poetic achievement of 
Chaucer. Here, Chaucer has made use of poetic-dramatic genius and, at the same 
time, a great human comedy of the literature of Middle Ages. It is for the 
'Canterbury Tales' that Chaucer's name is best remembered. In the Prologue to 
the Canterbury Tales we get the clearest picture of late medieval life. His quick, 
sure strokes portray the pilgrims at once as types as well as individuals true of 
their own age and still more the representatives of humanity in general. He 
borrowed the concept of the collection of stories from Boccacio's 'Decameron'. 
Chaucer keeps the whole poem alive by interspersing the tales with the talk, the 
quarrels, the opinions of the pilgrims, and wife of Bath's comments on marriage 
and the treatment of the male sex are supreme.
Chaucer strikes us as a man of equable temper. His works indicate that he was 
not an eager, excitable, moody or uncertain. He had latent joyousness. The gajj 
predominates his works. He observed things with a clear eye and has set theml 
down with the patient details and genial spirit. |

NOTES

[D] CHAUCER'S CONTRIBUTION TO ENGLISH LANGUAGE

In Chaucer's days, English language was still divided into dialects, though London 
was rapidly making the East-midland dialect into a standard language. For this 
contribution to the enrichment and standardization of English language, Chaucer 
is regarded as the not only Father of English poetry, but also the Father of English 
language. Infact, he was the first English poet who founded the modem literary 
language of England. Of course, he did not create English. What he actually did is 
what Lower says, "He found his native tongue a dialect and left it a language". 
Since his priority was to write pretty and humorous verse, he spent the greater 
part of life in making pliable and mellow the rough English tongue. He very 
consciously tried to learn the technique of his art, and hammer the English 
language in all kinds of metres. It is only when we read the awkward poetry 
before him or even of his own time, that we can truly realize the great tasli 
accomplished by Chaucer.
According to Mathew Arnold, "with him is bom our real poetry". Further he 
has been credited not only with the 'fatherhood' of English poetry but with that 
of English drama before drama was bom and of English novel before novel was 
bom. Of course, he didn't create English. He found his native tongue.
In England of 1360 there was no common literary language. Among the various 
parts of England none had yet taken the lead for literary purpose. Though English 
was becoming more popular and was finding its way into the schools, the law 
courts and the Parliament, poets had no proper medium to express themselves. 
John Gower, the contemporary and friend of Chaucer, was compelled to write the 
first of his three poems in French, the second in Latin and the third in English 
when Chaucer started his literary career, English language was fluid and unsettled: 
It was divided into a number of dialects, used in different parts of the country. 
The four prominent of them were:

(i) The Southern 
(«) The Midland or East Midland 

(Hi) The Northern or Northumbarian 
(iv) The Kentish
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Chaucer
(1340-1400)

Out of these, the Midland dialect which was spoken in London and its 
surroundings, was the simplest in grammar and syntax; it was also patronized 
by the aristocratic and literary class of the country. Chaucer used this dialect, and 
with his genius made it the standard language of the whole country. All great 
writers after him also used this dialect in their works. For them Chaucer was a 
great master of language to guide. As a result, the midland dialect which was also 
the court language, called King's English, became the standard language of the 
country and it became possible mainly through the efforts of Chaucer. When 
Chaucer took it up, it was poor and barren. No real poetry had till then been 
written in this dialect. But Chaucer breathed into it a high poetic life and used it 
as the vehicle of 1st rate poetry. Besides, he used French verse forms in English 
use. He endowed this London dialect with alt the grace and refinement which he 
found in French. He infused into the native tongue all the graces and fine shades 
which he found in French verse.
Thus, he enriched the particular native tongue with added grace and delicacy 
through his poetic genius. Chaucer became the pioneer or father of modem English 
and gave to the poets of succeeding generations a ready and well-formed medium 
of expression. The poets who followed him a ready standard language to write 
in. This way, Chaucer made a significant contribution to the development of 
English language, as Dante did for Latin language.

NOTES

(E) CHAUCER'S REALISM

Chaucer was a realistic poet. He was deeply interested in the world of living 
people. He worked as a true interpreter or chronicler relating in a most realistic 
manner the stories and events that he had heard or seen. A vivid and authentic 
portrayal of the life and manners of his age was his chosen field in which his 
nature and experience had equipped him. The keen study of the contemporary 
French and Italian models also helped him to be realistic. In the Prologue he has 
his method of impartial and unbiased narration thus:
"But first I pray you of your curteisye.
That ye n'arette it not my vileinys,
Thogh that playnely speke in this matere,
To tells you his wordes and his chere 

Ne though I speke hir wordes properly.
For this'ye knowen al so wel as I,
Who-so shall telle a tale after a man,
He moot reherce, as ny as evere he can,"
In this ways, Chaucer appears as a social chronicler of England of 14* century, 
giving us a direct description of reality, a true picture of daily life as it was actually 
being lived. Chaucer's work has almost a documentary value for whoever desires 
to reconstruct the actual life of 14* century England. But it is worth noting here 
that while describing something he avoids literalism i.e., exact and unimaginative 
rendering of reality. His no 'Kodak camera realism'; what he gives us in 'The 
Canterbury Tales' is, of course, very much near reality, though not perfectly real. 
Here and there some exaggerations are also found. For instance, we find an obvious
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English Poetn/Till 1798 element of idealism in the character of the knight, the Plowman and the poor 
Parson. These characters are too good to be convincing or natural. Otherwise, 
Chaucer records as he finds, not mechanically but with the additional advantage 
of his sly commentary or touch of irony. In short, Chaucer is a realist, but not a 
literal transcriber of reality.
The setting of 'The Canterbury tales' is highly realistic. A pilgrimage was one of 
the common sights in 14*^ century England. The plan of relating stories during 
the journey to Canterbury, Chaucer gives us an illusion, not of an imaginary 
world but of real one. Chaucer’s main object has been to portray men, women 
and situations truthfully witliout any exaggeration and to present an exact picture 
of average humanity. Being gifted with a keen observation, Chaucer sees things 
as they are and possesses the art of painting them as he sees them. In the delineation 
of characters in the 'Prologue', he gives us minute details of every character such as 
his mode of dress, traits of a person, his behavior, manners which makes the work 
a mine of observation, and the characters stand before us life-like and fanuliar, as 
we see around us in every day life e.g., the Prioress has been portrayed thus;-
'at male was she wely taught withalle;
She let no morsel from his lippes falls,
Ne wattle his fingers in his sauce depe.

I

Wei coude she carie a morsel and wel kepe 

That no drope ne fell upon his morsel brest."
In 'Canterbury Tales' Chaucer has blended laughter and tears, comic and tragic 
as is commonly found in life. This is another mark of his realism. That makes his 
tales quite realistic so as to give a panoramic picture of real life. That is why, 
though his pilgrims as portrayed in the 'Prologue', come from different parts of 
the country, seem to be familiar faces to us.
Another example of Chaucer's realism is that he seems to be eager to observe the 
common custom of arranging persons according to their position or status. The 
same is equally true of the selection and arrangement of the tales that follow. But 
as said earlier, Chaucer's realism isn't in literal sense of the word. Realism isn't 
reality; it is a collective term for the devices used to give the affect of reality towards 
an object or description. He does introduce a number of artificial or imaginary 
elements in the narrative or in the portrayal of characters so skillfully and 
artistically that the impression of realism is created.
The quality of realism makes Chaucer modem. Modem poetry is characterized by 
realism. A modem poet is a keen observer of various tendencies of his time. And 
this modern note of realism has been sounded by Chaucer long ago in 
14th century. He made a through study of his time in its varied aspects and 
expressed its hopes and aspirations, its fears and doubts in 'The Canterbury Tales'. 
He reflected his century not in fragments but as a whole, and thus was its 
chronicler as Frassiart had been of France during the same time. Chaucer has 
seeing eye, the retentive memory, the judgment to select, and the capacity to 
expound. He stands in much the same relation to the life of his time as Pope does 
to 18* century arid Tennyson to the Victorian Age. In fact he presents a cross- 
section of English life in the 14* century realistically & successfully.

NOTES
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Chaucer
(1340-U00)(F) CHAUCER’S HUMANISM

Chaucer was deeply interested in his fellowmen. His speciality was mankind. Society, 
in all its aspects is the continual theme of his verse. Above all else, he was a poet 
of men, and of their individualities and identities. At the same time, he had an 
immense enthusiasm for life in this world; for the society of his fellow creatures, 
high and low, good and bad; for real men and women - knights and summoners, 
millers and parsons, monks and merchants, delicate ladies and boisterous wives 
of Bath. Whatever was good of its kind was a delight to him. He describes all 
these characters in 'The Prologue' with a human touch. There was no better 
priest than the Parson anywhere, no such a Pardoner in whole of England; 
never so great a purchaser as the man of law; no mariner to match the shipman; 
the wife of Bath was so excellent a clothmaker as could beat the Dutch. The friar 
was the best beggar in his convent. Thus, Chaucer was interested in all types of 
human beings, good and bad. In his little world, the proportion of vices and 
virtues is more or less equal. He has treated both types of characters with a human 
sensibility. He doesn't give one an impression that he would love a virtuous 
person and hate the evil man. But it is a mistake to think that he liked his rogues 
better than the virtuous and respectable ones. Chaucer shows every bit as much 
power and personal interest in describing the worldly monk or the merry friar.
Chaucer is mainly interested in life at large. In 'The Canterbury Tales' he has 
portrayed men and women belonging to average humanity and has chosen to 
measure the world by a homely and private yardstick. He found no material for 
poetry in the major national events of his times. Plagu.e, the Peasant's Revolt, the 
clashes between Richard II and his nobility, have no place in the tales. Chaucer 
describes the characters as well as birds and animals with a humanistic touch 
while characters which come to him as lay figures in 'Canterbury Tales' became 
in speech and action more vividly alive than most of us. Even a cock and hen, 
which he had found plain cock and hen, have become, without for a moment 
ceasing to bowls, vivaciously and captivatingly human. Flow humanly is descries 
then in the nun's. Priest's tale:
Madame Pertelote, my worldes blis,
Herletnh thise blissful birddes how they singe.
And see the fresshe floures how they springe'
Chaucer's interest in humanity is characterized by his wide sympathy for all 
sorts of people. Of all writers of genius, Chaucer is the one with whom it is easiest 
to have a sense of comradeship. The joy of being alive, of looking at life, the 
pleasure of being amongst men, these are everywhere in his verse. He takes interest 
in everything, and doesn't exclude anyone; aversion is a rare thing with him. He 
doesn't hate even those whose foolishness he has exposed; nor is he filled with 
disgust at the rogue whose trick is detected. It is because Chaucer finds in them 
certain traits which amuse a good man. Even when ridiculing the rascals, Chaucer 
in his heart seems to be thankful to them for the pleasure they provided to the 
company of pilgrims. He classes himself with average humanity and so finds 
himself in touch with the mass of mankind. His humanism places him in close 
personal relation towards the personages and events of his poem. He is overcome 
by 'pity and wrath' as he reads of their suffering, his eyes 'wax foul and sore' as 
he prepares to tell of its infliction. Chaucer's wide sympathy and gentle humanity

NOTES
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English Poetry Till 1798 made him adorable and loveable among the English poets. He isn’t repelled; he 
takes interest in his fellowmen; becomes one with them. He has no disdain for the 
fools and no disgust for the rascals. He is the poet of humanity. Moreover, he 
does not have faith in the childish belief that mankind can be divided into two 
watertight compartments of good and bad. He fully knows that human character 
is highly complex, it is a combination of both the phases. That is why, he classes 
himself with average humanity. He does not betray any biased approach towards 
any figure that he portrays. No doubt. Chaucer wrote, as Hudson remarks, for 
the court and aristocracy and not for the commonality. He had only a limited 
circle of readers. But all this is partly true; it would be unfair to maintain that 

- Chaucer was indifferent to the sufferings of the poor. In fact, his sympathy and 
cordiality are all embracing. He is responsive with equal understanding and 
compassion to the knight as to the Friar or the Parson in the Prologue. This 
characteristic of Chaucer endears him to every reader. Therein, he comes close to 
Shakespeare. He may not be the poet of masses, but he is admittedly a poet of 
humanity. He is not only of his age, but of ages.

NOTES

(G) CHAUCER’S NARRATIVE ART

Chaucer's genius is essentially narrative. He is the finest story teller that ever 
wrote in verse. In the Middle Ages the poet was essentially considered to be a 
story teller and his stories were expected to possess certain qualities. In the first 
place every tale was regarded as a historic example of truth. Secondly, since, the 
object was mainly to gratify the taste of the readers, he was required to provide a 
large collection of tales full of action and variety. In the third place, he required to 
provide unity and propriety of form to the material. Chaucer on the basis of these 
characteristics can certainly be regarded as the greatest of English poets in the 
field of narrative art. His art of narration consists in the conduct of the action 
and the arrangement of the material, for without an action or movement, the 
narration of a subject becomes mechanical and monotonous. The merit of 
Chaucer's narrative skill lies in the manner in which the stories in the Canterbury 
Tales are told. But in this regard, their symmetry is entirely lacking in 'Canterbury 
Tales’, The vicissitudes of the pilgrims largely determine the character of the stories 
and the action of the poem is varied by the passions of the company. Though the 
host, who is the owner of the inn, is given all the power of the master of the 
ceremonies, he is not always able to control the course of events. When the 
precedence has been determined by the draw of lots, the lot has fallen on the 
knight, and the latter has hardly finished his tale, the order is rudely shaken by 
the intervention of the drunken miller. The wife of the Ball's views on marriage 
provokes a quarrel between the Friar and the Summoner. Thus, the interest of 
the poem doesn't lies so much in the tales told, as in the life, humour, and vivacity 
of the pilgrims who tell them.
'Canterbury Tales' exhibits the dramatic power of Chaucer, which justifies the 
fact that if he had lived in a later day, he would have emerged as a great dramatist. 
The vividness of his imagination, which conjures up the very personality of the 
characters before him, and the intensive force of his compassion which is true 
and spontaneous as his humour, complete in him the bom dramatist. Some of 
the Canterbury stories - of the Wife of Bath, The Friar, the Pardoner, — can easily 
be made into lively little plays. The speech can be recast as dialogue with little
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alteration, the narrative explanation as stage directions. So, the tales could assume 
the form of drama. But Chaucer's genius was essentially narrative, not dramatic.
Another quality of Chaucer's art of narration is his lively humour. It is by the 
irressible quality of humour that Chaucer's narrative sustains the interest of the 
readers. Otherwise one might bored by his simple, prosaic and unembellished 
style of narration. There is a humorous lining even to the serious as well as the 
farcical stuff of his tales. In his narrative we find a blend of sympathy and wistful 
amusement. The Knight's Tale and the tale of the Man of law present a good 
illustration. Further, in his stories, we feel that Chaucer has always his tongue in 
his cheeks. He holds back something less definite which is revealed gradually to 
the reader. Chaucer often holds the reader's attention in his narrative.
A fine economy of narration is another mark of Chaucer's narrative art. He can 
tell a story with an admirable point and precision when he wishes to do so, as in 
the Maniple's tale. But, at times he attempts to be brief so much that it seems to 
make his narrative appear halt and lose the interest. Chaucer’s economy of narrative 
art is also visible in the familiar straightforward openings of his tales, where a 
story begins abruptly without any preamble or any introduction. The endings of 
a tale with a prayer or pious injunction are also as suggestive as the beginnings. 
They link the pilgrims together and thus, bind the structural elements.
Another mark of Chaucer's economy of narrative art is his genius of wise 
digression. He can add a sudden philosophical digression to a story e.g. in the 
knight's tale he makes a digression to comment on the human blindness. 
Sometimes, these digressions in the 'Canterbury Tales' are made by the teller of 
the story, not by the author; they grow out of the character or the situation e.g. 
in the Wife of Bath's tale, the hateful lady delivers to her husband, is in perfect 
accord with her argumentative habit, as described in the Prologue. She also makes 
a parade of her learning which is in character.
The last, but not the least quality of Chaucer's narrative art is that each tale is 
told in a manner appropriate to the character. The story of the Wife of Bath is a 
suitable example of this trait. As she turns from her autobiography to her tale, 
the style changes from that of racy argument and reminiscences of most colloquial 
kind, to a steady decoration and highly pointed manner, and every climax is 
carefully concealed until the right moment of discovery. Such a narrative, with 
digressions, delaying and withholding are the masterly ingredients that set the 
tone, stay the denouement, heighten expectations and sharpen the point.
This way, Chaucer made a notable contribution to the art of story-telling. He 
proves himself to be a supreme story letter and his excellent narrative art, inspite 
of certain digressions and philosophical reflections, is straightforward and 
unhampered. He introduces humour in his tales and makes his stories life-like 
and living. There may be long speeches in his stories, a common fault of the time, 
but when he rises above these weaknesses, he is terse, direct and vivacious.
In his narrative Chaucer can moralize at places, and generalize very unobtrusively. 
He can be philosophical and didactic. The tales often end on a didactic note. In 
the knight's tale he comments on human frailty leading to ruin. This way he 
guards his readers against moral pitfalls by his comments. There are digressions 
and interruptions in the tales, and they add depth and a tone of reality to the 
tales. The style is appropriate to each story.

NOTES
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English Poelry Till 1798
(H) CHAUCER’S ART OF CHARACTERIZATION

Chaucer made a significant contribution to the art of characterisation. "He was 
the first great painter of Character in English literature, "says A.C. ward, "because 
he is first great observer of it among European writers". He presents characters 
in a masterly manner. In fact, he is next to Shakespeare in this regard. He given 
us a portrait gallery of varied characters in 'Prologue'. His characters are both 
types and individuals. They are timeless creations on a time-determined stage. 
The pilgrims on the Canterbury pilgrimage are the epitome of mankind. Like the 
Characters of Shakespeare, those of Chaucer are universal and living characters 
having, at the same time universal quality. We cannot forget the characters like 
the Knight, the Friar, the Parson, the Pardoner, the wife of Bath, and others; they 
are living characters who are to be found around us in our daily life. No doubt, 
they belong to their age, but they are also of all ages.
In prologue to Canterbury Tales, there are thirty characters going on a pilgrimage 
whose portraits Chaucer has traced with the sureness of his touch that give us 
an authentic and excellent picture of the society of the time. Except for the royalty 
and aristocracy on one hand, and the robbers, tramps and outcastes on the other, 
the thirty pilgrims, including the host, belong the most diverse professions. A 
high kind of gentle blood is seen in the knight and his son, who represent the 
war-like element in the society. The learned and liberal professions are represented 
by the Man of Law, the Doctor, the Oxford clerk and the poet himself. The Merchant 
and the shipman stand for the higher commercial community; while the wife of 
Bath represents an expert cloth maker. Haberdasher, and his associates represent 
smaller London traders and manufactures. Agriculture is represented by the 
Ploughman, the Miller and the Franklin. The upper servants like the Maniple 
and the Reve, and the lower servants like the yeoman ad the cook, represent the 
country and town between them. The Monk represents his monastery; the Prioress 
is from her convent, her attendant priests, the village Parson, the roaming Friar, 
the Pardoner and the summoner sufficiently cover the usual categories of the 
ecclesiastical characters. The tales with the characters are novels in miniature as 
well as dramatic form of literature. All the character talk in a dramatic manner. 
Chaucer's mode of characterization in the Prologue presents a dramatic or fictional 
from. The characters reveal themselves through what they say and what they do. 
Even the tales they relate, in most cases, are in keeping with the respective characters.
In order to preserve the distinctions and individuality among the characters, 
Qiaucer takes pains to describe even minute details about them such as their dress, 
manner of speech, habits, and tendencies, general and physical traits, and average 
characteristics of each profession. These characters are, thus, not merely imaginary 
but real human beings, true to the whole classes of men and women. Besides, 
they are drawn from real living models.
But whereas these characters represent various strata of contemporary society, 
and some are drawn from actual life, as they were known to Chaucer. He has 
transformed them by the magic of his art into real, living characters. They no 
longer remain dummies or types, but on account of their various idiosyncrasies, 
their arguments, their agreements and their likes and dislikes of one another, we 
recognize them at once as living people like ourselves. All the characters are drawn 
from the 'clay', taken from the 'earth' as it were; they are men and women, not
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mere imaginings, monstrous or angelic. Unlike Dickens' characters who possess 
some kind of peculiarities or grolesqueness, Qiaucer's characters are simple and 
commonplace in drawing whom Chaucer takes much delight. His world is almost 
'freak free' and life-size. Even some of the pilgrims in the prologue are so modem 
that they seem to be living in our own day. For instance, the knight is an example 
of the chivalrous character who is found ever in every generation. The squire, 
half dandy, half athlete, wholly amorous, but none the less a study, serviceable 
fellow, just the typical youngman of any day. Similarly, the Merchant has all the 
pompousness which comes from the accumulation of money. While the man of 
law, like the lawyers of all time and place, is ever piling up fees and buying of 
land. We recognize in him the tj'pical lawyer of today, when the poet says -
"Nowhere so bisy a man as he ther nas."
And yet he seemed busier than he was."
Same is the case with the doctor of medicine 

"Ful reddy hadde he his apothecaries.
To send him drogges, and his Ituaries,
For each of hem made other for to winne;
His friendship "as not new to beginne".
There are other characters whom we do not recognize at first. These are the 
prioress, the Monk, the Frankline, the Reve, the Summover, the Pardoner and 
the Wife of Bath. But they are still connected with the definite element of humanity. 
That is when we move with these pilgrims on the way, we feel quite at home in 
their company and we have no feeling of being among aliens.
Qiaucer's characterization is superb. He looks at his characters objectively and 
delineates them quite penetratingly, touching even minutest details like their 
physical make up, their modes of dress-up, behaviour, speech, their manners etc., 
so elaborately that each figure stands before us as a live person whom we often 
meet. Qiaucer does not follow any set design or pattern. There is almost a different 
method adopted for describing every pilgrim. He varies his presentation from the 
full length portrait to a thumb-nail sketch. Even in his brief sketches, Qiaucer 
conveys a strong sense of individuality and depth of portraiture by touching all 
their details.
Thus, Chaucer's art of portraying character is purely scientific. This marked an 
unprecedented innovation in character portrayal. Besides, Chaucer's characters 
are round not flat; they are consistent, but instead of being static they grow and 
develop in the course of the tales like real living human beings. They give their 
comments and opinions on the tales already told, which shows their dominant 
thoughts, feelings and interests. They indulge in normal respective modes of temp
erament. Some pilgrims like Miller and Reve rail at each other; some who are hostile 
by nature exchange hot words and come to blows; the Friar quarrels with the 
summoner; the Miller and the cook get drunk. This lends reality and naturalness 
to each character. There are no split personalities, no freaks or enigmas, no tor
mented souls, but gay, innocent, simple and natural beings who are prove to be 
life-like idiosyncrasies and eccentriaties of average men and women in general. 
There are no Hamlets, no Judes, no Don Juans, with the exception of the Wife of 
the Bath, of course, who presents certain contradictions. Chaucer's characters 
reveal themselves without the intervention of the author, through what they say
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English Poetry m 1798 and what they do. The superb quality of characterization justifies Chaucer's claim 
to be a novelist or dramatist and Prologue to the Canterbury Tales has rightly 
been called "Prologue to modem fiction" as well as "Prologue to modem Drama".

(I) CHAUCER’S HUMOUR

In the literature of 14'’’ century, when so few poets seemed to have any perception 
of fun or humour in life, Chaucer's humour is invigorating and delightful. 
Chaucer is in the great tradition of the great humorists and while his humour 
may have the peculiar English tinge and flavour, it has also the essence of aU tme 
humour. This places him in the very first line of humorists - Shakespeare, 
Cervantes, Moliere and Dickens. His genial humour cuts across the barriers of 
time and customs, language and idiom and exhilarates us like a tonic as it did the 
Prince and down, the clergy and laity of the feudal age. His understanding and 
sympathy with the seamy side of life, his keen sense of the ludicrous, which made 
him alive to any incongruity of absurdity, his genial temperament made him 
observe with amused delight and half-shut eyes the frailties and foibles of mankind, 
and this made him a great humorist. As Albert observes "The humour, which 
steps nearly all his poetry has great variety." It is kindly and patronizing as in the 
case of the Clerk of Oxford, broad and semi-fardcal as in the case of the Wife of 
Bath, satirical as in the case of the Pardoner and the summonor, or coarse as in 
the tales of Miller and Reve. This makes Chaucer the greatest comic poet of modem 
Europe. Masefield calls him "a great Renaissance gentleman mocking at the Middle 
Ages."
Chaucer's humour is not a momentary gleam, a lucky inddent which comes as a 
relief from otherwise gloomy and serious atmosphere. It is the genuine humour 
of a man who till the end of his life retained the freshness of his youth inspite of 
many disillusionments, who felt extreme joy at the varied spectacle of life. Every 
object has saw in life, whether serious or comic, could move him to laughter. He 
would not spare even himself. Look at his own sketch in the Prologue to the 
Canterbury Tales where the host addresses 'the silent member of the company' 
says :
"Thou lookest as thou woldest finde an hare.
For ever upon the ground I see thee stare
Approach near and loke up merily...........
He seemth elvish by his contenance, ^
For unto no wight dooth he daliance"
Chaucer's humour is wide ranging. In Canterbury Tales his humour ranges from 
the finest, delicate shades of shyness to downright jokes and ridicule which cause 
an irresistible laughter. There is broad current of fun in the adventures related in 
Mille's, Reve's, Shipman's and Summoner's tales, which amuses us. But sometimes, 
humour is so sly that we cannot be sure whether the poet is joking or not. For 
instance in the Prologue, we are told of Prioress that - 

"full well she soong the service dyvyne,
Entuned in hir nose ful seemly."
The affectations of the Prioress are, thus, slyly revealed.

NOTES

12 Self-Instructional Material



Chaucer
(1340-1400)

According to Saints-bury "It is safe to say that a great deal of the combination of 
vivacity in Chaucer's portraits and sketches of all kinds is due to all-pervading 
humour of Chaucer" Infact, chaucer's humour is so pervasive that we perceive 
the humorous intent even in the portraits of such perfect characters as the Parson 
and the Ploughman. "Chaucer's humour is essentionally of English character. It 
is not the wit of the Frenchman. His humour is bom of a strong commonsense 
and generous sympathy; and there are qualities of great English humorists like 
Shakespeare and Fielding. He showed the value of the comic point of view - the 
capacity to expose the incongruity which always lies half-hidden in men and 
things or in their relation with each other", says Lowell.
Chaucer, with all his wide learning, was a great humanist and poet of man 
interested intensely in man and his affairs. As a humanist he loved to dwell on 
men's funny traits, their pranks and tricks and amused delight. His sense of the 
ludicrous which made him alive to any incongruity or absurdity, his amused' 
observation of the human frailties and weaknesses with half-shut eyes - all these 
made him a great humorist. In his humour the envenomed shafts of cynical sneer 
or bitter sarcasm of swift or Voltaire, are no longer to be found. This vivacious 
fancy and playful imagination could raise bubbles of fun out of unexpected places.
Chaucer's humour is of finest type. Like the humour of Shakespeare, it betrays a 
freshness of outlook, and is merked by tolerance, charity, geniality and sympathy 
for its victims. Unlike his predecessor, Boccaccios humour, Chaucer's humour is 
free from satire or clownishness; it often amuses rather than hurts the readers. It 
is linged with sympathy and pathos for the faults of a person. In the Canterbury 
tales, Chaucer never lashes the characters for their vices and foibles. There is 
honourable laughter from all sides when the story tellers laugh at the stories and 
at each other the author himself boughs at it. But it is not the laughter of disdain 
or malice. It is the subtler and silent laughter which is bom out the recognition 
of human weaknesses. Even in the portraits of the Pardoner and the Summoner, 
there is not the least touch of magisterial or personal feelings. In the portrait of 
the Wife of Bath while Chaucer reveals the shrewish and tyrannical qualities in a 
woman, there is never any trace of anger, rudeness or harshness. On the contrary, 
it is clear that, despite all her faults, the poet sympathises with the 'wyf'.
Chaucer's humour is always genial and harmless. Thought he covers with ridicule 
the palpable vices or weakness of the classes of men represented by some of the 
Character types. Chaucer is not a jealous reformer like Pope, nor does he show 
faith, optimism and spiritual vision of a reformer. His is a catholic rather than 
Puritanic laughter; that is why, his humour is not of satirical kind which offends 
and hurts.
Humour can be used both in a broad and limited sense. In the narrow sense it 
implies a little jolly and good-natured mirth. In its broader sense it stands for a 
boisterous humour; the intellectual humour is witty, gentle and mirthful while 
biting humour borders on satire. Chaucer's work reflects all these forms of 
humour. His is the kaleidoscopic humour. The main feature of his humour is its 
urbanity-Moreover, it is all pervasive like the humour of Shakespeare, which 
pervades both in tragedies and comedies. In Canterbury Tales there are comic 
and tragic tales and the thread of kindly laughter runs through them. Chaucer 
also raises laughter on his own cost as' well as on the cost of the pilgrims. He 
spares not even himself and cracks many a jest at his own expense. He speaks of 
his short comings and poverty. His self humour in the Prologue can be seen in
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English Poetry Til! 1798 the taJe of sir Thopas in 'The House of Fame'. Here he dreams that he has been 
carried to Heaven by an eagle. In Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer creates the 
character of Pindarus, who is a masterpiece of delightful and Chaucer's Falstaff.
The Canterbury Tales reveals abundantly his gift of humour in all its amplitude 
and variety. The jolly band of pilgrims with the merry host of Tabbard inn 
constitutes the most hilarious company ever assembled in the Tabbard inn with 
deft touches his humour, this whok" bank of pilgrims. There is a light hearted 
touchs of a genial humorist when Chaucer makes a sly dig at the tenderness of 
the Nxm saying that she was so charitable and tender hearted that she would 
weep if she saw a mouse caught in a trap. Though a Prioress, she indulged in 
love making, The humour in the case of The Clerk of Oxford is kindly and 
patronizing. His humour becomes semi-farcial when he portrays the Wife of Bath 
thus
"In Fellowship we could she laugh and carpet of remedies of love she know per 
Chaunce, for she coude of that art the olde Chaunce."
Chaucer's humour is a little coarse and rough when he presents the Miller and 
the Ruve. The characters of the Monk, the Friar, the Frariklin, the Pardoner and 
tfie Summoner have been presented with satirical humour. It can't be denied that 
Chaucer's portraits and the picture of life are lively due to his all-pervading humour.

NOTES

(J) PROLOGUE AS THE MIRROR OF LATE MEDIEVAL LIFE

It is generally believed that literature reflects the tendencies of the age in which it 
is produced, and there is always a supreme literary artist who becomes the 
mouthpiece of his age, and gives expression to its hopes and fears, its fads and 
fetishes, its fears and doubts, its prosperity and enterprise in his works. Such an 
artist was Alexander Pope in 18'^ century, the age of neo classicism; such a poet 
was Tennyson of the Victorian Age. All these poets faithfully represented their 
respective age, delineating the social, economic, regional and religious and cultural 
ethos of the time. Chaucer too was the representative poet of his age, i.e. 14*^ 
century England, Prologue to Canterbury Tales is a phenomenal work which 
mirrors artistically and realistically the social, cultural, religious, moral and economic 
conditions prevailing in his time. While Canterbury tales holds the mirror to upto 
the life of Saucer's time describing the modes and manners of the people, their 
modes of dress, their social conditions, moral faith and occupations etc, the prologue 
depicts the cross-section of society with an interaction between people of different 

’ status, occupations and their ways of life. This justifies Chaucer's claim of being 
truly the social Chronicler of England in the late 14* century as Froiseart was the 
political and military Chronicler of France during the same period. His poetry 
represents the 14* century not in fragments but as a complete whole. It goes to the 
credit of Chaucer that he directs his comprehensive gaze not only on some limited 
aspect of 14* century life, but on all its wide and varied aspects.
Chaucer symbolises the Middle Ages, and his world is essentially medieval. But 
beneath the medievalism the impact of Renaissance is already at work, and the poet 
stands in between linking himself with the old world of medievalism that was 
passing away and the new age peeping at the horizon.
Being a realist, he revealed the truth about life as he saw it. In his tales, Chaucer 
realistically presents the political conditions of his time. He refers to 'peasants'
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Revolt wherein bands of peasants armed with weapons from villages, plundering 
looting, burning, killing the aristocracy of the age - in the Clerk's Tale and 'Nun's 
Priest's Tale. In the latter he writes:
"So hideous was the noise, ah Bencile 

That of a truth Jack, straw and his meline,
Nat made never shoutes half so shrill 
When that they any Fleming meant to kill".
The 'Peasant Rebellion' and 'Lollard agitation' give us glimpses of England which 
Chaucer, inspite of the many-sidedness of his work did not reveal. The Canterbury 
Tales contain a few references to the Plague, one reference to peasant uprising 
and only one reference to the lolladry. Chaucer also wrote about the court and 
cultivated classes, to whom the sufferings of the poor were a matter of utmost 
indifference.
On the whole, Chaucer’s poetry reflects the chivalrous spirit of the medieval times. 
In the Prologue Chaucer reflects the fading chivalry of the Middle Ages represented 
in the person of the knight and his son young squire. The old knight signalized 
his chivalrous career by fighting fifteen mortal battles all for defence of religion. 
His chivalry passed on to squire, who inspite of his military exploits, was a young 
man of happy-go-lucky traits and also an embodiment of the old world of chivalry.
The 14* century in England witnessed the rise of rich and prosperous class of 
merchants and tradesmen who carried good business with European countries 
and thus were laying the foundation of England's industrial prosperity. This 
affluent class is represented by the Merchant, Chaucer has also shown his interest 
in the people of his age who took to classical writing. This sows the emergence of 
taste for new learning.
This can be seen in the case of the clerk of Oxford 

"For him was levere at his beddes head.
Twenty books, eld in black or red.
Of Aristotle and his philophy."
Then, there is the doctor of physic. He represents the class of medieval medicine 
men. He prescribes herbal remedies and has knowledge of Astronomy. In common 
with the physician there is the Priest, but ironically Chaucer indicates that his 
medical study had drawn him away from his profession; "his study was little on 
the Bible." Chaucer has a sly dig at him saying:
"For gold in physik is a cordial
Therefore, he lovede gold in special."
Chaucer also reveals the conditions of inns of his times and the table manners of 
the Pilgrims. There is also a discussion on table manners in the Prologue. Each 
guest brought his own knife; at the beginning and the end of the meals everyone 
washed the hands.
In the Prologue to the 'Canterbury Tales' Chaucer throws light on the condition 
of women of his time as well. His tales.with the exception of one or two, contain 
bitter attack on women towards their sex. In the 'Nun's Priest's Tale' Chaucer 
points out that a husband who followed the advice of his wife will come to grief. 
In the 'Prologue' he has presented three ladies—the Priress, a Nim and the Wife 
of Bath, who are the representatives of women of his times.

Chaucer
(1340-1400)
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English Poetry m 1798 Chaucer also refers to the religious conditions of his times by presenting the 
ecclesiastical characters in the 'Prologue'. He presents realistically the degeneration 
that had set in the religious life of the time. The Clergyman, instead of devoting 
their time and energy to religious meditation and redemption of fallen souls, had 
given themselves up wantonly to profligacy and Epicureanism. He also attacks 
the growing corruption, laxity, indiscipline, and love of luxury prevailing among 
the clergy. The monk had forgotten the original rule of poverty and labour, 
Chaucer's Monk is a fat, well-fed individual more interested in hunting than in 
the performance of his religious duties. The other ecclesiastics are hangers on and 
caterpillars of the church. The Friar is a depraved fellow, for he knows all the 
taverns, every inn-keeper and every bar-maid better than the lepers and beggars 
- women. The Franklin is a pleasure seeker and reveals in drinking and fine 
eating. The Summoner and the Partner seU religious pardon to those who seek 
their blessings for money.
Thus we can say that Chaucer is the chronicler of his age. His 'Prologue' to the 
'Canterbury Tales' provides a rich store-house of the conditions and the character 
of his times, not in fragments but compositely. Through his work he vividly 
brings before us the traditions and Conventions which his age had inherited 
from the Middle Ages.

NOTES

(K) PROLOGUE—ITS DESIGN/CRITICAL SUMMARY

Chaucer's genius is essentially narrative. He is the finest story teller who ever 
wrote in verse. He combined in him all the qualities considered essential for a 
story teller. The design of the Canterbury Tales is excellent. The designing of 
Prologue is traditional but appropriate. 29 persons, including Chaucer, assembled 
at Tabard inn in south-work, on the eve of the pilgrimage to the shrine of St. 
Thomas Canterbury. The host of the inn offers to show them the way and proposes 
that in order to make the journey enjoyable each pilgrim shall tell two tales on 
the journey to Canterbury and two tales on returning to London. The suggestion 
is approved by all and the company, made up of all ranks and classes of the 
English society set out on the journey. The action of the poem consists of the 
details of the individual characters in the Prologue and the incidents during the 
journey and the tales of the pilgrims in 'Canterbury Tales'. In his portrayals of 
the pilgrims in the Prologue Chaucer has rivaled the art of the painter by 
reproducing on a wide canvas. The Prologue is, in fact a veritable portrait gallery, 
and 29 pilgrims are like so many pictures himg on the walls. They are so distinctly 
drawn that we can easily recognize them. In his pictorial art Chaucer follows the 
techniques of master painters. He pays great attention to the exact drawing of 
their peculiar features and the choice of certain significant emblems which represent 
the chief traits of their character.
Chaucer's principal object was to portray men and women realistically without 
any exaggeration and to present an exact picture of average humanity. Gifted 
with an acute power of observation, he sees things as they are and then proceeds 
to point them as he sees them. The direct imitation of nature is the very essence of 
his style. In the portrayal of characters in the prologue, he gives us the miriute 
details about their dress, physical features, traits, behaviour etc, so as to make 
them real and living characters. The following two passages may be cited as 
illustrations of fine contrast of the first is from the portrait of the prioress:
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"At mete was she wely taught withalle.
She let no morsel from hir lippes falle.
No wette hir fingers in hir sauce depe, ,
Wei could she carie a morsel and wel kepe 

That no drope na fell upon hir brest."
With this dainty lady the description of the Miller shows a contrast - 

"His herd as any sowe or fox was rede.
And there to brode, as though it were a spade.
Upon the cop right of his nose he hade.
A werte and thereon stood a tufte of hares.
Rede as the bristles of sowes eres,
His nose-thirles were blacke and wide."
In Canterbury Tales, Chaucer has blended laughter and tears, the comic and the 
tragic; as is found in life, with such an ease and grace that his story telling seems 
like a veracious picture of real life. That is why, though his pilgrimage is remote 
from our own experience, yet we feel that this is what we might see if we could 
turn back the clock back a few centuries.
The setting or design of the Canterbury Tales is highly realistic. Here Chaucer 
follows the traditional mode of presentation as prevailed in Middle Ages. A 
pilgrimage was one of the most common sites in 14'^ century England. Unlike his 
predecessor Boccacio, who often slips back into artificiality, Chaucer held 
consistenlly to realism throughout the Canterbury Tales. Chaucer's main object 
was to portray men and women truthfully an exact picture of average humanity. 
Introduction of Prologue is an appropriate mode of expression. In 'Prologue' he 
gives us a long list of various categories of persons - men and women and draws 
them and their behaviour with dedicate and realistic manner. In the portrayal of 
his characters in the Prologue, he has adopted a common custom of arranging 
the persons according to their rank or position. But at the same time, he violate 
this scheme of presentation in order to suit his purpose. "Kindly excuse me", he 
says in the Prologue', "if I have not ordered my people according to their rank". 
If we have a look at the general arrangement of his pilgrims in the 'Prologue', 
certain rough groups emerge. Actually, Chaucer presents in his Prologue' an 
effect of unstudied realism. The same is equally true of selection ajid arrangement 
of tales in 'Canterbury Tales' that follow the 'Prologue'. Chaucer has introduced 
a number of artificial elements or artifices like emphasize, exaggerate, suppress 
and invent while giving the details of his character, but he does it so skilfully and 
artistically fiiat the impression of realism he creates, makes us forget them. These 
artifices begin with the very first lines of the 'Prologue'.
"Whan that Aprilla with his shoures soote"
The springtime opening was a hackneyed one, but Chaucer gave it the right 
touch to make artificialities vanish and it seems like" a breath of uncontaminated 
spring time". Chaucer constantly persuades us to accept conventions that are 
contradictory to reality. It is a convention that some thirty people going on 
horsebacks on muddy road can hear the voice of one narrator. It is a convention 
that all the pilgrims of such a company assembled by chance should be expert

Chaucer
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story tellers; that the knight a rough soldier can weave a tale of romance; a drunken 
Miller can teU a tale of brilliant characterization and of balanced action. It is a 
convention that almost every pilgrim speaks in rhymed verse. But such.violations 
of truth are generally permissible.
Chaucer was interested in all types of human beings, good as well as bad. He 
treats equally and unbiasedly all pilgrims. But it does not mean that he prefers 
the virtuous and hates the evil ones. He shows as much power and personal 
interest in describing the good Parson as in describing the worldly Monk. Even 
the character as lay figures became more vividly alive in association with Chaucer 
than most of us. Chaucer has shown human sympathy to all the Character good 
or bad, high or low. Chaucer’s power of exhibiting the universal in the particular 
is a source of lasting interest for the readers of all times. When we accompany 
these pilgrims, we don't find ourselves among aliens, they change into day-to- 
day familiar faces to us, and we feel amused by their quarrelling, commenting on 
the tales and interfering and so on. The characters like the Wife of Bath, the 
knight, the Miller, the Reve, the Squir, the irm-keeper, Harry Baily; the ecclesiasts 
such as the Monk, the Pardoner, the summer, the Nun; the tradesmen like the 
Miller, the Merchant, the Doctor of physic and many others are all living 
characters. Herein lies the literary genius of Chaucer.
In 'Prologue', Chaucer proceeds in precisely the same way as the primitive artist 
is giving all his attention to drawing exact features of his characters. He has 
further in common with them certain well-meaning clumsiness, kind of stiffness 
in the outline. Details in the portraits seems to follow with haphazard touches of 
dress or equipment etc with notes refining to character. Chaucer's uses bright 
colours in the portrayal of pilgrims in the 'Prologue'. His portraits are as good as 
illuminated miniatures. The essential moral trails are also set forth with the same 
simplicity. Simple biographical notes, suggestive anecdotes, traits, peculiar to the 
individual, occupations, mode of dress - all sum up a character and make him 
alive ones. Besides, Chaucer combines personal with generic traits. In the portrayal 
of characters there is no trace of hostility or of a desire to idealize. In short, 
'Prologue' is a rich and life like portrait gallery and here we find 'God's plenty'.

