GUIDE TO
ENGLISH
LITERATURE

General Editor: Marion Wynne-Davies

























Contents

Preface vil
Contributors’ Biographies ix
Acknowledgements Xil

ESSAY SECTION

i

10.

11.

12.

13

Medieval English Literature

Lesley Johnson 1
‘By Any Other Name’: Understanding Renaissance
Literature

Marion Wynne-Davies 22
Reading Renaissance Poetry

Jonathan Sawday 34
Renaissance Prose

Roger Pooley 53
Renaissance Drama

Susan Bruce 64
The Augustan Age in Perspective

Eva Simmons 83
Restoration and 18th-century Poetry

Clare Brant 96
Market, Morality and Sentiment: Non-dramatic Prose
1660-1789

Janet Barron and David Nokes 112
Restoration and 18th-century Drama

Eva Simmons 125

The Persistence of Romanticism
Geoff Ward 147

Death Strolls Between Letters: Romantic Poetry
and Literary Theory

Philip Shaw 168
‘I could a tale unfold’: Women, Romanticism and
the Gothic

Alison Milbank 183

“The Babel din’: Theatre and European Romanticism
Edward Burns 191






Preface

Any work which hopes to offer a stimulating and up-to-date guide to English
literature cannot remain static, and the efforts involved in the production of the
second edition to The Bloomsbury Guide to English Literature reflect the ways
in which our understanding of authorship and text are developing. The canon
is being expanded, both from within, through the discovery of writers and
books from earlier periods, as well as from outside, as contemporary names are
added to the list of established authors. For example, the works of a number
of women writers from previous centurjes are only just being reprinted even
though the volumes were well-known during their own age; the proliferation
in post-colonial studies has meant that numerous books which were written
in English, but which have often been excluded from the canon, are now
readily available; new poets, novelists and dramatists continually attract critical
acclaim. This book sets out, therefore, to include the recent additions to English
Literature, but it also covers conventional material, from well-known authors
such as Shakespeare, Dickens, and Auden to popular titles like 7he Canterbury
Tales, Middlemarch, and Look Back in Anger. Although the limitations of space
have inevitably led to some exclusions, as a whole The Bloomsbury Guide to
English Literature has attempted to achieve a balance between period, genre,
author, text, context, tradition and innovation.

In my introduction to the first edition of The Bloomsbury Guide to English
Literature 1 wrote that the guide had been ‘a cumulative and democratic
production’ and these words are equally true of this, the second edition.
Over the intervening six years the text has been gradually refined, updated
and expanded by myself and, more especially, by all the contributors to this
volume. In the process we have added material which represents an expansion
of canonical material, for example Roger Pooley’s essay on Renaissance Prose,
as well as exploring fields of literature which are in the process of development
today, such as Trevor Griffiths’ entries on contemporary drama and Philip
Shaw’s essay on the relationship between critical theory and Romantic poetry.
At the same time, much of the work has become collaborative, either in the
sense of writing new material together, as in the case of Andrew Roberts’
and my own essay on New Literatures in English, or in a process of mutual
revision, as may be seen in Jane Thomas’ and Linda Williams’ reworking of
the essay on Victorian poetry. As such, although I am writing this preface, the
book as a whole must be recognised as the result of all those contributing to
the essays and the alphabetical reference section, as well as to the thorough and
imaginative editorial work undertaken at Bloomsbury.

The book remains divided into two parts: the first consists of a series of
essays which follow a chronological order from the Middle Ages to the present
day. Each period (with the exception of the first on Medieval literature) is
subdivided into four parts, beginning with an overall view of the era and then
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Medieval English literature 1
Lesley Johnson

A context for Medieval English literature

For trusteth wel, it is an impossible

That any clerk wol speke good of wyves,

But if it be of hooly seintes lyves,

Ne of noon oother womman never the mo.

Who peyntede the leon, tell me who?

By God! if wommen hadde writen stories,

As clerkes han withinne hie oratories,

They wolde han writen of men moore wikkednesse
Than al the marke of Adam may redresse.

(The Wife of Bath’s Prologue, 688—696)

When > Chaucer’s Wife of Bath recounts her marital experiences with the younger
clerk, Jankyn, in her Prologue in the > Canterbury Tales, her story is focussed
on how she confronts the intrusion of his bookish world into her private life.
Jankyn, it appears, prefers the company of his book of ‘wikked wyves’, for him an
authoritative source of reference and citation on the subject of marriage, to first-hand
marital experience. In fact he substitutes one for the other and gives his wife daily
readings from this book, a compilation of anti-matrimonial/anti-feminist writings
from medieval and classical Latin sources. For the Wife, the stories reveal less about
the experience of marriage and more about the power and prejudices of their (largely)
male clerical authors, bound willingly or unwillingly to a celibate life. Her question
about who wields the power of the pen is voiced through a quotation from one of
> Aesop’s fables: ‘Who peyntede the leon, tel me who?’ In this fable a man tries to
use a painting of a man defeating a lion to prove that men are stronger than lions.
His lion companion is less impressed with the value of the picture as evidence; the
painting itself is a man-made production, and if lions could paint they would offer
a different view. The Wife goes on to make a similar point about wives: if they
had access to the means of textual representation and production, she points out,
they would produce a different image of the ‘other’ sex. The general point raised by
the Wife here, and encapsulated in the question of ‘who peyntede the leon’, is an
important one and applicable to any kind of representation, textual or pictorial, from
any period. The answers, though, are rarely as simple and clear-cut as those found
in Aesop’s fable.

If we were to extend the scope of the Wife’s enquiry and consider in a more general
way who had access to the means of textual representation in England in the medieval
period as a whole, then the Wife’s conclusions about those responsible for producing
Jankyn’s book would still point us in the right direction. Male clerics were the literate
professionals of the time. The Christian Church as an institution controlled access
to literate skills, just as, of course, it exerted a pervasive influence over all areas of
intellectual activity. Literacy was the privilege of the relatively small percentage of
the population who formed the ranks of the clergy, and was the privilege of some
members of the civil and social élite in society too. Literate women were in the
minority within both these social groupings or estates.
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But such generalizations about who wielded the balance of pen-power are only
useful in so far as they indicate in a rough and ready way the importance of male
clerics as mediators of literary culture during the four centuries or so that are
traditionally held to constitute the medieval period in England (1100-1500). This
clear-cut picture needs to be qualified because not all the writers in medieval England
were male clerics, nor was all the literature produced in England written in English.
The case of the twelfth-century writer, Marie (conventionally referred to now as
> Marie de France), illustrates both points. The literary signature of one ‘Marie’,
who was probably writing in England, is incorporated into the text of a collection
of Lais, a collection of Fables and a religious narrative about St Patrick, all written
in French. Evidently at least one woman did leave her mark on the literary culture
of her time, although very little else is known about her. But if the fact that we
can identify the work of a medieval woman writer is exceptional, the fact that Marie
de France was writing, perhaps in England, in French, for audiences in France and
England is not. The answers to the question about who is writing and reading in
England would vary to some extent according to which language and which period
is under consideration.