English Poetry Till 1798

NOTES

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

Are we justified to say that Chaucer's characters in the Prologue are for all ages 
and for all lands?
Discuss Chaucer's contribution to English poetry.
Write an essay on Chaucer as the founder of English language.
To what extent do you agree that Chaucer's Prologue is an epitome of the age. 
Justify the remark that.
"A cross-section of English life in 14th century". Is this the apt description of the 
Prologue?
Show that Chaucer's Prologue is the masterpieces of Chaucer's humour. Give 
examples.
Critically discuss Chaucer's art of narration.
Account for Chaucer’s appeal for the modem Age.
Discuss Chaucer's realism with reference to his Prologue.

1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

7.

8.
9.

10.
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UNIT II: JOHN MILTON

★ STRUCTURE ★
(A) ThelifeofMillon
(B) The Age of Milton 
(Q Literary Career
P) Detailed Analysis of Book I
(E) Fusion of Hebraic and Hellenistic Elements in P.L
(F) Object of Writing Paradise Lost

(G) Satan's Character 
(Fi) Grand Style

(I) The Theme of Paradise Lost
(J) Autobiographical Note in P.L.

• Important Questions

NOTES

(A] THE LIFE OF MILTON

John Milton was bom on 9th Dec 1608 into a world of conflicting ideals. On the 
one hand, there was a rich tradition of the poets of the Renaissance with their 
passionate worship of beauty, their 2eal for chivalry. On the other hand there 
was a stiffening and sectarian puritanism which was looming large on the horizon. 
John Milton is not only the higest but the perfect type of puritan. He was bom 
when puritanism exercised a direct power over English politics and English 
religion; he died when its effort to mould them into its own shape was over. 
About Milton we know a great deal for much of his work is auto-biographical. 
Milton thought intensively, spoke intensively, and therefore his poetry is the 
expression of himself. Besides, he played an active part in politics and that way he 
belonged not only to literature but also history.
Milton's History falls into three periods:

1. of his education and early poems (1608*1639).
2. of political activity (1639-1666); and
3. of his greatest Works-'Paradise Lost', 'Paradise Regained', and 'Samson 

Agonistes' (1666-1674)
Milton's father, also called John Milton, was the son of a Yeoman of Oxfordshire, 
who cast him off on his becoming a protestant. He than became a scrivener in 
London, and grew to be a man of good estate. Milton inherited his father's lofty 
integrity, and his love of and proficiency in music. Milton received his first education 
from liis father's scotch friend. Thomas Young, a puritan and writer. Thereafter 
he was sent to St. Paul's school, where the Headmaster was Alexander Gill, a man 
of high reputation and scholarship. His school exercises drew the attention of 
many. At 16 Milton went to Christ coUege, Cambridge where he matriculated. He 
received higher education in Christ's college. At the college he came in contact with 
his tutor, Nathaniel Tovey. Among the friends and associates of Milton at Christ's, 
the more important were Edward king, a youth of Irish birth and high Irish 
connections. After taking his M.A degree, Milton left the Cambridge University.
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Even while at University, Milton gave ample evidence of his skill in verisifying and 
writing poetry. The following English poems were written by him during this 
period- 'On the Death of a Fair Infanf (1625-1626), the subject being the death of 
the first bom of his sister; At a Vacation Exercised in This College (1628), 'The 
Ode on Chirst's Nativity' (1639), A song on May Morning (1633), a sonnet 
'Shakespeare' (1630). The temper in which these poems were written with their 
ideality, their seriousness. The religious grandeur; the high philosophy and the 
music of the soul are typical of Milton's poetry of this period.
Immediately after his return, he started teaching his nephews and turned his 
mind to various subjects. The works of this period fall into three classes: «

1. Those directed against Episcopacy.
2. Those relating to divorce including the Doctrine and Discipline of Scripture, 

and
3. Those on political and miscellaneous questions, including 'The Ready and 

Easy way to Establish a free 'Commonwealth'.
In 1643, Milton married Marry Powell, the daughter of an Oxfordshire cavalier. 
But the marriage ended in a divorce. Three daughters were bom of this marriage. 
Later he was appointed as Latin or Foreign Secratary of Council of State in 1649. 
He retained toe post till 1653. During this time he totally became blind. It was his 
second wife, Elizabeth Minshull who gave him domestic happiness in his last 
years.
After the Restoration his third phase of life started. It was the most productive 
period of his career with the writing of 'Paradise Lost' (1667), 'Paradise Regained' 
(1671) and 'History of Britain'. Milton died on 8th Nov 1674.

John Milton

NOTES

(B} THE AGE OF MILTON

Milton's Age (17th Century) may be regarded as the extension of the Elizabethen 
Era, under the conditions of peace, economic development and social safety. In 
the ecomic field, no significant change except the colonial expansion was noticed. 
This period (1603-1660) showed little marked difference from the reign of Elizabeth 
except the expansion of cloth-industry. But during 17th century the cloth trade 
was subject to severe fluctuations due to stiff competition abroad, but coal and 
metal industries flourished substantially. Inspite of the industries were making 
strides,-agriculture remained the most usual occupation of the English men. 
The social life also showed no significant change. The dominant feature of the 
social structure of this period is the rise of the gentry which came after nobility. 
The gentry consisted of the knights and squires who had the right to bear a coat- 
of-arms. This also saw the rise of professional class, consisting of yeoman, lawyers 
and city merchants, doctors, civil servants, teachers. There was no equitable 
distribution of wealth in the society. The poor labouring class lived in poverty 

. while the rich became richer.
However, it was in politics where this period has a distinctive character. House of 
Commons had started to feel its strength. As a result, there broke out a civil war 
between the king and the Parliament for the predominance in the state.
Religiously the age was one of even greater ferment than that which marked the 
beginning of the Reformation. The concept of a national church, a united 
Protestant church, perished with Elizabeth. Instead of the ideal of Catholicism,
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came the ideal of a purely national Protestantism. The church of England was 
still an inclusive church. Milton's world was the world of conflicting ideals. On 
the one hand. There was the rich tradition of the poets of Renaissance with their 
passionate worship of beauty and their great zeal for forms of chivalry. On the 
other hand, there was the stiffriing an sectarian Puritanism which was looming 
large on the horizon. John Milton was not only the highest, but the completest 
type of Puritanism. He was bom when it began to exercise of direct power over 
English politics and English religion.
Of Milton we know a great deal, for much of his poetry is autobiographical. The 
poet thought intensively, spoke intensively, and therefore, his poetry is an 
expression of himself. Besides, he played such an active in politics that his name 
belongs not only to the field of literature, but to history as well. He was a member 
of the Republican party which supported the ideal of individual liberty. So, it was 
but natural that all these factors were to influence and mould his art of verification. 
This staunch Puritanic bent of mind did influence not only his personal 
temperament but also his literary pursuit and his life.
Milton was a great scholar. He was an avowed reader of the Latin and Greek • 
classics, varied by mathematics, music and cosmography. Even while he was at 
the university, he gave ample evidence of his skill in poetry. During the university 
tenure, he wrote "On the Death of a Fair Infant," 'The Ode on Christ's Naturity',
A 'song on May Morning', a sonnet 'Shakespeare' and another sonnet 'On 
Arriving at the Age of 23'. All these poems were written a seriousness, religious 
grandeur, high philosophy and the music of the soul.
After he left Cambridge, his father wanted him to join the church, but Milton 
refused. This seems to have displeased his father. At this incident Milton wrote a 
sort of Apology explaining his conduct. He perceived that tyranny and immorality 
had invaded the church. When he left the university, he stayed with his retired 
father at Harton for 6 years. He continued his literary pursuit and wrote poems 
like 'L'AUegro', IL Penseroso 'Arcades'; 'lycidas' and 'comus'. To the period also 
belong some of his Latin sonnets.
In 1638 Milton completed his education by a period of travel in France and Italy, 
while his fellow citizens were fighting for liberty at home. So, he returned to his 
country and resolved to transfer his whole latent knowledge energy to the political 
issues.
In the second phase, Milton sought to write a great poem, which was the chief 
object of his life. But he was called away to some political and controversial matters. 
The works of this phase fall into three classes— (1) those directed to 'The Reformation 
of Churel Discipline; (2) those relating to divorce, including the 'Doctrine and 
Discipline of Scripture' and 'Four chief Places of Scripture'; (3) those on political 
and miscellaneous questions including the 'Tractate on Education', 'Aeropagitia', 
A Speech for the liberty of unlicensed Printing; the greatest Prose work 
'Eikonokalastes' and other smaller poems.
In 1643, Milton married Marry Powel, the daughter of an Oxfordshire cavalier, 
but it ended on an unhappy note. But after some time a compromise was made, 
and Milton got three daughters from this marriage. In 1649 he was appointed as 
Latin or Foreign Secretary to the Council of State. But at this stage he lost his 
eyesight. His wife died in 1653 and 4 years later he married Elizabeth Minshull, 
who gave him domestic happiness in his last years of Hfe.

English Poetry Till 1798
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lohn MiltonThe Restoration (1660) closed his second phase and introduced the third phase of 
poetic career. It was a productive phase of more reputation. 'Paradise Lost' was 
begun in 1658 and finished in 1667; it was followed by 'Paradise Regained' in 
1671. He died in 1674.

(C) LITERARY CAREER
NOTES

Milton's poetic career started early at the age of fifteen when he paraphrased the 
psalms 114 and 121. It testifies to Milton's knowledge and love for music e.g.. 
Psalm 136 illustrates this:
"Let's with a gladen mind.
Praise the lord for He is kind.
For His mercies age endure.
Ever faithful ever sure."
Of his early poems "Ods on the Death of a Fair Infant" was written in his 20th 
year in 1628, it is the first formal poem, containing mythological and Christian 
elements.
Milton's Latin elegies reveal his ability to manipulate in verse a classical paganism. 
These poems include 'On the Death of the Diodati' his friend at Cambridge 
University; referring to the deaths of the Bishops of Winchester and Fly. This was 
followed by 'In Quantum Novemberis’ a mock poem on Guy Fawke's gun powder 
plot. All these elegies reveal Milton's poetical talent and inspiration. The elegies 
were written in Latin. But he is known not for his Latin verses but for the English 
poems like 'Lycidas', 'Paradise lost' and 'Paradise Regained'
Besides being a versatile scholar and genius and a voracious reader, his sonnets 
show him as a lover in Petrarcan style. His first religious poem was Ode on the 
Morning of Christ's Nativity; Milton's early poems are mostly on the Christian 
themes. Which betray his puritanic faith,
'L' Allegro' and 'IL Penseroso' are the companion poems and both the poems 
begin with a dismal mood e.g.,
"Hence loathed Melancholy,
Of cerberum and blackest midnight bom". ('L Allegro')
"Hence vain deluding joys,\
The brood of Folly without father bred. (IL Penseroso')
Then there are invocations to the respective Muses- 
"But come thou goddess fair and free.
In Heaven yeleped Euphrosy." ('U Allegro)
"But hail thou goddess sage and holy
Hail thou divinest Melancholy" (IL Penseroso)
Then comes the imagery akin to them running parallel in both the poems, e.g., 
"Haste thee, nymph, and bring with thee 

Jest and youthful jollity.
Quips and Cranks, and wanton willes.
Nods and beaks, and wreathed smiles. "('U Allegro)
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English Poetry Till 1798 Come, pensive Nun, devout and pure 

Sober, steadfast and demure.
And join with thee calm peace and quiet: (IL Penseroso)
There has been a lot of controversy whether these are two persons or the two 
sides of the same personality or may be two moods of the Milton himself. In 
teclmique both are in Latin. In L Allegro, the mood of the personna is gay and 
cheerful; in IL Penseroso it is thoughtful and melancholic; in the former are the 
pleasures of the day with the coming of the day while the latter poem describes 
the pleasures of the night with the burning of midnight oil in deeper study. They 
both make a complete cycle of life's day-night routine, and they reveal Milton's 
coming to maturity as a poet.
Milton also wrote two fine Masques 'Arcades''and 'Comus'. 'Arcades' is an 
entertainment presented to the countess Dowager of Derby at Harefield. It presents 
an Elizabethan freshness and music. The second masque is the last work of the 
Elizabethan masque tradition.
Lycidas, one of the finest pastoral elegies in English literature was occasioned by 
the death of Milton's friend at Cambridge, Edward King, who was drowned in 
the Irish sea. Some critics like David Daiehes point out that the elegy is about the 
poet himself. Here the poet says that in a world where wicked people prosper and 
the incompetent people survive to get higher places, the yoimg who are dedicated 
to the life of ideal service to the country die young. The poem contains classical 
and personal elements. Here Milton hails the pastoral activities and derides the 
Anglican clergy. The handling of the verse paragraphs, the use of rhymes, and 
the devices that the poet uses in the poem show a mature poet at work in Milton.
Milton created to his credit, many sonnets. He had the knowledge of several forms 
of sonnets, Greek, Latin and English. His sonnets were written mostly in Horton 
period, and display the genius of a budding poet. His conventional sonnets do 
not handle the traditional theme of love. They are largely tributes to a particular 
man or a woman. 'Mr. Hentry Lawes' and 'Lawrence of Virtuous Father' are two 
of his traditional sonnets. 'When I consider How My light is Spent is a personal 
sonnet in which Milton regrets the loss of his eyesight. But there is pathos and an 
optimistic hope running through the whole sonnet. Milton is not worried at this 
loss, but this incident does not affect the spirit of the poet. Rather, this sonnet fully 
and emphatically brings out Milton's strong Purlianic faith in God and His just 
ways; one should only obey God's ordain, and that means real service to God.
"They also serve who only stand and wait" is the puritanic philosophy.
'Captain or Colonel or knight-at-arms' is a political sonnet which deals with the 
civil war. The sonnet "A Book was writ" deals with the problem of divorce. It is 
written the ironical vein.
'To Lord Fair fax at the seige of Colchester' is a praise shown to Mr. Fairfax, who 
proved himself a great military leader throughout the civil war. Similarly, the sonnet 
'To The Lord General Crommwell' is an appreciation of the role of Oliver Crommwell. 
Both these poems are concerned with the civil war and the war heroes.
'Paradise Lost' is perhaps Miltons masterpiece on which rests his highest reputation 
as a classical poet, artistic genius and the first great epic writer in English. It is a 
grand epic written on the classical conventions of ancient Greek epic Like 'Anied' 
by Virgil and 'Iliad', 'Ulyssus' by Homer. 'Paradise LosT reveals Milton's indomi-

NOTES
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johnMillontable courage deep Puritanic faith and Renaissance spirit. At a time when all his 
physical powers were failing and he had gone totally blind, Milton developed the 
spiritual power in him and the result was Paradise Lost: It deals with a Biblical 
theme of the Tall of Adam' contained in the Old Testament. First Milton intended 
to write on the evil of satan in Latin in the form of verse but not in epic style; but 
later he decided to write in English language. Being a staunch puritan, he finally 
chose a Biblical tlieme and thus the epic was composed. It fully reflects Million's 
puritanic fervour and the influence of Greek renaissance and his English 
Reformation. The poem was the fulfilment of Miltion's life long desire to write 
something to serve God and justify His ways to men.
Paradise Lost has been written in the form of a classic epic. The stofy of the poem 
is rendered in twelve Books.
Book I: relates the story of the Fall of Satan from heaven as a result of his revolt 
against the authority of God. He and his followers were thrown into the fiery 
hell by God as a punishment. The fallen angels are shown in a miserable and 
chaotic condition. They are inspired by their leader, Satan, to shake off their 
lethargy and resolve with him to wage an eternal war against God.
Book II: relates the decision made by Satan and his fellow angels to attack the 
new world made by God for man as a mark of revenge.
Book ni: Anticipating the danger to Man, God asks His son to redeem him.
Book IV: Satan enters the Garden of Eden and hears the dialogue between Adam 
and Eve. About the forbidden fruit.
Book V: Raphael, the guardian angle of Adam warns him of the danger from Satan.
Book VI: Raphael tells about the fall of Satan and his fellow rebels. Warns Adam 
& Eve against the Satan's attempt to seduce them.
Book VII: Creation of new world with Adam and Eve described.
Book VIII: Dialogue between Adam and Raphael about God's warning against 
the Tree of knowledge and its forbidden fruit. ' '
Book IX: Adam and Eve fall to temptation of satan.
Book X: Son of God comes down to Eden and utters Punishment to Man. He 
repents over man's action while Satan boasts of his success in luring man to sin.
Book XI: The Son intercedes with Father on behalf of Man. Michael is sent to 
reveal to Man of his future redemption.
Book XII: Man's final redemption with the coming of Christ, God's son.

NOTES

(□} DETAILED ANALYSIS OF BOOK I

As early as 1638, when Milton was 20 years old, he expressed his ambition to 
leave something to posterity which would never die. His 'Paradise Lost' is today 
the greatest epic in English literature. There is no poet so thoroughly equipped 
with scholarship as Milton was. Paradise Lost is a coloisal epic hot of one hero, 
but of the race of man.
An epic is a long narrative in which the action and characters of high position 
and nature like the 'Iliad' and 'Odessy' of Homer and 'Anaid' by Virgil. It generally 
deals with basic and eternal human problems and presents a synthesis of
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English Poetry Till 1798 experiences from life/history and civilization. The hero is a man of high position, 
dignified, noble, virtuous, or even a divine figure. Further, and epic is written in 
grand or elevated style and diction. It deals with a exalted theme. An epic follows 
certain prominent conventions. The poem begins with the declaring of the theme. 
This is followed by the poet's invoking the god for the successful completion of 
the work. The narrative is of elevated epic style in a language dignified with epic 
siirulies and other figurative devices. It should specify a lofty tiieme. There are also 
some battles and some episodes and digressions. All these features are present in 
the Paradise Lost, and so it is an epic. It treats a lofty theme of disobedience of 
God Adam, our great ancestor, which has a universal significance and relevance. 
It does not deal with a particular king or exalted protagonist, but the whole 
mankind and, thus, is superior to Greek or Latin epics. Milton conceived and 
executed the scheme of the Paradise Lost on the pattern of the classical Greek and 
Roman models.
The scope of Book I of the Paradise Lost is extremely vast, for it presents a cosmic 
theme of God's relationship with the human race. The poem begins thus:
"Of Man's First disobedience, and the fruit 
of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal taste 

Brought death into the world, and all our woe, 
with loss of Eden, till one greater Man 

Restore us, and regained the blissful seat.
Sing heavenly Muse."
The very opening lines brings out Milton's motive of writing this epic. The study 
of evil in the universe has a significant universal appeal. The drama is not finished 
in Eden; it is not finished even yet. At the same time, the poet makes the theme of 
his work clear and it is to justify the ways of God to men. The theme of the 
Paradise Lost is mainly concerned with human situation. It deals with the normal 
crisis for man which emerges from diverse temptations. It underlines the need for 
guarding against disobedience of God; the fall is not because of disobedience, but 
the act of disobedience itself is the Fall, the beginning of sin in Man with the 
transgression of the divine order. Actually, the sin of Satan and the sin of Adam 
and Eve, that leads to chaos and disorder. 'Paradise Losk presents a poetic treatment 
of the problem. The basic problem of English society during fire Puritan Reforma
tion was that of liberty without licence. Milton has associated with the fall of Man 
the issues of knowledge, freedom and free will; these were the problems which were 
always in his mind during his life time. "His epic", as Milton says, is droctinal and 
exemplary to the whole nation. Infact, it is so to the whole universe. As per classical 
convention, Milton invokes the Muse and combines with it the theme of the epic.
Further, Milton has added to the English blank verse an unmatched cadence and 
rhythm which is worthy of an epic style. He has distributed the pauses of his 
beautiful lines in the middle as well as at the end of fines by lingering vowels and 
hard consonants and also by skilful use of alliteration and suspension. He made 
a majestic announcement that his poem "pursues things unattempted yet in Prose 
or Rhyme". It is not a hallow boast, it is literally true.
The opening scene in Book I describes the miserable and chaotic condition of the 
Hell in which Satan and his men are lying after they are expelled from heaven for

NOTES
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John Miltontheir revolt against the supremacy of God. "Him the almighty Power/Hurl'd 
headlong flaming form the Ethereal skie".
The story is based on the simple narration in Genesis of the tempting of Eve and 
Adam by Satan and their expulsion from Eden. Unable to defeat God in the 
battle, Satan determines to wage an endless war against Him, as he says to his 
follower.
What though the field be lost?
All is not lost, the unconquerable will.
And study of revenge, immortal hate
And courage never to submit or yield" (L 105-08)
And finally, Satan resolves:
"War, then war
Open or understood must be resolved" (L 661-62)

NOTES

[E) EUSION OF HEBRAIC AND HELLENISTIC ELEMENTS IN RL

And the significant feature of Milton's 'Paradise Lost' is that it provides a meeting 
groimd of Renaissance and Reformation or between the Hebraic and Hellenistic 
elements. This epic combines the perfection of ancient classical art with moral 
spirit of Reformation. In other words, it is the meeting groimd of ancient art and 
the moral ordour of Reformation. Milton's mind was shaped and moulded by the 
influence of both Renaissance and Reformation. On one hand he drank deep of 
the classical poetry represented by Hellenistic or Greek influence, and from this 
study he inherited the culture and humanism of Renaissance. But on the other 
hand he was a child of Puritanism and had a deeply religious temperament. Milton 
was a lover of art and music and at the same time, he had imbibed a religious and 
moral fervour and the piety and faith in Christianity and 'The Bible'. However, he 

' was free from the narrow outlook of a staunch puritan. He combined in himself 
. the humanism of Renaissance and the spiritual fervour of Puritanism. Hence, 
'• these two influences moulded all his poetic works.

'Paradise Lost' is a suitable illustration of the blend of Renaissance and the Hebraic 
elements in Milton. The very theme of the 'Paradise Lost' is Biblical in nature. It 
shows his puritanic faith that made him choose the fall of man as a Biblical theme 
in his epic. In telling the story of Man's disobedience to the divine ordain and the 
resultant punishment inflicted upon him for his moral transgression underlines 
Milton's purtanic faith. Even the objective of his writing this epic is religious, it is 
to assert the divine providence, and justify the ways of God to men. This reveals 
Milton's religious fervour or Hebraic element in his poetry.
On the other hand, Milton shows on republican attitude. He was the champion 
of individual freedom. His Puritanism was not a narrow outlook, but of higher 
type. He was a lover of music and art, literature and beauty. That is why, in 
Book-I he portrays Satan as a lover of freedom. It was this love for individual 
freedom that Satan challenged the authority of God in heaven. Satan isn't afraid 
of the punishment inflicted on him. But Satan shows an indomitable will and 
strong resolve to remain free from God. He expresses it in the famous lines;
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English Poetry Til! 1798 in my choice.
To reign is worth ambition, thou in hell better to reign in hell than serve in 
heaven."
Inspite of the religious theme, Milton gave full scope to the expression of his 
artistic genius. Nor does he lack that warm human feelings which creates sjTnpathy 
in others. Thus, greatest of England puritans, there was also the greatest of her 
artists. That is why, even if the body and theme of the Paradise Lost is Hebraic in 
nature, the style and spirit is classical. Thus, there is a blending of Hebraic and 
Hellenistic elements in the 'Paradise Lost'.

NOTES

(F] OBJECT OF WRITING PARADISE LOST

Usually, an epic deals with the personalities or events of divine or super human 
dimension. It should deal with action or story or events which has a universal 
appeal. This helps us to realize that we are surrounded by invisible powers that 
can shape and influence us for good or bad.
Milton being a profound scholar and puritan had an ambition from his early 
period of life to write an epic. At last, he hit upon the biblical subject of ‘Fall of 
Man'. Milton decided to enriched it with all his resources of poetical faculty and 
his vast Knowledge and Scholarship. The theme of this great work as Coleridge 
says, 'he is to represent the origin of evil and a combat of evil and good'. The fall 
of man is the subject of universal interest—a cosmic theme unlike the other epics 
of the past. Milton treated it in such a way as to fit in the grand design of the 
poem. Besides, he also made use of the classical lore to embellish and illustrate is 
narrative. This way, he sought to blend a religious theme with a classical design; 
Hebraic element with Renaissance spirit. At the same time, Milton infused human 
interest in this theme. According to Christian faith all mankind have been cursed 
as a result of disobedience to god by their ancestors, Adam and Eve. On this 
accoimt the theme of this epic is much vaster in scope and more of human interest 
than any other epic written by Milton's predecessors. It concerns not with the 
faith of a city or a person, but the whole human race. Moreover through the 
theme of the fall of man on account of his sin, Milton has tried to show that every 
action of man, however significant, has its consequences. In other words, Milton's 
main concern is to emphasize that man must make a best use of every moment of 
his life, because his actions are irrevocable. In addition to this, Miltion's object 
also seems to emphasize the role of Christ 'as the Redeemer of Mankind'. And, to 
justify the ways of god to men.
The scene of action is the universal space; time is represented by eternity; the 
characters are godly and majestic. Besides this epic treats the problem of evil, and 
the conflict between good and evil. Infact, Satan asserted himself brought freedom 
to man and gave consciousness of personality to man; he began to act with free 
choice and judgement. As a result, he had to leave paradise. Here Milton condems 
this act of Man and his choice of free will and judgement, for he was a puritan.
Some critics argue that there are two themes in this epic, namely 'Fall of Angels' 
and 'The Fall of man'. The first half deals with Satan's disobedience, while the 
second half relates to the sin of Adam and eve. But this view isn't justified because 
Milton himself states that his story dealt with the fall of man. Satan's story is 
subsdiary to the main story. Even same critics believe that Milton has failed to
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justify the ways of God to Men. It is also argued that die punishment given to Adam 
and Eve is out of proportion to their sin. But Milton has justified the punishment 
given to Adam and eve for the sin they committed i.e., tasting of forbidden fruit. 
The poetic justice is finally done when God redeems Man through His Son Jesus 
Christ. At a deeper poetical level, Paradise Lost suggests that fall of man was necessary 
because the struggle against sin is essential to establish virtue. Milton's great 
achievement lies in making a serious religious subject much agreeable and acceptable 
to all by his poetic genius.

JohnMilton

NOTES

[G] SATAN'S CHARACTER

It was William Blake, who said that "in writing Paradise Lost Milton was of Devil's 
party without knowing it." According to him, the portrayal of Satan has been 
depicted as a character in truly epic dimension. Some romantic critics have his view. 
There is no doubt that in Book I, Milton has endowed Satan with certain heroic 
qualities, which make him almost a tragic hero. The very description Satan's physical 
dimension and the size of his weapons make him a kind of hero. His bulk is huge 
like that of Titan, who fought against mighty Jove, or like that of leviathan, the 
enormous sea-creature. His shield is compared to the orb of the moon seen through 
a powerful telescope; his spear is compared to the tallest pine tree. Even in his fall 
he looks like the sun peeping through the misty our or seen in dim eclipse.
Milton seems to have expended all his power over the character of Satan, especially 
in the first four Books. He stands before us a coloisal figure. Satan was the first of 
the created beings who raised a banner of revolt against God in heaven for equality 
and freedom, and was hurled down into the fiery hell along with his fellow rebels 
as a punishment. But even is his despair, his fortitude was as great as his suffering; 
his strength of mind was matchless, his* determination inflexible, his power of 
action and a suffering equal. In his fall he was baffled but not confounded.
Satan demonstrates the qualities of an intelligent and shrewd demagogue. He 
succeeds in inspiring his fallen comrades through his powerful elocution, very 
confidently, he addresses them saying:
"We have lost only a battle, not war;
All is not lost; the unconquerable will,
A study of revenge, immortal hate.
And courage never to submit or yield."
Thus, Satan infuses in his followers a fresh courage to set aside their stupor and 
rally behind him to wage an eternal war against God, by force or Gail. He is not 
daunted by the awful situation of the fiery hell. He rather welcomes Hell thus;
"... Hail heroes, hail
Infernal world, and profoundest hell.
Receive thy new possessor one who brings 

A mind not to be changed by place or time 

The mind is its own place, and itself 
Can make a Heaven of Hell, Hell of Heaven."
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English Poehy Ttll 1798 Inspite of being defeated and hurled down into the bottom-less pit of Hell, Satan 
shows this strong will and firm resolve not to yield. This rare courage and sense 
of pride make him a fascinating and unique figure in the "Paradise Lost". He 
remains underrated and retains his 'fixt mind' and 'high disdain'. He finds 
consolation even in hell and also encourages his followers.
Satan's character is a study of undeterred pride and self-glorification. He suffers 
from a "sense of injured merit". Pride is the main cause of his disdain and from 
this follows the "study of revenge" and "immortal hate". He keeps up his courage 
in spite of fierce punishment inflicted upon him. Combined with such traits is his 
love for individual freedom. He says to his Lieutenant, Beelzebub :
"To reign is a war thy ambition.
Better to reign in hell than serve in Heaven."
Here Satan seems to project the republican views of Milton himself.
His words infuses fresh courage in his comrades. He is not altogether callous. 
Inspite of his pride and obstinacy, he is not devoid of human feeling. He does feel 
pity for the sad flight of his fellow-men who have suffered because of his revolt. 
He evokes a great pother among the readers. Here Satan appears as a tragic hero.
But with all such traits, Satan does not produce an impression of true heroism. 
Ffom the moral point of view, he is essentially degraded. That's why Milton calls 
him 'infernal serpent', 'impious and vain'. He was punished for his audacity, 
pride, envy and revenge that prompted him to defy the omnipotent God.
However, the view that Milton has imconsciously exalted Satan is not justified. 
Milton has endowed Satan with heroic qualities consciously with a purpose. 
Actually, 'Paradise Lost' presents a universal conflict between good and evil. In 
this drama Satan is not presented as a hero, but an arch villain. Tillyard says, 
Milton's Satan is not the hero, he is an archangel ruined, that terrible being with 
great potentialities of good but corrupted to greater evil. This is the reason that 
throughout Paradise Lost he is called the arch enemy, apostate, the adversary of 
God. He is a crafty fiend and his plan is to corrupt mankind in one of 'covert 
guile'. Satan embodies evil because he disobeys God. God allows him to work his 
'dark design' in order to give further scope for divine goodness and to bring the 
worst pxmishment on him.
The grand epic required that Milton should present a most wicked character as an 
adversary of God. Had Milton presented Satan a complete study, he would have 
risked all the interest and sympathy of his readers. Seemingly, Milton realized this 
danger and refrained from blackening the character of Satan. Not only so, he depicts 
Satan as possessing many heroic qualities which are admirable simply for the reason 
that an adversary of God had to be of a massive dramatic stature and power that 
could match the divine authority. An epic would no longer admit of showing an 
unheroic counterpart to the heroic one that God is. It would be an anti-epical 
strategy to conceive of a conflict between unequal contestants. So, the part has lent 
a heroic dimension to the God's adversary. He was conscious of doing so. He felt 
fr)at the character of Satan with his greatness and grandeur was militating against 
his main objective. Hence, Milton exercised intellectual control and showed frie real 
character of Satan to be that of Archdevil. In the succeeding Books Satan degenerates 
into a cunning spy, imposter and hateful villain. Thus, we can safely assert that 
"Milton was on God's side and what is more, he know it." At the some time,

NOTES

30 Self-Instructional Material



Milton puts in Satan his own qualities. The character of Satan reflects those 
Renaissance qualities of his character, which as a Puritan he had no liking for and 
could not give his approval to. It is through him that Milton's heroic energy is 
most powerfully shown. Milton's own misery, pride, folly, lust and Republican 
ideas are reflected in Satan. The overall feature of Satan that Milton sketches is that 
of 'glory perverted’ and 'greatness degenerated'. It is a tragic irony that one whose 
mental faculties are so great, should suffer such a tragic fall. Therein lies the tragedy 
that 'Paradise Lost” essentially is. The whole poem is a story of moral and ethical 
degeneration the result of obstinacy is shown to be evil.

John Milton

NOTES

[H) GRAND STYLE

One of the most essential characteristics of an epic is its grand style, for a great 
action needs a worthy style for its presentation. Milton's style in Paradise lost is 
the last word in sublimity and grand and elevated, style. Paradise lost excels as a 
poetic work not only for its lengthy theme but also for its grand style. No wonder 
then, Tennyson calls Milton "A mighty inventor of harmonies" and "God gifted 
organ voice of England". The language Paradise Lost bristles with Latinism, 
which adds to its sublimity to a great extent.
Anything common or ordinary would have spoilt the effect of the great epic. 
Milton established its style by the use of various stylishtic devices and figures of 
speech like similies, metaphors, allusions, rich imagery etc. His language and 
diction is scholarly and elevated by using long and complex sentences, in versions, 
allusions, Latin words, myths and episodes from various sources. He uses heroic 
couplet as a suitable meter for this epic.
There are long involved and complex sentences, innumerable references in his 
use of diction. For example, the very opening sentence in Book I runs over ten 
lines, consisting of various clauses and phrases. Milton also achieves a grand 
effect of his style by using sonorous and weighty words. Moreover, he uses the 
device of suspension in his style to make it more dignified. Moreover, there is 
profusion of Latin, Greek, Hebraic words, omission of certain syllables of a word 
to produce harmonious sounds, use of many proper nouns of persons or places, 
the discretion of Pagan Gods, names of valleys, rivers, mountains, oceans, cities, 
etc, and all this lends a grandeur and sublimity to the style of Paradise Lost.
In Book I we donot anywhere meet a more sublime description than the one in 
which Milton draws the portrait of Satan with a dignity suiting the subject. This 
description contains a picture with the images of a tower, and archangels, the 
sun rising through mists or in an eclipse, the ruin of monarchs and the revolution 
of kingdom.
Then there is the multiplicity and complexity of other factors. The elevated speeches 
of Satan also contribute largely to the grandliness of its style. The speeches abound 
in rhetorical excellence. In Book I there are four spirited speeches of Satan which 
lend a unique submity to the style of the epic. These speeches reveal Satan's quality 
of a demagogue and enable him to inspire his fellow angels with fresh courage 
and confidence to wage an eternal war with God. It is quite heartening to hear 
him say the following encouraging words:
"Hail Horrors!
Hail infernal words!
Receive thy new possessor.
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English Poetry Till 1798 One who brings 

A mind not to be changed by 
Place or Time."
And yet at another place he inspires his men thus:
"...In my choice
To reign is worth ambition, though in Hell Better to reign in Hell than to serve 
in Heaven."
These words bring out the heroic character of Satan, the archangel. Such an 
elevated manner of introducing the protagonist is bound to make the narrative 
highly elevated and sublime. Dr. Johnson commented upon Milton's use of diction 
being "For removed from common use that an unlearned reader finds himself 
surprised by the language". Edison also observed "Our language sank under 
him". Some other critics called this satire difficult and boring. However, [notwith 
standing] this criticism, Milton's style is befitting for the sublime theme of the 
epic. In fact, Milton is more accessible to an intelligent and educated reader than 
a less educated one. It is not a colloquial style insisted upon by 20th century critic 
Uke Aliat.
Milton's grand style is completely divorced from the common speech of common 
people; it is a style that largely employs unfamiliar words and expressions. One of 
the most striking ingredient of this style is long complex involved sentences in 
the labyrinths of which the reader may get lost, but which, when understood, 
produces in him an effect of wonder, amazement and admiration. Milton achieves 
a loftiness effect by this word order and the device of 'suspension'. There are as 
many as twenty-three suspensions in Book I.
Another essential quality of Milton style is its allusiveness. It consists of a rich 
suggestion of matters of observation in all realms of nature and human experience. 
Milton explodes all the treasures of poetry and learning for his allusions. Myth 
and legend, historical, literally and scienbfic facts are all made use of; classical and 
Biblical allusions are to be found in abundance. For example in Book I Milton 
shows his comprehensive scholarship in the passage that compares the host of 
fallen angels to various military assemblages of heroic legends.
Then there are the great similies, often called Miltonic similies. In Milton's hands, 
the similies develop into elaborate picture frame which are pregnant with different 
meanings. These similies too contribute to the effect of sublimity in Milton's style. 
Book I contains a large number of similies, which are called the 'homeric simUies'. 
These are used to describe the condition of the fallen angles in the fiery hell. Then 
Satan's huge bulk and his war weapons are described in a number of homeric 
similies. Milton borrows his similies from varied sources—myth, bible, classics, 
history, geography theology, etc.
One of the stylistic excellences of Milton is his use of proper names of persons and 
places. The harmony, the concord and the spell of these proper names.

NOTES

(I) THE THEME OF PARADISE LOST
Usually, an epic deals with the personalities or events of divine or superhuman 
dimentions, having a universal appeal. It became a fixed convention epic. Milton 
was a profound scholar of classics. From an early period of Ufe, he had an ambition
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to write an epic. At last, he hit upon the subject of 'The Fall of Man,' narrated in 
the Bible. It is an apt theme for his epic. The actual story of Adam and Eve and 
their fall from Heaven following their disobedience to god, is narrated in the Old 
Testament, and he made it a subject of his great work. Milton attempted to enrich 
it with all the resources at his disposal and his poetical faculty, his vast knowledge 
and scholarship. Commenting on the theme of Paradise Lost, Coleridge says, "It 
represents the origin of evil and the combat of evil and good; it contains the 
matter of interest for all mankind as forming the basis of all religions whatsoever.
'The Fall of Man' is a subject of universal interest a cosmic theme. Unlike other 
epics of the past Milton treated it in such a way as to fit in the grand design of the 
poem. Besides he made use of all his classical lore to embellish and illustrate his 
narrative. Thus, he sought to blend the religious theme with a classical design; 
Hebraic element with Renaissance spirit. At the same time Milton infused a human 
interest in the theme of his epic. According of Christian faith all mankind have 
been cursed as a result of disobedience to God of their ancestors Adam and Eve. 
On this ground, the theme of the Paradise Lost is much Vaster in scope and more 
of human interest than any other epic written before Milton, It concerns itself 
with the fate of not a city or an individual but of the whole human race.
According to A.C. George, "We can say that the essential theme of Paradise Lost 
is the subtle conflict between love and hate." Another interpretation is that the 
theme of Paradise Lost relates to the fall of man on account of his sin. Here 
Milton has tried to show that every action of many however in significant, has 
its consequences. This is a moral theme; Milton's main concern is to emphasize 
that man must make the best use of every moment of life, because his actions are 
irrevocable. At the same time Milton object is also to emphasize the role of Jesus 
Christ as the 'Redeemer of Mankind' and to justify 'The ways of God to Men'.
The poet expresses the theme of this epic in the very invocation in Book 1, Thus:

John Milton

NOTES

I may assert Eternal Providence,
And justify the ways of God to Men".
The doctrine of the free will has been insisted on by Milton frequently and 
emphatically. But Milton has brought out clearly a difference between the love 
and faith that is genuine and the passion not controlled by reason. As every sin 
has to be punished, so was it the fate of mankind to suffer. Although they had 
been promised immortality by God. This is the main topic that Milton has elaborated 
in his great epic.
Into to Biblical story Milton has woven many episodes drawn from ancient myth 
legend and classical source. The scene action is the universal space; time is 
represented by Eternity, the characters are Godly and majestic. This epic treats 
the problem of evil, the conflict between good and evil, which results in the 
punishment for sin. For Satan evil is the disobedience of the advice of God; it is 
the will of asserting himself. In fact, Satan brought freedom to man, gave 
consciousness of personality to man, he began to act with free choice and 
judgement, but as a result he has had to leave Paradise. Here Milton seems to 
condemn the act of Man and his free choice and judgement, because he was a 
Puritan.
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English Poetry Till 1798 Some critics opine that there is two themes - 'The Fall of Angels’ and 'The Fall of 
Man.' The first theme concerns Satan's efforts to disobey God, and the second 
theme relates to drama of Adam and Eve. But such a view is not justified because 
Milton's story deals with the fall of man. The very opening lines of the poem 
indicates the theme as the poet says:
"Of Man's first disobedience and the fruit 
Of that forbidden Tree, whose mortal taste 

Brought death into the world, and all our woe.
With Loss of Eden, till one greater Man 

Restore us, and regain the blissful seat."
Thus, Satan's fall is subsidiary to the main story, i.e., fall of Man. At a deeper 
poetical level, the fall of Man was necessary because the struggle against sin is 
essential to establish virtue.

NOTES

(J] AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOTE IN P.L.

Finally, Let's analyze the autobiographical note in 'Paradise LosF. No doublet, it 
is a great epic dealing with the universal theme of conflict between good and evil 
and the resultant victory of the good Coleridge remarks that "Milton himself is in 
every line of 'Paradise Lost'. This observation points to the autobiographical 
character of this epic. Another critic is of the view that in Paradise lost Milton has 
externalized his own inner strife of life". No doublet, 'Paradise Lost' is an epic, 
which is a work of objective art. There is hardly any scope for a poet to express 
himself in it. But Paradise Lost is a typical epic in the sense that it reflects the 
poet's subjectivity. Milton was a self-centred man, and so, while he was working 
on this epic, his personality got expressed in it. In fact, Milton has revealed himself 
in all his works, whether he was writing an epic, an ode, an elegy, a sonnet or a 
lyric. To quote the words of legouis, "Milton projects himself, his feelings and 
knowledge, his aspirations in the character of Satan". In this poem we see Milton 
as a scholar, a poet of high genius, a republican, an egoist, the hater of autocratic 
rule and kingship, a despiser of women. Some of the passages in the epic stand 
prominent not only because they help the growth of the story, but because they 
form of the Poet's own spiritual growth. Indeed, Milton constantly returns to 
himself in the poem so much so that his own personality is revealed. There are 
ample evidences to justify this presumption, in Book I of the poem. The poem is 
coloured by the poet's temperament, personality and life style e.g., in the very 
opening lines of Book I where in the invocation the poet says;
"What in me is dark;
Illumine; what is low, raise and support".
Obviously, The expression "What in me is dark" refers to his blindness. It lends a 
touch of pathos in the invocation.
Milton was a staunch Puritan, and his deep Puritanic faith and fervour finds 
ample expression in Book I. The very theme of this epic has been taken from the 
Bible. The Perfuse of writing this epic also is religious; it is to "justify the ways of 
God to men" and "To assert the eternal Providence". The story of Adam and Eve 
has been borrowed from the 'Old Testament'. It simply reveals Milton's deep religious
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faith as a Puritan. Again, his criticism of Satan refers to his own resentment against 
the evil force. That is why, he refers Satan as an infernal serpent'. It was Satan 
who corrupted Eve the Mother of Mankind' to taste the forbidden fruits. Further, 
Milton describes Hell the most hateful place for sinners, and this reflects his 
Puritanic zeal and faith.
It is an acknowledged fact that Milton was an active Republican, who disfavoured 
monarchial rule. As a Republican, he gave importance to the individual liberty 
and freewill. All his life he has been a rebel against the monarchial rule. This 
republican spirit in his is fully revealed in the character of Satan in Book I. Through 
his fiery speeches, Satan projects himself as the champion of liberty and a rebel 
against the tyranny of God. Satan also seems to imbibe Milton's courage, endurance, 
love for freedom, strong wiU and republican ideals, when he speaks used words:
"To reign is worth ambition 

Though in Hell,
Better to reign in Hell, than serve in heaven"
These words actually speak the poet's own conviction.
Further, the grand style of Paradise lost bears and unmistakable stamp of Milton's 
mind and temperament. There is an abundant use of classical allusions. Biblical 
references, grand vocabulary. Latinized words, etc. All these indicate Milton's 
own profundity, scholarship and vast learning. It is, in fact, Milton's own style of 
life that has got projected in designing 'Paradise LosT.
Another aspect of Milton's self is expressed through Adam, who is like the poet 
himself—pious, God fearing, serious minded religious minded, like his creator. 
Milton has made him his mouthpiece of his theology and Puritanic faith. Like 
Adam, Milton too favoured absolute control over women. The words spoken by 
Adam in this regard are a bitter cry wrung from Milton's heart. This sufficiently 
proves that Milton has his personality in 'Paradise LosT.
In the words of a critic, "Nothing that was Milton, nothing that happened to 
Milton throughout his life, but is to be foimd in Paradise Lost." Indeed, Milton 
constantly rectums to himself in the peom so much so that his own personality 
and life style.

John Milton

NOTES

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

1. Discuss 'Paradise Lost' as a classical epic with particular references to Book I.
OR

Bring out the epic features of Paradise lost with particular reference to Book I. 
2. Discuss the autobiographical element in Paradise lost.

OR
Comment on Coleridge's statement that "Milton himself is in every line of Para
dise Lost".

OR
Comment on due view that in the Paradise lost Milton has eternalized his own 
linner strife.
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3. Write a critical note on Milton's grand style with particular reference to Book 1.
OR

"Milton's great inventions is creation of a style suitable for a cosmic and heroic 
poem". Explain the statement with reference to Book I.

4. Discuss the significance of speeches of Satan in Book I.

English Poetry Tiin798

OR
Make a critical assessment of Satan's speeches in Book I of Paradise lost.

5. Write a critical note on Milton's use of similies in Paradise lost with particular 
reference to Book I. •

NOTES

OR
"Milton's similies are like panel pictures built into great edifice'. Illustrate with 
reference to Book I in Paradise lost.

6. "Milton’s poetry is the meeting ground of Renaissance and Reformation. Illus
trate with reference to Book I of Paradise lost.

OR
Show how Hebraic and Hellenistic elements blend harmoniously in Paradise 
lost. Give illustration from Book 1.

7. "Satan does not degenerate, he is degraded" Discuss
OR

What impression of Satan do you get from reading Book I of Paradise lost? 
8. Discuss the theme or moral purpose of Paradise lost as reflected in Book I.
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Thomas Carew (1598-1639)

UNIT Ml: THOMAS CAREW
(1598-1639)

NOTES
★ STRUCTURE ★

(A) Background
(B) As a Cavalier Poet
(Q Thomas Carew's Love Poetry 
P) About the Characteristics of his Poetry 
(E) The Technique and Style of Carew

• Important Questions
• Bibliography

(A) BACKGROUND

At the death of James I in 1625, Spencer's influence had almost exhausted, 
surviving only in Milton. Poets were numerous down to the Restoration, but 
except for Milton, they were merely the poets of anthologies whose memory lives 
only in the collection of small poems. The epical ambition, common in Europe, 
earlier was ho more successful in England while efforts to realise longer poems or 
long romances in verse were failures. Even the names of the authors of this period 
are forgotten. There were some meterical romances like Patrick Harmay's 'Sherctine 
and Mariana', Chaucer's 'Troylus and Criseyde' and W.Chamber layne's 
'Pharonnida'. There were also some mythological narratives eg, Shakerley 
Marmion's 'Cupid and psychy' cowley's 'Davideis', and some others. Inevitably 
poetic qualities and readable passages were scattered here and there in these 
ambitious works, but on the whole they were still-bom, and have no importance 
in the literary history save Milton. If an attempt be made to classify the poets of 
the middle 17* century, they fall into two main groups. First, secular poets, all in 
Royalist ranks and, therefore, known as cavaliers, and second group consists of 
religious poets, sub-divided into Anglicans and Puritans. But the division was 
social than literary.
The difference simply lay in that of inspiration. The poet who first, before the civil 
war in England, showed the spirit of Cavaliers, was Thomas Carew (1598-1639). 
He was a gentleman of the Court of Charles I. He was a reputed wit, He was first 
to be affected by the combined influence of Johnson and Donne. He was a courtly 
and polished love poet. The logical good order of the classicists ruled his mind 
even when in his poems to celia, he returns to a theme of Petrararchists. He has 
tittle sensibility. He has reputation for dryness, but his sensual ardour enables 
him to avoid the coldness of gallantry. Such as the character betrayed by his 
longest poem and his master piece, ‘The Rapture'. It is an invitation to Celia to 
flout the 'giant honour', and enjoy forbidden pleasures with scmple. The paradise 
that he paints to her is one of the most licentious even of those inspired by the 
Italian Renaissance, his attack on honour recalls Sydney's 'Astrophel' and especially 
Donne's Elegies.
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English Poetry mi798 Carew is connected with Donne by the fine elegy with which he honoured his 
memory. The poem has more feeling than is customary with carew, and is one of 
the best pieces of criticism written in this period. No one has pointed out more 
accurately than Carew what was new in Donne his contempt for outworn 
ornament and his need of personal and virile expression. Yet Donne left traces 
upon his style. If Carew had none of the master's flashes of genius, he escapes the 
worst faults of his style.NOTES

[B] AS A CAVALIER POET

Thomas Carew was a 'Cavalier' poet. He belonged to the age called Caroline 
Period {the age of Charier I- (1625-49). There was a remarkable out-burst of lyrical 
activity during this period. Most of the lyricists, with the exception of Robert 
Herrick, were court poets on account of their leanings towards the king as against 
the Puritans. In the history of English literature they came to be classed as Cavalier 
poets or Cavalier lyricists. However, it may be pointed out that they did not use 
their Muse as a tool of propaganda - political or religious. They kept their Royalism 
away from their poetic activity. The more important of the Cavalier poets were 
Robert Herrick, Thomas Carew, John Suckling and Richard Lovelace. The output 
of the Cavalier poets falls into a class on account of certain qualities that can be 
discerned in the work of each one of them. Each of the four Cavalier poets, has 
his own individual approach and flavour. That is the reason, why he is a major 
poet. Yet they share some characteristics. For instance, they all wrote very short 
poems; and sometimes, on intense love of natural objects like trees, plants, birds 
and country scene in general. Then, all of them exhibit an admiration for simplicity 
as against the sophisticated culture of the court. Again, none of them shows any 
real intensity of feeling or rapturous sponlain that was associated with the 
Elizabethan lyricists. Lastly, their idiom and diction reflect the flavour of 
aristocratic speech. Again, there is a conversational tone in their expression. This 
conversational note inparts a kind of dramatic quality to their poetry. This was 
perhaps due to Donne's influence on them. This influence on the Cavalier poets 
went farther than the dramatic form. These poets sometimes directly imitated 
Donne's conceits e.g., in the lines from Carew's poem 'Upon a Riband' is directly 
based on Donne's 'The funeral'.
"This silken wreath, circled in mine arm, is but an emblem of the mystique charm, 
where with the magic of your beauties binds My captive soul..."
In general terms, Donne gave the Cavalier poets the tendency of introspective self- 
analysis, so conspicuously lacking in most courtier poets and the tendency of 
argumentation using from all branches of learning. Donne was also respected by 
them for his exuberant fancy of which some examples may be found in their own 
works too. Like Donne's poems, some of the Cavalier poems show a rare blend of 
passion and ratiocination. Some of Donne's cynical realism also is to be found in 
these poems.
But Donne was not the only guiding spirit for the Cavalier poets. Ben Jonson also 
influenced the Cavalier poets. Like all classicists, they provided lucidity and beauty 
of expression, chastened and chiselled imagination and balance of design. The 
Cavalier poets were especially indebted for the clarity of expression to Ben Jonson. 
But they disowned the turbidity of Donne's poetic expression. Their control of emotion.
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felicity of phrase and sophistication of tone were some other Jonsonian qualities of 
the Cavalier poets. Infact, Donne and Jonson both influenced the Cavalier poets 
almost equally. As poetic masters of these poets. Donne and Jonson formed an ideal 
partnership, stimulating and disciplining and arousing exuberant feelings and 
elaboration of the fancy in the Cavalier poets.
The Cavalier lyric does not enjoy all inconsiderable position in the history of 
English literature. These poets can be compared with the Elizabethan lyricists. 
The Cavaliers have certainly more of polish and even ingenuity, but they lack the 
spontaneity and emotional intensity of the Elizabethans.
The Cavalier poets like Richard Lovelace, Thomas Carew and Sir John Sukling 
achieved literary fame by the beauty of their songs. They were Cavalier poets and 
gentlemen who fought on the king's side and represented themselves as the 
champions of ancient order against innovations. They wrote beautiful songs and 
lyrics. Among the Cavalier poets. Thomas Carew is best known by the song 'Ask 
Me No More.' The Cavalier poets shared a few common features in their poetry. 
All of them wrote lyrics and short poems but for sormets they had no liking. 
They revealed lyrical power of high order, fresh, passionate and felicitous, but, at 
the sametime, meditative and observant. They did not write as professionals, but 
as amateurs of poetry, and nearly all of their works appeared posthumously.
Puritanism had lost much of its impact since restoration. Four poets, who lived 
through it were Edmvmd Walter, Andrew MarveU and Cowley, who wrote many 
beautiful lyrics, political and vigorous, political satires on vital issues of the day. 
But on the whole, only, a few minor poems of excusite workmanship were produced 
and the supreme glory of Puritan period was John Milton in whom the Puritan 
spirit was predominant.
Cavalier poets came mostly under the influence of Ben Jonson and John Donne. 
They derived from Jonson clarity and lucidity of expression.
Control of emotions, felicity of phrase and sophisticated of tone. Like Donne, 
their poetry is characterised by the conversational tone, metaphysical conceits, 
and self-analysis. The conversational tone in their poems can be seen in the 
following expressions of Carew.

"Now you have truly given me leave to love.
What will you do?"

This is a conversational tone which imparts a dramatic quality to the poem. This 
is obviously due to Donne's influence as Donne himself was fond of imparting 
drama to a lyric. Witness such an expression by Donne:

"I wonder by my troth what thou and I 
Did, till we loved?"

But Donne's influence on the Cavalier poets went farther than this. His use of 
metaphysical conceits prompted emulation. The Cavalier poets sometimes directly 
imitated Donne's conceits. The following lines of Carew's poem 'Upon a Reband' 
are directly based on 'Dorme's Funeral'.

"This silken wreath, circled on mine arm 

Is but an emblem of that mistique charm.
Wherewith the magic of your beauties finds 

My capture soul......."

Thomas Carew (1598-1639) .

NOTES
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English Poetry m 1798 The output of the Cavalier poets falls in a class on account of certain qualities 
which can be seen in the work of each of them. But the four major cavalier poets 
have their own individual approach and flavour. Yet they share some common 
characteristics. For instance they wrote very short poems. They showed love of 
natural phenomena like trees, plants, birds and country scenes in general. Then 
they all show admiration for simplicity as against the sophistication of court 
culture. And none of these poets showed any real intensity of feeling or rapturous 
spontaneity which is generally found in Elizabethan lyricists. Finally, their idiom 
or diction reflects the flavour of aristocratic speech and conversational tone. .
The Cavalier poets do not, by any means, enjoy a low position in the history of 
English literature. We can easily compare the Cavalier poets with Elizabethan 
lyricists. Swinburne puts the former above the latter. The lyrical art reached its 
apex in the works of Cavalier poets. The Cavalier poets have certainly more of 
polish and even ingenuity but lack the spontaneity.
After John Donne, followed a number of poets down to Restoration, but except 
for Milton, they were the poets of the analogies whose memories live only in 
slight lyrics or collection of small poems. The ambition to write poems on a vaste 
scale had not died out, but the efforts to realise it were failures. There were long 
romances in verse and attempts were made, to write but these were dead in the 
literature of the time, their titles and authors are almost forgotten. There were 
also mythological narratives of Shackerly Marmion, and wilier Bosworth, long 
religious narratives of Edward Benlowe and epical works of Cowely's D'Avinant. 
Invariably, poetic qualities and readable passages are scattered here and there in 
their ambitious compositions, but on the whole, they were stillborn and have no 
importance in literary history except that path leads over their graves to Milton's 
Paradise lost.
However, leaving aside the dead poetry, the attempt can be made to classify the 
poets of middle 17th century. The poets of the period fall into two groups- (i) secular 
poets, all in the Royalist rank and, therefore, known as Cavaliers, and (ii) the 
religious poets, subdivided into the Anglians and Puritans. The division is social 
rather than literary.

NOTES

(C) THOMAS CAREW’S LOVE POETRY

Thomas Carew was a reputed wit of his own time. He was known to be a courtly 
and polished love poet. He first, before the civil war, showed what the spirit of 
the Cavaliers was to be. He was influenced by the combined influence of Ben 
Jonson and Donne. He was gentleman of the court of Charles I and a courtly and 
polished love poet whom his rivals suspected of working long at his elegant 
verses. The logical good order of the classicists rules over his mind even when in 
his 'poems to Celia', he returns to the theme of Petrarch. He can isolate a thought, 
follow it up faithfully and balance its several parts. In consequence many of his 
light sets of verse have won a place in analogies. Carew has lillie sensuality he 
has a reputation for dryness - but his sensual ardour enables him to avoid the 
coldness of gallantry. This characteristic of Carew's versification is evident from 
his longest poem 'Rapture'. It is an invitation to Celia to float the Giant Honour 
and enjoy forbidden pleasure without scruple. The Paradise he paints to her is 
one of the most licentious oven of those inspired by Italian Renaissance. His 
attack on honour recalls Sidney's 'AstropheT and especially Donne's Elegies, Carew
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Thomas Carew (1598-1639)is also influenced by the speeches of petrionius is the anonymous tragedy 'Nero' 
bit in libertine audasity, he outdoes his models.
Thomas Carew is connected with Donne by the fine elegy with which he honoured 
his memory. The poem has more feeling than customary with Carew, and, 
moreover, is one of the best pieces of criticism written in his period. None has 
pointed out more clearly and accurately than Carew what was new is Donne, his 
contempt for out-ward ornament and his need of personal and virile expression. 
Yet Donne left a few traces upon his style. If Carew has none of the master's 
flashes of genius, he escapes the worst faults of his style. Carew depicts in his 
verse that his thought was vigorous and direct.
'The Rapture' is beautiful and so restrained that it seems quite sincere. It shows 
the poet's edifying 'Death'. All his poetry is the work of an amorist such as Milton 
despised. Carew writes persuations to love, madrigals, complaints, reproaches, 
addressed to a mistress, lines to his inconsistent mistress, who shall be dammed 
for her false apostasy, to Celia singing, to Celia when he sends her red and while 
roses

NOTES

In the while you may discover 
The plainess of a fainting lover;
In the red the flames still feeding
On my heart with fresh wounds bleeding.

Carew is frankly sensous in his master-piece, 'Rapture'. In his famous song. 'Ask 
Me No More' he finds all the beauties of nature united in his mistress.

'Ask me no more where Joe bestows.
When the June is past, the fading rose.
For in your beauty's orient days 

These flowers have in their ease sleep'.
The theme of the poem is common-place, but, the harmonies in the song are 
handled with elagance.

[D) ABOUT THE CHARACTERISTICS OF HIS POETRY

Thomas Carew was the typical court poet. He took great pains to polish his verse 
unlike what fellow contemporary John Suckling did. Carew was himself an 
improviser, one whose work is unequal but who writes with irresistible swing. 
It is his light and impertinent tone which characterises him. He recalls Donne 
when he criticises woman on her capriciousness or himself on his inconstancy 
but while he has the master's hyperbole he leaves his metaphysics alone. His 
songs are short, swiftly moving, sometimes ironical as we see in 'Out upon It'. 
His ease and flippancy are French rather than English. Less slight than the rest of 
his work is the 'Ballad upon a Wedding', in which a farmer describes, in picturesque 
language, a wedding he has attended. There are many lively and homely descriptive 
touches, as well as wit and spirit. Not until Thomas Moore did anyone else show 
siich a skill at writing a charming verse about nothing.
The poet who first, before the civil war, showed what the spirit of the Cavaliers 
was to be and affected by the combined influence of Jonson and Donne, was
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English Poetry Till 1798 . Thomas Carew, a gentleman of the court of Charles I, who was a reputed wit. He 
was courtly love poet whom his rivals suspected of working long at his elegant 
verses. The logical good order of the classicists rules his mind even when, in his 
poems to Celia, he returns to the theme of Petrarch. He can isolate a thought, 
follow it up faithfully and balance its several parts, and many of his light set of 
verses have won a place in many anthologies. Carew has little sensibility, but his 
sensual ardour enables him to avoid the coldness of gallantry. Such character is 
betrayed by his longest poem and his masterpiece, 'The Rapture'. It is an invitation 
to CeUa to flout the 'giant honour' and enjoy forbidden pleasures without any 
moral scruple. The paradise, the lover points to her, is one of the most licentious.
Carew is connected with Donne by the fine elegy with which he honoured his 
memory. The poem has more feeling than is customary with Carew, and is one 
the best pieces of criticism written in this period. No one has pointed out more 
accurately than Carew what was new in Donne, his contempt for outworn 
ornament and his need of personal and virile expression. Yet Dorme did leave 
some traces upon his style. If Carew has none of the master's flashes of genius, he 
escapes the worst faults of his style. His commendatory verses reveal the vigour 
and directness of his thought, especially those addressed to George Sandys, who 
after translating Ovid, gave up secular poetry and translated the psalms. Carew 
confesses that he dare not greet "the holy place with his unhallowed feet", but 
that his muse like 'devout Penitents of old' stays 'humbly waiting at the porch' 
listening to the sacred strains. Yet he thinks that one day his eyes,

"Now himting glow-worms, may adore the Sun" and that:
"My eyes in penitential dew may sleep
That brine which they for sentimental love did weep."

All the works of Carew reveal that all his poetry is the work of an amorist. He 
writes 'persuations' to love, madrigals, complaints and reproaches, addressed to 
a mistress who shall be 'damned for her false apostasy', to Celia singing, to Celia 
when he sends her red and white roses:

"In the white you may discover 
The paleness of a fainting lover;
In the red, the flames still feeding
On my heart with fresh wounds bleeding."

In the famous song 'Ask Me No More', the poet finds all the beauties of nature 
united in his mistress - the rose of June:

"For in your beauties orient deep 

These flowers as in their cause, sleep";
'The golden atoms of the day which enrich her hair,' the nightingale's song: 

'For your sweet dividing throat 
She winters and keeps warm her note.'

The theme of the poem is commonplace, but in the harmoruous quartrams of this 
song it is turned with perfect elegance. Carew's wok is slight, rnust distilled, but 
some warmth of imagination and certain fancy temple its coldness. The style and 
versification are so polished that the poet's like Waller and Denham, the 
acknowledged poineers of the classical school, could hardly improve on them.

NOTES
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Thomas Carew (1598-1639)Thus, Carew's poetry has all the characteristics of the Cavalier poets who are 
known for loyaHty to the king, dash, petulancy frivolity, easy morals and wit.
Where as Robert Harrick looked to Johnson alone, Thomas Carew blends in his 
poetry the metaphysical manner of Donne and the classical spirit of Ben Jolmson. 
His poems on Donne and Johnson expresses admirably his keen appreciation of 
his two guides. Johnson was to him the man 'greater than all men's else', and 
Dorme the poet 'worth all that went before'. As geoffrey Walton observes, 'the 
two influences of Donne and Johnson are fused in him by a considerable native 
talent. According to Harden Craig Carew borrowed from them to the extent in 
which a poet at his powers could; from Johnson the great lesson of classic polish, 
and from Donne sense of exciting power of a figure e.g., we find this quality in. 
the following lines;

I am a dial's hand, still walking round.
Your are the compass: and I never sound 

Beyond your circle, neither can I show
Aught but what first expressed is in you (from To Celia, upon Love's Ubiquity) 
Again at another place he writes:

'So, though a virgin, yet a bride 

To every grace, she justified 

A chaste polygamy, and died'
(from Maria wentworth)

Carew shows more of intelligence and sense of pattern than Herrick's, but he 
suffers in imaginative power. Among his popular poems may be mentioned 
"About a Ribbon Tied About his arm by a Lady— a very beautiful lyric in long 
lines, 'Ask me no More' and a very good didactic lyric "He That Loves a Rosy 
Check."

NOTES

(E) THE TECHNIQUE AND STYLE OF CAREW

Among the followers of Donne, was Thomas Carew, a Cavalier poet, an audacious 
libertine and lyricist, who himself gave details of his life. A line from 'An Elegy 
upon the dealth of John Donne' — "Committed holy Rapes upon or will" shows 
that Carew was not only a 'Cavalier' poet, but had a Cavalier attitude as well. His 
poems fully reveal that Carew was the most bcentious poet of the period. However, 
behind his libertine attitude, there flows strong under-current of religious feeling. 
This is clear from his poem 'To my worthy friend. Master George Sands', where 
he says;
"Perhaps my restless soule, tyr'd with persuit of mortal beauty, seeking without 
fruit contentment there, which hath not, when enjoyed Quencht all her thirst, 
nor satisfied, though cloy'd;
Weary of her vain search below. Above 

In the first Faire may find the immortal love."
The Cavalier poets were saturated with religious ideas of the time. The Bible is 
ancillary to the metaphysical strain and imagination. That is why, all of a sudden 
a sensual poem is illuminated by an apt religious symbol or conceit. Carew learnt
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from Donne to make a religious use of sexual imagery. But he doesn't have the 
supplication ardour and boldness of Donne's holy sonnets.
Carew combined in him the classical, the romantic and the metaphysical with
perfect case. He could invoke the 'sweet air of tuneful violins'. He could mingle
delicacy and tenderness with manliness and vigour—all in a moderate manner. 
But even his moderateness might have been no handicap and he could have 
developed into a great poet had he cared to involve himself in life. But he was 
content with a life of case. He was fond of music too. His 'Masque' was written 
and set to music in 1634. 'Comus' also was set to music. His 'Lips and Eyes' explains 
how the surface polemics of lips or eyes has been raised to the most serious heights. 
Had Carew taken pains and used a new idiom, he would have been not only a 
major metaphysical, but also an all time great, even an immediate model for 
Drydon. The earlier part of his elegy on Maria wentworth foreshadows Dryden's 
'To the Memory of Oldham.'
The lesser metaphysicals have the capacity to penetrate the mind and the soul 
both imaginatively and fancifully but what they lack is the power of fusing 
different strands of experience into an organic whole. They could develop their 
imagery to any extent, but could not put this excellent to any use because of over 
ambition. Carew was the conscious follower and defender of Donne, yet he repented 
of his audacious libertine. He was not only a Cavalier poet, but had a Cavalier attitude 
also, they were saturated with religious ideas, and all of a sudden a sensual poet is 
illuminated by an apt religious conceit. Carew learnt from Donne to make religious 
use of sexual imagery. In this light his apparently abused lines are deliberately 
paradoxical. "So though a virgin, yet a bride" (Maria wenlworlh).
Under metaphysical impact Carew combine the classical with the romantic and 
the metaphysical with ease. He could coalesce delicacy and tenderness with 
manliness and vigour—all in a moderate manner. But he could have developed 
into a great, had he cared to involve himself in life.
In 'Lips And Eyes', the surface polemics has been raised to the most serious heights. 
Had Carew been possessed of a capacity to take pains and use an altogether a new 
idiom, he would have been not only a major metaphorical, but also an all-time 
great, an immediate model for Dryden.
Comment on Carew's poem 'Rapture'?
Thomas Carew being a Cavalier poet did not use his muse as a tool of propaganda— 
political or religious. Like other Cavalier poets, he kept his royalistic patronage 
away from his poetic activity. His idiom and diction reflect the flavour of aristocratic 
speech and conversation too. The poem 'Rapture' is a master-piece of Thomas 
Carew; it fully reveals his romantic attitude. Carew polished his poems in order 
to given a classical good order to his writing. The poem is a love poem dealing with 
a love theme with an Urbane approach and real intensity of feeling and passion 
of love or rapturous spontaniety, which we generally associates with Elizabe
than lyricists. No doubt, there is almost a lice^ious handling of love theme, the 
poem is an invitation by the lover to Celia, his beloved, to flout the 'giant of honour' 
and enjoy the forbidden fruit of love and get pleasure. This kind of attitude fully 
reflects the incontrolled and indisciplined indulgence of love by Cavalier poets. 
The flight of imagination is quite rigorous and direct. It is a work of an amorist. 
Following the Petrarchan tradition of love, Carew addresses to his mistress 
'Who is inconsistent in love.' He urges upon her as to who shall be damned

EnglishPoetiyTilimS

NOTES
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Thomas Carew (1598-1639)for her false apostesy to Cilia singing. The tone of the poem is conversational. It 
shows the influence of John Donne, whose metaphysical tradition he followed 
sincerely, and yet he has escaped the worst false of his master. For example the 
poet directly addresses to his beloved thus—
"Now you have freely given me to love, what will you do?"
This conversational note imparts a kind of dramatic quality in the peom. This 
mode of address fully corresponds to what Doruxe says;
"I wonder by my truth what then and I
Did, till we love'd?"
Moreover Carew also emulates the metaphysical conceits in the manner of Donne.
Like a true Cavalier poet Carew was indebted to Ben Jonson for the clarity of 
expression. He seems to disown the turbidity of Donne's poetic expressions. His 
control of emotion, felicity of phrase, sophistication of tone are some other 
Jonsonian quality. In fact both Donne and Johnson greatly influenced the Cavalier 
poets, including Carew in almost equal proportion. However it must be pointed 
out that the Cavalier's certainly reveal more of polish and even ingenuity, but 
tihey lack the spontaneity and emotional intensity of the Elizabethans.
There are many lively ai\d homely descriptive touches as well as wit and spirit. 
He composed love poetry in which a touch of real nature varies, from time to 

' time. There is sensuous-ardour and some warmth of imagination in Carew's 
poems. But he lacks the spontaneity and freshness of Herridi. Yet in his narrow 
field of amourous compliment and disdain, he works to achieve perfection. 
However, 'Rapture' has flexibility of style and an exciting power of figure as e.g. 
"Her feet beneath her petticoat.
Like little mice, stole in and out.
As if they feared the light (Rapture)

NOTES

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

1. Discuss Thomas Garew as a Cavalier poet.
2. Critically analyse Carew's poetic art. How was he influenced by the Metaphysical 

theory?
3. Write a critical appreciation of the poem 'Ask Not More'.
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English Poetry Till 1798

UNIT IV: JOHN DONNE
★ STRUCTURE ★

(A) The Age of Donne
(B) Life and Literary Work of John Donne (1572-1631) 
(Q John Donne’s Personality
P) John Donne as a Metaphysical Poet
(E) Donne as a Poet of Love
(F) Donne's Conceits and Images

(G) Donne’s Use of Wit
^ Donne's Contribution to English Poetry

(I) Donne as a Lyric Poet
(J) Donne as a Religious Poet

(K) Analysis of Donne's Prescribed Poems
• Important Questions

NOTES

(A) THE AGE OF DONNE

The age of Donne was an age of transition, standing midway between the age of 
Shakespeare and the Jacobean age (1572-1631). Many changes in the political, 
social and economic fields were being effected by the colonial expansion and 
increase in trade and industry which made the people materialistic. Though 
education was not wide spread, common man wanted to gain more knowledge 
from any source. Medieval beliefs held the ground. The Reformation was a challenge 
to the authority of Roman Pope. With the rise of nationalism, new literature and 
new faith emerged. The new church of England came into being.
With the death of Elizabeth in 1603. Jame I became the King of England. But 
people became disillusioned with him. His failure to recognise the rising power of 
the parliament, his rigid views about monarchy, and the luxury and corruption 
of his rule and religious schisms widened, and Puritanism and Roman Catholicism 
became more militants in their fight against Church of England. It caused political 
strife and religious dissension. In such conditions, the spirit of the age became 
one of doubt and scientific analysis. The stretching of space in astronomy and 
Geography and the recognition of the great unexplored territories of the expanding 
'>vorld threw man's place in the scheme of things into doubt. It was an age of 
psychology, biology and self-analysis at all levels, as the works of John Donne 
and Robert Burton show. It was also the age of scientific materialism as the works 
of Bacon and Newton reveal. There grew the conflict between the Church and 
the state. The growth of the Middle class, the rise of political parties, and the 
estrangement of the puritans Jed to a long civil war, and Charles I, who acceded 
to the throne of England after his father in 1629, was executed in 1649, leading to 
the dictatorial rule of Oliver Cromwell. Upon Cromwell's death in 1660, Parliament 
invited Charles II, in exile in France, to resume the throne.
The discoveries of sea routes to India and America resulted in commercial rise. It 
influenced many writers like Donne, as he says :
"Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone
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Let maps.to other worlds orv worlds have showrv,”
Moreover, the old medieval ideas were changing, but certain traditions still 
continued. The new science had far-reaching effect on the creative minds of the 
age. For example, Donne indicates the scepticism of the conflict between the old 
and the new. The dichotomy between science and religion, reason and faith, in a 
great measure, affected the intellectual attitude of the T7'*’ century. It also resulted 
in the spread of a mood of pessimism of the Jacobean period. The medieval and 
the Renaissance attitudes co-existed. The medieval attitude to love was ambiguous. 
On one hand, it condemned the love of created beings, on the other hand, love 
came to be tolerated as an essential passion. The neo-platonics were actually aware 
of the love of God through senses. They saw love a reflective of the divine love. 
That is why, Donnes emphasizes both physical love and the spiritual love; physical 
love rather is the source of attaining the divine love. The typical Renaissance 
poets applied these philosophical conceptions to erotic love. For these poets, the 
lover loved with a religious fervour. So, it gave rise to a lyrical irony to the 
assessment of love. This new assessment is evident in Donne's love poems, which 
shows a metaphysical character. Infact. He sums up the intellectual situation of 
his age in the poem 'The First Anniversary'.
Moreover, the development of new empirical science led to the exercise of reasoning 
and judgment that changed the whole mindset of the people all over Europe. A 
wave of romance swept the minds of creative writers. There grew a spirit of 
adventure in literary output. Effects were made to create new metres and literary 
forms. Old conventions and traditions of theme and expression came to be ignored 
in literary writings. Donne was wholely unconventional in this regard. His 
independent spirit refused to submit to Petrarchan and Platonic idealism. His 
love poetry is fresh and original, he goes deep into the heart and dissects the 
feelings. He even used colloquial speech as against the sugar coated language 
used by the Elizabethans. And yet he didn't abandon the Elizabethan conceits 
and made his poetry dramatic and rhetorical.
Every great writer is both a creature and creator of the age he lives in; In many 
aspects he is influenced by his times. He also gives a new direction to the literary 
activity of his age. Donne too did the same thing. In a sense, he set up new 
traditions in the art of versification. The intellectuality of temper made Donne 
evolve a new intellectual poetry wherein lies his unification of sensibility, passion 
and intellectual tone. Of all the poets of the Jocobean Age, he most successfully 
articulated his scientific ideas of his time by showing his intellectual and analytical 
approach mixed with sensous feelings.

john Donne

NOTES

(B] LIFE AND LITERARY WORK OF JOHN DONNE (1572-1631 ]

John Donne bom in 1572, was the eldest son of London iron merchant and his 
mother was the sister of John Heywood, a dramatist. After receiving education 
privately he matriculated at Oxford in 1584, and went to Cambridge for higher 
education. But he couldn't take a degree on account of his opposition to the oath of 
39 articles. He was admitted as a law student to the Lincoln's Inn in May 1592. He 
was fond of pleasure and company, fond of watching plays and a great writer of 
conceited verses. During these formative years he studied both law and religion. 
He also wrote a number of songs, elegies and satires before his 25“’ year. His 
collection of books contained many Spanish writers. It shows the spirit of Italian 
life and literature and the influence of Spanish philosophers and Theologians that
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English Poetry m 1798 dominated his early poetry. His soul was tom between Catholicism and Anglicanism. 
Ultimately by 1597 he embraced tiie church of England. He took part in military 
and naval expeditions as a volunteer. His poem 'The storm and the calm' describes 
the experiences of his expeditions. He also had a nm-away marriage with Anne 
More, tile daughter of Sir George More. On this act of indiscrete action, Donne lost 

. his services. Ultimately a reconciliation with his father-in-law saved him.
Donne was not a hypocrite; he knew the short comings of the Church of Rome. 
So, he converted to Anglicanism, though he felt still a kind of spiritual unrest. He 
believed in the joy of living and followed the middle path between blind faith and 
reformation. Donne’s satiric genius foimd expression in his satire on heresy and 
on woman e.g. In the progress of the 'Soul' (1601), he traces the progress of the 
soul of heresy from the fall of Eve to the reign of Queen Elizabeth. He wrote the 
sermons and religious poems during this period, hi the poems 'The Holy Sonnets', 
'Divine poems' show the conflict of faith and reason in him. Some of the poems 
are in amorous tradition such as "Go and Catch a Falling Star" which avers that 
no-where lives a woman true and fair; another poem, 'A valediction : Forbidding 
Mourning' describes a religious theme. It is for his religious poetry that Donne is 
known and most admired. Among the best of these are the sonnet 'Death Be Not 
Proud' and 'A Hymn To God, The Father'.
During the period when he worked as the Dean of saint Paul's church in 1621 he 
wrote sermons which attracted large audiences. During his serious sickness he 
composed a few devotional poems including the hymns which include 'Since I 
am Coming' and 'Will Thou Forgive'. He died in London on March 31,1631.
Donne left a deep and pervasive influence on English poetry. He was the pioneer 
of metaphysical poetry. He gave a sincere and passionate quality to the Elizabethan 
lyric; he interwove argument with poetry. Inspite of his intellectual tone and 
content, his poems attract us with a sense of vision, intensity of emotion and 
felicity of expression. By his literary work, he has left a inark on the History of 
English poetry. He was ^e leader of metaphysical school of poetry. He excelled in 
using metaphysical conceits, paradoxical reasoning and intensity of passion. At 
the same time he gave an intellectual colour to his poetry.
Donne's works can be categorised as under;

1. Secular poetry: It includes the volume, 'songs and sonnets'. In this Volume
are collected Donne's love poems.

(i) The satires: These includes five satirical poems which are modelled in 
style and technique on the Roman satirist, Persius. Here Donne's sat
ires are rough and harsh, showing his dissatisfaction with the world 
around him.

(li) Elegies: The Elegies are 20 in number. They are all love poems. These 
include 'Jelousy', 'The Anagram', 'Change', 'The Perfume', 'His Pic
ture', 'On His going to Bed', 'Love's Progress', 'Love and War'.

(hi) Verse Letters: These are letters in verse addressed to the countess of 
Bedford. They reveal author’s unique personality.

(iv) Epithalamions: These are three merry songs. The first song was writ
ten for the marriage of Princess Elizabeth on St. Valentine's Day, 1613. 
The second celebrates the marriage of Earl of Somerset. The third 
epithalamion is described as 'Speanican' epithalamion.

(v) The Anniversaries: These poems were published in 1611. They were 
written for Sir Robert Drury on the death of his daughter, Elizabeth. 
These poems reveal a transition from the secular to the divine poems. 
They also reveal the poet's disillusions with his life and frustrations.

NOTES
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(vi) 'The Progress of The Soul’ is a fantastic poem written in 1601.
(mi) Epicedes and obsequies: These include the poems written to mourn the 

death of celebrate contemporaries. They are infact elegies written in the 
metaphysical mode.

II. The Religious Poetry: Donne's religious poetry was written after 1610. They 
are most personal and have a force, are unique in his mind and also intense in his 
mind. He has written 19 holy , sonnets including the religious lyrics or sonnets 
like 'A Hymn to God, His Father', after his wife's death in 1617.
III. Prose works: Donne's prose work is considerable both in bulk and achievement. 
'The Pseudo-Martyr' (1610) was a defence of the oath of alliegence, while 'Ignatius 
His Conclave' (1611) was a satire upon Ignatius Loyola and the Jesuits. The best 
introduction to Donne's prose is through his 'Devotions', which give an account 
of his spiritual struggle during his serious illness. They are direct and personal 
and reveal his keen psychological insight and preoccupation with death and his 
own sinfulness which is also seen in his holy sonnets. These have many of Dorme's 
qualities like a strong power of his imagination, the mask of his learning. They 
also reveal Donne's faith and his longing for rest in God. His finest prose works 
are his 'Sermons' which number 160. Death's Duel is the best of his prose sermons. 
They speak of his good oratorical quality. Donne uses a dramatic technique in his 
sermons which had a great hold on his audience.

John Donne

NOTES

(C] JOHN DONNE’S PERSONALITY

John Donne was a complex personality, abounding in good and bad qualities. In 
him the virtues and faults were inextricably mixed together. His merits fascinate' 
us, while his weaknesses often repel us. But, inspite of all his shortcomings and 
faults, Donne cannot but fascinate a reader. This monarch of wit will continue to 
find favour with the coming generations:
"Here lies a king that rul'd as he thought fit.
The universal monarch of wit;
Here lie two flames, and both these the best.
Apollo's first, at last the true 

God's priest."

Donne's versatility and complexity
John Donne was a genius of such versatility and complexity as is hard' to find in 
any other English poet. "He was, in the words of Richard Barker" not dissolute, 
but very great." He was a great visitor of ladies, a frequent visitor of plays, a great 
writer of conceited verse. He was not quite sensual, he was passionate and 
arrogant. In his poems, he lays stress on the aesthetic element m passion. But he 
ranges through different moods of passion from earthly to sublime. There are 
poems of illicit love and seduction (as in Ecstasy) of lover's moods (as in 
Canonization) of Petrar can love (like the Primrose, the Reliques). However, there 
are a few songs of the later period dealing with love in a restrained and chastened 
mood, possibly written after his marriage with Anne More. They are 'A valediction 
and 'Sweetest Love', 'I Do Not Go’. These poems possess the depth and sweetness 
of pure love.

Self-Instructional Materia! 49



English Poetry Till 1798 Donne's personality was enriched by his service as a volunteer in the expedition 
of Essex. The Italian and Spanish literature influenced him much. His conversion 
to Anglicanism produced not any big change in him. He had the constancy of 
nature. His poems present the balanced and harmonious development of life. 
Throughout his life, he remained a great student of literature and religion; he 
was always found pondering over books. He voices the right of the individual to 
choose his faith. Donne's letters show that he was a brilliant wit and arrogant 
young man, a scholarly person.