Latin, > Anglo-Norman French and English were the principal languages in
use in England throughout these centuries but their respective domains of usage
(as languages of public and religious ritual, law, record, of high-status culture, as
vernaculars) varied considerably. Of these languages, Latin remained the language
of the highest cultural authority, of the Church and Christian ritual, of academia,
the preserve of the clergy. Yet as the domains of usage of the vernaculars expanded
greatly in the goo-year period from 1100 to 1500, the clergy ceased to be the sole
mediators of texts and textual traditions. Moreover, access to vernacular texts was not
restricted to a reading public. Since textual reception was often a social, aural event
rather than a private, silent experience, the question about who was reading texts
needs to be reformulated as a question about who formed the audiences of literary
works. Nor was access to the means of textual representation wholly restricted to the
literate: a point strikingly illustrated by the Book of > Margery Kempe, which is the
textual record of the spiritual life of a fourteenth-century English mystic who could
neither read nor write, but who dictated her story. In fact to address the question of
‘who was painting the lion’ during this time in a more satisfactory way would involve
a consideration of who would commission artefacts, the relationship of patrons to
writers, and the different kinds of relationship between writers, their texts and their
audiences. This is a highly satisfactoy set of questions to which we have, at present,
only a partial and fragmentary set of answers.

In the sections which follow some indication is given of the different contexts in
which medieval English texts were produced and some sense too of the ‘difference’
of the literary culture itself. This ‘difference’ is part of the attraction of medieval
literature for modern readers and, paradoxically, part of the modernity of medieval
literary studies too. Since medieval literature resists being mapped out in terms ap-
plied to post-Renaissance literary culture, its study has received fresh impetus as those
terms have been challenged over the last thirty years or so. Although the organization
of this essay on medieval English literature will link up to the focus of subsequent
essays in this volume (considering briefly medieval lyric, narrative and dramatic
literary traditions), my emphasis throughout will be on the way in which Middle
English text cannot be divided up into discrete literary categories and must be seen
as part of a continuum of cultural activity that crosses apparent national, linguistic
and literary divides. That spectrum of activity itself may be illustrated in the work
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of the more famous writers of fourteenth-century England. > John Gower’s literary
corpus, for example, uses the three languages of medieval England as its medium:
his story collection in English, the > Confessio Amantis, is the final part of a literary
triptych of which the first two parts are in French (Mirour de I’Omme) and Latin
(Vox Clamantis). Geoffrey Chaucer’s work does not literally cross linguistic divides
in this way, but it does challenge any simple notions of separating out categories of
literary and non-literary texts. The sheer variety of textual material included in the
framework of the Canterbury Tales (spanning translations of classical stories, retellings
of Christian legends, reworkings of Italian and Old French narratives, stories from
‘olde gentil Britouns’, performances of sermons and concluding with a prose treatise
on penitence) illustrates the range of literary activity at this time and the diversity of
the international cultural traditions from which it derives.

The purpose of this essay is not to offer a comprehensive survey, but to illustrate
the range of that literary activity and to raise some questions about the term in which
it is discussed. The anomalous position of this essay within the Bloomsbury Guide itself
indicates some of the problems of fitting a discussion of medieval English literature
into a wider context. The literary culture I will be considering neither began in 1100
nor ended in 1500, nor was it exclusively insular, although the emphasis, necessarily,
will be texts produced during this time in England, in English.

Medieval English lyrics?

Karolles, wrastlinges, or somour games,

Who so evre haunteth any swiche shames

In cherche, other in cherche yerde,

Of sacrilege, he may be aferd;

Of entirludes, or singinge,

Or tabur bete, or other pipinge —

Alle swiche thing forboden es

Whil the preste stondeth at messe.

(Robert Mannyng, Handlyng Synne, 8, g91-8)

This general warning against secular diversions from religious observances prefaces
a version of the story of the ‘Dancers of Colbeck’ in > Robert Mannyng’s
penitential guide Handlyng Synne. The story neatly illustrates the dire consequences
of sacrilegious distractions, for it concerns a group of carollers who are cursed by their
priest for disturbing Mass. As a result of the curse, the group find they cannot stop
performing their carol in the churchyard until, having sung and danced for a whole
year, they collapse at the end of their ordeal. If this story of the ‘Dancers of Colbeck’
allows us to glimpse the existence of a popular, secular tradition of song-making
(and ‘entirlude’-making too), it also illustrates the way in which we have access to
that tradition only through clerical mediation of one kind or another. Snatches and
fragments of English > lyrics which appear to belong to a popular tradition are
preserved in sermons, chronicles and exemplary narratives, but for the most part
the short poems and lyrics preserved in manuscripts are the product of learned and
literary environments, and not the records of performances in churchyards. Yet that
does not mean that the extant texts of poems and lyrics represent a homogeneous
body of work. In fact, generalizations about their form and function are very difficult
to make, such is the diversity of their range.

First, how do we recognize a medieval lyric text? Is it a literary category composed
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exclusively of texts designed to be sung to musical accompaniment? Or short, non-
narrative texts in verse, or poems with a predominantly personal focus on a secular
or religious theme? All of these kinds of texts can be found in modern editions
of medieval English lyrics. The diversity of these lyric collections partly reflects
the very different ways in which the term lyric can be used now. However,
the very act of extracting these short poems from their manuscript text may
give the impression that the literary category of ‘the medieval English lyric’ is
more homogeneous than it really is. Some of the earliest Middle English lyrics
are religious lyrics embedded as quotations in Latin sermons or are preserved in
various kinds of preaching manuals, and seem to have served the ends of preaching
and teaching lay audiences (the sermons themselves being preached in English).
Some lyrics are collected together in manuscripts which appear to be the medieval
equivalents of modern ‘literary anthologies’ (such as the famous manuscript, now
in the British Library, known as > Harley 2253). Others are squeezed as ‘space-
fillers’ into manuscripts containing miscellaneous collections of material or preserved
on scraps of parchment, and so survive for us with little indication of any
contextual relations. Some musical notations are preserved, but by no means all,
and it is not always clear exactly how a text is to be performed or received; in
public or in private or perhaps in public and in private. This limpid twelve-line
version of the Crucifixion has some of the features which would fit post-medieval
definitions of lyric poetry: it is short, has an emotional focus and a first-person
speaker:

Quanne hic se on rode (When I, Cross)
Jesu, mi lemman, (lover)

And besiden him stonden

Marie and Johan,

And his rig iswongen, (back scourged)
And his side istungen, (pierced)

For the luve of man,

Well ou hic to wepen, (ought)

And sinnes forleten, (abandon)

Yif hic of luve kan, (know)

Yif hic of luve kan,

Yif hic of luve kan.

But this text is not so much offering an expression of a personal experience (to
adapt > John Ruskin’s nineteenth-century definition of a lyric), as providing a
model exercise for one. The first seven lines deftly conjure up an emotive image of
the Crucifixion, the last five reveal what should be the emotional response of any
individual to this sight: the image is offered as a personal test of love (the logic
is ‘When...Then...If’). Several versions of this piece survive and one of them is
preserved as a quotation in a thirteenth-century sermon text. The use of this poem
in a sermon illustrates how medieval lyrics may be used to mediate between private
experience and its public expression in different contexts, in different ways. In this
case the poem is received, in public, for a performance in private, when the devotional
exercise it sketches may be enacted. The sermon context explicitly links the poem
to the clerical promotion of a devotional and empathetic kind of spirituality (and the
poem itself is a translation of a Latin devotional exercise). This is a spiritual trend
which is increasingly in evidence in Middle English religious literature from the
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twelfth century onwards, and for which the lyric form provided a particularly suitable
medium of expression.