Donne was an Elizabethan and contemporary of Shakespeare. But he was an 
Elizabethan in a limited sense. Elizabethan poetry followed certain conventions. 
The Elizabethan poets mostly followed Petrarch, pastoral traditions and the 
classical norms. Sponsors mellifluousness, Sydney's passionate outbursts and 
Marlowe's mighty line gave Enlgish literature a distinguished place, and gained a 
romantic intensity and colour. Elizabethan poets sang of the pains and sorrows 
of love, of the beauty of the beloved and her cruelty.
But John Donne revolted against such conventions of the Elizabethan poets. He 
and other poets also stopped trealing conventional themes and poetic techniques 
and images. The language too witnessed a big change. Instead of sugar coated 
diction, Donne and his followers gave importance to colloquial tongue to make 
poetry somewhat nearer to reality rather than idealism. The reasons for the change 
in literary taste were not far to seek. The tone of the age by the end of the 16* 
century was becoming sober and puritanical. People got sick of the romantic or 
idealistic modes of drama; they sought some solid stuff, no matter with less art.
Donne challenged the prevailing forms and conventions in Elizabethan poetry. 
He introduced metaphysical lyric'. He was anti-Petrarchan, though at times he 
followed him thus, he represented a shift from the romantic to the physical and 
sexual in English love poetry and herein lies Donne's innovative quality. He also 
changed the romantic or classical diction of the Elizabethans to the colloquial 
tongue and thereby freed it from the bondage of artificial tone, imaginative base 
and romantic and idealistic flavour. His innovations was responsible to bring 
English poetry much closer to realistic expression and feelings. Donne ridiculed 
the platonic love of the Elizabethan poets. On the other hand, he delighted in 
physical love. His flair for satire showed his impatience with the artificial and 
conventional love poetry. Carew commended Doime's attempt to purge the 'Muse's 
garden' of its 'Pedantic weeds'.
But, Donne was not an iconclast; he did not reject all that was Elizabethan, but 
he presented the same values in terms of the contemporary life. Donne did not 
neglect the Elizabethan conceits, rather he revitalised them making it a vehicle of 
his logic and eloquence. Instead of.flowing into the romantic world or fairy land 
of imagination and fancy, he put commonplace images to different uses. He also 
used concrete images drawn from various sources like mathematics, astronomy, 
medicine, geography, science, etc which show his scholarship, originality and 
intellectualism. He generally delights in playing with conceits as well as emotions. 
He also reveals a spirit of scientific curiosity and interrogation, which anticipates 
the spirit of Restoration.
It is a paradox that though Donne is an Elizabethan, he tries to undermine 
Elizabethan poetic conventions from within. He develops a dramatic strain in 
non-dramatic poetry. Indeed, Donne brought novelty in poetic expression. At
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times, his poetry is strange, fantastic, bizarre, or even repellent and observe 
However, his followers failed to keep up the intellectual emotionality of Dorme 
and could not weld passion with emotion as Donne used to do. So, Donne may 
not be, at times, capable of graceful love or sweetness of song, but he definitely 
enriched Elizabethan poetry with sincerity, originality, quality of reason and 
intellectuality of thought. This marks his useful service to the development of 
English poetry.

John Donne

NOTES

[D) JOHN DONNE AS A METAPHYSICAL POET

Donne is generally regarded as the leading poet of the Metaphysical school of poetry. 
It was Dfydon that first called Donne’s poetry 'Metaphysical'. Later Dr. Johnson also 
labelled him as a metaphysical poet. Let us first know what the term 'Metaphysical' 
stands for. This word is a compound word- 'Meta' (Means beyond), 'physical' 
-(worldly). In other words, it means a kind of poetry relating to a subjects beyond 
those of the physical world, e.g. subjects related to the spiritual sphere. In brief, 
'metaphysical poetry' implies the characteristics of wit, complexity, intellectual tone, 
fusion of intellect and emotion, colloquial diction & style, witty & fantastic and far
fetched comparisons (called conceits), dramatic quality and reflection elements.
The title of 'metaphysical' was given to Dorme because his poetry is full of all 
these characteristics of such poetry. The title has been given to him because of his 
shift from the material to the spiritual sphere, and also because of his obscurity 
which is often baffling. His works abounds in wit and conceits, which are the 
very soul of his diction. He has also been called metaphysical because his style is 
overwhelmed with obscure philosophic allusions. His style of versification 
influenced many of his contemporaries like Crashaw, Cowper and Cowley.
The metaphysical poets were more concerned with the fundamental problems of 
the nature of universe, and men's place or function in life. While the Elizabethan 
poets dealt with certain conventional themes in artificial style, the metaphysical 
poets exercised their intellect to convey their experiences. The conceits, allusions 
and images, used by Donne have an intellectual bias; emotions and ideas are 
expressed by logical reasoning. He attempts to establish some emotions and 
concepts; to connect the abstract with the concrete, and the sublime with the 
commonplace, which produces fantastic results.
Donne is representative poet of Metaphysical poetry not because his poetry 
advocates certain profound philosophy of life, but in the sense that it is intellectual, 
argumentative, rhetorical and fantastic. There is a combination of thought and 
passion, and the use of conceits which are often witty and fantastic. Most of the 
poems are dramatic and poetical arguments; e.g. The poems like 'good morrow', 
'The Sunrising' and 'The Canonization' fully reval Donne's dramatic style, 
argumentative quality and emotional intellectuality.
Besides, concentration is an essential feature of metaphysical poetry in general, 
and Donne’s poetry in particular. His poems are brief and closely woven; no 
word is wasted and nothing is described in detail. Moreover, his fondness for 
conceits is a major characteristic of metaphysical poetry. Here all comparisons 
discover likeness in unlike things. In 'Avalidution: forbidden Mourning', the two 
lovers are compared to two the hands of compasses. Another poem, 'The Flea', 
the insect is called the 'marriage bed, a 'marriage temple', for the reason that the
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English Poetry m 1798 flea bit bofli of them and has sucked their blood, which lies in the body of insect. 
Thus, their blood got mixed into ttie body of the insect. This way, they are united 
into one. This is a powerful conceit. Again, we find a combination of passion and 
thought in Donne's poems. In other, words, there is an intellectual analysis of 
emotions in his poems. Every lyric arises out of some emotional situation, but it 
is expressed intellectually as in the poems 'A valediction : Forbidding Mourning', 
'The Good morrow'. In both these poems, the passion is expressed through 
argumentation.
Donne is also metaphysical because he makes use of colloquial speech in all his 
poems, which is another feature of metaphysical poetry. Almost all his poems 
reveal a dramatic quality. They begin abruptly without any introduction that at 
once grips the attention of the average reader. For instance the poem 'The Flea' 
begins abruptly thus :
"Mark but this flea, and mark in this.
How little that you den/st me is;
Me it sucked first, and now sucks thee 

And in this flea, our two bloods mingled be;"
Again,
"Oh, stay, three lives in one flea spare.
Where we almost, may more than married are;
The flea is you and I, and this
Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is"
In the poem 'A valedation : Forbidding Mourning we find the begirming of a 
monologue in the very second stanza thus -
"So let us melt, and make no niose.
No tear floods, nor sighs-tempests move,
'T were profanation of our joys 

To tell the laity of our love".
In 'A valediction: of weeping', the monologue begins 

"Let me pour forth
My tears before thy face, whilest stay here.
For thy face coins them, and thy stamp they bear.
And by this mintage they are something worth".
Besides, the abrupt beginning, his poems have a conversational tone, e.g., in the 
poem 'Go and Catch a Falling Star' the conversation begins thus
"Go, and catch a falling star.
Get with child a mandrake root.
Tell me where all past years are.
Or cleft the Devil's foot.
Teach me to hear mermaids singing, ' •
dr to keep off envy's stinging
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John DonneWe see a conversational tone in the 'Good Morrow':
"I wonder by my trpth, what thou and I 

Did, till we loved? Were we not weaved till then,"
'The Sun-Rising' is a typical poem characterized by Donne's usual vigour which 
expresses a lover’s vexation against sun-rising -
"Busy old fool uimily sun 

Why dost thou thus
Through windows and through curtains call on us?"
Donne's love poetry are especially entitled to be called Metaphysical in true sense 
of the term. To conclude, Donne represents the very essence of the Metaphysical 
school of poetry. In his poems there is a subtle blending of all the features of this 
kind of versification.

NOTES

(E) DONNE AS A POET OF LOVE

Dorme is one of the greatest of English love poets; in fact, of all the love poets of 
English he is the only complete amorist. The variety and scope of Donne's love 
lyrics is remarkable. Actually, he was bom at a time when writing of love poems 
was a fashionable and literary exercise. Donne showed his genius in this genre. 
His love poems are entirely different from the Elizabethan love lyrics. His love 
poetry is purely sensual as well spiritual. In the words of Croft "Donne had seen 
through love'; he knew all about the marriage of true minds." Donne's 
contemporaries wrote love lyrics after the manner of Petrarch and Ronsard. But 
Donne was an innovator of a new kirid of love poetry in English literature. He 
revoted against the Petrarchan convention of Elizabethan love poetry. His love 
songs are original and unconventional, both in content and form. There is a 
blend of sensibility and wit, of joy and scorn, of beauty and repulsion. Till then 
English love poetry mainly dewlt on pangs and sorrows of love-of meeting and 
parting in love, the pains of rejections of love, of the matchless beauty of the 
beloved, her unswerving cruelty.
Another peculiar quality of Donne's love poetry is its metaphysical strain. He 
does not lay stress on the aesthetic element in passion of love. Drydon writes, 
"Donne's affects the metaphysics not only in his satires, but also in his amorous 
verses where only love should reign." Metaphysical strain is evident in his 
scholasticism, his use of fantastic conceits, his hyperbola and paradoxes. In the 
'Love's Growth' love is symbolized by means of the circle of water stirred by a 
pebble. The lover's feelings resemble, the concentric spheres of polemaic uruverse. 
Love is infinite like God's creation.
Donne's love poems can be divided under three heads:

(i) Poems of moods of lovers.
(ii) Poems written and addressed to Anne More (His wife) both before and after 

marriage
(m) Poems addressed to noble ladies of his acquaintanes and compliments to 

wives and daughters of ulezeas
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English Poetry Till 1798 There are three strains in Donne's love -
(i) Cynical strain which is anti-woman and hostile to the fair sex, showing 

frailty of woman, as in 'Go and Catch a falling star:
(ii) A happy married life and joy of conjugal love in poems like A valediction : 

Forebidding Mourning, addressed to his wife and "Elegy on his mistress" and
(Hi) The Platonic strand, where love is regarded as holy emotion like the wor

ship of God by a devotee. There are certain poems where the sentiment of 
love oscillates between the first and third strands where sexual love is treated 
as holy love and vice-versa. In some poems the tone is rugged.

Donne's treatment of love is realistic not idealistic. His is aware of the weakness of 
flesh, the pleasures of sex, the joy of secret meetings. That is why, he tries to 
establish relationship between the body and the soul. According to him, true 
love doesn't pertain to the body; it is the relationship of one soul to another. Yet 
he is of the opinion that the love of the body is complementary to the spiritual 
love. That is why, Donne was a rebel against Petrarchan love tradition with 
lovers in flower gardens and with its smooth lawns and murmuring streams. We 
find his violent assertion of sexual relation. Donne is neither Platonic, nor ascetic, 
but frankly and honestly sensous. His stress isn't on the suppression of the physical 
aspect of love. His presentation of love is anything but romantic; it is realistic, 
e.g. in Elegy XI (The Bracelet), the poet deploress the loss of his mistress' bracelet 
not because of any romantic notion or reason, but frankly because to replace it 
would cost a lot of money. Whereas, Donne's predecessors had been idealists, 
epicurians or adoring, Donne was brutal, synical ad realist. That is why, he could 
began a poem with the words "For god's sake hold your longue, and let me love'.
Donne has given an exhaustive analysis of the psychology of love. In his 'Love 
Elegies' and 'Songs and sonnets' the lovers sometimes love all women; sometimes 
he curses and despairs of all; sometimes he announces that he is 'through with 
love, and sometimes he says that he can love any woman as long as she is true. 
Sometime's he cares orlly for woman's body and physical act of love, while at 
another occasion he claims to love a woman's virtuous soul. Donne revolted 
against the creed of chivalry and woman worship. This indicates his attitude to 
woman. He looked upon woman not as a goddess, but as a critisises, desirable 
indeed, though not adorable. Donne doesn't feel that woman is a sex doll or a 
goddess she is a bundle of contradictions. As such he laughs at her inconstancy 
and faithlessness. This way he becomes cynical towards woman. This is clear 
from the poem 'Go And Catch A Falling Star'. Here Donne satirically criticises 
the faithlessness of woman. But at the same time, he regard's the beloved as an 
angel who can offer him heavenly inspiration and bliss. This contradictory attitude 
to woman depends upon the situation and-mood of the poet. In the poem addressed 
to his wife the poet deals with the joys of consummated love. The poems, A 
'Valediction : Forbidding Mourning' and 'A Valediction : of Weeping' reveal the 
poet's eternal faith in conjugal love. But at times there is a'bitter cynicism, witty 
anger expressed towards a woman. 'Go And Catch A Falling Star', 'Woman's 
Constancy', 'The Indifferent', 'Love's Alchemy' reveal Donne's contrary attitude. 
e.g. In 'Love's Alchemy' the poet says :
'Hope not for mind in women, at their best sweetness and wit, they are but 
mummy possessed'.
The fact is that Donne doesn't allow his passion to run away with him; he holds 
it in check with reason. According to him, mutuality of love is the secret of peace
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John Donneand bliss in conjugal life. Love isn't subject to change with the change of lime 
and environment. He says:
'Love, all alike, no season knows nor clime
Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time'
The poems like 'Good Morrow', 'Valediction' and 'Ecstasy' represents oneness of 
the souls of lovers, the joy of contented passion where love has been sublimated 
into holy affection. Thus, Donne was an innovator of new kind of love poetry as 
against the Elizabethan and Petrarchan model of love poetry.

NOTES

(F) DONNE’S CONCEITS AND IMAGES

One of the stock devices used by a poet is imagary. Conceits are unusual and 
fantastic images or similes. A conceit is basically a comparison between two 
dissimilar things or objects. Donne's conceits are metaphysical because they are 
taken from the extended world of knowledge, from science. Astrology, Astronomy, 
Philosophy, Fine Arts etc. They are learned and too far fetched and obscure. 
Moreover, they are elaborate. Donne's poetry abounds in conceits, which 
characterize it metaphysical. As Dr. Johnson points out, in a conceit the most 
heterogeneous ideas are 'Yoked by violence together'. So a conceit is a far fetched 
image showing a comparison between two imcommon things, most employed 
by the poet to create a startling effect in his writing. Conceits are one of the 
characteristic device used by metaphysical poets, e.g. in the poem 'The Flea' Donne 
makes a comparison of the flea to the 'marriage bed' or 'marriage temple'. This is 
an example of metaphysical conceit. Similarly in 'The Sun Rising', the lovers 
room has been compared to the universe. The idea contained in the simUies seems 
to be fantastic, but they can be elaborated through intellect or reasoning.
A conceit may be brief or extended. In an extended conceit the comparison isn't 
confined to one single point but many. A suitable illustration of an extended 
similie can be found in many other poems of Donne like 'A Valediction: Forbidding 
Mourning', 'The Sun Rising', 'The Good Morrow', 'The Cannonization' etc. 
Metaphysical conceits are drawn by Donne from a wide range of sources like 
nature, science, astronomy, geography, myth, etc. These conceits are witty and 
scholarly, and they display the poet's knowledge of wide range of subjects. So 
these conceits lend to his poetry an intellectual tone; they also add to the force of 
emotion or passion of the poet.
Donne's conceits are varied in range and quality. In a single poem we may have 
images from different sources. This is clear from the poem 'A Valediction : of 
Weeping'. In 'The Cannonization' the lover and the beloved are compared to flies 
and tapers in themselves. It also contains another conceit off the phoenix riddle, 
which supports his arguments that lovers are one entity, continually reviving 
after being consumed in the fire of their passion, reference to sea discoveries, new 
worlds and the hemispheres of the earth also occur in most of Donne's poem. In 
'The good marrow' there are images of sea discoverers travelling to new worlds, 
maps showing worlds upon worlds' and two hemispheres. In Hymn to God we 
have the images of cosmographers, maps, straits, and the Pacific sea. War and 
military also provide a source for Donne's conceits not only in love poems but in 
his religious poems as well, e.g., in the religious poem 'Batter My Heart', Donne
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compares himself to an usurped town. He also uses the image related to love and 
wants God to 'ravish' him in order that he may be chaste.
Donne's conceit isn't a decoration a piece of embellishment of the poem, but an 
organic part of the poetic process. While the Elizabethan conceit is traditional 
and ornamental, the metaphysical conceit is basic and structural, playing a vital 
role in proving the thesis of the poet. As Helen Gardener writes, 'in a metaphysical 
poem &e conceits are instruments of definition in an argument or instrument to
persuade. The poet has something to say which the conceit explicates.....e.g., the
separation of the husband and the wife in 'A Valediction : Forbidding mourning' 
is compared to the movement of one hand of the compass while the other hand is 
fixed at the center. By this conceit the poet tries to emphasize the idea that the two 
lovers cann't be separate from each others as the two hands of a compass. 
Donne blends thought and feelings in his conceits to achieve what T.S Eliot says, 
'Unification of sensibility'. Donne cann't be condemned for being far-fetched in 
his poems. His conceit are actually functional; they are not merely pieces of 
decoration. They serve illustration and elaborate the idea of the poet, e.g., in 'The 
Sun Rising', the poet and his mistress symbolize the whole world and its rulers. 
Therefore, the sim by shining on their small room will be warming the whole 
world. Infact, Donne's use of conceit is ingenius; it is also, in most cases, 
appropriate. In the words of John Bennet, 'the purpose of an image in Donne's 
poetry is to define the emotional experience by an intellectual parallel. However 
far fetched the conceits are, we can't deplore them; we can merely admire their 
novelity, their realism, their appropriateness and their range. They lend intellectual 
vigour and intensity of feeling of his poem. The use of conceits contributes to the 
element of 'emotional intellectuality’ which is a major characteristic to of all 
metaphysical poetry. Donne's conceit is highly obscure and difficult. It makes a 
considerable demand on the reader to understand it. Accordirig to J.C. Grierson, 
"it brings together the opposites of life, i.e. body and soul, the earth and heaven, 
the bed of lovers and universe, life and death, microcosm and macrocosm in one 
breath". These conceits require greater efforts on the part of readers to understand 
them better.

English Poetry Till 1798

NOTES

(G) DONNE’S USE OF WIT

John' Donne has been called 'the monarch of wif by Drydon. Pope also echoes 
the same thought saying, "Donne had no imagination', but as much wit, I think, 
as any writer can possibly have", wit is revealed in the unusual or ingenious use 
of words in a poem. Donne's poetry abounds in pure wit, which was one of the 
chief features of Metaphysical poets. Actually, all metaphysical poets were scholarly 
and well read persons with a sharp intellectual mind and knowledge. So, it was 
but natural for them to employ intellectual or witty mode of expression in order 
to bring out their ideas or thoughts. Donne, being a major part of metaphysical 
school of poetry, has also made a successful display of wit in his poems.
Donne's wit is peculiar and deliberate. It impresses us by its intellectual profundity 
and vigour, and does not merely lie in the skilful and ingenious use of words. 
Secondly, it comes naturally from the poet's extensive knowledge and deep 
scholarship. Eliot finds his wit in the fusion of opposites-lhe blend of thought 
and feeling.
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John DonneThe wit of Donne stands as a class by itself. The wit of Donne as a metaphysical 
poet is against the wit of Shakespeare and Alexander Pope. In Elizabethan poets, 
wit is decorative and ornamental; it is the product of higher imagination or fancy. 
But in Donne, wit is the result of weighty thought and brooding imagination. It 
is a living image, a subtle conceit, coloured with the quality of his higher thought. 
Donne's wit is grave, pregnant with strange and fantastic ideas. It is scholastic 
and dilectical. Donne's wit expresses all kinds of his moods from gay mood to the 
serious; from happy mood to the pessimistic of cynical. Sometimes, his wit seems 
to be irreverent. In the poem 'The Flea' he defines a flea and calls it 'marriage bed' 
or 'marriage temple'. In some poems Donne violates a customary traditions or 
Petrarchan conventions of love; sometimes there is self-mockery and sometimes, 
his wit speaks of his cynical mood.
The secret of Donne's wit primarily lies in his mental vigour and intellectual 
power; it is an expression of his rational approach to life, his poetic sensibility 
and vision of life. In his wit, lies his use of irony. This irony is noticed mostly in 
his attitude to love e.g. in the poem 'The Sun Rising', the lover compares the 
beloved to one who combines both "the Indies of Spice and Mine". Again, she is 
referred to all stales and "all princes I ". In 'The Canonisation" They 'are the 
tapers and fly who "at their own cost die". The lover's are also equated to 'The 
Dove and the Eagle' and prove 'the Phoenics riddle'. All such dissimilar 
comparisons bring out the ironic elements. These also depict Donne's deep 
intellectual vigons, wide knowledge and emotional intensity.
Exaggeration is an integral part of Donne's wit. Donne is not being anti- 
traditional; he is keen on shocking his readers. Sometimes, his wit lack decorum 
and proportion. According to Dr. Johnson, "The most heterogeneous ideas are 
yoked together by violence; Nature and Art are ransacked for illustrations, 
comparisons and allusions; their learning instructs and their subtlety surprises 
us." Donne is not merely witty, but passionate as well. Infact, his wit is an 
embodiment of Donne's introspective, intellectual and rebellious temperament 
and poetic achievement.

NOTES

(H) DONNE’S CONTRIBUTION TO ENGLISH POETRY

Donne has done great services to English literature and language. His contribution 
to the English poetic diction and versification is much significant. In this respect, 
he is like Wordsworth and T. S. Eliot and Dryden. All these poets were great reformers 
of EngUsh diction and poetic style in their respective ages, similarly Donne tried 
much to revitalize and energise English language by making it flexible.
Donne's poetic diction and style is imconventional. It has a blend of emotions and 
intellect. To Donne matter was more important than words and the management 
of thought of the poem. He makes use of witty style which, at times, accounts for
his obscurity. As Cazamian observes, "...... he takes pleasure in the subtle, passion,
feeling and sensuousness - all are subjected to wit. This play of wit sometimes 
results in astounding hyperbole; sometimes he yokes together ideas remote from 
each other; he mingles the lofty and the mean, the sublime and the trivial."
The basis of Donne's poecty is neither music nor imagery, but the idea. This idea 
can be either real or fantastic, but it is never artifical or affected. Donne is modem in 
his psychology. He believed in realism. He rejected the Petrarchan conception of a
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English Poetry TUI 1798 woman as a goddess or an angel. To him she was essentially fickle-minded or 
faithless, as Shakespeare says "frailty thy name is woman". Dome's poem 'Go and 
Catch a Falling Star' is based on this idea. His song,'The Sweetest Love' is based on 
the idea tiiat parting from a lover is no doubt sad, but true lovers never part.
The poems of Donne possess both structural and decorative quality. There is 
found a great metrical variety in his poems. All his poems are beautiful lyrics 
which express the ideas musically as well as intellectually. Another stylistic feature 
of Donne is his use of simple and colloquial tongue as against the sugar-coated 
words used by Petrarch and the Elizabethan poets. Dryden appreciated Donne 
for combining the complexity of subject with the simplicity of expression. Dome 
rejected all traditional poetic devices; he used different vocabulary and imagery 
which were popular in his time. He used all the current diction of his age. By all 
these imovations, he brought a new lustre to English languages and literature.
As a master of rhetoric poetry, he plays with rhythm as with conceits and phrases. 
He found words that would express his varying moods. Prof. Grierson rightly 
observes, "Dome is perhaps our first great master of poetic rhetoric."
Another important feature of Dome's style is the bold, original and startling use 
of the figures of speech. Dome employed new and novel conceits in metaphysical 
fashion, but when interpreted logically and intellectually, they are comprehensible, 
credible and fantastic. Compring the tears of the beloved with coins which bear 
her stamp in 'Valediction : on weeping; comparing' the souls of the lovers to the 
two of compass is Valediction : Forbidding Mourning'; are novel and most 
appropriate comparisons that enrich the subject in hand. Dome's symbols are 
also intellectual. His words with being them the memories of abstract ideas.
The greatest quality of Dome is dramacality of his verse. Such a style is quite 
gripping and it sustains the interest of the reader. This influenced the later poets, 
particularly Roberts Browning. Even Eliot used Dome's poetic devices because 
he found this art and technique of versification appropriate for giving vent to the 
basic complications of modem age. Auden also adopted Dome's style to express 
the complexities and contradictions of the present age. It is because of his style 
and technique of versification. Dome claims the title of modernity. With this 
technique his reputation got revived in modem age.

NOTES

(I) DONNE AS A LYRIC POET

Dome is regarded as the greatest lyricist in English literature. A lyrical tone or 
strain runs through not only his shorter poems, but also in longer poems like 
'The Amiversary' and 'The Progress of the Soul'. His genius is fundamentally 
lyrical, though different from the Elizabethan lyricists.
Dome attempted a large number of lyrics which are in the form of songs, somets, 
satires, elegies and anniversaries. The themes of these smaller or longer poems 
can form two divisions. The earlier lyrics reveal love for women while in later 
lyrics it is love of God. So, they are secular lyrics and religious lyrics. But these 
two divisions camot be put into water-light compartments. Dome attempted a 
large number of lyrics which are in the form of songs, somets, satires, elegies 
and anniversaries. He is the founder of new kind of lyric, called by the title of 
metaphysical lyric. In other words, he intellectualized lyric. He also extended its 
range and scope. Every lyric emerges out of an emotional situation. The poet 
dissects all the arguments, specified therein are given in the mamer of a wise
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John Donnelawyer pleading his case. The poet puts forth pros and cons of the problem 
mentioned in the poem, e.g., in 'The Canonization' the poet advances arguments 
in favour of making, the lovers treated like saints of love. The poet here agrees 
that true lovers advise the young lovers like saints. He also puts forth the idea 
that lovers shouldn't mourn at their separation, and analyses it intellectually.
Donne's lyrics are significant for their wide and comprehensive range. His love 
lyrics cover every variety and shade of love from the frank and brutal notion of 
love to the devotion and adoration of beloved by the lover. Before Dorme the 
English lyric was becoming dull and monotonous but Donne saved it from the 
monotony.
Another contribution to English lyric by Donne is the introduction of dramatic 
quality in it. Each of his lyric is remarkable piece of personal drama. Infact he is the 
first lyricist who has dramatized the English lyric. Every lyric begins dramatically 
with a monologue, e.g. the poem 'The Canonization' abruptly begins :
"For God's sake hold your tongue and 
Let me love........"
Again in 'A valediction : Forbidding Mourning there is a dramatic beginning - 

'As virtuous men pass mildly away.
And whisper to their souls, to go'.
In 'Sun Rising' also a similar beginning is given to the poem - 
"Busy old fool, unruly sun.
Why dost than thus,"
Though windows, and through contains call on us? Every lyric has a subtle 
pychoanalysis of a specific emotional state of a person or situation.
The Elizabethan lyric is quite simple. While Donne's lyric is immensely complex, 
obscure and intricate for an average reader. There is a curious combination of the 
Medieval and the modem habits of minds within Dorme's lyric. His mind moves 
from one dissimilar idea to another and is full of metaphysical conceit. Donne's 
lyrics are also objective because of his dramatic outlook. At the same time they 
have intensity, profundity and personally felt emotional outburst, although they 
aren't autobiographical. Moreover, his lyrics are characterized by ruggedness and 
harshness against the melody and sweetness of Patriarchan and Elizabethan lyrics. 
Thus, Donne resembles closely Robert Brouning as an original lyricist. His rhythm 
and cadence change in keeping with the change of his thought and emotion. He 
is colloquial and direct. This way it can rightly be said that what Shakespeare did 
to drama, Donne did to the lyric poetry. He introduced a kind of novelty to 
English lyric and was a great innovator.

NOTES

(J] DONNE AS A RELIGIOUS POET

Donne has written a number of 'Holy Sonnets' which reflect his religious 
convections. His religious sonnets and songs are intentionally personal and 
sincere; they reflect his feelings and inner conflict passionately. Donne was Catholic 
by birth. He felt hutnbled and persecuted like other Catholics of his age. He believed 
that religion should be a matter of deliberate choice, not as a matter of chance or 
accident. Many of Catholic rules didn't stand his intellectual inquiry. Eventually 
he got converted to Anglican Church by 1598.
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English Poetry mi798 Donne's conversion to Anglicanism had a great influence on his poetry. It was 
perhaps his Renaissance faith that prompted him for change of faith. However 
this change caused him some pangs and heart searching. There was a conflict in 
Donne's mind-conflict between ambition and asceticism, between the prospects of 
civil service and claims of a religious life. But Donne continued having soft comer 
for Catholics. Thus, Donne's intensity of feelings and inner conflict is reflected in 
his religious poetry.
Donne was essentially a religious even though he changed from one denomination 
to another. His spirit of rational faith continued throughout his life. In his religious 
poetry his conflict and doubt is clearly manifest. As he was sceptical of the dogmas 
of Roman Catholic Church, he shifted to Anglicanism, but even then he couldn't 
find the peace of mind, and prayed for God's mercy and grace so that he could 
build his faith on soimd foundation. In the poem 'A Hymn To god. The Father', 
he finally reaches the goal of a firm faith.
There is a note of introspection in Donne's religious poems. He probles into himself 
to know his sincerity and devotion to God and his consciousness of sin and need 
for penitence. The Holy Sonnets particularly are the poems of his repentance and 
prayers for divine grace. Donne doesn't want to teach any morality. In his religious 
poems, he simply tries to lay bare his own moods of agitation, of humiliation and 
of aspiration and the quest of God. He wants to surrender his soul to him. His 
another poem 'Progress of The Soul' reveals his leaning towards Catholicism, it 
records the doubts and longings of a troubled soul. Here Donne moves from 
aesthetics to the ethical plane of existence. Therefore, his religious poems reveal 
his transformation and his psychology finds its solution in a spiritual re
integration.
Donne found the contemporary world dry and corrupt. He felt that its degeneration 
would lead to a great misery. The main theme of his religious poems is transitoriness 
of this world, physical joys and material pleasures, the suffering of the soul 
imprisoned in the body, and the pettiness of man. Then, there is fear of death that 
makes a man turn to Christ as the Saviour. In a metaphysical vein, he calls God 
a 'ravisher' who saves him from the clutches of the Devil. This reflects Donne's 
sincerity of religious feelings and sincere prayer to God for deliverance. He uses 
the image of Christ as a lover who will woo his soul.
Donne's religious poems are contained in his 'Divine Poems', which has, six holy 
poems and 'Holy Sonnets' which contains Nineteen religious poems. The 'Holy 
Sonnets' belong to the period of doubt and inner conflict before his joining the 
church of England. In these sonnets there is mood of melancholy and despair. 
One finds a great similarity of thought and treatment between the love poems 
and holy sonnets, though the theme is different. The spirit behind the two kind 
of poems is the same—the same subtle spirit which analyses the inner experiences 
of religion like the experience of love. Besides the same kind of learned and shocking 
imagery is found in both the types of poems. In 'Sonnet III' Donne feels remorseful 
for his past sins; in sonnet V he seeks pardon for his misdeeds from God. Thus, 
Dorme's divine poems contains a ,vivid and moving record of brilliant mind 
struggling towards God. Donne's aim is not didactic or moral; he simply wishes 
to lay bare his moods and conflicts in relation to religious connections and faith. 
In religious poetry there is the same unique blend of passionate feelings, subtle 
and witty thought and intellectual argumentation. His religious poetry can't be 
called mysticial poetry, for Donne doesn't forget his self as a mystic does. Donne
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is always conscious of his environment and of the world he lives in. In shorty 
Donne's holy sonnets and divine poems are deservedly famous and remarkable. 
They embody his deeply felt emotions in a language reflecting conscious 
craftsmanship. The divine poems of Donne's later years must stand among the 
greatest in the literature of religion.
1. Critical evaluation of the poem 'Good Morrow'
'Good Morrow' is one of the finest poems of John Donne. It explains a complex 
nature of love. Initially, love has an element of fun and sex—it is like a dark night 
—an experience which isn't clear, but with the dawn the true nature of things is 
revealed. The title 'Good Morrow' here means the approach of dawn, the coming 
of light that makes things clear. The title suggests the dawn of true love its essential 
quality and mutual understanding and confidence between the souls of two lovers. 
In other words, it means maturity of love, and this’ consciousness of pure love 
provides a complete world to the lovers free from coldness, fear and decay. It is the 
spiritual world, better than the physical world; it is neither subject to time nor to 
death.
In the beginning of the poem the poet examines the nature of the first experience 
of love. This initial experience is childish it is about the joys of love. The second 
stage of experience of love is much richer - it is about the experience of spiritual 
love in which the two souls of lovers are unified into one and their voices are 
echoed by a unified soul. This mature experience of love makes one disregard the 
earlier foolish acts of love in the first stage which was a kind of immature love 
experience. The past life spent in childish love was a sought of dream-and blank. 
It was like the night of oblivion and xmreality. But this kind of immature love is 
about to end, and the dawn of true love is imminent. The latter is going to awaken 
the souls of the lovers and make them realize the meaning of true love. This love 

• makes the lovers open out their hearts to each other and their love becomes all- 
absorbing and all-satisfying. In this case they have no delight, in other scenes or 
places. Each is like world to each other. This world of love is everywhere. The poet 
is happy with this world of the spiritual love. Let sailors discover new worlds 
and make charts and maps of the lands they have discovered but the lovers are 
content with their own worlds. Each of them has a world, but the two worlds of 
the lovers put together make one world of love. The poet explained this very 
metaphysical idea by using the technique of conceits. He compares the faces of 
two lovers to the two hemispheres which together make up a whole world. The 
two hemispheres of the lovers, faces are better than the geographical hemispheres 
because they don't have, sharp 'North' and the 'declining Wesf, which symbolizes 
decay and death. But the hemispheres of the lovers' faces are free from such danger.
The poet uses another conceit. According to certain philosophers or scientists, 
when different elements, which go into the making of a thing, are not 
harmoniously mixed, the product is liable to decay and die. This is not true of 
their love because their love is harmotuous; it is sweet blooded. As such their love 
is immortal; it is beyond the vagaries of time and climb.
In his usual style Dorme gives a dramatic beginning to the Poem. He begins it 
with a question—
"I wonder by my troth, what thou and I/Did, till we loved? Were we not weaned 
till then,/But sucked on coimtry pleasures, childishly?"
This rhetoric easily captures the attention of the reader. The poet mentions two 
stages of love—immature stage of sex and enjoyment—wVih the second stage of
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English Poetry Till 1798 mature love—the harmonious relationships of two souls. Donne's wit is seen in 
his contrast between the two worlds—the worlds of the lovers and the geographical 
world. The world of lovers is balanced and harmonized in such a manner that it 
isn't subject to time or decay as geographical world is the discovery of true love is 
as welcome to the poet lover as the greeting (dawn) of new day.
Donne's style is that of 'concentration'. The poem is full of witty arguments and 
reasoning in order to prove his point and drive it home to the readers. He uses 
different images from different sources to explain his metaphysical‘idea. These 
images are drawn from the geographical world, science and philosophy etc. The 
tone of the poem is intellectual rather than verbal. The poet's method is no doubt 
scholarly but not pedantic. The poem has an appeal for the reader in its sincerity 
and sharp reasoning.
2. Critical appraisal of 'Canonization'
'Canonization' is one of the important poems of Donne. It is a love poem in which 
Donne has dealt with different moods of love and has played with. The several fancies 
and visions of loves. At the same time his approach to love is positive and serious. 
It is a saintly and selfless affections, as worthy of respect as worship. In this poem, 
the poet expresses his love for Anne Moore, his beloved, though it failed and marred 
his career.
The main idea of the poem is that his love doesn't interfere with the love of others 
and why should they take exception to it. Donne's intensity of passion is visible 
all through the poem. It is a physical passion and the lovers believe in the sexual 
indulgence. Their bodies become one and so do their souls, as in a religious mystery.
The poem appears to present a paradox. Here Donne treats physical love as if it 
were divine love. Saints are canonized for their renunciation of the world and its 
comforts. In the same way, the lovers have renounced the material world. The 
love of Donne for his beloved does not harm or cause any injury to the society or 
the world. Ihe other people continue to carry on their normal daily routine of 
life. By loving each other, the lovers have, no doubt, lost the material world and 
its joys and comforts, but they have gained more in their own world. They have, 
so to say attained the status of saints by remmciation. They have in a way become 
the saints of love to bless all other young lovers. The true lovers are devoted to 
each other as saints are devoted to God. They have become a model for other 
lovers. In other words, the poet means to say that their love has transcended 
b«;yond the physical plane, and have grown into a spiritual love.
The tone and style of the poem is purely metaphysical. As usual in Donne's poems, 
this poem too has a dramatic beginning. The poet builds a dramatic situation. It 
begins with the poet's argument with a friend of his, who probably dissuades 
him from love-making. The lover gets offended and urges upon the interrupter 
not to disturb him in love-making by his nonsensible talk and allow him to love. 
His friend can do whatever he likes, but he should not disturb the poet from 
mooing his beloved. His friend can talk about his disease or misfortunes, or how 
to improve his future prospects but should not dissuade the lover from making 
love to his beloved.
Love has been a major subject for metaphysical poets. In this peom, Donne deals 
with the secret of love, which according to him, is a union of two hearts. Human 
isolation is impossible. The lovers find mutual satisfaction in love. This has been 
explained by another conceit. The lovers are like flies and tapers, which enjoy
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being consumed to extinction in love. Like the Phoenix, lovers are resurrected 
from their own ashes. Both are consumed by the fire'ofpassion, and out of this 
consummation emanates their resurrection. Thus, with the help of conceits of 
the flies and tapers and the Phoenix riddles, physical love has been raised to the 
plane of spiritual love. The poet-lover and his beloved are prepared to die for love if 
they can't live by love. Then, the tale of their death will attain the status of the 
saintly love. People will copy their love and regard it as their model. Lovers will 
worship the poet and his beloved as martyres to love. They will invoke the blessings 
of these martyre saints Love shall bring them peace and solace. Other lovers will 
devote themselves to their beloveds. This way the poet-lover and his beloved will 
be canonized as saints and shall guide the future lovers in their love.
The poem has the quality of dramatic and abrupt. The style is purely metaphysical. 
The first stanzas are rhetorical giving rebuff to those argue against love. There 
are instances of hyperboles e.g., 'sighs’ can turn into 'seas', or 'tears' cause floods, 
or the 'heat of passions' cause 'plagues'. These expressions reveal Donne's mockery 
of the petrarchan mode of exaggeration in description of love theme. The poet 
also seems to make fun of two professions — soldiering and litigation which hardly 
have anything to do with love.
Then, there are metaphysical images which form the strong points of the poem. 
First, there is the image of flies and tapers. The two lovers moving round each 
other like flies revolving taper and the other image is that of the Dove the eagle — 
the insolent one preying on the weak, and ultimately there is the riddle of Phoenix. 
All these images indicate the whole process of love and sacrifice in love. Lovers, 
though physically two, are one spiritually hke Phoenix. As the Phoenix is reborn 
from its ashes after 500 himdred years as per myth; similarly, lovers are one, being 
uni-sex like Phoenix bird.
In this poem, Donne treats physical love like divine love. Besides, Donne's wit is 
also seen in the compansion of king's face — the real one in the court with the 
other the fake one stamped on the coins. The lovers' eyes are the mirrors in which 
each lover sees the reflection or image of the other. Each eye contains the whole 
world with its countries, town and courts. In fact, the poem shows Donne's 
craftsmanship at its best.
3. Critical appreciation of 'The Ecstasy':
The dictionary meaning of the world 'ecstasy' is extreme joy. The term is essentially 
a religious experience in which the individual soul finds commimion with the 
divine soul. It is a blissful and ecstatic stale; it is a feeling of trance, spiritual 
exaltation. Donne applies this feeling to the experience of the lovers and finds the 
essence of true love in the unification of the Individual soul with Divine soul. So 
this interpretation makes the poem a mystical poem, treating a metaphysical idea. 
Thus, the poem uses a religious and mythical experience to interpret the complexity 
and depth of secular love. The lovers are sitting on the bank of the river in the act of 
physical love. The poet compares the two lovers as two armies. The souls are like 
the negotiators. They are not committed to either side. Only those who are gifted 
can understand the dialogues of the two souls, and realize the true nature of 
love.
Donne's concept of love is dependent upon both soul and the body. The love has 
to be concretized into spiritual love, but it is possible only through the physical 
play of love because, physical love helps in the mutual understanding of the 
souls of the.true lovers.
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The poet employes an unusual desire through ecstary which means 'to stand ouf. 
The souls of the poet and his beloved, as it were, stand out of their respective bodies 
and hold a diologue revealing the true nature of their love. The poem reconcilies 
the opposites—physical love with the spiritual love; the abstract with the concrete, 
the human element with the non-human. The romantic settings in the beginning 
of the poem sets the mood of physical love which much proceed the spiritual union. 
Then there are the images of new souls emanating out of the two souls and this 
results into spiritual love. The poem shows complexity and obscurity, which 
requires a great mental effort on the part of the reader to understand the subtle 
idea.
4. Critical appreciation of 'Batter My Heart'
As the very title of the sonnet suggests, it is a passionate and forceful appeal to 
the God to take possession of the poet's heart. It is one of the popular 'Holy 
sonnets' of Donne and a religious sonnet as well. Here the poet makes a forceful 
appeal to god to free him from all the wickedness and meaness. He asks God to 
use force to separate him from the Devil to whom he is betrothed. The intensity of 
tile poet's feeling is conveyed by the word 'battar' in the title. Literally, 'battar' 
means 'to pound' or 'to give heavy blows' or 'to beat hearf. The poet makes an 
earnest appeal to the christan Trinity - God The Father, Gold The Son. (Christ), 
and God The Holy Ghost to take possession of his heart by force. According to 
leishman, it reveals the poets 'agonised striving' to be possessed by God. The poet 
uses a metaphor to explain his situation through analogy of an usurped town 
during war and then of a beloved imder the forceable possession of tiie adversary 
of the lover. The poet is a conformed sinner and only drastic action against him will 
change him. According to F.W. Payne, the sonnet expresses adequately with its 
striking metaphor and its forceful dictions the poets burning desire for God's 
forgiveness.
The style of the sonnet is the same as that of any other love poem. In this sonnet 
the poet treats God as a conqueror or a ravisher. This is rather an unusual 
comparison. The Plea of the poet is that unless God acts with force and vigour, the 
poet will not mend his ways. The way dovm hiU is quick and easy but the way up 
hill is difficult and hard. Only God's might may push him up on the spiritual 
path.
Thus, the main thought of the sonnet relates to the poet's appeal to god to transform 
his inner being. The metaphor of an usurped tovm is very apt and forceful. The 
poet compares himself to the town usurped by the devil. He himself is willing to 
pay homage to god, but he can't do so because he is under the power of devil. So, 
God should use force and release him from the clutches of evil forces. Only then 
he can be saved from damnation.
The poet clarifies the position tiirough another metaphor of lover-beloved relationship. 
The poet is the beloved while God is the lover. The poet's soul loves God and desires • 
to be united with him. But he is a slave of the devil and God alone can rescue him, 
God can make him his slave. The poet feels that he can never be purified till God 
consummates his union with him, then alone he will be free from sin and evil. 
There is a great use of paradox in the poem and Donne's relation with God is expressed 
through several paradoxes. Donne says that he can only rise if he is thrown by 
god; he can be free only if he is imprisoned by God; he can't be chaste unless he is 
ravished by God. This is a paradox. The another instance of paradox is that the
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poet can gain peace of mind only when God uses violence and snatches him from 
the devil. The tinker must use violent methods to break the vessel and then reshape 
it. Similarly, God should bum the impurities in him through the fires of bellows. 
Another metaphor is that of a usurped town by the devil, which can be rescued 
only by God.
The idea of violence and force runs throughout the poern. There is a continuous 
comparison of secular love to divine love. The poem conveys the sincerity and 

■ confessional frankness of the poet as a true slave of God. An element of 'intellectual 
emotionality 'and' intensity of feeling' is fully evident in the sonnet.
5. Critical appreciation of the poem 'Twicknam Garden'
Twicknam Garden is a short love poem of Donne, is a thoughtful lyric. It is 
sonorous (high sounding) poem, most probably addressed to one Countess Lucy 
of Bedford for whom Donne had a profound admiration for being a highly cultured 
and accomplished lady who did not feel anything stronger than friendship for 
the poet. Actually he loved the mistress but she never expressed her love for him. 
The poet probably mistook her friendly regard for him for love. He felt resistively 
drawn towards his, but one of the most accomplished and cultured women but 
she spumed his addvances. This disheartened the poet and he expresses the anguish 
of his heart in this lyric. The poem, obviously is full of inner mood of dejection 
only the poet's own emotion is the subject of this lyric. There prevails an 
atmosphere of sombre desolation. The mistress's attitude creates a bleak and 
cheerless atmosphere for the poet, which is in perfect harmony with the anguish 
of his heart. The poem is steeped in grim and overwhelming despair, The poet 
strikes the piercing note of sadness with the very first line of the poem.
"Blasted with sighs, and surrounded with tears/Hitiier 1 come to seek the spring/ 
And at mine eyes, and at mine ears/Perceive such balms, as else cure everything!"
The poet has used concrete images to express his utter despair and incurable pain 
of love-lorn heart. For example the cold hardness of a "Stone foimtain weeping 
out my tears", and "Crystal phials," leave on the mind an unforgettable impression 
of deep sorrow. The poet refers to the tears in all the three stanzas of the poem.
The poem contains some of the most marvellous of Donne's conceits. In tire first 
stanza, we have a startling conceit of "Spider love".
"The Spider Love, which transubstantiates all.
And can convert manna to gall."
Again, we have an equally brilliant conceit when the poet compares sad and 
poignant memories of love to the serpent in the garden of Eden.
"And that this place may thoroughly be thought.
True paradise, I have the serpent broughf'..
In the second stanza, the love-lorn poet desires to be converted into the stone fountain 
which would be shedding tears throughout the year. Similarly, in the last stanza 
there is a reference of 'tears' which are called 'love's wine'. All these conceits lend 
a peculiar charm to the lyric.
'Twicknam Garden' is a short poem, but it is one of the greatest expressions in 
literature of a lover's deep sorrow and piercing agony. The poet comes to tfie Twicknam 
Garden so that the beautiful sights and sounds around him at the placs might ease 
his anguislr; but he finds that his bleak and desolate mood does not feel in harmony
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English PoetrxjTiU 1798 with the atmosphere. The trees arouird him seem to be laughing at and mocking him 
to his face. If the garden were as beautiful as the garden of Eden, the thought of love 
within him was hke a serpent to spoil the beauty of the place. The expression of the 
lover's state of mind is very passionately and beautifully brought out through attractive 
conceits. He calls himself a self-traitOT, tS'he cherishes in his bosom the spider love, 
which transforms everything, even the heavenly manna, into poison (gall).
He wishes to be a mandrake and grow there in the garden, or a stone fountain, 
shedding its tears continuously.
The third stanza of the poem shows a change in poet's attitude. Here his intellectual 
contempt for women is expressed in a series of intricate images. He says that 

’lovers should come and take away in crystal phials these tears and compare them 
with those shed by their mistresses at home. If those don't taste as the tears of 
Donne do, then they are not true tears of love. Thus, Donne implores lovers not 
to be misled by the tears their mistresses shed, for one can no more judge women's 
thoughts by their tears than one can judge their dress by their shadows.
Donne ends his poem with a paradox. The woman he loves is true and chaste, 
and even honest; that is why, Donne cannot enjoy her love. And it is the perversity 
of the female sex that the only woman who is honest and true should be the one 
whose honesty and truth kill the poet; otherwise, perhaps she would not be so 
chaste and true. In Donne's view, woman is a kind of plague devised by God for 
man. Here Donne seems to be highly satirical about women and demonstrates his 
cynical approach to love. There is a sting-in-tail in the end. In short, it is a song 
of sorrow pervaded by nothing except a tone of despair and sorrow. For its sombre 
atmosphere and intensity of grief, the poem is unsurpassed by any lyric in English 
poetry. The poem, as other poems of Donne, depicts a dramatic quality; it begins 
abruptly in a dramatic style as is usual with Donne's poems. The poem makes an 
interesting reading sustaining the reader's interest all through.

NOTES

(K) ANALYSIS OF DONNE'S PRESCRIBED POEMS

1. Critical Summary of 'God Morrow’
This is one of the important poems of Donne. It is a love poem explaining the 
complex nature of love expressed in a metaphysical style. Initially love has an 
element of fun and sex. It is like the dark night. But with the dawn, the true 
nature of things is revealed. The title suggests the dawn of true love. Its essential 
quality is the mutual understanding and confidence between the lover and the 
beloved. This kind of pure love provides a complete world to the lovers — a 
world without coldness, fear and decay. It is much better than the physical world. 
This perfect love, make one disregard the first foolish acts of love is neither subject 
to time nor death.
In the beginning of the poem, the poet examines the nature of the first experiences 
of love. The first set up experiences is childish the physical joys of love. The 
second set up of experiences is that of spiritual love. The mature experiences of 
love make one disregard the first foolish acts of love, when so to say, the souls 
were asleep in the den of seven sleepers. (Here Donne gives as allusion to the 
seven Christian young men of Ephesus, who, because of the fear of persecution 
at the hands of Emperor Dicius took refuge in a cave where they slept for many
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John Donneyears). The poet can dream of time love in the first stage. The atmosphere of sleep, 
stupor and dream shows the fleeting and unstable nature immature love.
Then the poet says that the past life spent in childish love was a sort of dream and 
quite blank. The right of oblivion and imreality is about to end; the true love is 
imminent, and it awakens the souls of the lovers to the meaning of true love. 
This true love values then open out their hearts to each other without any fear or 
inhibition. Their love for each other is all-observing end all satisfying. They have 
no delight in other scenes or places; their world of love is every where; each is like 
a world to the other. The poet is happy with the world of love let sailors discover 
a new world's and make charts and meps of lands they have discovered. The 
lovers are content in their own world; each of them has a world, but the true 
worlds of the two lovers, put together, make one world of love.
The poet further says that as the lovers look at each others, each of tlren sees his 
own image in the other's eyes. Their looks reflect the simplicity, purity and honesty 
of their hearts. Their two faces are metaphysically composed to two hemispheres 
which together make up the whole world. The two hemispheres of the faces of 
lovers are better than the geographical hemispheres because they do not have the 
'Sharp North' and the 'Declining WesT, The 'Sharp North' implies coldness and 
indifference to which their love is not subject — the 'Declining west' symbolises 
death and decay from which the lovers are free. According to certain philosophers, 
when two different elements, which go into the made up of a thing, are hot 
harmoniously mixed, the thing is liable to decay. But this is true of real love. 
Because their love is harmonious and sweet blooded. As such their love is immortal 
and beyond the vagaries of time and clime.

NOTES

In his inevitable way the poem begins dramatically - 'I wonder by my trc)th, 
what thou and I did, till we loved? ? Supposedly, it is the lover posing a 
question. This rhetoric easily captures the attention of the readers. The poet 
compares the first stage of love with the mature type of love, the harmonious 
relationship of two souls. There is lot of difference between these two types of
love. The poet draws the contrast between the two worlds in unity manner-----
the world of lovers and the geographical world. The mutual love is balanced and 
harmonize in such a manner that it is not subject to decay or death. The poet 
proceeds from the scene of the night and the experience of sleepy love to the morning 
of pure love which gives him a new life and makes him discover a world in their 
little room. The discovery of true love is as welcomed as a greeting of a new day.
Here Donne's condensed style is quite apparent. The poem has an argumentative 
and reasoning to explain his point of view. Like an able lawyer, he presses his 
point in such a manner that it is very hard to refute it. The poem has the images 
drawn from a variety of sources i.e., myths of everyday life — the seven sleepers'. 
Den, 'One little room'. The geographical world, sea — discoveries, etc. Donne's 
method, in spite of his scholarly references is not pedantic; it appeals to a common 
reader by its sincerity, reasoning and intensity of feelings.

2. Development of thoughts of the poem Twicknam Garden'.
Twicknam Garden is a sonorous and thoughtful lyric by Donne. It was most 
probably addressed to the Countess Lucy Bedford for whom Donne had a profound 
ammonization. The lyric is distinguished by highly condensed feeling of sadness 
obviously, the poet is in sad and dejected mood. He gives vent to the anguish of
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English Poetiy Til! 1798 his heart which neither nature can soothe nor poetry. Donne's emotions is the 
subject of this lyric.
It is remarkable that the lady to whom the poem is addressed was never in love 
with Donne. The poet mistook her friendly regard towards him for love. The 
poet feels much drawn towards the lady — 'One of the most accomplished and 
cultured ladies of the 17th century. Her truth kills him, because be is deeply involved 
in her charm and personality.
The most distinguishing feature of the poem is the sombre atmosphere that pervades 
the whole poem. The cold, black and cheerless atmosphere is in harmony with 
the poet's anguish. This poem reminds us of Keats' 'La Belle Dane Sans Merci' 
arid Shelley's Song 'A Window Bird Sat Morning.' We find the same bleckness, 
loneliness and cheerlessness in these poems. This poem is full of grim and 
overwhelming despair. The poet begins with a piercing note of sadness. •
Blasted with sighs, and surrounded with tears. Hither I come of seek the spring. 
And at mine eyes, and at mine ears,
Receive such balms as else cure every thing;
The phrases 'blasted with sighs' and 'surrounded with tears' are the concrete 
images which drive home the utter despair and in curable pain of love-lorn heart. 
The poem contains some of die most marvellous of Donne's conceits in first stanza 
there is a startling conceit of 'spider love'-
"The spider love, which transubstantiates all 
And can convert manna to gall."
Again, we have an equally briUiant conceit when Donne compares sad and painful 
memories of love to the serpent in the garden of Eden-
"And that this place may thoroughly, be thought. True paradise, I have the serpent 
brought."
In the second stanza the love-lorn poet yearns for conversion into the stone 
fountain which would be shedding tears throughout the year. In the last stanza 
'tears' are called 'love's wine'. All these conceits land a pearlier charm to the lyric.
Twicknam Garden is a short poem, but it is one of the greatest expressions in 
literature of poignant, sorrow and anguish. The poem has three stanzas of nine 
lines each.
This poem was perhaps inspired by Donne's passion for the compotes Lucy of 
Bedford. She was a highly accomplished and cultured lady who rejected his love. 
The poet has given a most powerful expression to his frustrated passion. He 
comes to Twicknam Garden in order that the beautiful sights and sounds around 
him might ease his anguish. But the atmosphere no soothes his heart on the 
contrary the trees seem to be laughing and mocking at him.
The poet expresses his mental state in a series of attractive conceits. He is a self 
traitor, as he cherishes in his bosson the spider love which, transforms everything, 
even the heavenly manna turns into poison for him. It the garden is paradise 
then his passion is the serpent. He wishes to be a mandrake and grow there in 
the garden. He also wishes to be a stone fountain, for he is always weeping.
In the third stanza, the lover expresses intellectual contempt for women in an 
intricate series of images. He is the stone fountain and his tears are the true tears 
of love. Lover should come and take away in crystal phials these tears and compare

NOTES
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John Donne .them with those shed by their mistresses at home. If those tears do not taste as 
the tears of the lover, then they are not true tears of love. Thus, he implores the 
lovers not to be misled by the tears their mistresses shed, for you can no more 
judge women thoughts by their tears than you can judge their dresses by their 
shadows.
Donne ends the poem with a paradox. The women he loves, is true and chaste; 
she is quite honest, that is why Donne can not enjoy her love. It is the perversity 
of the female sex that the only woman who is honest and true should be the one 
whose honesty and truth kill the poet, otherwise she would not be so chaste and 
true. In Donne’s views woman is a kind of plague devised by God for man.
This poem was addressed to the countess Lucy of Bedford a cultured and 
accomplished lady of seventeeth century, she had a friendly affection of Donne, 
but the poet mistook it for love, which she refused. The poet feels sad and forlorn, 
finds himself in a mood of dejection even nature fails to soothe her tormented 
soul. The sambre atmosphere of the Tvidcknam Garden rather intensifies his grief. 
Thus the poem is a passionate out burst of sorrows expressing the yearning of 
unfulfilled love. It is full of conceits and paradoxical statements.

3. Critical Summary of Ecstasy
'Ecstasy' is a complex and metaphysical poem dealing with the twin aspects of 
love ~ physical and spiritual. Some critics find in it an emphasis on physical aspect 
of love, while others find in it an affirmation of spiritual love. In fact, it deals with 
the relationship of body and soul in love.
Ecstasy is a religious experience, in which the individual soul hold communion 
with the Divine soul. It is a feeling of trance, a spiritual exaltation. In fact, true 
love is an activity of die soul. Here Donne interprets love in a philosophic way. 
Love is a concept experienced through physical love. Donne interprets it in 
platonic way. Thus, the poem uses a religious and mystical experience to interpret 
the depth and complexity of love.
The 1st stanza, provides physical setting of the two lovers. They are sitting on a 
river bank overgrown with flowers. They are calmly looking into each other's 
eyes. They are holding each other's hands firmly in mutual confidence. It is a 
sensually exciting scene suggesting physical union. The poet the two lovers to 
two armies. Their souls are like the negotiators and the body is the channel for 
the souls of the two lovers to inler-communicate with each other. They have 
reached a stage of ecstasy. They also discovered that love was not a sex experience, 
it is a matter of soul not body.
Souls are made of various elements of which one has no knowledge. It is love 
that brings two souls together and makes them one, though, in reality, the two 
have separate existence. And when love brings two souls together, it gives them 
a great zeal and life and removes their loneliness when separate. As a result of the 
union of two souls, a new soul comes into being
The lovers regret of having ignored their bodies so long. They are thankful to 
their bodies, because they brought them together in the first instance. Their bodies 
surrendered their sense in order to achieve spiritual love. Their bodies are like a 
alloy; the body is useful agent for holy love. When a soul wishes to love another 
soul, it can contact it through the medium of body. So, the union of two souls 
may need the contact of bodies as the first step.

NOTES
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English Poetry Till 1798 The lover argues that just as the blood, which is an important constituent of our 
bodies, labours to produce the essence which helps in uniting two bodies, similarly 
a spiritual love produces a kind of ecstasy which binds the two souls together. It 
is a subtle knot of love. This way body element comes to the aid of the soul, 
which is like a prisoner, and it cannot be free unless somebody comes to its aid. 
Thus, the lovers realise body must go to the aid of lover's soul and secure freedom 
for it. The lovers feel confident that young lovers can such guidance from them.
The poem deals with the true nature of love. The communication of the souls of 
lovers reveals the true essence of love. Love is not sex experience; it is rather a 
union of two souls. Each soul appears to keep its identity and as in horticulture, 
by transplantation the plant grows stronger and better, the new soul has a great 
strength and vitality. The fusion of two souls in the real consummation of love. 
The new soul is composed of 'atoms' which are beyond decay. The essence of love 
is not sex but mutual dependence and affection. In this poem Donne gives a 
satisfactory answer to the question
'Is love physical or spiritual?'
The poem brings out that love is dependent on both the soul and the body. Love 
has to be concretized, and this is possible only through the physical play of love. 
Physical love is enriched by the mutual understanding of the souls of two lovers; 
spiritual love is not possible in vacuum. As from the blood comes from strength 
and vigor, so the body and the sense organs are at the disposal and service of the 
lovers' soul, otherwise the souls can not express themselves. Thus physical love 
and the spiritual love are complementary.
Here the conversation is not between the soul and the God as in a religious 
'ecstasy'; it is between the two souls. Here Donne has artistically explained the 
religious and philosophical belief to throw light on physical and sensuous love. 
The greatness of the poem lies in reconciling the opposites — physical love and 
spiritual love, they abstract with the concrete, the human element with the 
non-human. Donne makes use of appropriate images and conceits to support his 
views. The romantic setting in the beginning of the poem sets the mood of the 
physical love — the violet flowers the holding of hands by the lovers. The physical 
aspect of love must precede the spiritual union. Then there is the image of two 
armies and the soul acting as negotiator. Then there are images of the new soul 
emanating out of the two souls. The interdependence of the body and the soul is 
expressed through metaphor. The souls are moving spirits while the bodies are 
the 'spheres' in which they move. The poet shifts quickly from the physical to the 
spiritual and therefore has an edge over other metaphysical poems. For reconciling 
the dichotomy between the flesh and the sensuous and the sublime, particularly 
in this poem, Donne deserves credit.

4. Critical Summary of The Canonization’
'The Canonization' is one of the is one of the important love poems of John 
Donne. In the first stanza the poet wants his friend, who tries to discourage you 
from making love, to keep his mouth shut and allow him to continue his love 
without any hindrance just as it is useless for him to repulse the poet for suffering 
from diseases like paralysis or gout or boldness or infirmities like old age and 
misfortunes, in the same way, it is equally futile for him to try to dissuade the 
poet from making love. Instead of advising the poet it would be better for his

NOTES
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John Donnefriend to improve his position by amassing wealth or cultivate his mind by 
acquiring additional knowledge or by developing a taste for arts. Or he may 
undertake the course of study and secure a position at the court or get a chance of 
observing the grace and honour of the king. As a courtier he will watch the real 
face of the king. Or he may enter business and made money. Let him do whatever 
he likes but let him not disturb the poet in making love to his beloved.
In the second stanza the poet says that none is harmed have not drowned any 
merchant ships; his tears have not caused any floods; the coldness of his fears has 
not prolonged the winter season or delayed the coming of spring; the heat of his 
passion has not added to the list of people who die of plague. The soldiers continue 
to fight the wars and the lawyers are busy in their litigation. In spite of his love, 
normal life of the world continues as usual. Therefore there should be no objecting 
on the part of anyone to his love making.
The third stanza the poet says that whatever he and his beloved are, it is the 
result of their love making. The friend.may call the poet a fly and the poet's 

• beloved another fly chasing after light. He may call them candles because they 
both bum themselves out in mutual love. The friend may compare them with the 
eagle and the dove because both of them are gentle and prey or each other. Perhaps 
the legend of phoenix would fully describe the poet and the beloved. Their two 
sexes match together so perfectly as to fall a being of unisex.
In the stanza IV, the poet argues that if the lovers can't get immortality by their 
love, they can at least die for if. Their story of love may not be worthy of tombs 
and monuments, but it is good enough for the material of poetry. Their love may 
not be recorded in volumes of history but it would certainly find mention in 
sonnets and lyrics. This way the lovers will be canonized just as saints are 
canonized for the love of God.
Finally after being canonized as saints of love, the young lovers will pray for 
their blessing, and seek guidance from them.
Donne here treats the subject of love. In this poem he seems to have taken a 
positive and serious view of love. It is a selfless and saintly affection as worthy of 
respect as worship. Here we find Donne's great devotion to anne moore, his 
beloved, though the marriage marred his career and brought him disrepute. The 
main idea of the poem is that his love does not interfere with the lives of others 
and so, why should they take exception it? Donne's passion is physical and lovers 
really believe in sexual indulgence. Their bodies become one and so do their souls.
Here Donne treats physical love as it were divine love. Saints are canonized for 
their renunciation of the world and its comforts. In the same way, the lovers have 
renounced the material world. It is paradox. The love of Donne for his beloved 
causes no damage or injury to the society or world. The lovers have lost the 
world but gained more in the world of each other. They are devoted to each other 
as saints whose blessings other lovers will invoke.
The poem as usual being a metaphysical poem begins abruptly and dramatically- 
'For God's sake hold your tongue and let me love,'
The poet suggests a dramatic situation.
The lover is making love to his beloved, but they are disturbed by an intruder 
friend and his talk

NOTES
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English Poetry Till 1798 The lover tells him to stop talking about their love and let them love. This way 
the poem begins dramatically and grips the attention of the readers.
The poem also deals with the secret of love. Love is an association or union of the 
two persons who find mutual satisfaction in love. Donne, as usual, uses a number 
of conceits or far-fetched comparisons. The lovers are equated with a phoenix 
riddle. Again they are like flies and tapers which enjoy being consumed to 
extinction. Again like the phoenix bird the lovers are resurrected from their ashes. 
This way physical love has been elevated to the plane of spiritual love.
•The poem admits the life beyond death. The lovers are prepared to die for love if 
they can not live by love. The tail of their death will form the subject of love 
poets. Their love will be commemorated in lyrics and sonnets. They will attain 
the status of saints of love. People will copy their love and regard it as a model. 
The future lovers will seek guidance from them.
The poem is full of rhetorical expression; their is a lot of hyperbole. Donne uses 
metaphor to laugh at the Petrarchan mode of love. Organic imagery is a strong 
point of the poem. The two lovers moving round each other like flies or consuming 
themselves like tapers is a powerful image. Similar is the one image of the eagle 
and the dove and the phoenix riddle. Besides, Donne's wit is also to be found in 
this poem. In- short, the poem shows an exquisite craftsman-ship of Donne at its 
best. The poem deals with theme of spiritual love.

NOTES

5. Critical summary of ‘Batter My Heart’
As the very title shows, this is one of the important holy Sonnets of Donne. It is 
a passionate and forceful appeal to God by a devotee to take possession of his 
heart. The intensity of feeling is conveyed by the word 'better' which means 'to 
pound'. The poet, first of all prays to Christian trinity—The God Father, the 
Holy Ghost and the son of God (Christ) to take possession of his heart by force. 
The poet's heart is highly agonised strewing to be possessed by God. He gives 
expression to it though the analogy of an 'usurped town' and then of a beloved 
under the forcible possession of an adversary. His soul belongs of God, but has 
been taken away by Devil. The poet is himself willing to pay homage to God, but 
he can't do so because he is imder of Power of the Devil Reason is God's Viceroy, 
but even he is unable to oppose the might of the Devil. Therefore, God should use 
force and free him from the horrible clutches of evil forces. Thus alone can he be 
saved from damnation.
The poet clears his position through the metaphor of lover-beloved relationship. 
The poet is beloved while God is the lover. The poet's soul loves, God and wants 
to be united with him. However, he is forcibly betrothed to the Devil. God alone 
can rescue him. God should sever his relations with the evil and redeem him from 
wickedness. God should accept him as a beloved and take him into his arms. The 
poet feels that he can never be purified till God consummates his union with him. 
Them alone will he be free from sin and evil.
There is an intensity of emotions of the poet, who wishes to be totally owned by 
God.
"Imprison me, enthraller ravish me'- show this intensity of feeling.
There is a great use of Paradox in the poem. Donne's relaters with God is expressed 
through several paradoxes e.g., "The poet can only rise if he is once thrown by
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John DonneGod; he can be free only if he is imprisoned by God, and he can be chaste only if 
he is ravished by the almighty." The poet can gain peace of mind only when God 
uses violence and snatch him from Devil. This is another Paradox. The metaphor 
of the usurped town to be taken by the lawful owner is quite appropriate. Similarly, 
the expression that Freedom and purity can come through divine consummation 
alone. This also sounds an appropriate metaphor.

The idea of violence runs throughout the poem. The hammering of the blacksmith 
is followed by the siege and capture of the besieged town; the marriage is followed 
by ravishment

Donne's poems are noted for their dramatic quality and abrupt beginning. This 
trait is found in almost all kinds of poems be it a love lyric or religious poem. The 
present poem also reveal this feature. It begins suddenly e.g.,

"Batter my heart, three personed God; for you 

As yet but knock, breathe, shine and seek to mend;

That I may rise, and stand, overthrow me, and bend 

Your force, to break, blow, bum and make me new."

The poem concludes on a paradoxical note, as: - "

"Take me to you, imprison me, for I 

Except you enthrall me never shall be free.

Nor ever chaste, except you ravish jme."

The poem abounds in metaphysical style and colloquial diction

NOTES

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

1. Bring out the main characteristics of metaphysical poetry and illustrate how 
Doruie is a metaphysical poet?

2. What is meant by conceit? Write a note on the use of conceits in Donne's poetry?
OR

"The images of Donne's poems are usually condemned because they are far
fetched". Would you agree with this view?

3. Discuss the quality of wit in Doruie's poetry with illustrations from his poems.
4. Amplify the statement that Donne's genius was essentially dramatic.
5. Write a critical note on the obscurity of Donne's poetry.
6. Write a critical note on the treatment of love in Donne's poetry?

OR
In the treatment of love Donne is a rebel against Elizabethan conventions.' Elabo
rate with reference to the poems you have read.

7. Comment on Donne as a satirist. Give illustrations from the poems you have read.
8. Account for the element of modernity in Donne's poetry, with reference to the 

poems you have read.
9. Critically evaluate Donne's religious poetry. Give illustrations from the poems 

you have read.
10. 'Donne's genius was more lyrical'. Comment.

OR
'What Shakespeare did to dramatic art, Donne did to the lyric poetry the late 
Elizabethan Age'. Illustrate your answer from the poems of John Donne.
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(A) THE BACKGROUND

Henry Vaughan's period is between 1625-60. At the death of James I in 1625, 
Spenser's influence had almost exhausted surviving only in Milton. It was Ben 
Jonson and especially John Donne who had disciples and imitators. Poets were 
numerous, but except for Milton they were simply the poets of anthologies or the 
writers of some small lyrics. It was a period when desire for writing long romances 
in verse and attempts to write classical epics had waned substantially. The literature 
of this period, thus, constitutes mere metrical romances. Some mythological 
narratives were also written. Inevitably, poetic qualities and readable passages 
are scattered here and there in these works, but on the whole, they have little 
importance in literary history, except that a path leads over their graves to Milton's 
Paradise Lost.
However, if dead poetry be left on one side and even if any attempt to classify the 
poets of mid 17th century be made, they are seen to fall into two main groups - (i) 
the secular poets, called cavaliers or recular poets, and (ii) religious poets known 
as Anglicans and Puritans. But this division is social or religious, not literary. 
The Cavalier poets were on the side of the king and were also called the Royalists; 
They were secular in the sense that did not use their poetry as a means of 
propaganda, against the foes of the king. They kept their Royalism away from 
their poetic activity. They were lyric poets and dealt with love, beauty, and war. 
They wrote songs in higher vein, gay, trivial and often licentious. This group 
included poets like Robert Herrick, Carew, John Suckling and Richard Lovelace. 
With the notable exception of Robert Herrick, a clergyman, the others of the 
group were Royalists as against Puritans.
The Cavalier poets came under the influence of Ben Jonson and John Donne. 
They derived from Johnson's clarity and lucidity of expression control of emotions, 
felicity of phrase and sophistication of tone. Jonson was a classicist and passed on 
the classical qualities to the cavalier poets. Though they were against turbidity 
and turgidity of Donne's poetic expression, yet they were not free from his influence
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English Poetry Tm 1798 at all. It is because of this influence, that their poetry is characterized by 
conversational tone metaphysical conceits and tendency for self analysis. Carev/s 
'Upon a Ribband', Lovelace's 'To Lucasta'^ and Suckling's 'To Mistress Cicely 
Crofts' are based on Donne's 'The Fimeral,' 'The Ecstasic,' 'A valediction: Forbidding 
Mourning' respectively. Thus, Donne and Jonson formed an ideal partnership, as 
their poetic masters, with these Cavalier poets, at once stimulating and disdpling 
them, arousing their fancy.
The Cavalier poets shared a few common features in their poetry. All of them 
wrote lyrics and short poems, but they didn't show any interest for sonnet 

.tradition. They had lost the sponcity of rapture of Elizabethan poets and instead 
cared more for polish and elegance. They did not write as professionals but as 
amateurs. Some of their lyrics reveal careless workmanship. But at times, they 
have touches of exquisite expression. Even though they are urban and urbane, 
they show deep love for natural scenes and sights and faima and flora. These are 
the subjects of their lyrics e.g. 'The Argument of His Book' indicates the nature of 
Herrick's poetry:
"I sing of brooks, of blossoms, birds and Lowers,

. Of April, May, of Jime and July flowers,
I write of youth, of love, and have access 

By these, to sing of cleanly wantonness;"
The cavalier poets revealed lyrical power of high order, but at the sametime 
meditative and observant. For them the objects of Nature were the emblems of 
human predicament. Their poems have also a conversatioiul tone, in the manner 
of Donne.

NOTES

(B) HENRY VAUGHAN AS A MYSTIC AN ROMANTIC POET

Side by side with a romantic bent of mind there is also a metaphysical spirit 
present in Cavalier poets. For Metaphysical poets were eager to express themselves 
through far-fetched conceits. The metaphysical poetry was intellectual; they chose 
abstract subjects in intellectual tone, which created obscurity in their poetry. 
They saw acute resemblance in things apparently unlike, made use of far-fetched 
images, and contradictions. Metaphysical poetry also displayed wit. Most of the 
poets were mystical poets. In this poetry there is very little to appeal to the heart; 
it appealed to head.
Another characteristic influence of the early 17th century was that of Puritanism, 
though with the decline of the Elizabethan, it was on the wanning side. For all 
the religious fervour felt and expressed in the first half of 17th century a questioning 
sprit was in the air. As a result, the earlier religions fevour was no more a potent 
force. Much of religious poetry had become dogmatic and controversial. There 
emerged a conflict between religion and science as well as between religion and 
passion or sensuality. Puritanism had become fatal not only to art and human 
culture but also to literature. As a result, the romantic spirit of Elizabethan period 
began to over shadow the intellectual spirit of Puritan idealogy. Puritan writers 
like Marvell started writing lyrics and songs. Marvell wrote a number of lyrics 
and political satires. Even a staunch Puritan, John Miltons, presents a blending
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Henry Vaughan (7622-95)of religious and secular literature. Religion was not the main concern for these 
Cavalier poets.
Henry Vaughan (1622-1695) is a characteristic of the cavalier poetry. His poetry 
also depicts the trace of unequality found in other poets of the group. He was a 
welsh doctor bom in the land of ancient Silurians, and he,liked to call himself a 
Silurist. Vaughan began his poetic career by writing secular poetry which betrays 
Ben Johnson's influence — Olor Iscanus (finished in 1647). But an illness detached 
him from the world and turned his thoughts to spiritual things. He become 
mystical and impregnated with the poetry of George Herbert and imitated him, 
writing 'Silex Scintillans', which appeared in two parts in 1650 and 1655. He is 
perhaps the only 17th century poet who had been most scorned and who most 
surprisingly recovered his place in the public estimation. His verses were long 
taken to typfy the obscure, the platitudinous, and the inharmoniously rude. 
Only a few of his poems have indubitable value but these are pure gold. In them 
vanghan is more melodious than Herbert; his mysticism is more fluid and less 
argumentative, and his imagination is mellower. His praise lies not in a church 
like Herbert, but in the open air. His own picturesque country has inspired him 
with love for nature and this feeling mingles with his Christian meditation. It 
also imparts to the best of his work something which is romantic and modem.
Vaughan has a hermit's soul. The large number of his poems which are too directly 
inspired by Herbert are usually inferior to their model. Vaughan lacks the art to 
construct even a few stanzas, nor can he conclude a poem. His versification is for 
less skilful and varied than Herbert's. Almost always his verses read like an 
improvisation often an awkward one. But his meditations on life and death, in 
the face of changing nature, are graced by new images- For instance there is a 
poem in which he tells that he has lost one dear to him and his heart is heavy. He 
walks in a field-
"Where I sometimes had seen the soil to yield 

A gallant flower.
But winter now had ruffled all the bower 

Then he digs in the soil:
And by and by
I saw this warm recluse alone to lie.
Where fresh and green 

He lived of us unseen.
The poet weeps upon the earthly bed:
Then sighing whispered, 'Happy are the dead!
What peace doth now 

Rock him asleep below!"
He then prays that he may again see him whom he mourns.
On another day he meditates before a waterfall, of which the 'transparent pool 
and watery wealth' falls,
"As if his liquid, loose retinue stayed lingering, and where of this steep place 
afraid.

NOTES

Self-Instructional Material 77



English Poetry m 1798 The common pass 

Where, dear as glass.
All must descend 

Not to an end.
But quickened by this deep and rocky grave.
Rise to a longer course more bright and brave"
The water fall is to him a symbol of life and death. Here Vaughan speaks in the 
vein of a mystic using symbolic method to express his ideas.
It is part of his originality dial he felt the poetry of childhood. His famous poem 
'Retreat' anticipates words worth's famous poem 'Ode on Intimation of 
Immortality'. It is with the same regret for vanished glory and purity that Vaughan 
reverts to his childhood, as he says;
"Happy those early days when I 
Shined in my angel infancy!
Before I xmderstood this place 

Appointed for my second race 

Or taught my soul to fancy aught 
But a white, celestial thought;"
The whole poem is exquisite, it is not a discord yet it is perhaps not here, but in 
the poem which begins. "They are all gone into the world of light" that Vaughan 
reaches artistic perfection, emd is happiest in his choice of rhythms and images.
"I see diem walking in an air of glory.
Whose light doth trample on my days;
My days which are at best but dull and hoary 
Mere glimmering and decays."
Despised though Vaughan was by his contemporaries, at least his glorification of 
childhood was emulated by Thomas Traherne,
Henry Vaughan was not a priest like Herbert and Crashaw. He was at heart a 
mystic, more at home in sacred than in secular verse. He had a considerable gift of 
fantasy with which he used to decorate his serious works. His important works 
are Poems (1646), Olor Iscanus (1651), Silex ScintiUans (1650) and Thalia Redivivu 
(1678). But the Poems by which Vaughan is remembered are contained in the 
volume 'Silex ScintiUans' which appeared in two parts in 1650 and 1655 
respectively. This is largely religious inspiration and its title is significant, for the 
emblem on the title page reveals its meaning to be a heart of dint burning and 
bleeding under the stroke of a thunder bolt and so throwing off sparks. Vaughan 
owes his meta-physical conceits to Herbert's influence; he also follows his model 
in use of his images. Moreover, several of Vaughan's poems like Herbert, are devoted 
to church festivals. Again he sornetimes imitates Herbert's whimsicality and 
homeliness of expression. But when he ceases to follow his master closely, he rises 
to fine poetry. Vaughan is at his best when he deals with the themes of childhood 
and tough communion with nature and eternity. His poem 'The Retreat' influenced 
Wordsworth in the composition of his 'Ode on Intimation of Immortality' from 
'Recollection of Early Childhood'. Like Words'-worth, he feels nature's infinite

NOTES
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Henry Vaughan (1622-95)beauty. Vaughan attributes symbolic colour to the objects of nature and sees
nature as symbolical of God. Thus Vaughan's nature poetry anticipates
Wordsworth's pantheistic philosophy of nature. Among the best of his other
poems is 'The World'. It contains magnificant images which again anticipates
romantic poetry of 19th century e.g.,-
"I saw eternity the other night
Like a great ring of pure and endless light
All calm as it was right."

NOTES

[C] METAPHYSICAL STRAIN IN VAUGHAN'S POETRY

As observed earlier, in style and versification Donne and his followers reacted 
against the cloying sweetness and harmony of the school of Spenser. The 
metaphysicals deliberately avoided conventional poetic expressions as they had 
lost their taste due to overuse. The metaphysicals employed very prosaic words 
or rugged and unpoetic words we seldom expect in serious poetry. Their 
versification like their diction is coarse and jerky in contrast to the honeyed 
smoothness of much of the Elizabethan poetry. Sometimes, their metrical felicity 
has been adversely commented upon by all; but to be fair, we may say that Donne 
writes as one who will say what he has to say without any regard to poetic 
conventions of diction or smooth verse; but what he says is subtle. This quality 
is also in his followers - Crashaw, Herbert and Vaughan.
Most of the metaphysicals wrote on religion. But we must remember all of them 
do not write alike; they are strongly marked individuals. Herbert was called the 
'Saint' of the metaphysical school and followed Donne in his religious poetry, 
but he does not use the images and conceits of the Donnean type. His 'Temple' is 
the most popular Anglican poem of the Age. His distinguished followers were 
Vaughan and Crashaw. They, no doubt, acknowledged their debts to Herbet, but 
they had their own tempers. Vaughan was temperamentally mystic, though he 
uses conceits after the manner of Donne and Herbert, such as "stars shut up 
shops" when the coming of morning is described. He is at his best while dealing 
with such themes as childhood, communion with nature. His poem 'The world' 
has a daring image:
"I saw eternity the other night
Like a great ring of pure and endless light
As calm as it was bright."
Vaughan contemplates the beauty of God's universe till it stirs in him a mystic 
response. He idealises childhood as the age in which a human being is nearest to 
God. His famous 'Retreat' fully brings out this mystic idea of Vaughan. Thus, like 
other metaphysical poets, he contributed to the tradition of metaphysical trend of 

• poetry going on while at the sametime, used Muse as a tool of religious poetry.

[D) MYSTICAL NOTE IN VAUGHAN’S POETRY

Vaughan is a metaphysical poet with the temper of a mystic. 'He knows that he 
has a home, but scarce knows here'. He is ever conscious of the veil of sin, which
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English Poetry mi798 separates him from God, and therefore, he is restless to tear off this veil of evil, 
and be a part of the Divine illumination. He tries to reach the realm of God, but—
"....it is so far
That I have quite forgot how to go there."
Hence in the eagerness, he knocks at all doors
Strays and roams. He is fully aware of the mounting sin, that has hindered his 
spiritual progress and in suffocation he grieves—
"They are all gone into the world of Light.
And I alone sit lingering here."
The poets feels overpowered by the desolating sense of separation from God. It 
shakes him terribly and he is filled with an acute sense of self-disgust and despair 
Vaughan's poetry is pimctuated with the consciousness of sin, a desire to escape 
into the world of lighf and a firm belief in the divine power animating the whole 
creation. Since, he is mainly concerned with these two contrasting themes — 
consciousness of sin and the need for spiritual illuminated—his poetry full of 
terms like world and God, time and eternity, time and eternity light and Darkness. 
Since the poet is in exile on the earth, he feels utterly lonely and disconsolate. A 
tension is set up between the miserly of his present lot and his desire, to reach his 
real home. The mystical strain is obvious in Vaughan's eagerness to escape into 
that hill where he shall need no glass'.
The poet in 'They are gone into the world of light' regards himself as an imprisoned 
spirit on the earth and prays for his escape into to escape in true liberty*
"O, Father of eternal life, and all 
created glories under thee!
Resume they from this world of thrall 
Into true liberty."
"Eitiier disperse these mists, which flot and fill 
My perspective (still) as they pass.
Or else remove me hence into that hill 
Where I shall need no glass.
Since the poet is on exile on this earth, he feels utterly lonely and disconsolate. 
So, the poet expresses an intensity of feeling, for he has set out to seek communion 
with God.
In the poem 'Man', nature and man are set in opposing position one against the 
other. Whereas nature is the manifestation of the divine, man is limited and finite 
in his aspirations. The poems opens with a description of the regulated life of 
nature:
Weighing the steadfastness and state of some mean things which here below 
reside where birds like watchful clocks the noiseless dates
And intercourse of time divide
Where Bees at night get home and hive and flowers;
Early as well as late.

NOTES
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Rise with the sun, and set in the same bowers".
Vaughan uses a lot of images drawn from the world of nature. 'Birds like watchful 
docks' suggests the perfection of the divine scheme while measuring time. Bees, 
flowers, the sun perform their assigned duties by which the chorus of creation 
moves. Opposed to this ordered life of nature stands man's life of irregularities 
and anxieties'.
"Man Rath still other toyed or care 

He hath no root, nor to one place is ty'd,
But ever restless and irregular 
About This earth doth run and ride
Man lives in perpetual tension. He is alienated from his native spirit and wonders 
without any pleasure or pride around the neutral regions of the earth. "He hath 
no root, nor to one place is ty'd".
Again in the concluding lines of the poem the poet realizes that the shame and 
blame in matters of divine dispensation are as quoted;
"Man is a shuttle, to whose winding quest 
And passage through these looms,
God ordered motion but ordained no rest."
Vaughan opines that Man lives in a state of tension. He is alienated from his 
native spirit and wanders with no pleasure and profit. Man can never have 
perfection because he is guided by the impulses of individual soul not by the 
general pattern as is the case with-nature. The metaphor suggests motion and 
watchful clock's stands for measure of time. All such concepts and ideas reveal 
Vaughan as a mystic poet.
To Vaughan, Qiristianity was not just a religion, but a diction source of poetic 
inspiration. Like Herbert he was unusually sensitive to change in the internal 
climate of his soul. Vaughan's poem 'The world' derives both its title and content 
from the pages of the Bible. It is based on the syntiiesis of world and God, time 
and eternity—
"I saw Eternity the other night
Like a great Ring of pure and endless light.
All calm and it was bright.
And round beneath it time in hours, days, years 

Driv'n by spheres
Like vast shadow mov'd, in which the world 

And all her train were hurl’d”
The Ring image suggests Eternity, and opposed to this are the limitations of the 
time-bound world. So, here the polarities of time and eternity define Vaughan's 
Cosmos. He has experienced the dominance of evil in this world. But he also feels 
the mystical presence of someone—the bright "Ring"
In the poem "Peace" too a mystical strain is apparent.
"My soul, there is a countries 

Far beyond the stars.