More religious lyrics survive in Middle English than secular lyrics: this is a
phenomenon which, perhaps, reflects both the ‘usefulness of lyrical texts as preaching
and teaching devices and the predominance of Anglo-Norman as the medium for
sophisticated secular culture for much of the medieval period in England. But it
would be wrong to give the impression that the diverse range of Middle English
lyric poems which survive can be divided into clear-cut sacred and secular categories.
There is a considerable interaction between the language and the conventions of
sacred and carnal love-lyrics, as even the short lyric (quoted above) suggests in its
address to Jesus as a lover. Indeed, many of the Middle English poems on religious
themes use a conventional language of loving drawn from a body of love poetry (a
development of French literary culture of the eleventh and twelfth centuries) which
celebrates the refined pleasures and pains of ‘fin’amur’ (> Courtly Love) between
the sexes. The notions of using a language of carnal love as a way of expressing
a spiritual relationship has a precedent in the exegetical convention of reading the
Old Testament Song of Songs as an account of the relationship between Christ, the
bridgegroom, and the Church, his bride. Using conventionalized models or refined
earthly relationships to recommend (and explore) spiritual relationships is a key
strategy employed in many kinds of medieval religious texts including lyrics.

What is interesting about this overlapping use of sacred and secular languages of
desire is that conventionalized gender roles may be treated in rather less conventional
ways in religious texts. Whereas (as might be expected) male first-person speakers
predominate in the secular love lyrics, and women tend to figure more often as objects
of desire rather than as desiring subjects, the gender roles in religious texts may be
more fluid. Not all first-person religious love lyrics are marked as the expression of
male speakers, and there are some examples of female subjects being presented as
active lovers (albeit under paternal instruction). In the thirteenth-century ‘Loove Ron’,
for example, conventionally attributed to the Franciscan > Thomas of Hales, a young
woman is given advice in the art of spiritual loving. Couched in the form of a verse
epistle from a male advisor, the twenty-seven stanzas of this text offer advice to a
religious woman on how to choose the best possible lover: the candidate for that role
is never explicitly named by the speaker, but is clearly identifiable from his attributes
as Christ himself. The self-conscious literary quality of this religious lyric is evident
in its use of the art of loving for spiritual ends, and in the way it negotiates between
the private and public nature of instruction it offers. It is both a personal and a public
communication, addressed to a single woman and yet sent ‘open and with-ute sel’
(seal), so other women may have access to it; indeed the recipient is asked to pass
it on to other maidens. The last stanza acknowledges the written and performative
qualities of this text, as it is a letter for singing in moments of longing:

Hwenne thu sittest in longynge,

Drauh the forth this ilke writ; (Draw, same writing)
Mid swete stephne thu hit singe, (voice)

& do al so hit the bit. (it bids you)

The ‘Love Ron’ provides a literary distraction for spiritual instruction and it is one

of a group of early English texts, including the > Ancrene Wisse, which are produced

for, and addressed to, an audience of women who have chosen the religious life.
Our contact with medieval English literature necessarily depends on the vagaries
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of manuscript survival. This point is underlined by the fact that approximately half
the extant texts of English secular lyrics are preserved in a single manuscript, Harley
2253, a literary anthology produced some time in the 1340s, in the Hereford area. But
in this context, too, the interplay between sacred and secular literary registers is very
clear; indeed some of the lyrics in the collection seem to have been physically arranged
in a way which heightens the interplay between the sacred and secular poems. Thus
a lyric on Christ’s love for his people beginning ‘Litel wot hit any man/ how love
hym haveth i-bounde’ is followed by one which begins in a similar way, ‘Litel wot
hit any man/how derne love may stonde’: the addition of the word ‘derne’ (secret)
signals both a change of context and referent as this lyric becomes the complaint of
a disappointed male lover. But the language of sacred and carnal desire may also be
played off, self-consciously, within a single text, as is the case with ‘“The Fair Maid
of Ribblesdale’. Here, the cumulative effect of a series of religious references is to
both elevate and undercut a male speaker’s fantasy about a desirable woman.

A range of speaking stances is found within the love lyrics of the Harley collection:
there are complaints, petitions, descriptions of reported or imagined encounters in
the voice of first-person (male) speakers, but there are dialogue forms too. A wooing
game is played out in one lyric (conventionally entitled ‘De Clerico et Puella’ —
‘About a Clerk and a Girl’) between a clerical speaker who has a courtly repertoire
of love-sick poses at his command and a young woman who has an equally adept
command of deflationary replies. Yet the shorter poems in the collection do not
merely address religious and secular emotional subjects: some encapsulate proverbial,
monitory material (such as those warning of the last days); one is a poetic rendering
of the parable of the vineyard while a couple address topical, contemporary issues and
events (such as the corruption of the consistory courts or the death of > Edward I).

The sheer variety of material and poetic forms in the Harley collection raises
questions about how they can best be presented to a modern audience. Not one of
the Harley lyrics is attributed to a named poet, and in this respect they are typical
of much Middle English literature in general, which is working within a literary
tradition that is not concerned with the promotion of literary personalities as such.
So if the texts cannot be arranged as the work of particular poets or ‘makers’, should
they then be sorted out according to their material (as love lyrics, as historical and
religious poems — as has been the case in past editions), or does the very juxtaposition
of diverse poems in the manuscript itself have an interest? The case of the Harley
lyrics also illustrates the limitation of approaching medieval English literature solely in
terms of the literature written in English, because the collection includes many short
poems written in Anglo-Norman; indeed one of the religious lyrics alternates lines
in English and Anglo-Norman. If these poems are the product of a bilingual literary
culture of some sophistication, then should they not be presented in that context? But
the Harley manuscript does not only contain shorter poems in English and Anglo-
Norman, but verse narratives too, some religious narratives in Anglo-Norman and
Latin prose, and even a collection of recipes in English prose, which have evidently
been squeezed on to a blank leaf (including recipes on such matters as how to make
iron as hard as steel).

I suggested earlier that the Harley manuscript is a medieval equivalent of a modern
literary anthology, but that may be an unhelpful analogy: it is not a book written for
national distribution; it is written in one of the ‘Englishes’ of the time (there being as
vet no written standard form of the language); it reflects a regional culture of some
sophistication and linguistic plurality, but it is not presented as the work of any single
‘maker’ or group; its composition shows that poetic form could equally provide the
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medium for vernacular narrative as prose (a selection of the poetry in the manuscript
could include the Middle English romance > King Horn). It is a collection which
challenges some of the conventional ways in which modern texts may be organized
and the terms in which they are discussed, as does that more famous book of medieval
narrative poetry and prose, The Canterbury Tales.

Narrative poetry

III Hwer is Paris & Heleyne
That werenso bryht & fyre on bleo, (of face)
Amadas & Dideyne,
Tristram, Yseude and alle theo,
Ector, with his scharpe meyene, (strength)
& Cesar, riche of wordes feo?
Heo beoth i-gliden ut of the reyne
So the schef is of the cleo. (sheaf, from the cornfield)
(Thomas of Hales, ‘Love Ron’, 65-72)

The connections between the figures of Paris and Helen, Amadas and Idoine,
Tristram and Iseult, Hector and Caesar, in the stanza of the ‘Love Ron’ quoted above
is that these figures, drawn from different periods of the past, may illustrate the very
transcience of all earthly achievements and pleasures. Presumably, though, the citation
is effective because the stories of all these figures are still remembered and retold. It is
useful to approach the rich narrative traditions of medieval England with some sense
of the important generative story-areas, and > Thomas of Hales’ roll-call of names
indicates some of these primary narrative subjects drawn from the stories of > Troy,
Rome, Gaul and Britain. The reference to Tristram and Iseult perhaps stands out
here as being especially resonant of an important subject of medieval narrative (being
part of the > Arthurian tradition) and of an important medieval narrative form (the
so-called > romance) which deserve to be given special attention as an innovative
part of medieval literary culture, and both subject and form will be discussed in due
course. There is, however, some critical confusion over the meaning and use of the
term ‘romance’, some of which may be avoided if the genre is aproached as part of
a wider spectrum of narrative activity in which stories of Greece, Troy, Britain, and
Gaul all have a place.

Translating and reworking Latin classical narratives (such as those of > Thebes,
Troy, > Alexander the Great) in the vernacular is an important part of the literary
activity of the medieval period. The same is true of English Renaissance literary
culture; indeed, one important dimension of English literary cultre as a whole is
its continual re-engagement with classical texts. But medieval modes of assimilating,
transmitting and renewing classical culture may appear rather surprising to a modern
audience whose reading habits have been shaped by the Renaissance and post-
Renaissance literary > humanist tradition. The medieval versions of these classical
stories themselves may be unfamiliar (the medieval Troy story, for example, tends
to follow a chronological design, have a strong pro-Trojan slant and focus on Hector
as the greatest hero of the war), but more disorientating still for modern readers of
medieval ‘classics’ such as > Chaucer’s > Knight's Tale, the alliterative > Destruction
of Troy or Kyng Alisaunder is the way in which classical culture is filtered through
feudal and chivalric lenses. Theseus, Hector and Alexander don the armour of the
knight. In part, the assimilation of the key narratives of the classical past in the
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medieval period, the act of translating them into the vernacular (into French and
Anglo-Norman from the twelfth century, into Middle English from the thirteenth
century onwards), involved transforming some aspects of classical culture to reflect
the dominant feudal/chivalric ideals of the ‘present’; and so to endow these ideals
with the authority of the ‘past’. Medieval narratives relating the Greek, Trojan and
Roman past contributed substantially to the establishment of a mythology of chivalry
which was developed through the medieval period and continued long after it.

The courtly patina given to medieval versions of the classics was not an unself-
conscious action on the part of medieval writers. In Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale, for
example, the narrator both suggests that a continuing chivalric ethos connects the
world of classical Athens and that of contemporary England, but also draws attention
to the potential incongruity involved in the act of representing this continuous
chivalric culture. Such is the splendour of the tournament which Theseus organizes
in Athens that every knight ‘Were it in Engelond or elleswhere,/They wode, hir
thankes, wilnen to be there’ (2,113—4). But the narrator points up the anachronism of
this depiction of the ‘modern’ chivalric world of classical Athens: when some of the
knights in Athens set their sights on fashionable gear (Prussians shields!), the narrator
wryly remarks on the fact that “Ther is no newe gyse that it nas old’.

Of course not all aspects of the ‘olde gyse’ of classical pagan culture could be
assimilated to the values and ethos of the Christian present; medieval writers were
faced with great interpretative challenges when re-presenting narratives about the
classical world (and material drawn from the world of classical learning). Highly
elaborate strategies were evolved for reinterpreting pagan structures for contemporary
audiences. The pagan framework of the Knight’s Tale is part of the ‘olde gyse’ of
the story, which no longer has any place in the ‘newe’, but it is not used as the
occasion for Christian moralizing or denunciation (which is sometimes the case in
other medieval versions of classical stories). Rather, the pagan gods in the Knight’s
Tale are made to function both as representatives of larger forces outside human
control and government, and of those human desires and promptings which are
potentially controllable by government on both a political and personal level. All the
central characters of the narrative, Palamon, Arcite, Emily, Theseus, and Ageus too,
have their counterparts in the pagan divinities, and these gods are interpreted as
figuring abstracted human passions and powers of some kind. The gods are agents
in the narrative and act on the central human figures, but they also provide a means
of analysing the actions and desires of the characters themselves when faced with
problems of self-government and, in the case of Theseus, the government of others.

The classical, chivalric world of the Knight’s Tale provides an arena for exploring
the interaction between the forces of individual human desire and those of the larger
social, political and universal world of which they form a part. Some of the difficulties
of putting into practice the conduct-book rules for knights and knight-princes are
traced in this narrative, which illustrates the way in which the world of the pagan
past may be used to explore, not merely to affirm and exemplify, codes of conduct.

Reworking the narratives of the past offered medieval writers considerable inter-
pretative challenges and innovative possibilities: not only could traditional narratives
be refracted through diferent kinds of generic frames in their retelling, but also new
narrative subjects could be opened up within classical, historical frames. The story
of > Troilus and Criseyde itself is a medieval ‘invention’, the story of > Palamon
and Arcite in the Knight’s Tale is another. In both > Troilus and Criseyde and the
Knight’s Tale, Chaucer used narratives taken from > Boccaccio to develop a new
generic frame for treating classical histories, in which large-scale events were refracted
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through a microscosmic focus on pairs of lovers. But classical history was not the only
prestigious subject for narrative development during the medieval centuries. There
is, for example, a large number of Middle English narratives focussed around the
activities of > Charlemagne and members of his illustrious court. In these narratives,
largely derived from Old French versions, chivalry serves the ends of the Christian
faith, and the opposition between pagan and Christian culture (with the transforming
possibility of conversion rather than extinction) provides the basic narrative and
metaphysical structure of these texts. But it is, perhaps, the opening up of a new
history of Britain in the twelfth century that proves to be one of the most striking
and productive areas for the creation of vernacular narrative traditions, in verse and
later in prose, in the medieval period.

The appearance, some time around 1138, of > Geoffrey of Monmouth’s > Historia
Regum Britannie (History of the Kings of Britain) made a significant contribution to
opening up the subject of British history for narrative elaboration. This text recounts
the sequence of Britush kings from the foundation of the kingdom of Britain by
Brutus, the great-grandson of > Aeneas, to the demise of British rule and the
establishment of Saxon control over the island. The reign of > King Arthur marks
the high point of British history, for it is during this time that the island is re-
established as a unified Christian nation, and becomes a great international power
and chivalric centre attracting knights from all over the world. Although Geoffrey
of Monmouth was not the first to suggest that British society had classical roots, he
was the first to depict the illustrious history of the island in such derail and, in fact,
to represent British history in a way that explores some of the political, social and
cultural ideals of the twelfth century itself.

Among Geoffrey of Monmouth’s academic peers and predecessors, in the early
decades of the twelfth century, there was a marked interest in recovering the history
of England and in bridging the gap between the narrative history provided by > Bede
(and the later Saxon chroniclers) and that of the twelfth-century present. Geoffrey
of Monmouth’s contribution to this historiographical movement was not to recover
the history of Saxon and post-Conquest England but to ‘recover’ a marvellous pre-
history. In developing his account of a relatively undocumented period of insular
history, Geoffrey of Monmouth took the opportunity to comment on some aspects of
the politics and values of his own, turbulent time. Establishing the political function
of this act of historical fabrication (or for that matter the political function of the
newly constructed histories of England) is not a simple matter, but, at the very least,
a powerful argument for unified rule of the island may be drawn from Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s history, which is the first requirement if the English kingdom of the
‘present’ is to live up to the glorious achievements of its British ‘past’.