Henry Vaughan (1622-95)

NOTES
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English Poehy Till 1798 Where stands a winged Sentrie 

All skilful in the wars."
'A winged sentrie' is seen guarding the region "beyond" The stars, "where sweet 
peace sits crowned with smiles".
In the poem, 'Morning watch', the poet celebrates the return of Divine Light to 
him with all its beauty and fragrance, which rejuvenates him with life and vigour;
Vaughan's, efforts to look 'beyond the mistie showed' corresponds to his mystic 
temper.
Vaughan's verses were taken to justify the obscure, platitudinous and interminably 
rude. He is more melodies than Herbert; his mysticism more fluid and less 
argumentative, and his imaginative is more melodious.

NOTES

(E] VAUGHAN’S OUTLOOK TOWARDS NATURE AND 
CHILDHOOD

The world of Nature offers more wonders to Vaughan than it does to his masters— 
Donne and George Herbert. His poems, in addition to mystical and theological 
Thomas, also reveal his relationship w'ith the world of Nature. Whereas to Donne 
and Herbert, Nature is hardly anything more than a medium through which 
they present the exploration of the soul. But, nature to Vaughan, as it is to Words
worth, a sensible character, capable of feeling and responding. However, both 
Wordsworth and Vaughan attach symbolism to Nature. Like wordsworth, 
Vaughan attributes moral sanctity to it, and it unfolds itself to him through 
various symbols. It is through the use of symbols that Nature is transformed 
into a living character which is responsive to the feelings of a man and emotions. 
Like Wordsworth, Vaughan attritrites to Nature a moral sanctity, and it unfolds 
to him a world of wonder and beauty and also the world of spiritual values. 
From the various objects of Nature, its sight and scenes provides some kind of 
solace, harmony, perfection and much pleasure to its lover i.e., man. Like words
worth, Vaughan discovers in Nature his inner calm and harmony. Both the poets 
turned to Nature not to admire her, but to' discover. Nature reveals God's design 
to them. Vaugh finds a dear and durable companion. He also discover a regulated 
life and working of Nature.
Further, as a mystic, Vaughan, gains some higher truths of life. He, like words
worth, has a nostalgic reverence for childhood, its angelic purity and irmocence. 
Words sings in praise of childhood in The 'Immortality Ode' Thus:
"....Trailing clouds of glory do we come 

From God, who is our home;
Heaven lies about us in infancy".
Vaughan too centres round this theme of infancy.
Like wordsworth, he is attracted to the purity and innocence of a child ; he is 
delighted to recall the glorious period of childhood in 'Retreaf:
"Happy those early days ! when I 
Shin'd in my Angell infancy.
Before I understood this place
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Appointed for my second race.
Or fought my soul to fancy ought 
But a white, Clestial thought 
When yet! had not walkt above"
A mile or two four my first love. (Retreat)
A child, being innocent and pure, is naturally closer to God than grown-ups and 
can very well spy Some shades of eternity.' An adult, on the other hand, absorbs 
impurities of the material world and gets contaminated by sin. This way, he moves 
farther away from heaven. The poem 'Retreat' shows that a man in his golden 
infancy Partakes of divine Joy. Gradually, with the passage of time, the innocence 
which is a special gift of God to man, disappears and sin over powers the soul 
and corrupts it. The poet pines for the days gone by;
"Before I taught my tongue to wound my conscience with a sinfull sound, or 
had the black art to dispence a sev'rall sinne to ev'ry sence, but felt through all 
this fleshly dresser Bright shooters of everlastingness.
(The Retreate)
Indeed, a sustained poetic effort of a very high order has gone into the making of 
this poem. Images drawn from nature not only augment the beauty of the poem, 
but also form integral part of tfie poetic design. The poet seems to be longing for 
the blessed years of innocent childhood. Vaughan takes infancy as a blessed stage 
when commvmion with God is possible. He believes tl^t he can see the divine 
light only with infant eye.
Thus, in the 'Retreate' he recalls the childhood when he "felt through all his 
fleshly dresse/Bright shoots of everlastingness"
‘The sky' suggests the barrier separating the poet from God; 'The earth' stands 
for the world bound in time and is always associated with physical life.
Vaughan observe Nature with a deep concern, and it has no echoes from his 
masters. One can hardly ignore the range and beauty of his nature imagery. 
Vaughan is as introspective as his masters, but his images lack intellectual force, 
drawn as they are from the vast treasure house of Nature. There is hardly any 
one among his contemporaries who watcher earth, sky, wind, flowers and birds 
witii such passion. He often expresses his mood of ecstasy, contemplating ttie 
down or sunset, the water fall or the shower. No doubt he symbolises the objects 
of Nature. The flower is Vaugh's favourites image for the soul and it often suggest 
peace and order. Associated with the image of 'flower' are the images of 'buds', 
'shootes', which imply soul's gradual but marked progress towards the realm of 
God. Similarly other objects of Nature like water, sky, wind, water are used as 
important symbols by Vaughan. They had a great fascination for him. Taking 
into accoimt all his basic attitudes, Vaughan stands as a devotional poet. But 
imder diverse influences on him, he emerged as a three dimensional literacy figure 
of his age.

Henry Vaughan (1622-95)

NOTES

(F) VAUGHAN’S RELIGIOUS POETRY

Metaphysical is an add term to describe a kind of poetry which Donne, Crashaw, 
Marvell wrote. By convention Vaughan and his master Herbert are also grouped
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with them. The term 'metaphysical', is thus used to cover at least two recongnizably 
different Kinds of poets; one, gay, witty, analytic and frank; the other awesomely 
earnest and devout. This is due largely to the change of meaning the term has 
undergone since first Dryden and later Dr. Johnson used it to describe the 
peculiarities of these poets whom they did not admire much. Their courtship was 
void of fondness and their lamentation of sorrow, their wish was only to say 
what they hoped had never been said. Their thoughts are often new, but seldom 
natural. There is a radicalism of style and substance, a deliberate insistent defiance 
of convention, a revolt against the traditional imagery and attitudes to love and 
faith. 'Realism' —often coarse and crude and sensual— is their forte. These poets 
are often almost obstrusively extraverts and regard the whole body of their readers 
as their Father confessors and pour their hearts out.
Like George Herbert, Vaughan reveals an intensity of religious emotion which 
breaks through his odd and rather unfamiliar imagery. All of them deal with 
central human problems; love, death God and human foibles and frailty. The 
common theme of some of these poets is the specific individual experience rather 
than common human experience. They probed into the contemporary spiritual 
unease, unrest and general disillusionment with the state of things in church, 
state and society, which are significant aspects of their outlook and approach to 
life. That is why most of the metaphysical poet wrote on themes of religion as well.
His poems "Regeneration', 'The world' and 'The Night'—all draw theme and 
fore from religion. They have extracts from the Bible quoted at the end. After all 
mysticism is the manifestation and product of a deep religious faith-or fervour. 
Regeneration marks a progress of the poet towards a new life after a thorough 
cleansing of the soiil. The poet examines the climate of his soul and prays for 
spiritual illumination. He is a 'ward' who is still in bonds. He prays for a change 
of the internal weather, and this is powerfully expressed through the contrast 
between the seen and the unseen, appearance and reality. Without this inner 
weather, he can't enjoy the world of nature around at the advent of spring. Nature 
is bursting with new life and energy, beauty and elegance, but there is "frost 
within" His haunting awareness of the fast makes his existence in the world 
intolerable.
Vaughan is filled with self disgust and despair to find himself still in the grip of 
sin. Tom and tortured by sin, he staggers on the hard and rocky path of life; his 
soul is segregated from God ultimately. The divine soul blesses him and his soul 
is thoroughly cleansed of its impurities. This forms the contents of 'Regeneration', 
which is religious in character and theme.
The 'Night' is another powerful poem with a religious theme. It is based on a 
Biblical theme relating to Nicodemus. Nicodemus was lucky because he saw such 
light/As made him know his God by night. Vaughan is highly moved by the 
spiritual height attained by Nicodemus, and is determined to free himself from 
sin, this poetry, reflects a religious tones. Vaughan conceives of religion far beyond 
the stars;
The awareness of guilt or sin has been merged into his wider awareness of sin as 
a veil dividing man from God.
Vaughan's religious poetry is essentially Christian. But he seems to have been 
influenced by the Hermetic doctrine, as shown in cock-crowing. The poet feels 
the existence of God around him. 'Light', standing for spiritual illumination, is
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Henry Vaughan (1622-95)the dominant symbol which pervades the whole of vaughan's religious Poetry. 
'The world of Light' is the destination of the poets spiritual journey. Here he feels 
a sense of suffocation because he is a prisoner in the dark.
"I consent and ran 

To every myre.
And by this worlds ill-guiding light.
Erre more than I can do by night." (The Night)
All this reveal that Waughan was
Essentially a devotional poet with moral fervour. He is, in fact a devote with firm 
faith that his "God would give a sunshine after rain." This corresponds to an 
optimistic religious them that his scallared in his poems. Like all other poets, 
Vaughan too craves for the regeneration of soul after ending the life of sin. He 
does not take any philosophical stance, nor does he develop any reasoned out 
philosophy of his own. He is primarily a devote with a firm fault in God and His 
just ways. In writing poems in the early years of life particularly, Vaughan was 
influenced by the holy life and verse of George Herbert, But he seldom shares his 
master's religious apprehensions. Nor has he imitated his master.
Vaughan is ever conscious of the evil of sin which separates a man from God. He 
is, therefore, restless to tear off that veil and be a part of the divine illumination. 
He tries to reach God, but
".....it is so far
That he hath quite forget how to go there". (Man) so, in his eagerness to reach 
God, the poet
"Knocks at all doors, strays and roams" (Man) He is fully aware of the mounting 
sin which has hindered his spiritual progress, and is suffocation he grieves—
"They are all gone into the world of light 
And I alone sit lingering here."
This desolating sense of separation from God shakes him terribly, and he is filled 
with an acute sense of self-disgust and despair. His poetry is punctuated with the 
consciousness of sin and a string desire to mix with the divine power animating 
the whole universe. Such a conviction lends a religious character to many of his 
poems.
In 'They are all gone into the world of Light' The poet regards himself as an 
imprisoned spirit on earth and prays for his escape into true liberty.
"O Father of eternal life, and all 
Created glories under Thee!
Resume thy from this world of thrall 
Into true liberty."
These lines denote an earnest but passionate appeal of the poet to his God for his 
regeneration. This brings Vaughan much closer to Donne who also makes an 
impassioned appeal to God in his 'Holy Poems'. Moreover, the appeal of the devote 
is analysed by intellectual reasoning as in Donne's religious poems.
Again, in the poem 'Man' nature and man are set in opposition, one against the 
other. Whereas, nature is a manifestation of the divine, man is limited and finite

NOTES
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English Poetry Till 2798 in his aspirations since the poet is in exile on this earth, he feels utterly lonely and 
disconsolate ; a tension is set up between the misery of his present lot and his 
desire to reach his real home. However, in his religious poems we find an 
impassioned type of appeal obviously on Donne's pattern, and this lends his 
poems a metaphysical strains.
Serval of Vaughan's poems are devoted to church festivals and, thus, reveal his 
religious zeal. This is due to his master, George Herbert's influence. But when he 
ceases to follow his master, he rises to fine poetry. Vaughan is at his best when he 
deals with a religious theme like the childhood, man's relation to God, Eternity. 
The poem 'Retreat' influenced William wo'rdsworth to compose Immortality ode, 
Vaughan feels the beauty of Nature like wordsworth and seas it as a symbol of 
God. The poem 'world' contains many religious images eg;
"I saw eternity the other night
Like a great ring of true and peaceful light
And calm as it was right" (world)

NOTES

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

1. What influences were responsible in shaping the poetic art of Vaughan?
2. Write a note on Vaughan's poetic technique.
3. How does Vaughan idealise childhood?
4. Discuss Vaughan as a metaphysical poet.
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Andrew Marvell (1621-78)

UNIT VI; ANDREW MARVELL
11621-78)

NOTES
★ STRUCTURE *

(A) Age of Marvell
(B) Feature of Marvell's Poetry 
(Q Marvell as a Puritans
(D) Romantic note in Marvell's Poetry
(E) Marvell's love Poetry
(F) Marvell as a Metaphysical poet

(G) Themes of Marvell's Poems
(H) Critical Appreciation of the Poem 'To His coy Mistress'
(I) Summary and Critical remarks on the poem 'the Garden'

• Important Questions
• Bibliography

(A) AGE OF MARVELL

Marvell belongs to 17^ century. It was a transitional period. It was firstly the age 
of metaphysical poetry writing. The metaphysical poetry began early in Jacobean 
Age. John Donne was the leader and foimder of metaphysical school of poetry. 
He led the new way of writing poetry as a reaction against the conventional poetry 
of the Elizabethans. The metaphysical poetry was purely intellectual; it appealed 
to the intellect. The ideas of metaphysical poets were often new, but seldom natural. 
The metaphysical poets were men of learning and to show their learning was 
their chief object. They saw that beneath the surface of life, illuminated the deeper 
places with revealing flashes. Besides, they devoted their intellect and imagination 
to reflection upon god and their relationship to him. So they produced great religious 
poetry. Metaphysical poets saw acute resemblance in things apparently unlike. They 
introduced far-fetched images and conceits to explain their idea, which caused a 
great difficulty for an average reader. The metaphysical poets took delight in 
expressions marked with obscure and unintelligible conceits, for these poets were 
men of deep learning. Therefore, they played with the words to startle the readers. 
That is why, we come across obscure and recondite references in their poems.
It was Dryden first who called Donne's poetry 'Metaphysical'. Dr. Johnson too 
had no appreciation for the fantastic conceits which the metaphysical poets 
displayed in their poetry. That is why, he accused these poets of seeking to express 
something by the subtle and fantastic and witty conceits.
Most of the metaphysical poets were mystical e.g., in the poetry of Dorme, Herbert, 
Crashaw, Vanghan, and others, there is an expression of a communion with god. 
They believed that the spiritual is alone the real world and the things of this 
world are mere shadows. Most of the English religious works have been written 
by Metaphysicals. The metaphysical poets threw Elizabethan poetic style to the
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English Poetry Till 1798 winds and substituted a style which was mgged, coarse and hard. That is why, 
the metaphysical poetry is intellectual, and appeals more to the head rather than 
the heart. Wit and conceit are the main characteristics of metaphysical poetry. Its 
language is condensed and intellectual. In this poetry we find 'intellectual emotionality'.
Another development in 17“^ century was 'Reformation Movement and the rise 
of Puritanism. Reformation was a religious movement aimed at the cultivation of 
religious, moral, spiritual values. So, under the influence of Reformation, stress 
was laid on self-purification, religion and morality. These writers were, moralists, 
preachers and reformers more rattier than humanists or artists. The rise of Puritanism 
influenced poets like Milton, Donne, Crashaw, Vaughan, and Andrew Marvell. 
So, we find the features of puritanism reflected in their poem. There was a conflict 
between the Puritanism and Catholics, which got reflected in the works of these 
poets. So 17*^ century marks an important stage of the development of English 
poetry.
Andrew Marvell belongs to this age of metaphysical movement and the puritanism. 
He was the only puritan among the metaphysical poets, but he was not a gloomy 
type of man like the puritans of the age. He was a humanist, a wit and a poet. He 
wasn't opposed to worldly pleasures and artistic amusements, as Puritans were 
generally disposed to. Religious fanaticism hardly affected him and religion had 
little place in his poems. Though he wrote verses which speak of a religious 
^dour, yet the poems clearly reveal Marvell's joyous humanism and his love for 
wine, women and music, which obviously prove the Renaissance impression on 
him. Marvell's poetry carries the seeds of Romanticism; it is based on adoration of 
Nature as that of Romantists like Wordsworth, Keats and Shelley, Marvell's verse 
depicts the richness of Nature's glory, though not mystical in essence. In him the 
feeling of joy in nature rises to ecstasy. Marvell was the first Puritan to sing of gardens 
and orchards and green meadows. He took delight in buds, blooms and bushes; 
he tastes in them a pure delight. In 'Appleton House', we find wordsworthian 
style and expression in Marvell.
Marvell's age was essentially an age of transition; it was the period of metaphysical, 
satirical and puritanic fervour. Classical style of writing was quite dominant in 
literature as well as art. The new Metaphysical style of writing was, obviously, a 
reaction to the conventional poetry of Elizabethan poets. Donne was the poineer 
of the Metaphysical school of poetry. The metaphysical poets were fond of using 
witty and fantastic conceits to express their ideas. These were abnormal and far
fetched comparisons, that would startle a reader. The metaphysical poets were 
highly intellectuals and were prone to go beyond the surface meaning of a subject. 
They affected by their ingenuity, subtlety and wit. They looked for words which 
would startle the reader, but demanded reasoning on the part of the reader to get 
the idea. Thus, Metaphysical poetry made an appeal to the intellect rather than 
the heart, thoughts were new but hardly original. The metaphysical poets often 
reflected upon abstract ideas like death, soul, relation between God and man, etc. 
and tried to convey these with the help of dissimilar images, witty conceits and 
intensity of passion. That is why, such a style and mode of poetry was quite obscure 
recondite and unintelligible to a common readers. It demanded hard reasoning and 
sharp wit on the part of the readers to analyse and xmderstand the poet's intention. 
But after hard reasoning the subject becomes clear and it startles the reader.
This innovative style was bound to influence many poets of the time, including 
Andrew Marvell.

NOTES
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The other strain that had much impact on the literary pursuits of 17'^ and 
18* centuries in England was the religious. It resulted from the Puritan Reformation 
Movement. The Puritan codes of life and faith also influenced the course of literary 
and creative activities.

Andrew Marvell (1621-78)

(B) FEATURE OF MARVELL'S POETRY NOTES

Then, poets of early 17* century were divided into two groups—the religious 
poets, subdivided into Anglicans and Puritans; and the secular poets, those from 
among the loyalists and known as cavaliers. Robert Herrick, Thomas carew, 
Lovelace, Sir John Suckling were popular secular cavalier poets. They were the 
supporters of the king as against Puritans. But they did not use poetry as a 
means of Propaganda against the foes of the king. They simply wrote about love, 
beauty, war etc. They wrote songs and lyrics. These lyrics are fresh and lucid. So, 
it can be safely argued that even if 17* and 18* centuries there prevailed romantic 
elements in the atmosphere of classical writing. Marvell belongs to the preceding 
age in English literature. As a belated survivor like Milton, his preserves in the 
midst of the children of Belial the forceful energy of a character that has been 
tempered by Puritanism. In his longest poem 'Upon Appleton House', in which 
he shows that he is familiar with the aspects of the country, he almost identifies 
himself with birds and growing things. He has dialogues with the singing birds. 
The leaves trembling in the wind are to him Sibyl's Leave. This is the exalted love 
for nature of a romantic, but a hint of strangeness and of Elizabethan Pedantry 
are mingled with it. Marvell's feeling for animals, his suffering when they suffer is 
voiced with gracefulness in the poem 'The Nymphs complaining for the death of 
her Fawn'. Marvell was the first poet to sing the beauty and glory of gardens and 
orchards. In then he tastes his dearest delight; Marvell's 'Garden' foreshadows 
Keats by its sensuousness and Wordsworth’s optimistic and serene meditative 
mood. And yet he preferred wild to cultivated nature. The feeling for nature which 
is expressed in its pure state, is readily introduced into poems which are otherwise 

• inspired by Christianity or by love.
His works include 6 'poems and letters'
(1650-1652); Satires, News-letters 

(1660-1678), Controversial Essays 

(1672-1677)

[C) MARVELL AS A PURITANS

The Puritans also had their songsters, who included two of the most endearing 
and the greatest of the poets of the century - Marvell and Milton. It is impossible 
not to include Andrew Marvell among Puritans, who was Milton's friend and 
with him worked as secretary to the Privy Council. After the Restoration, he 
carried on the struggle for religious and political liberty through his verse and 
prose. Yet it must be admitted that no one could be less like than Marvell to the 
conventional, harsh and gloomy Puritan, the enemy of all worldly amusements 
in order to denoimce the sins of the world. Even at the age of thirty he wrote 
verses which are full of human love and feeling for Nature. Even in the poems of
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English Poetry Till 1798 maturity and prose writings the gaiety is apparent of a jovial and mirth-loving 
spirit. On the whole, religion has far less place in Marvell's verses then those of 
other Anglicans. While he wrote many verses which witness to the sincerity of 
his faith, he made them more humorous and finer poems filled with the joyous 
humanism and cordial, vital quality which prove him to be a son of Renaissance. 
Undoubtedly, he revered Bible as a Puritan, but he also loved wine, women and 
song.
He wrote his poetic works at Nunappleton, Lord Fairfax's country seat, where he 
lived from 1650-52. He felt inspired by the country, but not the country seen in 
accordance with the pastoral conventions.
Moreover, Marvell's terseness of style also shows his talent for condensation and 
compression. The two outstanding examples of condensation of idea is provided 
by the poem 'On a Drop of Dew' and 'The Coronet. The poem 'The Nymph 
complaining' we have the epigrammatic style thus.
Had it lived long, it would have been 

Lillies without, roses, within
In the poem 'the Garden' again there are highly epigrammatic quality e.g 

"Society is all but rude 

To This delicious solitude
Thus, it becomes clear that Marvell's is that Marvell follows Donne so far his style 
of writing; According one critic; "Marvell is apart from million, the most interesting 
personality between Donne and Dryden.

NOTES

(□] ROMANTIC NOTE IN MARVELL’S POETRY

As compared to other contemporaries, Marvell indulged far more fully in the 
happy contemplation of natural scenery. He derived an intimate enjoyment from 
fields and woods. Marvell spontaneously returned to his theme which was to be 
so dear to the Lake Poets. Marvell is, therefore Wordsworthian in 'upon the Hill 
and Grove at Billborough', in which he describes a sort of natural terrace where 
one could feel a quietitude and meditative mood.
Marvell relates his own feelings in the longest of his poems 'Upon Appleton House', 
in which he reveals his familiarity with the aspects of the country, its trees and 
birds. Thus, he anticipates wordsworth in preferring the song of the Dove to 
that of the nightingale, watch the woodpecker at work. He almost indentifies 
himself with the birds and growing things, as he writes:

Thus, I easy philosopher.
Among the birds and trees confer;
And little now to make me wants 

Or of the fowls or of the plants"
In a mood of ecstasy, the poet calls upon the early shoots to cling to him:'

"Bind me, ye wood bines, in your twines 

, Curl me about, ye gadding vines"
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Andrew Marvell (1621-78)This reveals an exalted love for Nature of a romantic, but a hint of strangeness of 
Elizabethan pedantry are mingled with it. Marvell's feeling for birds and animals 
in their suffering is voiced in his semi-mythological poem 'The Nymph complaining 
For the Death of her Fawn'.
Marvell was first among the CavaHen Poets to sing of the beauty and glory of 
gardens and orchards. It seems to him that all creation is:

"Annihilating all that's made
To a green thought in a green shade."

Marvell's 'Garden' foreshadows Keats by its sensuousness and Wordsworth by 
its optimistic and serene meditative mood. This exhibits romantic tendency that 
makes him sing of Nature as Wordsworth and other romantics do yet, he preferred 
wild to cultivated nature. He protests against artificial gardening processes. This 
feeling for Nature is expressed in its pure state and introduced into poems which 
are otherwise inspired by Christian love, nowhere better than in the famous 
song of the emigrants of Bermuda. Here, Marvell imagines that he hears a Puritan 
refugee singing in praise of God as he rows along the coast of an island in Bermuda, 
safe from 'storms' and 'prelate's rage'.

Sometimes, Marvell returns to the pastoral, but he lends it new emphasis of truth, 
even of realism.

NOTES

[E) MARVELL'S LOVE POETRY

Like other Metaphysical poets, Marvell wrote love poems too, as the theme of love 
was to them a favourite one. These poems are illustrative of conceits. In the poem 
'The Definition of Love', the wit and conceits are daringly metaphysical e.g.,

"My love is a bud as rare
As it for objects strange and high.
It was begotten by despair \
Upon impossibility."

Some of his love poems are full of grace and lucidity such as "The Gallery' or 
slightly ironical denouncing woman's tricks, artifices, coquetry and hypocrisy, 
such as 'Mourning' 'Daphnis and Chloe'. A few of them hold us by the intensity 
of their passion. His lines 'To a Coy Mistress' have Donne's strength and passion, 
but his obscurity or bad taste. They have lucidity and passion. They are the 
masterpieces of metaphysical poetry in this genre and they also mark a return to 
amorous theme. But it is replete with a new intensity; it issues from a heart, truly 
and deep and passionate, and the love which is demanded is silent and forceful.

"Now let us sport us while we may.
And now like am'rous birds of prey.
Rather at once our time devour.
Than languish in his slow-chapt power.
Let's roll all our strength and all 
Our sweetness up into one ball.
And tear our pleasure with rough strife
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English Poetry Till 1798 Through the iron gates of life.
Thus, though we cannot make our sun
Stand still, yet we will make hirii run."

These lines are the very essence of Marvell's poetry.
In some of his love poems, Marvell shows the Elizabethan influence by following 
the Petriarchan convention. In these poems he shows the tendency to Deweu on 
the charms of the beloved, as the Elizabethan, poets did in these poems we have 
the some mode of love-making, some sighs and tears and the some exaltation of 
the charms of the beloved, which are found in Elizabethan love lyrics. Thus, in 
the "Unfortunate lover' we are total that 'the lover was tom into flames of love; * 
he "dressed in his own blood"; In the Fair singer'. The poets speaks of two beauties 
of his beloved, which joined together brought about his death. The beloved "has 
bound his heart with her eyes and "captivated his mind" by her voice. This 
hyperbolic expression is characteric of Elizabethan poetry. At the sometime, this 
the metaphysical style, employing for fetched concerts.
'To His Coy Mistress' is another love poem which a Petrarchan hyperbole and 
Elizabethan connects combine with metaphysical aphoristic style. The lover here 
needs two hundred years to adore each of her breasts, a hundred years to praise 
her eyes, and thirty thousand years to praise the rest of her body. The intensity of 
passion of the Elizabethan lyric is also to be found in this poem. It concludes 
with a fine romantic but metaphysical vein.
Marvell's love poems are also metaphysical because of thought and feeling; They 
are intellectual lyrics characterised by logical reasoning. In 'the Fair singer', the 
argument is that if the mistress had been "singly fair". The lover would have 
disentangled his soul from of her hair, but now "all resistance against her is in 
vain", because she combines in herself two beauties, the beauty of eyes and the 
beauty of voice. "To His Coy Mistress" is even more intellectual. Such intellectual 
quality can be found in some other love poems also "young Love is another 
example of argumentative lyric."
He stands as a strange, sensuous and passionate Puritan before us. Here, he betrays 
the metaphysical trait, besides being a Puritan. He was an ardent patriot and this 
patriotism rather than piety may be said to have dictated his verses on Cromwell's 
protectorate and deahi. Patriotism is a dominant note of the political poems—
'Horation Ode Upon Cromwell's Return from Ireland (1560)'
'First Anniversary of the Government under His Flighness The Lord Protector' 
(1655), 'Poem upon the Death of His Late Highness, The Lord Protector (These 
poems are penetrated with strong emotions. Better than others, Marvell gives the 
impression of greatness of him and the immensity of loss, his death occasioned.
After the Restoration, Marvell pursued only the art of satire'in prose and verse, 
which also points to a metaphysical trait in him. This lends another feather to his 
genius as an original and pure poet. Nature endowed him with poetic quality 
richly; his sincerity and straightforward vision sufficed to raise the school of 
metaphysicals to which he belonged, from its state of decline and to bring it back 
from extravagance to reason without alienating fancy. In the history of feeling 
for Nature his place is considerable and significant. He expressed himself with 
liveliness and happy audacity. But he paid too little regard to versification. His 
lyrical work, though not in bulk, is written almost entirely in rhymed eight- 
syllabled couplets, a pleasant metre, but one so easy that it tempts to carelessness.

NOTES
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In the formation of his stanzas, Marvell shows himself as the least varied 
inventive poets of his time. Thought he has less number of compositions to his 
credit, yet in his limited, Marvell was able to establish himself as one of the 
prominent figures of 17* century English poetry. At the sametime, he foreshadows 
the advent of romantic type of English verse that soon followed. Inspite of being 
a Puritan, he was not fanatic; but he appeared in the colours of a Christian 
humanist. As a poet he has been assigned a high status by modem critics led by 
F.R. Leaves. His outlook was secular and liberal as well human. His greatest 
poem To His Coy Mistress' is a secular poem in theme as well as in execution.
The Age of Marvell was file Seventieth Century that was full of transition. With 
the decline of the Elizabethan period, intellect and fancy took the place of creative 
imagination. Much of Puritan writings Me controversial or dogmatic and falls 
outside the catalogue of pure literature, and yet it is the expression of the dominant 
spirit of the age. For all the religious fervour felt and expressed in the first half of 
17* century, a questioning spirit was in the air. As a result, the political thought 
and religious ideas were freer and more varied than they had ever been before. In 
the literature of this period can be traced in not only in conflict between religion 
and science, but also in a clash between religion and passion or sensuality. Much 
fine literature, of course, deals with such conflicts, though not subjectively, but 
only objectively. By the latter half of the century, the theology of Calvin and Puritans, 
with its dark view of man's future and sadistic and dogmatic codes, accounts fully 
for the change brought about by the Cavalier poets like Thomas Fuller, Taylor, 
Richard Baster, Henry Hammond, Cowley, and Andrew Marvell.
His loves poem 'To his Coy Mistress' begins dramatically with a monologue thus: 

"Had we but world enough and time.
This coyness. Lady, were no crime.
We would sit down and think which way 

To walk and pass our long love's day"
It is the lover addressing his beloved, who is too coy to submit herself and respond 
to his love, which verses the lover. He seems rather full of passion and exhorts 
her to shun her coyness and hesitation, and share the moments of love with him. 
He draws her attention to the paucity of life's time and approaching of old age 
and death when their youthful passion will be no more and they are imable to 
enjoy the ecstasy of love. He argues that had life been long, there was no need to 
be so impatient or eager in love. But since life is too short to tarry any longer, 
therefore, it is advisable to indulge in love and bear its fruit. The lover's arguments 
are clear as he says:

"But at my back I always hear 

Time's winged chariot hurrying near:
And yonder all before us lie 

Deserts of vast eternity."
And After death:

"The beauty shall no more be found.
Nor in fiiy marble vault shall soimd 

My echoing song; then worms shall try 

That long preserved virginity

Andrew Marvell (1621-78)an

NOTES
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English Poetry Till 1793 And your quaint honour turn to dust 
And into ashes all my lust;"

In view of such a situation, the lover urges upon his beloved to share their physical 
love. He insists vigorously thus
"Now let us sport us while we may 

And like amorous birds of prey 

Rather at once our time devour 

Than languish in his slow-chapt power."
Thus, we see the poet discussing a love theme, which is a favourite subject of 
Metaphysical poetry. There is an intensity of his emotions, which the poet 
experiences. Such a feeling his been expressed in clear metaphysical technique. 
There are conceits used to bring out the poet's sorrow e.g;
"My vegetable love should grow 

Vaster than empires, and more slow;"
Again; there are exaggerations e.g.
"A hundred years should go to praise 

Thine eyes, and on thy forehead gaze,
Two hundred to adore each breast.
But thirty thousand to the rest,"
In such expressions can be found "intellectual emotionality," which is one of main 
features of metaphysical poetry.
The song has a lyrical flow. Beautiful expressions like "Vegetable love", 'Times 
winged charriot" "Deserts of vast eternity', marble vault' etc, add to the lyrical 
quality of the poem. It is thus a piece of Marvell's poetic genius.

NOTES

(F) MARVELL AS A METAPHYSICAL POET

The poetry of Marvell shows many of the qualities associated with what is called 
the metaphysical poetry. In the first place, several of his poems have metaphysical 
themes, such as the relation of human soul to the body, to the world, and to the 
world beyond. There is a fusion of thought and feeling which is a distinctive 
mark of metaphysical poetry. Then, there is an abundance of conceits which marks 
the imagery of metaphysical kind. This imagery is also characterised by the 
vividness and concreteness which is the mark of metaphysical poetry. Moreover, 
some of his poems have abrupt beginning, and they show a dramatic quality 
Finally, marvelTs poetry has terseness of style which also is a striking feature of 
the work of metaphysical poets.
The poems like 'A Dialogue Between the Resolved soul and created Pleasure'. 'A 
Dialouge Between the soul and Body'. 'On a Drop of Dew' and 'The Coronet' are 
poems with metaphysical themes. In these poems the poet deals with the nature 
of the human soul and his relations to this world and the world beyond. In the 
first of the above poems, the poet gives a debate between a resolute soul and 
pleasure. Here we see a combat between soul and pleasure in which the former 
comes out successful. The soul insists that its real place is in heaven. In the second
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poem 'A dialogue Between soul and Body' the debate is between the soul and the 
Body. In this dialogue the soul asserts its superiority. In the poem A Drop of 
Dew', the sublime nature of the soul is agairx established. In 'The coronet', the 
poet speaks of 'old serpenf which mars the worship of Oirist, and the poet appeals 
to Christ to crush that serpent. All these poems have a spiritual quality and 
metaphysical character. Metaphysical poetry shows a peculiar blend of passion 
and thought. Many of Marvell's lyrics often express strong emotions, but at the 
same time, they have an intellectual character. These poems show argumentative 
quality in a logical manner. The most outstanding example is the poem 'To His 
coy Mistress.' Here the poet becomes passionate in his expression of feeling, but 
the whole poem is based upon logically developed reasoning. A similar mingling 
of feeling, and reason is to be found in the poem 'Young love' where the poet 
shows love for the little girl and place his case by means of convincing arguments 
in order to arouse in her the feeling of love. In the poem 'The Unfortunate Lover' 
also we have a logical development of thought and expression of lovers’ emotions. 
In other poems too we find a similar argumentative quality and 'intellectual 
emonationality'
Marvell's' poetry abounds in wit and metaphysical conceits. Such conceits astonish 
die readers by their far — fetched comparisons. Thus, in the poem 'Eyes and Tears', 
Tears are compared to 'watery lines', and 'Plummets', two eyes swollen with weeping 
are compared to ships laden with cargo and sailing to the native harbour, a chaste 
lady's pregnant womb. Again in the 'Definition of love' has metaphysical conceit 
when the poet compares his love to the one 'Begottenby despair upon Impossibility'. 
One of the most fantastic conceits can be found in the poem 'Drop of Dew' even a 
dew drop is compared to 'Like its own Tear.' Similarly in his poem 'To His Coy's 
Mistress' there is a wittiest conceits. When the poet says that he would spend 
hundreds and thousands of years in praising the limbs and organs of mistress 
body similar conceits abound in other poems also.
Then there are learned but concrete images which is also an important feature of 
Marvell's metaphysical poetry e.g in the poem 'The Definition of Love', the poet 
imagines that he and his beloved has been placed as far apart as 'Poles'. He further 
says that if they are to be united, the world should be cramped into a plainishphere. 
In the poem 'On a Drop of Dew' the poet uses a learned imagery when the soul is 
being described and compared to Manna.

Andrew Marvell (1621-78)

NOTES

(G) THEMES OF MARVELL’S POEMS

It is beyond doubt that Marvell in his poems deals with certain old and traditional 
themes, which relate to love, Nature, religion, patriotism, the countryside life and 
death of pet. But with these common themes in his ovm way. Certainly we find a 
greater variety a themes in Marvell's poetry than other poets deal with. Marvell 
shares many qualities with the Metaphysical group of Poets. He shows his 
originality in his manner of dealings with them. In the manner of style and 
technique, his work shows a kind of synthesis of the Metaphysical and the 
Elizabethan qualities. Even in dealing with the themes or subjects of his poems, 
he makes his own individual approach to them. For instance, he shows his own 
treatment of the theme of love. 'The Fair Singer' and 'To His Coy Mistress' remind 
us of the Petriarchan mode which became among the Elizabethan poets. In 'The 
Fair Singer' Marvell pays exalting adoration to tine beauty and charms of the
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English Poetry Till 1798 beloved. In the same way, he uses hyperbolic language in describing the beauty 
of his mistress. Sometimes he coins his own conceits. In 'The Fair Singer', for 
instance, he says that his whole resistance against the beloved is vain because she 
has the advantage of both the wind and the sun. Marvell uses metaphysical style 
to express his theme to impart a novelty to the expression. 'The unfortunate 
Lover' also shows a certain originality by its psychological analysis of the lover's 
mind.
Treatment of Religious theme: Marvell has written certain poems of religious 
theme which deserve our attention for example in the two dialogues poems dealing 
with the soul and its relationship to this world, to the body and to the world 
beyond, we have kernes which were already familiar in the medieval times. But 
the expression, the style and the treatment of such religious theme is different 
from that.of medieval poems. The difference lies in the fact that Marvell does not 
focus on the superiority of one to the other but on their mutually inhabiting 
capacities. In the other Dialogue the originality lies in the introduction of a 
'Qiorus' to comment upon the debate as it develops. Here pleasure offers all sorts 
of temptations to the soul, but the soul firmly rejects all the offers, and thus 
winning a victory and its superiority. Both these poems are allegorical in nature. 
On 'A Drop of Dew' is an original poem though its theme namely. The majesty 
and sublimity of the soul, is an old one. The originality here lies in the description 
of a Dew Drop with which the poem begins. This is a wonderful conceit. The 
'Dew Drop' is regarded as a visitor to this world from the Heavens. It is an alien 
in this world, and it longs to go back to its original abode in the higher regions 
above. The 'Dew Drops' Shine with a mournful light and it is regarded by the 
poet as 'Its own Tears' (A tear of regret as having being parted from its original 
home). Then the poet treats the dew drops as a symbol of soul. The soul too has 
come into this world from the higher regions and would like to go back. Ultimately 
both the Dew Drops and the soul will leave this world like Manna; they will 
dissolve and run into the glories of Almighty sun. So the poem is an example of 
great spiritual and mystical poetry. Similarly, in other poems of religions theme 
we find Marvell's rich sensuous quality.
Miscellaneous Poems: Then there are patriotic poems of Marvell, the most 
outstanding among them are 'An Horation Ode'. Patriotism too is a traditional 
theme in poetry. But Marvell's patriotic ode is original because of the ambiguity 
and irony of a number of its Unes. The poem is certainly a tribute to Oliver cromeell 
and England, but the tribute to cromeell is diluted by the author’s recognition of 
the courage and dignity shown by king charles at the time of his execution. Then 
there are some poems of pastoral nature which age more or less in tradition of 
pastoral poetry. These include 'Clarinda and Damen' Ametas and Dorinds and 
Thestylis, Daphnis and Chloe, and a Dialogue Between Thyrsis and Dorinds. 
The originality of the last named poem is found in its pastoral atmosphere and 
setting. However Marvel departs from convention in his "Mower" poem.
Finally there is a theme of the death of a pet which harms the subject matter of 
'The Nymph Complaining’. A subject of this kind has been dealt with by ovid in 
ancient times But here Marvell deals with the subject in a serious maimer and 
imparts to if an almost religious quality, lending it considerable dignity. At the 
very outset the poet draws the moral from the cruel deeds committed by the 
"Wanton troopers" in killing the innocent fawn. The moral is that the murderons 
of the fawn can never thrive because God maintains a register of the actions of all

NOTES
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Andrew Marvell (1621-78)his creatures. The poem gains additional interest because of its pastoral quality, 
and its five description of the garden in which the fawn used to play with its 
mistress.