Although the value of Monmouth’s account (which considerably disrupted some
of the established traditions of English historiography) was challenged by subsequent
clerical historians, its influence was immense. Vernacular versions appeared from
the mid-twelfth century onwards, and one of the earliest and most substantial verse
narratives composed in Middle English, the thirteenth-century Brut composed by
> Lazamon, is a reworking of the Monmouth tradition of British history. The way in
which retelling the history of the island’s past may offer a medium for investigating
the cultural politics of its present may be seen in the Bruz: this very act of retelling
insular history in English, with its contrived archaic overtones, seems to be an
assertion of a cultural continuity in a land which has ‘i-gon from honde to honde’,
from Brutus’ kin to ‘Englisce men’ and then to ‘tha Frensca’.

But if Geoffrey of Monmouth gave Britain a new image and British history a new
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status, vernacular writers in France and England in the twelfth century opened up
other areas of the British cultural heritage for formal literary treatment. The story of
> Tristan and Iseult has no place in the design of Monmouth’s narrative, which.is
oriented around regnal history, but it is part of the pre-Saxon British/Celtic narrative
store which French writers such as Béroul, > Chrétien de Troyes and > Marie de
France drew on for the development of new literary subjects and from which they
developed new narrative forms. It is very difficult for us, today, to recreate some
sense of this ephemeral oral, Celtic tradition. However, the range of motifs, themes
and subjects which Marie de France, in the late twelfth century, claims to derive from
oral British traditions at least suggests that a figure like Arthur did not monopolize
this tradition, and probably did not play a large part in it. Rather, vernacular writers
from the mid-twelfth century onwards drew on story motifs from British/Celtic
traditions to develop a corpus of narratives orientated around the chivalric > Golden
Age of Arthur’s court, which could be given a historical location too, thanks to
Geoffrey of Monmeuth’s historiographical efforts. Arthurian narrative, like much
British historiography itself, is essentially the product of the post-Conquest period.

What seems to happen is that for writers in medieval France and England,
Britain becomes a literary landscape where different narrative traditions may be
located and where, for example, a historically placed Christian society may encounter
otherworldly, magical forces which reflect the remnants of non-Christian cultures.
The fourteenth-century verse narrative > Sir Gawain and the Green Knight illustrates
how brilliantly the narrative potential of the overlapping historical and literary
landscapes of Britain may be played off against each other. The impression of Britain
rising out of the ashes of Troy, which frames Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, offers
a resonant image of the way in which new narrative areas are opened up during
the period, as material from Celtic and other, hitherto, oral traditions was reworked
in literary media and given formal literary status. Aeneas, Brutus, Gawain, and the
Green Knight, unlikely as it may seem, form part of a narrative continuum.

I have avoided using the term ‘romance’ up to this point in favour of the more
general term ‘narrative’. Partly this is because the term ‘romance’, like that of ‘lyric’,
has been used in so many different ways — both as a historically specific term
and as a literary universal — that its discriminatory value is doubtful at times. The
term ‘romance’ may still perform a useful critical function if, however, it is used
of narratives structured in certain ways. Chivalric settings are an integral feature of
medieval narratives on a wide range of subjects, with the result that the use of a
chivalric/feudal setting, and the invocation of the attendant values of that milieu, are
intrinsic, but not necessarily distinctive, features of ‘romance’.

What is distinctive about the specific category of narratives that I would recognize
as romances is that they are focussed around displaced (predominantly male)
protagonists, whose social identity and status are treatened in a series of ‘adventures’,
and who survive to reintegrate into society as members of an élite group. The
structural pattern is essentially that of estrangement, risk and recovery, which is
played out in a providentially ordered world in which all things shall be well, finally,
for those who embody the values of the chivalric élite which are theirs by birth. The
degree to which Christian providence is recognized explicitly as a controlling force in
the fortunes of the protagonists is a variable factor, which is obviously related to the
homiletic emphasis of the narrative as a whole.

The romances which are structured around the stories of displaced women, such
as Emaré, and the > AMan of Law’s Tale of Constance, strongly promote the notion
of a providentially controlled world in which a Christian god protects those who have
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faith and are constant in adversity. Emaré’s adventures, as the narrator points out, are
firmly under providential direction: when she is put out to sea, because she resists
her father’s incestuous advances, ‘She was dryven into a lond/Thorow the grace of
Goddes sond,/That all thyng may fulfylle’. The Amazons of the classical past have
few descendants in the female protagonists of medieval romance, whose virtues are
predominantly those of suffering and passivity.

While this abstracted romance paradigm may provide a useful starting point for
considering the 60 or so extant examples of Middle English romances (such as
> Guy of Warwick > Bevis of Hampton) which make up such an important part
of the vernacular narrative corpus, it is also evident from this corpus that the basic
structural paradigm may be developed and refined in various ways. The episodic
structure of the form, built up around sequences of adventures, gives it considerable
flexibility: sequences may easily be added and interwoven to create more complex
narrative structures. Indeed, what is interesting about medieval romances is the way
in which variables within and beyond that basic paradigm are played out in particular
narratives; the way in which generic frames may be played off against each other;
the way in which the form may be used to investigate, not merely affirm, ethical
codes. When Guy of Warwick, for example, has earned himself a place in the social
structure, and won his wife through his chivalric prowess, the framework of values
in which the narrative is working shifts to that of a transcendental Christian ethos.
The narrative goes on to chart his displacement from worldly pursuits in general and
his actions, thereafter, are entirely in the service of the Christian faith: the genre of
romance is contiguous, here, with that of the saint’s life,

The possible dimensions of the romance world in general, and the world of
Arthurian romance in particular, are well exemplifed in the encyclopaedia of romance
forms, in prose, which constitutes > Malory’s > Morte D’Arthur. Here, a sequence of
romance narratives is inset within a broader tragic-historic frame. The inset romances
are structurally varied (some are longer and interlaced in more complex ways than
others), and not all work within the same set of values. In the Quest of the Holy
Grail, most notably, two different kinds of chivalric orders confront each other as a
transcendent model of chivalric activity subverts the code of behaviour so carefully
established through the adventures of the > Round Table knights. The series of
adventures radiate out from Arthur’s court and yet form part of a sequence, too, with
some consequential impetus. The result is the construction of a vast narrative web,
which charts the rise, consolidation and, ultimately, the fall of Arthurian society, and
which defies any attempt to account for the downfall of Arthur’s reign in terms of
a single causal structure. In abbreviating and unlocking some of the complex strands
of the larger French cycle which formed his principal source, Malory has made the
relationship between actions and their consequences much more mysterious. In a
world in which any individual has an imperfect knowledge of the circumstances in
which she/he is operating, and lacks control over the consequences of their actions,
the only measure of action becomes its adherence to a chivalric code of behaviour.
But it is precisely the form and scope of that ethical code which are investigated in
the epic sequence of Malory’s Morte D’Arthur as a whole.

The spectrum of the uses (and perhaps abuses) of romance narratives and their
engagement with other kinds of narrative genres (epic, saints’ lives, > fabliau) is
revealed in the romance collection incorporated in the Canterbury Tales. Alongside the
epic-romance structure of the Knight's Tale set in classical Athens (which is set off
against the fabliau imitation which follows), there is the embryonic romance-epic of
the > Squire’s Tale (situated in the marvellous east); the > Man of Law’s homiletic

11



Medieval English literature

Tale of Constance (which moves between the world of Christian Rome and pagan
societies in the east and west); Chaucer’s burlesque tale of > Sir Thopas which,
though nominally set in Flanders, takes the world of romance conventions and motifs
as its subject and its setting; and finally the > Wife of Bath’s Arthurian romance
which provides a provocative analysis of sexual politics.

This Arthurian text opens with a teasing play on the idea of cultural continuity
between present and past societies, which may provide both a point of return to the
opening subject of this section and a point of transition to the next. The Wife begins
her tale with a meditation on the relationship between the inhabitants of Britain in
the ‘olde dayes of King Artour’ and now. The > fairies and elves who once filled the
land, she suggests, have been both exorcized and replaced by the wandering friars,
who like the fairies can now be found ‘in every bussh or under everv tree’. It is to
the kind of literary material produced by these wandering friars and other clerics that
I shall now turn.

Pastoral literature and drama

Men yernen gestes for to here

And romaunce rede in diverse manere:

Of Alisaunder the conqueroure;

Of Julius Cesar the emperoure;

Of Grece & Troye the longe strif

There mony mon lost his lif;

Of Bruit that baroun bolde of honde

Furste conqueroure of Engelonde;

Of King Arthour that was so riche...

Mony songes of diverse ryme

As Englisshe, Frensshe, & Latyne —

To rede & here mony are prest

Of things that hem liketh best.

... by that thing mon draweth tille,

Men may him knowe for good or ille.
(Cursor Mundi, 1—46)

The opening strategy of the narrator of > Cursor Mundi, a versified history of
the world from Creation to Doomsday, is to suggest that a person’s literary tastes
(whether for material heard or read) are a sign of their moral and spiritual quality.
Reading or hearing the stories of Alexander, Troy, Arthur, etc. is not explicitly
criticized by the narrator of the Cursor Mundi, but the implication of the opening
section is that this monumental account of Christian history offers a morally and
spiritually profitable alternative to spending time on ‘Stories of diverse thinges’, told
in ‘diverse manere’, in ‘diverse ryme’. The alternative fare offered by this narrative,
which ‘courses’ over the history of the world (hence its name), is an account of the
> Seven Ages of the World, from the first age of creation to the seventh age, which
will be heralded by the coming of the ‘Antichrist’ and end with the Day of Judgement
— the ‘end’ of Christian history as such. Material for this history, first compiled in
English around 1300, is drawn not only from the Vulgate version of the scriptures but
from supplementary material in apochryphal sources, from scriptural commentaries
in Latin, biblical paraphrases, collections of saints’ lives and manuals of Christian
doctrine and instruction. A text such as the Cursor Mundi gives a literate lay audience
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access to a body of Christian texts and textual traditions which had been developed
and consolidated within the monastic culture of the preceding centuries. It is both
the product and a sign of the great pastoral movement which can be traced back to
Anglo-Saxon England but which, particularly from the thirteenth century onwards,
left an enormous corpus of religious instructional material in its wake.

A wide range of instructional material survives from the medieval period, addressed
to different audiences and tackling different areas of Christian teaching: some
texts provided the clergy with resources for lay instruction (through the medium
of sermons) and guidance for pastoral care; other manuals apparently offered lay
audiences direct instruction in how to cultivate their spiritual welfare by explaining
the process of penitence (such, as in Chaucer’s > Parson’s Tale) or by providing
instruction in Christian history (such as the Cursor Munds).

This body of Christian literature (or ‘pastoralia’) did not exist in a religious vacuum
but engaged with the wider spectrum of literary activity of which it formed part and
which it influenced in its turn. A dramatic illustration of this engagement can be
taken from the Canterbury Tales, where figures such as the Friar, the Nun’s Priest
and the Pardoner deploy the tools of their trade in the construction of tales for a
story-telling competition. Though teaching was not, of course, an activity open to
medieval women, the Wife of Bath borrows sermonizing techniques to organize the
story of her life and lend support to her stance as a secular apologist, thus earning
the title of ‘noble prechour’ from the Pardoner. The Pardoner himself introduces his
pilgrim audience to the rhetorical art of sermonizing as he demonstrates the range
of linguistic, textual and performance skills that make up his professional routine.
According to the Pardoner, lay audiences ‘loven tales olde/ Swiche thynges kan they
wel reporte and holde’ - a point borne out by his own preaching practice and affirmed
by the contents of contemporary story collections compiled for preaching purposes.

Such practices of mining all kinds of literary resources for spiritual ends (favoured
by the mendicant orders) was not unanimously approved by all sectors of the clergy;
indeed, for Chaucer’s Parson, literary fictions and ‘moralitee and vertuous mateere’
are incompatible. His contribution to the Canterbury Tales — a prose treatise on the
process of penitence — both formally closes the proceedings and actually stops the
story-telling game. The Parson’s contribution is appropriate, perhaps, for a literary
excursion that is nearing the end of the road in all senses. Yet it is clear from
considering the Parson’s Tale within the wider context of the Canterbury collection
that the modes and material of spiritual guidance are not necessarily incompatible
with those of secular entertainment and instruction. The Parson’s rejection of the
value of fables and ‘switch wreccednesse’ represents one position within a wider
spectrum of opinion on the value of certain kinds of religious literature in particular
and fictionalizing activity in general.

The alliterative poems attributed to the > Gawain poet, composed some time
in the late fourteenth century, offer a different view to that of Chaucer’s Parson.
The poems > Cleaness and > Patience are both structured in ways which reflect
the influence of exegetical practices of reading and interpreting the Scriptures, and
use those techniques to explore the interlocking nature of Christian virtues. But
whereas Patience is focussed around the amplification and explication of a single Old
Testament story (that of Jonah and the Whale), the narrative of Cleaness draws on
more complex sermonizing techniques to investigate the lessons of Christian etiquette,
through the retelling of the parable of the Wedding Feast and a further sequence of
Old Testament stories. The juxtaposition of these two poems addressing the subject
of Christian virtue with the brilliant reworking of Arthurian romance tradition, Sir
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Gawain and the Green Knight, in the same manuscript, suggests that the story of
Jonah and the adventures of Gawain do not necessarily belong to mutually exclusive
contexts of either literary production or reception.

But it is perhaps the fourth poem in this manuscript, > Pearl, which illustrates
a merging of Christian and courtly poetics in the most spectacular way. For here
the poet uses the fictional frame of a > dream-vision poem as a way of approaching
revelation: St John’s vision of New Jerusalem in Revelations is incorporated into
the final sections of this dream poem. The dream-vision genre traditionally offered
medieval poets the licence to speculate and explore the interaction between inner and
outer worlds in a fictional form. But what is remarkable about this poem is the sheer
ambition of its attempt to represent the process by which an individual may come
to terms with the prospect of a Christian afterlife, and literally realize and see the
vision described by St John in the Bible. The occasion of the poem is one of extreme
love-longing, figured in the male narrator’s account of his mourning for his pearl,
his most precious object, which is described in terms which suggest it represents a
female form. The movement of the spiritual ‘aventure’ which follows is measured
by the narrator’s ability to see the pearl in different ways, as its possible sphere of
reference expands. That expansion is figured in the form of the poem itself| in the
concatenating design of every stanza and the linking pattern of the stanzas as a whole,
which embodies a pearl shape. The resources of poetic and linguistic artifice, and of
Christian techniques for interpreting and explicating the Scriptures, are combined in
this poetic narrative, which asserts, in its very form, that fictional making and poetic
artifice may serve as a wholly fitting medium for ‘virtuous mateere’.