(H) CRITICAL APPRECIATION OF THE POEM ‘TO HIS COY 
MISTRESS’ NOTES

Summary
'To His Coy Mistress' is Marvell's famous love poem, which combines his lyrical 
felicity, Elizabethan imagery and metaphysical technique. In this poem, the lover 
addresses his beloved, who refuses to grant him sexual favours on account of her 
modesty (Coyness) and sense of humour. The lover says that her coyness would 
have been justified if they had enough space and time at their disposal. If it were 
so, he would have started loving her ten years before the great flood mentioned 
in the Bible while she could refuse to satisfy her desire till the Judgement Day. The 
lover further says that if they reaUy had enough time, he would have spent hundred 
years in praising her eyes, two himdred years in admiring each of her breast and 
thirty thousand years in praising other parts of her body. It is a metaphysical 
conceit; what he really means is that she deserves so much praise and adoration.
But aU this is not possible. Time is passing at a fast pace. Moreover after some 
years her beauty will no longer be foimd on this earth. She will lie in her marble 
tomb, and he would no longer be these to sing his love story. In the grave, 
worms will attack her long preserved virginity. So, all her sense of honour will 
then turn to dust, all his desire to make love to her will also turn to ashes. The 
grave is a fine and private place where no body can enjoy the pleasure of love 
making.
Therefore, if would be appropriate for both of them to enjoy the pleasures of love 
when there is still time and when her skin is still youthful and fresh, when her 
soul is still burning with a desire for love. This way the lover urges upon his 
beloved that they must experience the pleasure of love rather than snuffer, the 
pangs of unfulfilled love. They should enjoy love making with all their energy 
and vigour and derive maximum pleasure on this act of love making. If they can 
not arrest the passage of time, they can at least quicken the times speed of passing.
Critical Comments: This is the probably the best known poem of Andrew Marvell; 
it is the most popular love poem in which the speaker (the lover) offers a strong 
plea for the beloved to grant him her love and relax her rigid attitude of reluctance 
to grant him sexual enjoyment. The lover supports his demand by very strong 
arguments which no sensible women can reject. The poem has thus a 'Carpediem' 
theme (carpediem is a latin phrase meaning 'seize the opportunity', which means 
enjoy the present day).
The poem is written as a syllogism (which means an agrument develops in a 
logical form and leading to a definite conclusion) The poem is divisible in three 
marked sections. The first section begins with If—"Had we but world enough 
and time;
In this line the word 'had' conveyed the sense of if and the line means 'if we had 
only enough time and space of our disposal; The second section of the poem 
begins with a word 'Buf —"But at my back always hear....,"
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English Poetry m 1798 And the third section begins with the word 'therefore'. Thus the poem begins 
with the statement of condition; then reasons are given why that conditions can 
not be fulfilled; and finally the conclusion is drawn. (The conclusion being that 
lover should loose no time in enjoying the pleasures of love).
There are number of concrete pictures or images in a metaphysical fashion. The 
very notion of the lover. That having enough space and time at their disposal, 
they would be able to wonder as far apart as the Indian 'Ganges' is fantastic. 
Again the lover's confession that he would love her mistress ten years before the 
flood (mentioned in the Bible) and would spent hundreds and Thousands of 
years in admiring and adoring various parts of her body, constitutes another 
metaphysical conceit. The picture of "Time's winged chariot" coming closer to 
take the lovers suggests the quick passing of time. Here an abstract idea has been 
made concrete by means of a metaphor. This is a realistic picture in contrast to the 
metaphysical conceits, quoted above. The picture of the women lying in her grave 
and worms attacking her virginity and her honour turning them to dust are 
again metaphysical conceits.
The poem is mixed with Marvell's wit and irony. The wity manner in which the 
poet-lover argues his case is noteworthy. An irony runs through the times. The 
lover is mocking at his mistress's coyness. He speaks of his 'vegetable love'. There 
is an example of wity hyperbole when the lover says. That he would have spent 
hundreds and thousands of years to admire her beauty. The style of the poem is 
marked by compression and economy of words. Here the poet says a remarkable 
skill in using pitty language, compressing his ideas into fewest possible words. 
Some of the lines have a epigrammatic quality for example.

1. The beauty shall no more be foimd! Nor, in thy marble wait, shall sound 
my echoing song.

2. The grave's a fine and private place But none I think do these embrace.
The poem is written in a metaphysical style. If begins dramatically in a dramatic 
situation. There is a merologue in the sense the lover is addressing to his beloved, 
who seems to be listening to his arguments silently. The tone of lover's arguments 
is quite dramatic. The lines have epigrammitic quality.

NOTES

(I) SUMMARY AND CRITICAL REMARKS ON THE POEM THE 
GARDEN’

'The Garden' is an important poem of Andrew Marvell. It reflects a combination 
of the Donne's technique of versification and romantic sensualism. In the first 
stanza the poet says that it is futile on the part of men to attempt to win a crown 
of palm leaves or of oak leaves or of laurel for their endless efforts, as a reward for 
their exploits on the battlefield or their athletic achievements or their poetic work. 
They tool hard to obtain the leaves of a palm or oak, or lowed, but the shade of a 
single tree or plant rebates them for their labours, because all the plants and trees 
or flowers in the garden combine to offer than the garlands of repose by letting 
their shades fall on the ground in such a way as to weave garlands. In other 
words the poet criticeses a life of feverish acuity in life and recommends a life of 
repose in the midst of flowers and trees.
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Andrew Marvell (1621-78)In the second stanza the poet expresses his dislike of company. The poet himself 
needs no crown of laurel for his poetic labours. On the emtrary, he finds Quiet 
and its dear sister. Innocence, in a garden. He admits his mistake of spending his 
time in the busy company of men. The company of human beings is cruel as 
compared to the delicious solitude that he enjoys in a garden.
In 3"^ stanza the poet further says that whitness of skin and redness of the lips of 
a women has ever been known to be so loving as the lovely green colour of the 
plants and trees in a garden. Doting lovers-tormented by the flame of love show their 
cruelty by carving the names of the sweethearts with knives on the bark of trees. 
It is regrettable that these lovers are ignorant of the fact that beauties of a garden 
are far more attractive than the beauties the charm of ladies. The poet resolves 
that he won't use knife to carve the name of his beloved on the bark of the trees.
In stanza IV, poet further adds that our lover has run its course, and our passion 
has been exhausted, we can withdraw into a garden for risk and refreshment. 
When the gods who run after the earthly women, whom they think beautiful, 
find that their chase has been unsuccessful and vain, they, drus wear the leaves of 
laurels. They get hold of trees instead of women, e.g., god Appolo ran after a 
nymph. Daphne, not in order to hold her in arms, but because he wanted to hold 
the laurel. Similarly, god hotly pursued the nymph, syrinx not in order to satisfy 
his lust, but because to wanted to get hold of a reed into which she had been 
transformed.
In the stanza V, the poet recalls the pleasures that he is enjoying in the garden. 
The bunches of ripe grapes hanging from vines touch his head; they hang so low 
as to touch his lips as he walles and their juice enters his mouth; The ripe swollen 
peaches seem to reach his hand of their own accord without any effort being 
made by the poet. The melons grow on the ground in such plenty that he hits 
than by his feet while walking, and when he is entangled among the flowers, he 
falls down or the grass. All these descriptions are sensuous like those of Keats.
In stanza VI, the poet goes on to say that when he his on the grass, his mind 
withdraws from the body, because he is interested in the lesser or inferior pleasure 
offered by fruits and flowers. His mind seeks a kind of spiritual pleasure that 
originates from the mind itself. The mind is like an ocean where each creature 
living on land has its counter part in water. Mind can also create different oceans 
and lands which quite surpass the real lands or oceans. The poet believes that the 
mind reduces everything that has been created to nothingness, giving rise to 
new fresh and vigorous thoughts in the shade of a green tree in a garden. Here 
we find a metaphysical strain of thought as the poet changes from the physical to 
spiritual plane.
Then, in stanza VII, The poet feels, when close to garden functions where his feet 
slip On the wet ground, or dose to some fruit tree the bark of which is covered 
with green moss, the poet discards his outer garment and goes into the branches 
of the tree. These his soul sets like a bird singing; then his soul preens and combs 
its bright wings as bird does, and finally, having prepared itself for a longer 
flight, waves the manifold light in its wings while flying. Thus, his physical love 
of Nature changes into spiritual passion, and this is a metaphysical thought.
In the stanza VIII, the same thought continues. In the spiritual world, the poet 
finds happy as the state of happiness that Adam was when, in the Garden of Eden, 
the walked alone; he would need no companion in the Garden of Eden. But it was

NOTES
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English Poetry Till 1798 not the happy lot of Adam to be allowed to roam alone in that place; he would have 
relished the joy of two heavens—one, the paradise, or the Garden of Eden and 
second his original Paradise. But Man was destined to suffer for such a wish!
The similar chain of thought runs through stanza IX. The poet wonders at the 
skill of the gardner to give such a beautiful pattern or design to the garden. The 
plant here grow in such a manner and according to such a pattern as a sum-dial. 
The rays of the svm fall on this sun-dial with diminished heat after passing through 
the green leaves, which may be compared to the signs of zodiac. And this hard 
working bee as well as man can, by consulting this svm-dial calculate the passing 
time correctly. It would not be possible to gague the passing of sweat and refreshing 
hours of time in the god without the sun-dial, formed by plants and flowers, the 
poet wonders. This is certainty, a big metaphysical thought expressed with the 
help of a symbols.
Critical commentary of the Poem: Most probably, Marvell's garden refers to the 
'Ncm Appleton Garden' where he stayed with Gen. Fairfax. As such, the poem 
has some personal and auto-biographical interest. Marvel probably had the 
Appleton Garden' in mind when he wrote the poem-Marvel also a companion 
piece to this poem in Latin, entitled 'Hortus'. The English version we deal with 
corresponds to the Latin version. According to some critics the English version is 
terser than the Latin piece, though both correspond quite closely to each other. 
The real object of the poet in writing 'The Garden' seems to have been to establish 
the superiority of contemplative life over a the life of action. True contemplation, 
according to the author, is possible only in the green shade of a tree in a garden. 
A garden offered peace calm and repose; here one can enjoy the pleasures of mind 
and soul as well as those through senses. A life of action, on the other hand, is 
futile. Men make a mistake in spending time in feverish endeavours in order to 
win honours in different fluids of life.
The poet criticeses women in this poem. His criticism is manifest in irony and wit. 
In some lines women are made the target of an ironical attack, e.g., in stanza III. 
The poet expresses in ironic and withy manner. That neither the white complexion 
nor the real lips of women can make them so loving as is the beautiful greenery of 
the garden. Lovers are foolish as well a cruel when they crave the names of sweet 
hearts on the tree-barks. These lovers fail to realize that the beauties of the garden 
exceeds that of their ladies. If you crave to write your beloved's name on a tree, it 
becomes the name of die tree itself. In stanza IV the poet continues his disparagement 
of women by giving a twist to the stories of amorous gods. Apollo chased Daphne 
and Pan chased syringe only to satisfy their lust. But Marvel says that these gods 
chased the nymphs because they were the potential trees. Apollo ran after the 
nymph because. They were potential trees; Apollo chased the nymph for she was 
to become a laurel tree; and Pan chased shrines because she was to be transformed 
into a reed. The poet idea is that Gods love trees, not women. In stanza VIII, 
Marvell praises the state of being alone and without a companions. According to 
Marvell, Adam's happiness was perfect as long as he was alone in the Garden of 
Eden, but that state of happiness was not to last because God gave Adam a 
companion in the shape of Eve. The poet himself happy in the garden, alone as 
hair by the side of the fountain and the fruits tress.
The poem is written in a romantic style in the sense that it has a richly sensuous 
quality. The pictured of Apollo and Pan running after earthly beauties, even though 
the poet mentions disprove the general belief that gods were prompted by their

NOTES
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Andrew Marvell (1621-78)lust. The lines describing the fmits in stanza V are truly sensuous. Indeed our 
mouth begins to water when we read the line about ripe apples dropping on the 
poet's head, the luscious clusters of grapes crushing their wine upon his mouth; 
the ripe nectrines and peaches coming into his hands of their own accord; the 
poet stumbles over the melons, is ensnared by flowers ultimately he falls down 
green grass. Such a rich description gratifies the senses of taste, right as well as of 
smell. These are pure images to be experienced by different senses.
Then there is additional imagery used. The other images follows. There is the 

■ picture of the poet's soul "sitting and singing on the branches of trees, preening 
and combing it silver wings" and "weaving various light in its fathers" Here, the 
abstract, idea of the soul has been made to appear concrete by means of realistic 
comparison with the bird and describing how the bird behaves. Then fliere is the 
image of 'sun-dial', formed by the flowers and herbs, growing in particular pattern. 
It is followed by the picture of the sun passing through the signs of zodiac. Then 
there is the image of the bury lice. Such images add to the romantic aspect of the 
description. The pleasures which the poet's mind enjoys in the garden are also 
described in a vivid and concreto manner. The mind is into satisfied with sensuous 
pleasures, so it withdraws into its own happiness. The mind has been compared 
to an ocean where each kind of creatures tuning an land finds its centerport. But 
mind can create world and seas different from those which actually exists on the 
plariet and the mind enjoys the pleasure of those other worlds and seas. The 
pleasures of contemplation are, thus conveyed to us in a highly suggestion as 
well as in a concrete maimer.
The poem has a number of beautiful compound expressions e.g., 'narrow verged'; 
'garlands of repose'; "crush their wine', curious peach' at the fountain's sliding 
forts', whets and combs its silver wing". Industrious bee computer its' times", 
etc. These expressions add to the richness of the poem. Besides, the poem has an 
abrupt and dramatic beginning in true metaphysical manner thus:
'How vainly men themselves amaze 

to win the palm, the oak, or Bayes;
And their uncessant Labours see 

Crown'd from sonne single Herb or Tree".
This kind of abrupt and dramatic beginning reminds us of Dorme's poem 'Sun 
Rising' which begins abruptly thus:
"you busy old fool unruly sun
why dost thok through window's
And curtains peap?"
The poem also reveals a lyrical flow. The language is easy without any metaphysical 
complexity. The rhyme scheme is "aa, bb, cc'. In short, the theme of the poem is the 
contrast between feverish activity and a life of repose.' If is a metaphysical subject.

NOTES

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

1. Discuss Andrew Marvell as a Metaphysical poet.
2. Andrew Marvell was a classical poet and puritan, and yet he assimilates the 

romantic traits in' his works". Discuss the statement with illustrations from his 
poems.
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English Poetry Tilll798 3. Write a note on Marvell's poetic style.
4. Write a critical appreciation of the poem 'To His Coy Mistress’.
5. Do you agree with the view that Marvell in his poems deals with old and tradi

tional themes in a new way? Illustrate your answer.
6. Give the critical appreciation of the Poem 'The Garden'.
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Alexander Pope (1688-1744)

UNIT VII: ALEXANDER POPE
(1688-1744)
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• ImportantQuestions
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(A) THE AGE OF POPE

In English literary history, 18th century is called the Age of Pope because. Pope 
was the representative poet of this age. It is also known as the Augustan age or 
classical age of English literature. Following the Restoration in 1660, of the Stuart 
King, Charles II to the throne of England, the manners of the 17th century became 
quite rough, politics scandalously corrupt and the general tone of the society 
brutal. People became sick of outrageous license of the fashionable aristocratic 
class, and the early 18th century witnessed as a resolute attempt in the direction 
of moral regeneration. The desire for improvement was a great feature of literature 
of this age, particurly of the literature created by the middle class writers, who 
were strongly influenced by the moral consideration. But the people of this age 
were quite hostile, on the other hand, to die religious zeal and fanaticism of Puritanism 
that had followed doe Reformation in 17th century. Thus, though England began to 
regain her lost'ground morally, she could not recover the high passion or the 
spiritual fervour of the Elizabethan Age. Virtue was preached and recommended. 
'Good sense' became the idol of the time, and by 'good sense' was meant love of 
the reasonable and useful, and a hatred of the extravagant, immoral, and irrational.
This temper was reflected in the field of religion in which the prevailing principles 
were rationalism and utility. The same tamper marks the literature of the time, 
which exhibits a similar coldness and want of feeling and a similar tendency 
towards shallowness in thought and formality in expression. It is called 'the 
literature of intelligence, of wit and fancy rather than a literature of emotion, 
passion or creative energy which are marks of high class literature. In such a 
kind of literature, spontaneity and simplicity are sacrificed to the craze for elegance
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English Poetry Till 1798 and correctness. This is true in the genre of poetry. Such poetry, however clever, 
was more or less fugitive; it lacked inevitably the depth and grasp of essential 
things which alone assure permanance in literature, and the quest for refinement 
in style resulted too often in stilted affectation and frigid conventionalism. •
The period (1660-1745) covering the age of Dryden and pope came to be regarded 
as the neo-classical and also the Augustan Age. The poets and writers of this 
period believed that the works of the writers of classical antiquity especially those 
of the Latin writers, presented the best of models and standards of literary tastes, 
and tried to imitate these models. Instead of having faith in the individual genius, 
they had much faith in classical laws and rules and obviously followed them. 
Pope reiterates this principle in his essay on criticism very explicitly.

The term Augustan' implied high praise; and just as the Age of Augustus was 
the golden Age of Latin literature, the Age of Pope was the golden age of English 
literature. The men of letters in both the ages were dependent upon powerful 
patrons and the literature produced was not of spontaneous creative effort and 
inspiration, but of self conscious and deliberate art. For this reason, this age was 
also called neo-classical Age.
Further, the Age of Pope (rather whole of 18th cent) was the age of reason and of 
prose. The writers of this age, though didn't produce great poetry, did great service 
for the growth of literature. They also brought order, harmony and etiquette to 
prevent the extravagances of Meta physical poetry. But the works of steele defoe 
and Addison, novels of defoe and work of swift are things which any age may be 
proud of.
However, the age of Pope had certain limitations. Its literature was the literature 
of the town, and as such, its view of life is of limited character. The writers of this 
age cared more for form and rule than for spontaneity and freedom. It hardly 
touched the life and concerns of rural folk. It related its intellect and reason and 
not to heart and emotions.
Nevertheless, the valuable contribution made by the writers of this age can hardly 
be ignored. These writers extended the domain of literature by four ways:

(i) perfecting the mode of satire and heroic couplet
(h) perfecting prose style
(iij) giving shape or form to English essay
(iu) preparing the ground for novel

Thus, instead of repeating the tendencies of the preceding age, the writers of the 
new age created new literary trends in English literature. The Age of Pope is 
chiefly remarkable for the rise of satire. The social conditions of the time were 
suitable for the development of satire. The society of 18th century England had 
become fashionable, immoral and corrupt, infested with different kinds of view 
and follies. Some sensible men like Addison, Steele and Pope felt much concerned 
about it and wrote in mild satire to reform the society. Pope wrote his satirical 
poems not only to reform but also to amuse others whom he aim at. With his 
keen intelligence, he could not fail to see the emptiness of life around him, and 
being a satirist by nature did not fail to ridicule it. Another cause of Satire was 
the corrupt politics of the time. The politicians of the day vied with one another 
and showered abuses and ridicule on their opponents. The literature of this age, 
therefore, became mostly the literature of satire. Almost all the works of Pope are

NOTES
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Alexander Pope (1688-1744)satires. The heroic couplet which was the chief medium of poetry of this period, 
also was suitable for satire. Moreover, for almost all the writers of this age—both 
poets and prose writers, the theme of their works generally was the life of the 
fashionable society of the town. All these writers describe the superficial aspect of 
life and, therefore literature is that of manners only.

Pope is the Representative poet of 18th century, as a representative poet is one 
who presents in his poetry the life and ideas of the age to which he belongs. He is 
not a rebel against his age. Nor does he hate his country. Rather, he accepts the 
ideas and ideals of his country, and presents them in his poetry. Being a 
representative poet of Ws age, Pope accepts its literary theories.,His 'Essay on 
criticism' is a collection of the literary theories of the classical age.

NOTES

[B) POPE'S LIFE AND LITERARY WORKS

Alexander Pope (1688-1774) achieved a remarkable success in his life by his hard 
work despite his suffering from several disabilities which he overcame by dint of 
ambition and hard work. He had to suffer for being a catholic in the country as 
Catholics were forbidden. Besides, he was very unimpressive in appearance and 
miserably weak in physical health. A severe illness at the age of 12 left him a 
crippled and invalid for the rest of his life. He was about 4 feet and 6 inches tall, 
hump-backed and subject to frequent and terrible headaches. Pope's religion made 
him ineligible for any government office. His physical deformities cut him off 
from many other activities. His enemies too sneered at his dwarf-like stature and 
crooked body. He never married, but was deeply attached throughout his life to 
Martha Blount and for sometime to lady Marry Wortely. His two disabilities explain 
part of the individual qualities of Pope's works as opposed to what one might call 
the Augustan qualities. He died in 1744.

His Writings
Here is a list of his important poems with the years of their publication : 

Pastorals
An Essay on criticism (A poem on the art of literary criticism)
The Rape of the Lock (Anonymously) (A satire on the tastes, man
ners and morals of the age)
Windsor Forest
The Rape of Lock (Revised Version) (A mock-epic satirical poem) 

1715-20 Translation of the Iliad in Six Volumes (A resounding success which 
made him rich)
Edition of Shakespeare (Translation of Odyssey)
The Dundad (Book I-III)

1733-34 An Essay on Man (Express is Pope's ideas on man and the contem
porary society)
The New Dunciad (Book IV at Dundad )
The Dundad (in four Books) (A satire on pedants and fools in mock- 
heroic manner)

1709
1711
1712

1713
1714

1725
1728

1742
1743
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The Rape of the LockEnglishPoetrymi798

The Rape of the Lock grew out of the real incident. A quarrel broke out between 
two Catholic families over a trivial incident. Lord peter, the son of one family cut 
off a lock of hair of Arabella Fermor (Belinda) of the other family. It resulted into 
a quarrel between the two families. A common friend of the two families suggested - 
to pope to write a poem to make the parties forget the feud, and be good friends as 
they were before the incident. Pope who was 23 then wrote the poem "fast", in 
"less than a fortnight's time". The poem when circulated among friends was well 
received, and had the effect of bringing the two. families together. But the Fermors 
were annoyed again when the poem was printed in 1712, and Arabella thought 
that thereby her affair had been made public. However, two months before the 
poem was published Lord Peter married another woman.
After its publication, 'the Rape of the Lock' was an immediate success. Pope was 
encouraged to polish it further. At that time, he was working on his translation 
of Homer's 'Iliad'. He tried to make the Rape of Lock a perfect comic epic, a point
by, point paradoy of the 'Iliad' and was published in 1714, which was expanded
to Five cantos from original two cantos. Besides, the introduction of supernatural 
machinery added to the mock heroic effect of the poem. Some few additions in the 
new version are Belinda's dream of ariel, the voyage up the Thames Ariel's speech 
to the sylphs, the game of ombre, UmbrieTs visit to the cave of spleen, and the 
conclusion of the poem.
The Rape of the Lock is a masterly satire in the mock-heroic manner. This manner 
of writing applies to the style of the epic to mock at trivial incident and trivial 
theme of the poem. Besides a grand style is used to describe the incident. All 
leading conventions of the serious epic like statement of the theme, invocation to 
the Muse, description of battles, interference by the supernatural and gods and 
goddesses, use of epic similies and dialogues etc; are used but in a mocking manner. 
Thus, in the Rape of the Lock pope applies all the epic conventions to humorously 
inflate a trivial incident like the cutting of the lock of hairs from Belinda's head. 
Pope goes beyond the particular subject in order to satirize and ridicule the social 
vanities, affectations and follies of his time.

NOTES

(C) CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE RAPE OF THE LOCK

Canto I: The poem begins with the statement of the theme of the poem and the 
invocation to the Holy Muse on the pattern of epic convention. Then the poet 
introduces the object of writing the poem. It is usual for an epic poet to seek the 
aid of God or Muse in writing an epic. He says that he wants to sing of a trivial 
circumstance arising out of a love affair between Lord Peter, and Belinda. The 
poet would write how a well-bred lord. Lord Peter made bold to take offensive 
liberty with a well-bom lady, Belinda, who in consequence rejected his love.
Belinda slept late that night and her guardian spirit, Ariel appeared before her in 
a dream. He told her about the imminent disaster to her in the course of the day 
and asked her to be careful. He had come to know of the danger in his vision but 
did not know the exact nature of the mischief likely to overcome her.
Belinda's favourite dog, shock awakened her. She made her toilet with the assistance 
of her maid, Betty, while the invisible tiny spirits guarded her. Betty applied
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Alexander Pope (1688-1744)different articles of make-up with all the religious solemnity to mend Belinda's 
beauty and smiles.
The Canto opens in the mock-epic manner. There are two types of Rosicrusion 
Spirits to guard Belinda against the danger of her lover's mischief - sylphs (spirits 
of air), gnomes (the mischievous spirits of the earth) and they are assigned their 
duties, by their leader, Ariel (a sylph). Satirical elements are used to expose the 
aristocratic mode of living. The idle life of lovers, their fondness for fashions and 
trifling manners, the frivolous nature of lovers and their inconstancy of love etc., 
are fully ridiculed in epic style.
Canto II. After toilet, Belinda went on a pleasure trip to the Hampdon court 
alongwith her friends for the day's adventures. She was the centre of attraction 
for all and bestowed her favours on all the gallants gathered there, but without 
giving special preference to anyone. The Baron (lord peter) was enamoured of her 
beautiful lock of hair and resolved to possess it by any means, fair or foul. He 
even prayed to God of Love to enable him to get the coveted prize, that he may 
retain it for long.
Ariel reminded all the guarding spirits to discharge their respective duties well, 
otherwise they would be served harsh punishments for any neglect. The tone of 
satire runs through the whole canto. The fashions, the idle ways of life like flirting, 
ogling, mischief mongering and other frivolous engagements of young belles 
and beauxes of the day are fully exposed and satirised. The assignment of duties 
to the spirits by Ariel and the nature of punishments that are likely to be served 
in case of their neglecting their duties are full of mockery and satire. The Baron 
praying for the possession of a mere lock of hair exposes the non-seriousness and 
trivial modes of lovers which also stands satirised.
Canto III: Belinda's party spend their time at the Hampton Court discussing 
scandals, in gossiping, singing, laughing and flirting with the frivolous yoimg 
beauxes waiting around. Belinda plays ombre with the Baron and other male 
friends, in which she feels ecstatic at winning the game. The party sit taking 
coffee. The Baron attempts to execute his mischief of cutting Belinda's lock of hair 
with the help of a lady, clarissa. The sylphs try hard to warn Belinda, but fail to 
save her lock, and it is 'raped'. The Baron feels triumphant at his arrogance, 
while Belinda is seized with deep anger and distress at the loss of her beauty.
'r.'.is canto again exposes and ridicules the loose ways and manners of the young 
aristocratic belles and beauxes of the time, who idled away their time in trivialities 
like gossipping, playing cards, ogling and flirting. They attached greater 
importance to mere trifles. The failure of the tiny spirits in guarding Belinda 
against her disaster provides a lot of humour and satire. The lovers indulge in 
false chivalry; sylphs have failed in their mission and give her up.
Canto IV: Belinda is deeply distressed at the loss of her lock of hair. It makes her 
quite miserable. Now a gnome, named umbriel, takes the possession of her. He is 
free to exercise his malign influence on her. He goes to the cave of goddess Spleen, 
the goddess of ill-temper, in the centre of the earth. Umbriel tells the goddess that 
Belinda disdains her power and scattered joy around her. He begs her to give ill- 
temper to Belinda. At his request, she gives him a bag and a phial full of sorrows, 
griefs, tears, sighs and passions.

NOTES
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English Poetry TUI 1798 Umbriel returns and empties the bag and the phial of sorrows on Belinda, resting 
in the arms of her friend, Thalestris. Belinda's bums in her anger while her friend 
fans it she refuses to be consoled by her friend. Belinda's sorrow isn't in proportion 
with the loss of her hair. There runs through a mild satire on the artificial way of 
living in Aristrocratic society of the time. The poet has a dig on the fashionable 
belles as well as the gallant beauxes.
Canto V: Though all pity poor Belinda for her loss of a lock of hair the Baron is not 
at all affected by her lament: nor is he moved by the reproaches of Thalestris. Clarissa 
tries to calm Belinda by lamenting ti\at women are praised in vain; in vain they pride 
themselves upon the richness of their dress: in vain tirey are adored by men. The 
worth of women lies in virtue; there is no good in trying to preserve one's beauty, 
because beauty cann't last forever and locks, 'curled or uncurled, must turn grey in 
time. So it is wiser for Belinda to take her loss with good humour.
Thelestris, however, dismisses the sagacious advice of Qarissa. She calls the ladies 
to a battle of wit and charm against the opposite sex. Thalestris spreads death 
with both her eyes, Clarissa engages Sir Plume by frowning, but he revives as she 
sees him defeated. Belinda engages the Baron and throws a pinch of snuff into his 
nostrils which make him sneeze awfully and fills his eyes with tears. At last 
Belinda makes him surrender at her hair-pin's point and demands her lock back, 
but alas, the lock cann't be found anywhere. Some say that it has mounted to the 
moon; but the poet sees it rise up to the sky where it shines as a constellation, to 
be adored by lovers and consulted by astronomers.
The whole canto is full of humour and satire. Belinda isn't consoled by Clarissa's 
advice and she is ready to fight against the men. Pope describes it as an epic fight 
but in a heroi-comic vein. Ladies use their charm, their eyes and frowns as well as 
powder and snuff and hair pins as a weapons of fight to defeat men. The rising of 
the lock of hair to the sky is much amusing. Clarissa seems to be the mouth piece 
of the poet. Through her the poet sounds a moral advice against vanity and 
fashion which women in his time indulged in. This gives a conclusion to the 
story in a mock-heroic strain and provides a lot of humour.

NOTES

(D) ESTIMATE OF POPE AS A POET

Pope is generally regarded as the representative poet of 18th century. But there are 
divided opinions among the critics on the evaluation of pope's poetic merit. 
Wordsworth and Coleridge condemned him as a founder of a mechanical school of 
poetry and tiie originator of an artificial diction. Arnold called him as well as Dryden 
"not the classics of our poetry but the classics of our prose". In otiier words, he 
denied that pope is a poet at all. On file other hand, critics like Dr. Johnson regard 
Pope as a great poet. He observes in his essay 'The Life of Pope', "if Pope be not a 
poet where is poetry to be found". He says in the following couplet -
'In pope, I cann't read a line 

But with a sigh, I wish it mine,'
The above diverse assessment of Pope as a poet is the result of diverse approaches 
to him by Neo-classical poets and the Romantic Poets. There exist different 
conceptions of poetry in both kind of poets. A good student of poetry shouldn't 
assess a poet's work from biased or prejudiced angles. What is to be seen is what 
the poet is attempting to convey and whether he is successful in his attempt or
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not. We should try to transport ourselves to the period of the poet concerned and Alexander Pope (1688-1744) 
then evaluate him in the light of his conception of poetry and the conventions of 
the expression, which ultimately depend upon the poet's relationship with his 

. readers. The twentieth century has given Pope his rightful place and has 
appreciated the subtle niceties of his poetry.
Pope’s major theme was man in society; his true bent of mind was moral and 
satirical. It is true that till the end of 19th century it was holly debated whether 
Pope was a poet or not. Even in the 20th century such divergent voices were 
raised. Obviously, his achievements do not belong to the highest form of poetry.
We do not breathe in his works, the spirits of broad beneficience and large 
humanity of Shakespeare, nor the grandeur of Milton's verse, nor do we hear the 
ineffable music of Shelly. But it is unjustified to condemn him because he was not 
some body else. He is a great poet because of the following reasons :

(i) Clear thinking and precise expression: As a literary man. Pope represents 
precision and graceful expression, and as a poet he represents understand
ing as opposed to imagination, which according to Words worth is the 
indespensible quality of poetry. There is in Pope's poems a happy union of 
clear thinking and understanding with clarity and accuracy of expression 
and the pleasure which pope's Poetry gives most is primarily due to its intel
lectual quality.

(h) The poet of artificial life: As the representative poet of 18th century. Pope 
observed the artificial life and the fashionable trends prevailing among men 
and women of the aristocratic class of 18th century English society. Being a 
social reformer, he exposed the artificial living of the section of society and 
mildly satirized its frivolous actions and misplaced values of life in a heroi- 
comical manner. This reflects Pope's poetic genius.

(iii) Force and clearness of style: the excellence of Pope's style lies in the facility 
and aptness of his expression. The neatness and felicity of his expression are 
the highest qualities of a poet, and Pope does give an ample evidence of it.
This justifies his claim to be called as a great poet of 1st rank. His style of 
writing has lent much dignity and charm to 'the Rape of the Lock'. Byron 
calls him the most faultless of poets - in fact, his supreme technical ability, is 
acknowledged by all. Pope has clear thinking regard to details and his quick 
mind grasps every aspect of the thing he expresses.

(iv) Pope is a conscientious artist: Pope was indeed a conscientious artist and 
laborious craftsman. His aim was to express himself and his thoughts in the 
best words. His thoughts are, no doubt, borrowed from others, but his 
expression of those was his own. He favoured a correct expression and use 
of appropriate diction. He polished every word before use and this gave 
brilliance to his expression and style.

Use of heroic couplet: Pope is the unchallenged master of heroic couplet. Almost 
all his poetry is written in this metre. This Qualifies him to be a poet. Pope moulded 
it to suit his purpose and polished it to extreme of melody and brilliance. Pope's 
verse has smoothness and polish which sometimes appears artificial but, have a 
pleasing effect on the ear. Pope may not have the vigour of Dryden, but his verse 
has more ease and felicity and smoothness than that of Dryden. He condenses his 
thought so precisely and chooses his words so aptly that he could express it 
within the range of two lines. He believed that verse being distinct from prose 
required brevity of expression. His poetry is intellectual and impresses more by 
sense than by its music.

NOTES
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English Poetry Till 1798 Judged on the basis of above facts, we can say that despite certain limitations. 
Pope was a great poet. According to Lowell 'the Rape of the Lock' remains by 
itself as one of the purest works of human fancy. There is unity of construction 
and harmony of thought throughout the poem and therein lies Pope's poetic 
genius. Thus, it becomes clear that Pope was a poet of excellent type and 'the 
Rape of the lock' remains the master-piece of his poetic art.

NOTES
(E] POPE AS A SATIRIST

In the literature of 18th century satire remains a dominant feature. It was the Age 
of satire. Satire flourishes when there is a general agreement in society on the 
standards of moral values. People who deviate from the accepted norms become 
the object of the poet's satire. His motive is to correct them and restore health and 
order in society. In the words of F.R. Leavis, "Satire is a criticism of vice, folly and 
other weaknesses by some reference to positive standards". By means of mockery 
and satire, the object of satire is made to look ridiculous. However, true satire is 
purposive and instructive, it is amendment of vices by correction.
Pope was a true satirist. But Pope's satire has a moral tone. The object of the 
poet's satire is mainly the vanity and affectations of the 18th century fashionable 
society of England. Here Pope shows that the fashion able world of Pope's age 
had misplaced sense of values. Pope's aim was to teach the lesson of concord and 
good humour between the two quarrelling families, but later it became the 
correction of the whole anstocratic society and their misplaced sense of values. 
Pope's satire is finely chiselled by 'wit', which has become pure humour. There is 
a sheer delight in the picture that Pope draws of the ridiculous and shallow 
pursuits of the fashionable society people. In the poem the poet satirises mostly 
the vanity and affectation of the aristocratic young ladies represented by Belinda. 
Fashion had become a religious ritual; she adores the 'cosmetic powers'; her image 
in the mirror is of the goddess, and her maid, Betty decks the goddess with various 
offerings. With the help of various cosmetics, she repairs her grace, her smile, her 
blushes, her eyes, which are the weapons of coquetry. After the toilet, Belinda 
launches for the adventures of the day at the Hampton Court. Young profligate 
beauxes are waiting there for idle gossiping, flirting, taking coffee, and other amorous 
activities. Lord Peter is enamoured of Belinda's beautiful Lock of hair and wants to 
possess it by any means fair or foul. He even prays to God for the coveted prize. There 
ensues a battle between the two sexes, and the battle is fought with weapons like 
powders, snuff, winking of eyes, ogling, easting of glances, raising of eye brows, 
bodkins and smiling glances. All this description is actually an indirect satire of the 
poet on tire frivolous actions by the fashionable and vain young belles and profligate 
young beauxes of aristocratic class who wasted their time in idle pursuits like 
flirting with girls, gossiping, visiting pleasure haunts, visiting coffee houses, 
playing ombre, casting amorous glances and fighting sex battles. This mode of 
idling away the precious time has come under the direct attack by the poet in a 
mocking style. The mockery lies in the fact that 'raping' of a lock of Belinda's hair 
is a disaster for her; if is not simply a loss of hair, but the loss of charm and the 
loss of honour. This clearly reflects the misplaced sense of morality and the frivolity, 
affectation, vanity and profligacy of young boys and girls of the time and Pope 
has well exposed it with success. It fully reveals Pope's satire.
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Alexander Pope (1688-1744)Through the story of Belinda, Pope has tried to present the critical evaluation of 
the social life of the 18th cent. England. He has a dig on the gay fashionable men 
and women of the age and ridicules their frivolities, their idle gossiping and flirting, 
and plajing sex-scandals. He also hits hard at the shallow, vain, coquetish and 
frivolous belles of the time and their vain and shallow ways of life. Through 
satire. Pope brings out moral purpose of writing this poem. More particularly, 
the satire is directed to feminine frivolity, coquetry, vanity and fashion-mongering.
However, Pope's satire is impersonal, joined with humour and mild criticism. 
Nowhere does his satire become harsh or offensive. It does not hurt anyone; 
rather it creates humour. His satire is intellectual, imbiased, full of wit and epigram. 
We do not hate the fashionable men and women, we hate their misplaced sense of 
values that becomes the target of Pope's satire and ridicule. Lap dogs are given as 
much value as the husbands; the Bible is equated with puffs and powders of 
make up; the cross has become part of dress; losing a china jar and losing of 
honour are treated alike. This way. Pope creates humour by combining the sublime 
and the ridiculous. It is satire on feminine frivolity. "The object of satire in 'The 
Rape of the Lock' is not a particular belle or a particular beaux, but something 
larger and universal," observes one critic.

NOTES

(F) THE RAPE OF LOCK AS A MOCK-HEROIC POEM

In his dedication of 'The Rape of the Lock' to Arabella fermore. Pope calls the 
poem 'A mock epic' or 'Heroi-comical poem'. A mock-epic is the parody of an epic 
form. The theme of a serious epic is sublime; the character or hero is a majestic 
figure - noble, virtuous and of high position, - and an important theme having 
a universal application. Its style of narration is grand. But a comic epic poem is 
the parody of an epic. Its theme is quite trivial, unworthy of an epic; a trifling/ 
trivial theme is treated in a lofty and elevated style. All the main features like 
invocation, presentation of theme, battle scenes and fighting heroes, interference 
by the supernatural machinery, grand style of narration etc., are brought into 
mock-exaltation of trivial subject. Apart from these features, there are speeches 
and dialogues which are parodied and contrasted through the incongruity between 
the trivial theme and elevated style. The supernatural madiinery is also mocked 
at; they include very tiny spirits of sky and the earth, who are quite ineffective to 
bring any change of the incident. Despite strict warning given to them to discharge 
their respective duties, they fail to guard Belinda against her disaster. This is 
quite humourous.
The poem opens with the conventional invocation to the Muses for assisting the 
poet in his attempt. Pope does not sing of any sublime incident, but about the 
cutting of a lock of Belinda's hair, which is a trivial subject matter. Throughout 
the poem. Pope is able to keep an elevated style. The poet narrates the trivial 
theme in mock epic manner. The greater the triviality of thought, the higher the 
seriousness and grandliness of the language and style of narration, and the greater 
the comic effect. The most beautiful mock-epic lines are those where Pope comments 
on the exultation of Belinda at her victory in the game of ombre. There is an 
irony in the sense that readers believe that something fateful is coming, but what 
actually follows is the cutting of a lock of hair from Belinda's head.
Belinda's toilet is also described in mock epic style. It is narrated in a pompous 
manner as the arming of Achillies. Belinda puts on all the arms, and then she

Self-Instructional Material 111



English Poetry Till 1798 launches' for the adventures of the day. On reaching the fashionable place of the 
Hampton court, Belinda indulges in trivial actions like flirting, gossiping, drinking 
coffee, playing ombre, fighting sex battles and easting love glances, and thus 
defeating the profligate beauxes.
Like a serious epic, 'The Rape of the Lock' has battle scene is between two-sexes. 
The poet describes them in mock-epic style. Whereas, epic battles are fought with 
swords and spears, here it is fought with bodkins, eye glances, powders and 
snuffs, mild smiles. This lends the description a mock epic style. Moreover, Pope 
has introduced the supernatural machinery after epic convention. But again, it is 
treated in a mock epic style. The airy spirits used as the supernatural beings are 
tiny spirits who can not guard Belinda against the disaster. They fail in their 
duty. Therefore, they cannot change the situation. This sounds quite ironical 
and the supernatural machinery is as trivial as the theme itself. Again, in a serious 
epic, there are many episodes described. Here too, there is one episode, in which, 
a gnome, named Umbriel, goes to the cave of Spleen and pleads the goddess to 
make Belinda sorrowful. At this, the goddess gives him a bag and a phial full of 
sighs, griefs, tears etc. On returning, Umbriel empties the bag and the phial over 
Belinda, and she at once becomes full of grief. So, this episode is a kind of mock 
narration, which makes us laugh. Even the end of the poem creates a mock-epic 
situation.
'The Rape of the Lock' is full of references to Milton and Homer and other heroic 
resources. In talking about Belinda's petticoat Pope alludes to the shield of Ajax 
as consisting of sevenfold hide, and in 'silver bound' of the petticoat there is 
reference to the shield of Achilles surrounded by silver boundary; Umbrial's getting 
of a bag of sorrows and passions from the goddess of Spleen is like Ullyses getting 
from Aeolus the bag containing all the winds. The colourful description of the 
sylphs, particularly of their immortality and their ability to change sex, is full of 
burlesque of Milton. Calrissa's speech, which froms the serious moral of the poem, 
is a parody a of the speech of Sirpedon to Glaucus in Homer. So, by using the 
devices of epic and parodying details from the epics. Pope is able to present an 
exquisite mock-heroic verse.