The resources and traditions of Christian teaching and preaching, described above,
provide the context for some of the important vernacular dramatic traditions of late
medieval England. Most of the surviving evidence for dramatic performances relates
to religious drama, and this extant material is generally categorized according to
whether its subject is the macrocosmic sweep of Christian history (as found in the
> cycle plays, sometimes referred to as ‘mystery plays’), or the microcosmic history
of an individual human soul (as found in the texts classed as > morality plays). Texts
from the first category are the remains of a widespread tradition of Christian urban
drama in which select episodes from the cycle of Christian history from Creation
to Doomsday were played out in the streets of towns such as York, Chester and
Wakefield, which provide the settings for three of the four play cycles which survive.
The textual background to this kind of dramatic tradition is provided by works
such as the > Cursor Mundi, in which a wide range of scriptural, apochryphal and
instructional material is merged into a narrative of Christian history.

Considerable resources were required to make Christian history course through
the streets of towns, and craft and religious guilds within the towns provided a key
organizational structure for play productions. Enacting the play-cycles seems to have
served both religious and civic functions: at the same time as the cycle plays celebrate
the plan of Christian history, the resources and civic order of these large urban
centres are evidently on display too. It is perhaps the community function of cycle
drama that helps explain its survival. Performances of the cycles continued even when
the religious climate became hostile to some of the doctrinal points they embodied,
surviving well into the period traditionally demarcated as that of the ‘Renaissance’ in
England: the last recorded performance of the Coventry plays were in 1579; those of
Chester and York in 1569 and 1575, respectively.

If the cycle plays are an enactment of monumental Christian history, the morality
plays can be seen as the dramatization of the inner history of a single soul. Whereas



Pastoral literature and drama

cycle drama sees its mundane setting as a prop in recreating a universal, cosmic
playing area, the morality plays use dramatic space as an arena for mapping out the
history of an inner life, or interior processes, which are less historically specific than
typical and exemplary, as the names of their central characters (Everyman, Mankind,
Humanum Genus) indicate. The register for morality plays such as the 1 Castle
of Perseverance and > Everyman echoes that of the penitential manuals designed
to provide Christians with a framework for diagnosing and correcting their inner
spiritual states, and understanding the mechanics of temptation and sin. This is an
analytical vocabulary built of components such as the > Seven Deadly Sins and
their corresponding virtues, the World, the Flesh and the Devil. It was not the only
register of psychological analysis available to medieval writers: an elaborate descriptive
scheme had been developed around the process of falling in love (strongly influenced
by > Ovid), and both of these psychological schemes (penitential and amorous) are
an important element in the poetic narratives written in the dream-vision mode.
But if dream-vision poetry offered a narrative space for the exploration and analysis
of inner processes, the morality plays occupied this space in the dramatic tradition
of late medieval England, embodying inner life and abstract modes of analysis in
dramatic forms.

Although the cycle drama/morality play division offers a starting point for
discussing religious drama in English, not all vernacular drama can be neatly slotted
into these two categories. The focal points and interests of their cycle drama and
morality plays are not mutually exclusive. The so-called > ‘N-Town’ cycle, for
example, combines the representation of Christian history with moral analysis, with
the result that personified abstractions, such as ‘Mors’ (Death) or ‘Contemplacio’
(Contemplation), occupy the stage alongside figures from Christian history. Unlike
the cycle drama of York, Chester and Wakefield, the N-Town sequence of plays
seems not to have been designed for processional performance by guild members,
and employs a much wider range of dramatic techniques for mediating the literal and
symbolic narrative of Christian history.

Historical and moral perspectives could be combined in the ‘Saints’ Plays’ of the
period. Few examples of these plays survive, but the text of > Mary Magdalene
provides an example of how the historical narrative of an individual life may be turned
into exemplary drama: Mary’s ‘fall’ into ‘wantoness’ is represented in this play by the
infiltration of the ‘Bad Angel’ and ‘Lady Lechery’ into the castle of Maudelyn. The
so-called ‘Creed’ plays and ‘Pater-Noster’ plays seem to have combined dramatization
of moral analysis and episodes from Christian history, too, in dramatic performances
which sought to affirm and explain the power of the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed.
No scripts of these plays survive, but their contents can be recreated partially from
records of their performance in York, Beverly and Lincoln. Clearly our picture of
medieval dramatic traditions is very much dependent on the vagaries of the evidence
that has survived, and much has been lost.

The spectrum of dramatic activity in medieval England is broader than that
represented by plays composed in English. A tradition of Latin Church drama (that
is, of acting out parts of the liturgy at key times in the Church year), continues
throughout the period, and sophisticated examples of Anglo-Norman religious drama
(such as the play known as > Adam) survive from the twelfth century. Nor is the
drama of medieval England wholly orientated around religious subjects, but as might
be expected, far less evidence survives of secular play-making and performing than
that of religious drama. Yet of the few English play texts to survive from before the
fifteenth century, two of the earliest (the fragmentary account of a meeting between
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a clerk and a maiden and the text known as > Dame Sirith) are humorous and
concerned with love problems and tricks.

Records of accounts from noble households suggest that the playing of interludes
was an important form of medieval performance art, although little evidence survives
of the form and nature of these plays. We have little more idea of the nature of the
interlude performed by Jakke Travail in 1427 for > Henry VI than of the popular
tradition of interlude-making mentioned by Robert Mannyng in his account of the
‘Dancers of Colbeck’. It would be fair to say that a large part of the dramatic activity
of medieval England is off the record — or only traceable indirectly through records
of civic accounts, household accounts or ecclesiastical prohibitions of various kinds.
But it is also fair to suggest that the boundaries between drama and other modes of
literary reception were less absolute than now.

The dramatic quality of much medieval narrative, and the dramatic circumstances
of its public mediation, undercut distinctions between drama and other literary
media, between public and private reading experiences and performances. All kinds
of vernacular narratives bear the formalized signals of performance texts (‘Herkneth
to me’). So the spectrum of medieval performance art is wide and may encompass
sermons, readings, recitals, song-making, as well as more conventionally recognized
forms of drama. When Chaucer’s Pardoner describes his different voice modulations,
gestures, props and text, which he deploys when preaching in parish churches, he is
providing a script, and stage directions too, for one of the most common and popular
forms of medieval performance art.

Chaucer, Gower and Langland

Whylome were lordes in londe that loved in thaire hertis
To here makers of myrthes, that matirs couthe fynde . . .
But now a childe appon chere, withowtten chyn-wedys, (in appearance, beard)
That never wroghte thurgh mwitt three wordes togedire,
Fro he can jangle as a jaye, and japes telle, (chatter like a jay)
He schall be levede an lovede. ..
(Winner and Waster, 19—26)

The narrator of the mid-fourteenth-century > alliterative poem > Winner and Waster
opens with a lament for a Golden Age when literary ‘makers’ had status and a duly
appreciative audience. Now the decline of society, in all respects, is figured by the
preference for entertainment by ‘boys’ who ‘jangle’, and this decline is the focus of
the rest of the text, which investigates the effects of ‘winning’ and ‘wasting’ on social
structures. This complaint is a conventional preliminary to the satire which follows.

Yet looking back on the literary activity in English which followed the production
of Winner and Waster, it may seem that a Golden Age of ‘making’, far from passing,
was just about to begin. The fourteenth century, and the second half of the fourteenth
century in particular, is hailed as the time when the English literary landscape opened
up; as the time when English became recognized and proven to be a language of
literature; as the time when the notion of an English literary tradition was born. It
is certainly true that there is a massive increase in the use of English as a literary
language during this time, and that the status of English — and works produced in
English — is firmly established by the end of the century through the work of writers
such as > William Langland, > John Gower and, above all, Geoffrey Chaucer.
However, this does not constitute a consolidated movement, still less a simple
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nationalistic endeavour. The distinctive qualities of the work of Chaucer, Langland
and Gower, the traditional and innovatory features of their work, derive partly from
the diversity of their literary context and their mediation between different models
of literary production, between classical and Christian poetics.