NOTES

{G) SUPERNATURAL MACHINERY IN RAPE OF LOCK

The use of 'machinery' is a traditional and distinctive feature of an epic poetry. In 
an epic the actions of the heroic characters are represented as subject to the 
interventions of god or Fate. Thus, we find the gods and goddesses and Destiny 
taking part in the epics of Homer, Milton, Virgil and even in the Indian epics like 
Ramayana and Mahabharata.
The word 'Machinery' refers to the original machine, a sort of crane as a technical 
device used in the Greek theatre for the purpose of bringing down the supernatural 
figures from the sky to intervene in the actions of the hero on the stage. By and 
by, this technical device was known to be supernatural machinery. Pope felt the 
need to introduce the machinery in the 'Rape of the Lock' after having read a 
book by the French author, 'App-de-Villars', containing an account of the 
Rosicrucian mythology of spirits. It struck him that he could incorporate this 
mythology of spirits in his poem to give it an epical form though in a mock- 
heroic manner. This element was introduced in the second edition of the poem.
According to Rosicrucian mythology of spirits there are four kinds of airy spirits -
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(f) sylphs (the spirits of airs),
(if) gnomes (the spirits of earth)

(iff) nymphs (the spirits of water)
(iv) salamanders (the spirits of fire)

Gnomes are quite mischievous while sylphs are gentle spirits. The head of these 
spirits is Ariel, whose name has been taken from Shakespeare's 'Tempest'. Pope 
chooses only two kinds of spirits i.e., sylphs and gnomes. These airy spirits are 
tiny and light-winged, which would exactly suit his mock-heroic poem. The 

. sylphs are the guardian angels of Belinda. Ariel foreknows the disaster likely to 
fall on Belinda in the shape of the 'rape' of her lock of hair. He calls all the spirits 
and assign them various duties. The charge of guarding all Belinda's pefticoat is 
given to 50 chosen sylphs. Arial himself guards shock, Belinda's lap dog. Ariel 
also announces the punishments to be given to them if they neglect their respective 
duties. The punishments are also in the comic vein, e.g., they will be imprisoned 
in a vial or in the needle's eye, or stoppage of their flights by gum and ointments 
on their wings.
It is quite ironical that inspite of great efforts, the airy spirits fail to guard Belinda 
against the danger. The Baron lover succeeds in cutting her lock of hair. On the 
other hand, Umbriel, a melancholy genome goes to the cave of goddess spleen 
and brings from her a bag full of sorrows and passions, sighs and tears. his 
return, he empties the bag on Belinda and makes her bum with more than mortal 
ire. It turns her anger into grief. She curses the day and wishes that she hadn't 
seen the fashionable comipany. Thus, the gnome becomes instrumental in 
mortifying the female vanity.
Pope's use of super-natural machinery in 'the Rape of the lock' serves an important 
function. It enhances the artificial and fanciful nature of Ihe narrative. It is through 
these airy spirits that pope satirizes the vanity and fickleness of the women of the 
age. Ariel himself satirizes Belinda's toilet which clearly reflects a women's excessive 
fondness for rank and pomp and artificial living. Besides, .the use of machinery 
brings out pope's artistic excellence. It is best suited to the artificial tone of the 
poem and contributes to its mack-heroic design. According to G.Holden, "It is 
pope's use of machinery that more than any other single feature, made the poem 
a signal success that it is." Wilson Knight also points out that the use'of machinery 
heightens the dramatic suspense in the poem. It has become an integral part of 
d>e fanciful structure of the poem and made it a really an enjoyable mock-epic.

Alexander Pope (1688-1744)

NOTES

(H) POPE'S USE OF HEROIC COUPLET

Heroic couplet consists of two rhyming lines of ten syllables each. Before Pope it 
was very successfully used by Dryden. This metre requires great precision and 
clarity. Pope accepted the narrow limits of this medium and set out to show an 
amazing variety of musical effects in the use of heroic-couplet. The reading of 
Pope requires a certain stateliness and deliberation of utterance. But within the 
single line Pope modulates variations by three methods -treatment of pauses, 
arrangement of light and heavy syllables and variation of lone.
The heroic couplet is a fitting medium of the heroi-comical poem. The couplets 
are artistically handled so as to suit, on' one hand, the triviality of the subject 
and, on the other, the exegensies of the narrative and for the motive of satire. His 
couplets are full of brilliancy and wit, balance and epigram. Eg.
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.English Poetry Till 1798 "Now awful beauty puts on all its arms;
The fair each moment rises in her charms;
Repairs her smiles, awakens every grace,
And call forth all the wonders of her face,"
Again,;
"Not lauder shreiks to pitying heaven are cast 
when husbands or lap dogs breathe their last."
The heroic couplet adds to the charm and elegance of diction in the narrative. It 
combines dignity with triviality.

NOTES

(1) BLENDING OF. DIVERGENT ELEMENTS

In 'the Rape of the Lock' we find a remarkable and harmonious blending of three 
divergent elements. These are the mock-heroic, the satirical and the fanciful. The 
critics in general are unanimous in their praise of the poem. Dr. Johnson has 
characterized it as 'the most attractive of all ludicrous compositions;' while Hazlilt 
has regarded it as 'the perfection of the mock-heroic'.
The mock-heroic effect results from the technique of rendering a comical and 
trivial matter into something dignified and sublime. The poet gives a vivid picture 
of scenes and situations of an epic on a diminutive scale. The result is ludicrous. 
'The Rape of the Lock' imitates all the techniques of epic to present a trivial theme.
Then it is a brilliant and humourous satire on the sodal life of England of the time; it 
is also a satire on the literary world, especially in the epic traditions, which became 
popular in England after Milton. Further a trivial theme is transformed into a work 
of art by the poet's fancy. The result is that the world so common-place and familiar is 
rendered new and unfamiliar. The poem is enlivened and elevated by the play of rich 
fancy and wit. New things are made familiar and familiar things are made new. There 
is a combination of fact and fiction. In the Rape of die Lock 'Little is made great, and 
great is made little', says Hazlitt. The epic is built a round 'the Rape of the Lock' of a 
fashionable belle by a proud beaux. The theme is certainly trivial, yet the insignificant 
material has been turned into glittering piece of poetry by Pope's genius.
Again, the aristocratic society of London with its social follies and frivolities is 
presented in a mock heroic manner. It is the treatment of a common theme in an 
imcommon manner which renders new things familiar and familiar things new. 
The poem presents a marvellous blending of old and the new, the familiar and the 
unfamiliar, real and fanciful, the trivial and the significant. Side by side with 
Belinda's toilet the game of ombre, the dimutive sylphs, the cave of goddess spleen 
are presented. The items of make-up are equated with the Bible and so on. This 
blending of contraries creates an atmosphere of mock-epic in the poem. Belinda’s 
bodkins assume the dignity of a celestial war weapon. The play of ombre at 
Hampton Court is equated with an epic combat; the rape of a lock is equated with 
the loss of honour; the consequence of the rape of the lock of Belinda is cleverly 
conceived by the poet. The battle between the vainglorious beaux and the 
fashionable belle is a fine piece of fiction. Thus, the description of every line contains 
an exquisite art to make the poem a beautiful mock-heroic poem. All through the 
narrative importance is'given to insignificant and practically trivial things. 'Very
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conception of writing an epic on the cutting of the lock of hair is funny and ultra- 
voirs of ti\e classical composition like an epic. It bears the testimony to the poet's 
effort to make the little great, and the great little. The whole poem is slight, but it 
sparkles with the dream and delicacy of romance and exquisite poetic fancy. In fact, 
the poem is the epic of the frivolous. The very title of the poem reveals mock-epic 
character of the poem. A serious term rapi has been used for a trivial incident.

Alexander Pope (1688-1744)

NOTES
(J) THE RAPE OF THE LOCK A MASTERPIECE OF POETIC ART

'The Rape of the Lock' has been appreciated by all crities as a masterpiece of poetic 
art. According to Lowell, 'The Rape of the Lock' remains by itself as one of the 
purest works of human fancy. But more than that; its perfect harmony and artistic 
construction are the exquisite features of the poem, which deserves much 
admiration. There is unity of construction and harmony throughout the poem, 
and therein lies the supreme art of the poem. The poem certainly does not belong 
to the highest class of poetry; its range is extremely the artificial life of the age. Yet 
with all its limitation, it shows a perfection of artifice, which raises it to the 
height of poetic excellence. Here the trivialities and follies of a particular class of 
men and women are especially but mockingly treated. This poetic technique is 
Pope's own invention. It reveals his exquisite craftsmanship and poetic genius.
Structurally, the poem is written in a true epic style with all epic conventions. 
The poet begins the poem with an invocation to the Holy muse, suggesting, at 
the same time, the theme and the poet's object in writing of the poem. Then, the 
poet introduces Belinda, the heroine of the poem, who in her sleep dreams of her 
lover youth. Then the poet introduces the supernatural machinery after the epic 
convention, which is in keeping with the artificial atmosphere of the poem. The 
supernatural element is represented by tiny airy spirits who have all the 
insigruficance of the poem's trivial atmosphere. They hardly influence or change 
the course of events in the narrative. Inspite of their efforts they fail to guard 
Belinda against the danger. Hence, it corresponds to the trivial theme and 
atmosphere of the poem and heightens its mock-epic structure.
Then, following an epic style. Pope makes use of mock-heroic images which also 
heighten the effect of its irony and humour. The battle scene between the two 
sexes is described in true mock-epic style. The battle is fought with weapons like 
hand fans, bodkins, snuff and powders in true epic maimer, but with a mock 
effect. Toilet was an important engagement for the fashionable belles of the time. 
So, Belinda's toilet has been described in detail. The most glittering appearance is 
given to everything connected with it; it is described with the solemnity of an 
altar raised for the Goddess of vanit/. Belinda is now armed with all the charms 
and smiles, and goes out for boating and flirting at the Hampton court. There 
her lock of hair is 'raped' by her baron lover, who wants to possess it by any 
means, fair or foul. He even prays to god for his success in his venture. All this 
description is in keeping with the mock-heroic character of the poem.
Then there are episodes which are described in epic fashion. The journey of Umbriel 
to the cave of goddess spleen is one such episode. He brings a bag full of sorrows 
and sighs and empties it on Belinda. She instantly is grieved over the loss of her 
precious lock. Here again we feel humoured at the mock-heroic description of the 
incident. The game of omber played at the Hampton court is another comic episode
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and has been described in a mock-heroic vein. Such descriptions enhance the 
heroi'Comical character of the poem.
Above all, wit, fancy and satire are combined together in the general design of the 
poem which makes it a master-piece of poetic art and construction in its limited 
sphere. Nothing is allowed to over-step the limitations of the subject. The perfection 
of the poem is reflective of the natural genius of the poet. The poem is designed in 
a manner in which little is made great and great is made little. The epic frame 
work is a mock-heroic one that makes the poem an entertaining travesity of an 
epic poem. That is why, William Hazlitt calls the poem a filigree work. He observes 
that "no pains are spared, no profusion of ornaments, no splendour of poetic 
diction to set off, the meanest thing". Indeed, it is a triumph of insignificance, the 
apothesis of foppery and folly; it is the perfection of the mock-heroic technique. 
The whole poem is slight, but it sparkles with the dream and delicacy of romance 
and excusite it poetic fancy.

English Poetry Till 1798

NOTES

(K] RAPE OF THE LOCK AS A MIRROR OF 18TH CENTURY 
SOCIETY OF ENGLAND

Age of Pope is the classical Age. It is called the Age of Pope because Pope was the 
chief representative poet of this period in many ways. It was a unique attempt on 
the part of the poet in the sense that it serves as a mirror of 18th century society 
of England. The poetry of this period was dominated by the prevailing spirit of 
satire and moral preaching.
During this age the English society had become fashionable and formal. Fashion 
held a great sway over men and women; the petty vainities were indulged in by 
the women of the time more and more. Besides, it was the age of moral degeneration 
affectation, vainity, frivolity and fashion. Therefore, the writers of this age were 
mainly concerned with the exposure and criticism of such fashionable and immoral 
social life particulary of the aristocratic class. The writers like Addison and Steele, 
therefore, satirized the fashionable living of the Age through their periodical 
essays, while poets like Pope and Dryden condemned the fashionable style of 
living through their verse and satires.
During this Age, women in particular indulged in verities and trivialities. They 
were more concerned with fashions and affectations. Toilet was an important 
feature of a fashionable lady's daily life. So Belinda's toilet is described in detail by 
Pope. The most glittering appearance is given to everything - to paste, pomatum, 
billet-doux, and patches. The toilet is described with the 'solemnity of an altar 
raised to the goddess of vanity.' The average routine of a society women was to 
dress -fashionably, visit clubs and coffee houses, where young gallants punctually 
assembled to flirt with them. The idle and profligate young men made love, and 
fought duels. So this Age was a period of profligacy, immortality and fashions.
The artificial tone of the Age and the frivolous aspect of Femininity is nowhere 
exquisitely pictured than by Pope in 'the Rape of the Lock'. Indeed, the poem is a 
'epic of trifling', a page tom from the petty pleasure-seeking life of fashionable 
beauty. 'No writer', says Lesliry Stephen, reflect so clearly and completely the 
spirit of his own period as Pope does, and it is in 'the Rape of the Lock' that he 
reflects the life of the fashionable society of his time completely'. The poem bears 
fully the witticism of his Age, it is an epitome of the 18th century social life of
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Alexander Pope (1688-1744)England. The poem has become more interesting and gripping because of the 
presentation of the contemporary social life, and the artifical style of the poem is 
in conformity with the frivolous and artifical ways and thoughts of the time. The 
Rape of the Lock mirrors fully various tastes and manners of the people; it reflects 
the confusions of values. Women of the time attached as much importance to a 
China jar as to their honour, as much to religion as to the dancing and singing 
and merry making, as much to their lap dogs as to their husbands. Belinda, the 
heroine of the poem, represents the whole class of fashionable women of the time. 
Similarly, Lord Peter, her lover, is the representative of the profligates ^d gallant 
beauxes of the time. They were always guided by the consideration of material 
prosperity and status in maritial relationships. The main pre-occupatioh for men 
and women was to idle away their time in trifling manner. The young beauxes 
also behaved as fops, and indulged in all kinds of hoUowness and chivalry. They 
were as frivolous as women - idle, empty minded and profligate. They indulged 
in nonsense gossips, playing cards, making love, fighting duels, and doing foolish 
actions like the cutting of the Belinda's lock of hair by her Baron lover.
The Rape of the lock, thus, mirrors fully tiie prevailing conditions of 18* century 
society of England. The very title of the poem is wittily conceived as a parody of 
the trivial and frivolous manners and ways of living of the Aristocratic class of 
the time. Levity was the prominent feature of the men and women of this Age. 
Their manners and behaviour were artificial and affected. Pope's social banter is 
marvel of wit and art. The Rape of the Lock is an epitome of 18* century social life 
of England. Pope has described it in gorgeous colours on the one hand and with 
scathing, satire on the other. "It is", says Lowell, "a mirror in the drawing room, 
but it gave back a faithful image of society, powdered and rouged, to be sure, and 
intent on trifles, yet human in its own way".

NOTES

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

1. "Pope is pre-eminently the poet of his age." Discuss.
2. Write a note on Pope's use of heroic couplet.
3. Comment on Pope’s art of versification.

(or)
"Pope was really a great poet, the last great poet of civilization". Elucidate.

4. "Pope's poetry is not a mountain like that of wordsworth, it is not in sympathy 
with the mind. It was a mirror in the drawing room, but it give back a faithful 
picture of society". Elucidate the statement.

(or)
What picture of 18th century society does Pope give in the Rape of the Lock? 

5. Discuss Pope as a satirist.
(or)

"The Rape of the Lock is, in fact, a satire upon feminine frivolity."
6. Discuss the Rape of the Lock as mock-epic or heroic - conical poem.
7. Describe The role of supernatural machinery in 'The Rape of the Lock'.
8. Discuss "The Rape of the Lock" as a masterpiece of poetic art.
9. Write a critical comment on the quality of Pope's wit and humour in the Rape of 

the Lock.
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English Poetry mi798 10. "In The Rape of the Lock little is made great and great little". Elucidate.
11. Describe Umbriel's visit to the cave of spleen. What is its importance in the poem?
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(A) THE AGE OF THOMAS GRAY

Thomas Gray (1716-1771) may be called a transitional poet of 18^^ century, that 
maked the growth of a new kind of poetry, called the poetry of sentiments. It was 
for the reason that during this period there was a great transition in literature by 
the gradual appearance of themes based on sentiments, which take their place besides 
the classical motives. In this mode of writing there is always a certain connection 
between the matter and manner, and this contributes to a change in literature. 
But the poets of sentiment are not parted from the classical poets by any clear 
line; the two domains overlap or rather, there exist between them a whole 
intermediate zone, and there we find a progressive series of mixed personalities, 
who form a transition from one group to another.
From the early decades of 18^ century, a great number of authors wrote in verse 
from impulses that are for the most past rational but in which there is an admixture 
of those of new spirit. However, sentiments don't become a moment. Unconscious 
imitations. The influence of the environment also play their part in the formation 
of emotional line or sentiment. The poet of sentiment is often a poet of mediocre 
quality, he offers an open field to contradictory influences. Such is lord Lyctelton, 
who from artificial pastorals and frigid light pieces, passes, towards the end of his 
life, to a sincere elegiac sentiment in a poem. Thus, a poet of sentiment shows a 
gradual shift in his poetic mode or expression due to the sentimental 
transformation in him. Such poets are also called transition poets. For example, 
William Falconer (1732-69) is another transition poet. His mind is haunted by 
classical traditions; his heroes have Greek names, but his language doesn't conform 
to classical tone. He may be called pseudo-dassidst.
Most of these poets own the partial change in their instincts or sentiment to the 
moral transformation of the age, the rhythm of which they unconsdously follow, 
and to the influence of less timid writers. In their works we catch the echoes of 
Thomson, young, Collins, Gray and of all that poetic group in whom inspiration 
is dearly penetrated by the new spirit. The growth of the poetry of sentiment 
proceeds by the successive advances; nothing is richer than emotion as a motive
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English Poetry Till 1798 of poetry; in a sense, it constitutes the normal and necessary source of all rhythmic 
language e.g., the feeling for values in thomson (1700) springs from that realisms 
of classical art which already was sometimes tinged by even the classical masters 
and by a fondness for natural scenery on the part of a poet. This accounts for the 
presence of keen, coloured and glowing sensuousness of Thomson poetry. The features 
of Thomson's poetry are, therefore, mixed. His tendency to moralize and feeling 
for natural description (as in 'seasons') is the result of his impulses of emotional 
order and his patriotic and patriotic temper as well as his sympathy with the 
instincts of the Middle-Classes. In 'seasons' there is Pope's classical tradition 
intermixed by the influence of Spenser. Similarly, Edward young (1683), another 
transitional poet the age.
Thomas Gray is also a transitional poet, but not in the same way in which CoUins 
is his talent is primarily disciplined. Being a scrupulous artist, conscientious and 
delicate in the extreme, his desire was to realize, in all he wrote, both the harmony 
of tone and the perfection of form. The poetry of Gray abounds in all the seeds of 
the coming age; it is wholly animated by emotions which around it are preparing 
the rejuvenation of the future.
So remarkable is the stamp of his character upon his verse that one might recognize 
in it an intermediary art, a mixed and true classicism. The slender inspiration of 
Gray has produced some exquisite fruits.
He obeyed the dominant rule of laboured art and attained the mastery of art by 
his lucid attention and the care of details. He mellowed the reasoning aridness of 
classical poetry and neutralized the luxuriance and uncertainty of romanticism. 
To Gray belongs. The honour of recalling the delicate felicity of virgil or Racine, 
even though it would be wrong to place him as a supreme genius in English 
poetry. In fact, Gray's art does not dominate the conflict of Romantic spontaneity 
and classical lucidity, without lowering the standard of either. But Gray simply 
makes a choice and takes a side.

NOTES

(B) THOMAS GRAY'S LIFE AND POETIC WORK

Gray's poetic output, though small, is divided into two unequal parts. Most of 
his short poems are occasional compositions as per traditions bequeathed to the 
18* cent, by the Restoration. They range from light playful verse to the Pindarie 
ode and allagories with good as well as bad traits. But Gray's style is no longer 
banal or mediocre; it is always saved from pure passivity by a concern for propriety 
and accuracy; it has at least surface polish. To this negative quality is added a 
compactness, a force of energy that lend an inevitable character to expression. 
Gray aboimds in striking passages. He gives a close attention to perfect his form 
of writing. Whatever the theme. Gray knows how to vest it with the grace of true 
sensibility. His visions of nature are pretty rather than fresh and new. In poetry, 
he is in close harmony with the school of young. Melancholy with him is 
something constitutional; his note of tenderness has a winning sweetness. His 
imagination is active. It is Gray's classical poetry contains within itself effects of 
subtle fitness and suggestions that foreshadow Romanticism. He has discovered 
rhythms, utilized the power of sounds. The triumph of his poetic sensibility and 
art is to be seen in the famous Elegy.
There is in Gray a vein of erudition. He has a fascination for Middle Ages. He read 
medieval superstitions. History of English Poetry, primitive legends, religious
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beliefs, Besides, there is in Gray a man whom his letters disclose in its entirely. 
Here one enjoys the charm of a real spontaneousness that is withy without effort; 
of an affectionate nature, made for friendship; susceptible also to comic side of things. 
It is free from any puritan narrowness, and on the look out for the picturesque 
trait.
Thomas Gray was bom in London in 1716. He studied at Eton's then came to 
Cambridge, where he spent most of his time as a scholar in semi-seclusion. In 
1739-41, he travelled on the continent with Hearse Walpole. This first poem appeared 
in 1742. The most notable poem. Elegy written in a country churchyard appeared 
in 1745, and brought him fame. It is a beautiful pastoral elegy. It was again 
published in six poems in 1753), followed by the odes in 1757, which include 'The 
Progress of Poesy' and 'The Bard'. His historical and scholarly studies are reflected 
in the poems 'The Fatal Sisters’ and 'The Descent of Ordin. (in 1768)
Gray travelled as a tourist, visited notably Scotland and the lake District, and 
complied a diary of his impressions. The being appointed him the professor of 
modem History at Cambridge. There he composed a last official ode and died in 
1771. His collection of letters is extremely interesting.

Thomas Cray (1716-71)

NOTES

(C) GRAY AS A POET

Thomas Gray was one of the most learned men of his day. He was also a genuine 
poet. But his poetic production is lamentably small. He wrote just a few odes, 
some miscellaneous poems and the famous Elegy - 'Elegy written in a Country 
Churchyard.' He started his career as a straight - jacketed classicist and ended as 
a genuine romantist. His working, according to Hudson is "a kind of the epitome 
of the changes which were taking place in literature of his time. He himself stands 
before us as a writer who reflects these changes in creative art. He thus, shows a ' 
shift in his thoughts and feelings with the change of time and trends.
Gray's first attempts of literary writing include 'The Alliance of Education and 
Government,' The ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College', which are classical 
in spirit, and the first even in its use of heroic couplet. 'Elegy written in a coimtry 
Churchyard' is Gray's first and the finest poem that earned him the praise of even 
Dr. Johnson, who condemned most of Gray's poetry. Hudson observes in regard 
to this Elegy, "There is, first, the use of nature, which though employed only as 
a background, is still handled with fidelity and sympathy. There is, next, the 
churchyard scene, the twilight atmosphere, and the brooding melancholy of 
the poem, which at once connect with one side of the Romantic Movement—is the 
development of the distinctive romantic mood. The contrast drawn between the 
country and the town, the peasants simple life and the maddening crowd's ignoble 
strife, is the third particular which will be noted. Finally, in the tender feeling 
shown for the "rude forefathers of the hamlet" and the sense of the human value 
of little things that are written 'in the short and simple annals of the poor', we 
see poetry, under the influence of spreading dramatic spirit reaching out to include 
humble aspects of life hitherto ignored". From the long statement that Hudson 
gives, there are apparent some major important traits of romantic approach, poetic 
artistry, poetic felicity, rustic atmosphere, the calm, simple and uneventful temor 
of life of the unknown rustic forefathers and their reminis are the chief characterics 
of romantic poetry. While going through the poem, one is lost in the sombre and
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EnglishPoelrymi798 mystic world of shepherds and shepherdesses—a 'Land of magic and mystery', 
'an abode of nature, which is far from the maddening crowd' of the towns. Here 
Gray echoes the sentiments of feelings we read in the poetry of wordworth. There 
runs through the whole poem a pastoral atmosphere with its humble village folk 
living their simple, peaceful lives while engaged in their daily chores and earnest 
pre-occupations. Because of this rural setting, the poem is a patoral elegy. The 
poet has drawn a W vivid contrast between the urban and rural life.
Gray is also a transitional poet. His talent is primarily disciplined. As a scrupulous 
artist, conscientious and delicate to the extreme, his desire was to realise, in all he 
wrote, both the harmony of tone and the perfection of form. He, therefore, adopted 
a laboured art. The poetry of Gray aboimds in all the seeds of the coming age; it 
is wholly animated by emotions which aroimd it are preparing the rejuvenation 
of literature.
So remarkable is Gray's stamp of his character upon his verse, that it might be 
recognised as true classicism, though an intermediary art. The slender inspiration 
of his has produced some exquisite fruits, which retained the benefit of a learned 
and refined culture.
Gray's language is learned, wholly steeped in literary memories, but of a natural 
spontaneous grace; and the classical instrument is handled with the subtlety of 
feeling which is quite modem. However, in contrast to Collins, Gray's poetic 
style demonstrates a reasoning aridness of classical poetry which is compensated 
by a more mellowness and luxuriousness of expression that approximates the 
Romantic mode of expression. Gray has neutralised the excessive intellectual style 
of 18* century by sublimating the emotional impulses in sober form.
To Gray belongs the honour of recalling the delicate and fine felicity of Virgil or 
Racine. But he doesnot possess the necessary creative force to fuse together the 
contrary impulses of Romantic spontaneity and classical lucidity without lowering 
the standard of either. In fact, Gray's art does not dominate the conflict of 
tendencies; he makes a choice and takes a side; he clearly settles down with the 
friends of discipline and order.
Gray's style is never banal; it is always saved from passivity by a concern for 
propriety and accuracy. It has at least a surface polish. To this negative quality is 
most often added an inner distinction, compactness, a force of energy, which lend 
an inevitable character to the expression. Gray abounds in striking passages. He 
also exhibits a close attention that he gives to the chastened merit of the form.
Behind this extremely attentive art lies a sincere inspiration. Whatever the theme. 
Gray knows how to vest it with the grace of true sensibility. His visions of Nature 
are discreet and pretty rather than fresh and new. Melancholy with him is 
something constitutional; his note of tenderness has a winning sweetness in his 
verse. And his imagination a active; his poetry abounds in symbols. It points to 
the hidden relations in things. Thus, it would not be wrong to say that Gray's 
classical poetry contains within itself effects of subtle fitness and suggestions that 
foreshadow Romanticism. Gray has discovered rhythms, utilized the power of 
sounds and created evocations. The triumph of this sensibility allied to his art of 
versification is to be seen in his famous Elegy, which is coloured by melody, tender 
musing and melancholy spirit that underlines the romantic rendering. There is 
in Gray a vein of erurition and archaeology; he was one of the first to feel the 
attraction of the. Middle Ages and the Scandinavian antiquity. But there is, in

NOTES
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"The curfew tolls the knell of parting day.
The lotsing hard winds slowly over the lea.
The ploughman homewards plods his weary' way. 
And leaves the world to darkness and to me." 

"Now fades the glimmering landscape on the sight. 
And all the air a solemn stillness holds.
Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight. 
And drowsy dnklii^ lull the distant folds."

ID) CRITICAL ASSESSMENT OF THE POEM

It is a long poem of 33 stan2as of four lines each. The merit of the poem lies in its 
lucidity, simplicity and realistic description of ihenatvra) setting. The poem begins
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This reveals (he poet's deeper sympattxy towards the simple and unknown village 
forefathers, who lie buried in dxeir graves. The following stanza sums up the 
poet's idea beautifully.
Full many a gem of purest ray serene.
The dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear;
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EngtishPoetryTilllJSS ■ with the approach of evening when it is time for the farmers to return home after 
day's hard labour on their farms. The description of the advent of Evening is 
highly natural through beautiful expressions like. "The Curfew tolls the knell of 
parting day/the lowing herd winds slowly over the tea. The plowman homewards 
plods his weary way,/ And leaves the world to darkness and me". There are beautiful 
expressions such as 'tolls' the knoll of parting da/. The lowing herds wind slowly', 
which present a realistic setting of evening in a country side. There is romantic 
touch evident in this description. At the same time the poet has been able to strike 
a pathetic note in the description by saying 'And leaves the world to darkness 
and me'. It points to the poet's personal sorrows and foreshadows the mournful 
atmosphere of the poem. Further, the sentiment of sadness and sympathy has 
been heightened when the poet says—
"For them no more the blazing hearth shall sum.
Or busy housewife play her evening care;
No children run to lisp their sires return.
Or climb his kness the envied kiss to share"
Now such a description is not only realistic but also highly emotional and romantic. 
A strain deep pathos and emotion run through these lines. It makes the atmosphere 
too gloomy to share. Again, the poet has employed very pigment expressions 
befitting the subject-e.g., 'lisp their size's return', or 'climb his knees the envied 
kiss to share'. These expressions, on one hand, touch the cords of pity while, at 
the same time, they point of reality. Obviously, when the father returns home 
after the days' labour, the children feel happy to welcome their father, sit in his 
lap and view for his fond kisses. Such a description indicate the poet's power of 
imagination and spontaneous expression of a romantist.
Then, the poet has also used metaphors. In the poem to illustrate his idea in a 
pithy manner e.g., "Let no ambitious mock their useful tril".
Or "No Grandeu hear with disdainful smile 

The short and simple annals of the poor".
Here 'Ambition' is metaphorically used to mean 'ambitious people'; which explains 
the idea that ambitious or proud people shouldn't make fun of the simple and a 
uneventful course of life lived by the poor village forefathers. In the second 
.metaphorical expression, the poet observes that the rich or prosperous persons 
should not show any indifference to the sad tale of their poor life. Such 
metaphorical expressions highly contribute to the lucidity, spontaneity and 
richness of the poets' style, giving the poem a romantic colour.
The poet also make some press emption about die latent powers and talents of the 
dead villagers. He says that some of may have poetic qualities to have become 
famous like Miltons, or political acumen to rules or the knowledge of music to 
becomes a famous musician or a powerful ruler and so on. But they were not 
provided the opportunity to do so. So, their talents remained unutilised in them. 
This reveals the poet's deeper sympathy towards the simple and unknown village 
forefathers, who lie buried in their graves. The following stanza sums up the 
poet's idea beautifully.
Full many a gem of purest ray serene.
The dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear;

. NOTES
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Thomas Gray (1716-71)addition a Man in Gray, whom only his letters disclose totally. Here one enjoys 
the charm of real spontaneity that is witty without effort; of an affectionate nature. 
He also dreamed of writing History of English Poetry. 'The Bard' and especially 
'The Fatal Sisters' and 'The Descent of Odin' are, as it were, soundings taken in 
the ocean of medieval superstition, of primitive legends and beliefs, of simple and 
popular wonders, the depth and fecundity of which were about to be gradually 
revealed. Gray's letters contain his literary opinions, which makes them of specific 
attraction. They also convey Gray's deep feeling for the landscape, which complete 
expression in his poems. Again, the diary of journey to the English Lake District 
is full of an intelligent and precise passion for the nobility and austerity of the 
horizons, that wordsworth was later to love. The modernity of these impressions is 
surprising, but they retain a soberness of line, which is the superb mark of Gray.
A sense of morbidity second to lover round a nurnber of creative writers of the 
time. It was as if the sensiti^ve mind in that age was driven in upon itself into self
laceration and anguish. Some of this morbidity and melancholy might have been 
a fashion, a delight in ruirts, spectres'and mid-night walles among the tombs, but 
it was real enough to colour the whole life of Thomas Gray. The author of the 
Elegy as young man had seen. The gay and elegant life. But his long years were 
spent in enervating life of 18* century don at Cambridge. Some sadness of spirit 
within him paralised action, and made creative impulse impossible. Gray was 
among the most learned men of Europe in his time; yet his poems are a thin sheaf, 
a few odes and the Elegy. He brought into his poems new interest, medieval 
touch in 'The Bard’ and Scandinavian colour in ’The Desert of Odin’. But with 
whole of the classical and medieval world within his grasp, it is sad that some 
melancholy or inertia held him form composition. A taste for Grays odes is a 
cultivated one; his Elegy abounds in images which find a mirror in every mind 
with deep pathos and morbid sentiments.
Gray’s depression is genial and controlled as compared with that of his 
contemporary, Collins. We clearly feel a morbid and melancholy.strain running 
through his poems. His ’Elegy’ is notable for its morbid strain.
The Poem 'Elegy in a Country Churchyard' presents all through the romantic mode 
of expression. The poem begins on a note of romantic style with the description 
of the dawn of evening that casts a spell of darkness and gloom, which foreshadows 
a romantic mood of melancholy and sullen atmosphere, as the poet says:
"The curfew tolls the knell of parting day,
The lowing hard winds slowly over the lea.
The ploughman homewards plods his weary way.
And leaves the world to darkness and to me."
"Now fades the glimmering landscape on the sight.
And all the air a solemn stillness holds.
Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight.
And drowsy tinklings lull the distant folds."

NOTES

(D) CRITICAL ASSESSMENT OF THE POEM

It is a long poem of 33 stanzas of four lines each. The merit of the poem lies in its 
lucidity, simplicity and realistic description of the natural setting. The poem begins
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English Poetry Till 1798
(E) SUMMARY OF THE POEM

Elegy written in a country churchyard is the most famous composition of Thomas 
Gray. On this work does his reputation rests. It is a pastoral elegy because the 
subject of the poem is set against a pastoral background. Usually, an elegy is a'sad 
song, sung to mourn the death of some near or dear one. But the present poem is 
a typical kind of elegy. It des not mourn the death of one particular individual; it 
is a song mourning the death of the village fore fathers. It is a lement of the poet 
for the simple and innocent village-folk who are dead and lie buried in their 
graves in the country churchyard.
The poem generalises the subject touching the details of the life the poor villagers 
lived when alive and their humble occupations they indulged.in.
It is evening approaching. The darkness of the dusk is spreading aroimd, thus 
creating a sad and gloomy atmosphere. The dead fore-father seem to lie calmly in 
cold graves. The poet observes the grave and its sets his imagination to recall the 
ordinary course of life of these dead fore-father.
Thus, the poem is a poem of reminiscence the poet says that these village fore
fathers will enjoy natures pleasures no longer because they are dead. For them no 
hearths will bum; no house-wives shall do the evening chores to welcome their 
husbands on their return from the day's work in the evening; nor will small 
children welcome them home and enjoy sitting in their laps. It is because the 
village fore-fathers are dead to all such pleasures of life and nature.
The poet further says that no proud person should makes fun of these poor hope 
for living a poor life. It may be that among- these fore-fathers their might have 
been some possessing the quality of leadership or a daunt less courage, which 
they could not display for want of opportunity. It is also possible that some of 
them might have been as bold as John Hampden; or a great poet like Milton, or a 
great leader like cromwell, but not guilty of bloodshed of his counhymen like 
him. But these villagers could not reveal their qualities and talents because of 
their circumstances or limitations.
The poet further remarks that the villagers lived a poor life, but their poverty 
prevented them from committing ignoble crimes. They spent the noiseless tenor 
of life peacefully in the calm atmosphere of nature. Their poor and unknown life, 
thus, was a blessing in disguise for them, for 'Their sober wishes never learned to 
stray: The proud and ambitious people should not find fault with these humble 
folk. Nor should they find faults with their uneventful and unfamiliar lives.
The poet continues saying that because of poor and unknown like. They were 
prevented from doing any ignoble deeds, nor did their sober wishes lead astray.
In the concluding part of the poem, the poet says that these rude forefathers was 
as little honoured in life as in death. The poet's attitude towards these simple folk 
is full sympathy and sadness. A strain of melancholy and deep pathos runs through 
this whole poem. The poem ends with an Epitaph saying.
Here rests his head upon the lap of Earth—A Youth to Eortune and to Fame 
unknown. Fair Science frowned not on his humble birth. And Melancholy marked 
him for her own.
Large was his bounty, and his soul sincere.

NOTES
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Thomas Cray (1716-71)Full many a flower is bom to blush unseen, 
And waste its sweetness on the desert air"
Here the poet compares the village forefathers to the precious gems that lie imexplored 
on the deep sea been similarly, the intellectual and other aesthetic virtues remained 
untapped and useless within them.
The Elegy is noted for the'lucid and lyrical expression of Gray, That indicate his 
poetic genius and calibra. The poem also suggests Gray's melancholy limper and 
pessimism. The Elegy gives went to such a temper and sets an appropriate elegaic 
tone of the poem. Moreover, the poem brings out a synthesis of realism and 
romanticism that is an important ^ark of Gray's poetic work. The last three 
stanzas clearly hints to the poet's o^^mble birth and isolated life, which adds

^^jfpoem.J Gray's chief concern was to 
TuTiSij^^iy vindicated by the

NOTES

to the sombre mood and atmosph* 
achieve harmony of tone and perfection ^fform.
rhythm and soimds in the Elegy.
Gray belonged to the group of the Poets of Sentiments. The sentimental poetry 
deviated slightly from the classical poetry, by introducing certain partial effort 
towards rejuvenation of poetic language, and yet it continued to express itself in 
classical forms. In the poetry of sentimentf we ^d a variety of expression. The 
Movement of Sentimentalist poetry maf^^the progressive advent of 
inspiration. It influenced not only the moral life, but also the literature, particularly 
the poetry. The themes discussed in the poems of sentiment gradually transformed 
into the themes based on sentiment as against the classical motives. This growth 
is a movement emanating from within. It modified the soul of English poetry, 
rather than its body. But on the whole, despite numerous signs, some note-worthy 
initiatives and partial efforts towards rejuvenation, the poetry of sentiment 
continued to express itself in classical forms. And we find in it the greatest variety 
of expressions.
From the mental point of view as from that of form, the poets of sentiment are not 
parted from the classical poets by any clear line. The two domains overlap and we 
find some poets showing transition from one domain to the other; they are called 
transition poets. The first element which came into prominence is the emotional 
theme of nature. The instinctive naturalism of English mind was never completely 
neutralised by classical influences. This feeling for nature springs from that realism 
of concrete description which is an essential element of classical art, and which 
was already dinged by a fondness for natural scenery among some poets of the 
group, e.g., James Thompson (1700) is an instance, William Collins and Thomas 
Gray are the representatives of this form of poetry. They lent the English 
note of melancholy and pathos; the note of their inspiration is elegae. They both 
enriched the sentimental with imaginative idealization of emotions. Like Collins, 
Thomas ray contributed much to give a new dimension to the 18^^ century English 
poetry. He lent a natural spontaneous grace to it, gave a touch of learned quality 
to the language and handled the classical instrument with a subtlety of feeling 
which is quite modem. Whatever the theme. Gray knows how to vest it with the 
grace of true sensibility. His visions of nature are discreet, pretty rather than fresh 
and new. Melancholy with him is constitutional, and his note of tenderness has 
a winning sweetness. Thus, Gray's classical poetry contains elements which 
foreshadow Romanticism.

new

verse a
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Heaven did a recompense largely send;

He gave to Mis'ry all he had, a tear, He gained from Heaven a friend.
No farther seek his merits to disclose.
Or draw his frailties from their dread abode, (There they alike in trembling hope 
repose). The bosom of his Father and his God.
An Epitaph is an inscription on a tomb. Here Gray seems to be a writing his own 
Epitaph or one for all young men of Humble birth who never know Fame and 
Fortune. Though romantic at heart, Gray's chief concern was to achieve harmony 
to tone and perfection of form. The poem has a lyrical quality with the rhyme 
scheme about.
The mood expressed by the poet is quite appropriate for the solemn and sullen 
subject matter. The sullenness of Nature coincides with the gravity and sullenness 
of a graveyard, where the village forefathers lie inside the cold graves. So, the 
poet has succeeded in creating an grim and sad atmosphere befitting for the very 
theme dealt in the poem, and it succeeds in building up the background for 
describing a serious theme i.e., death.
Another characteristic merit in the poem is Gray's handling of the theme through 
the employment of a lyrical style of expressing details. The lines convey a musical 
cadence and Gray's poetic genius in drawing various images. The language is 
much simple and comprehensible; the diction has a spontaneous flow embellished 
by a harmonius choice of words, pictorial images and lucidity of expression, 
which again relates to romanticism rather than classical mode of writing. For 
example:
"Beneath those rugged elms, that yew-tree's shade

.. Where leaves the turf in many a mouldering heap.
Each in his narrow cell for ever laid,

'■ The rude Forefathers of the hamlet sleep."
Here, we find beautiful pictorial expressions like "rugged elms,' 'narrow cell,' in 
narrow cell for ever laid,' "The rude forefathers - for ever laid". These expressions 
build up the real setting for the topic at hand, and take the reader to a grim situation.
See the intensity of emotions that the poet conveys in the following lines:
"For them no more the blazing hearth shall bum.
Or busy housewife ply her ev^ping_ca^;
No children run to lisp their sire's return.
Or climb his knees the envied kiss to share."
A deep sense of pathos and personal grief runs through the lines. The death of 
the village forefathers has become a personal loss to the poet. The lines evoke a 
feeling of deep melancholy and sorrow in the minds of the readers. One feels a 
deeply poignant sensation in the description of poor, simple but untained annals 
of their life. Here Gray speaks in Puritanic vein and as a poet of sentiment:
"Far from the madding aowd's ignoble strife.
Their sobers wishes never learned to stray;
Along the cool sequestered vale of life ,
They kept the noiseless tenor of their way."

Thomas Gray (1716-71)'

NOTES
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In the Elegy, Gray presents an actual world of simple, xanknown rustics with a 
touch of stark realism, The poor villagers may have the traits of rustic crudity, 
but there were all the traces of human virtues behind thin crude manners and 
rustic manners and modes of life. Thus, Gray reveals all the fertile novelty of 
pastoral realism.
Hudson observes about the poem. "There is first the use of Nature, which thing 
employed only as a background is stiU handled with fidelity and sympathy. There 
is next the church yard seems, the twilight atmosphere, brooding melancholy of 
the poem, which at once connects it with one side of romanticism-the development 
of distinctive romantic mood. The contrast between the country and the town 
and coxmtry side, the simple life of the presents and the madding crowds ignoble 
deads" is another quality of this poem.

English Poefry Till 1798

NOTES

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

1. How far do you regard Thomas Gray a classical poet? Give reasons for your 
answer.

2. Comment on the poetical style of Gray.
3. Critically appreciate Gray's poem 'Elegy written on A Country Churchyard.'
4. Account for the melancholy note in Gray's Poetry.
5. In what sense can Gray be called a poet of sentiments?
6. Write a brief note on Thomas Gray's morbidity.
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