By way of conclusion to an essay that has emphasized the plurality of Middle
English literary culture, I will discuss some features of the great encyclopaedic
narratives produced by Gower, Chaucer and Langland, and briefly consider the
topicality of their work. Though, as we have seen, medieval writers often used stories
from the past to investigate the values of the present, these three writers also make
the contemporary world a subject of their narratives.

Shared concerns, dramatic techniques, narrative strategies, can be traced between
the texts. of the > Confessio Amantis, The Canterbury Tales and > Piers Plowman,
although these hardly fall into neat critical patterns. What is striking initially is the
way in which Gower, Chaucer and Langland all use penitential occasions, motifs
and processes to structure their large-scale narrative compilations. The narrative of
the Confessio Amantis is organized around a series of confessional and instructional
exchanges between a lover (Amans) and a priest (Genius), who are both servants of
the Goddess of L.ove. These exchanges provide the medium for both an encyclopaedic
collection of (largely pagan) short stories, organized to illustrate the Seven Deadly
Sins, and for a narrative synthesis of other kinds of book learning and lore. Not
only does the Confessio Amantis contain a collection of classical and Old Testament
narratives, but it incorporates sections on the histories of the world, of religion, of
culture and instructional material on the governance of self and society. In some
respects Gower’s text has the quality of a later fourteenth-century manual of culture.

In Gower’s earlier works in French and Latin, the narrator assumes the stance of
a social prophet and his voice is that of social, ethical and political complaint. Here
in the Confessio the narrative voice is refracted through that of the Lover and the
Priest, and the high stance of Gower’s earlier work gives way to a narrative that
tries a ‘middel weie’, between mirth and morality, addressing ethical issues through
focussing on the confession and instruction of a lover, a man committed to secular
values. But penitential practices are completed both in theory and in practice in
this narrative as the focus shifts at the end of the collection from secular ethics to
transcendental concerns. The closing stages of the Confessio Amantis are marked by
the revelation that the Lover is too old to be a follower of Venus, and the gap
between his desires and capacities is healed when Cupid’s arrow is pulled from his
heart. Thus the penitential process of contrition, confession and healing is completed.
The state of the Lover and the maker of the Confessio Amantis coincide at the end of
the narrative: the healing of the lover marks the end of ‘love-making’ for the figure
of the poet, who declares his days of literary composition on the subject of love are
over too.

Whereas John Gower uses a personal act of confession as the framework for his
story collection, Chaucer makes a public pilgrimage the setting for his narrative
drama. The pilgrimage to Canterbury becomes the arena for a tale-telling competition
designed to pass the time en route. This was not Chaucer’s first attempt at
constructing a story collection. The occasion for the earlier story collection, the
> Legend of Good Women, is an act of literary penance for sins against the God of
Love, which has obvious parallels with the Confessio Amantis. Nor was Chaucer the
first writer to use the idea of story-telling as a ‘pastime’ as a pretext for a framed
narrative collection. Before Chaucer the Italian writer > Boccaccio had used a courtly
retreat as the setting for a collection of 100 stories in the > Decameron. However,
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Chaucer’s choice of a pilgrimage setting allows for a much greater tonal and narrative
range. Unlike Boccaccio, Chaucer does not keep within the bounds of a courtly
literature tradition, but incorporates a wider panorama of compositional practices and
narrative genres, and trades on the social variety of the pilgrim narrators. Diversity
is the governing principle of the collection.

Unlike Gower, who uses a relatively stable narrative frame for his story collection,
Chaucer makes the framework of the tales a variable factor too, as narratives are
generated by different kinds of interaction between the pilgrims and their games-
master, the Host. The event is both grganized according to certain rules and yet, at
the same time, open to unexpected engagements and confrontations. The stories are
refracted through a range of narrative voices which defeat any attempt to reconstitute
a single, governing authorial stance from the collection. Thus the play between
narrators and narrative is much greater than in Gower’s Confessio Amantis and this
ludic quality is one of the singular characteristics of Chaucer’s story-collection.
Whereas Gower treads a middle way between mirth and morality in the substance and
organization of his story-collection, Chaucer conducts a more radical experiment into
the morality of mirth at intervals in the Canterbury Tales. But this story competition
takes place in a setting with moral and spiritual resonances too, and these are invoked
at the close of the play by narratives.

The Canterbury Tales, though unfinished in parts, was clearly designed to end like
the Confessio Amantis, with a radical shift of focus and a gesture that marks the end
of earthly ‘making’ and fictionalizing. What begins as a literal and literary excursion
ends, with the > Parson’s Tale, as an occasion for a spiritual journey, a ‘parfit,
glorious, pilgrymage’ to ‘Jerusalem celestial’. The time of the maker of the narrative
coincides with that of the text itself: most manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales close
with a leave-taking from the maker of the text in the form of a literary confession
and retraction.

In theory and in practice, Chaucer’s story-telling collection is a work in progress.
Langland’s > Piers Plowman is very much a poem in progress too, built around a
dynamic principle of organization and surviving in at least three different stages of
revision and reformulation. If the Confessio Amantis and the Canterbury Tales bear the
signs of being the last works of their respective authors, Piers Plowman seems to have
been Langland’s first and last exercise in literary making. Langland’s work is much
more the product of a Christian, clerical milieu than that of Gower and Chaucer: the
narrative has a pervasive macaronic quality, being suffused with Latin quotations, and
the conduct of Christian life in all senses is its central concern. A single penitential
action does not provide the setting for the narrative of Piers Plowman, but penitential
processes and schemes are used to organize the action within the narrative. The
first major section of the poem, for example, considers how a Christian society
might collectively embark on a process of contrition, confession and pilgrimage.
The action of the narrative as a whole might be seen as a pilgrimage of sorts, a
spiritual ‘chanson d’aventure’ by the narrator/dreamer Will, which encompasses a
record of a macrocosmic Christian journey through history. The dream framework
of the narrative means that all action in the poem is potentially translatable as inner
experience, just as all inner experience in the poem may become public history.
Through using the dream-vision mode, Langland is able to merge temporal and
spatial perspectives, and to combine the diachronic history of an individual human
‘will’, that of Will, the Dreamer, in his search for Piers Plowman.

Langland’s work is not a narrative collection in any obvious sense like that of
the Confessio Amantis and the Canterbury Tales. Yet it has encyclopaedic qualities
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and synthesizes an enormous tradition of Christian literature, of pastoralia. If Piers
Plowman is encyclopaedic in its scope, its mode of organizing that body of knowledge
is very different from that employed by John Gower for example. Langland is
concerned not only with what there is to know, but what it is to know. So at the same
time as Christian history and doctrine are represented in the narrative, the process
of individual assimilation and internationalization of that teaching is considered too.
The dream mode allows Langland to enquire into the relationship between instruction
and understanding. Piers Plowman is not, then, a penitential manual, or a Christian
handbook, but a poetic venture, committed to the value of fictionalizing as a way
of exploring spiritual issues. Yet, in its various versions, Piers Plowman exposes the
problem of articulating such issues within a fallible medium, through the work of
fallible human makers.

Piers Plowman, the Confessio Amantis and the Canterbury Tales all give the
impression of having been produced ‘in media via’, ‘in medias res’, in the middle of
times and traditions, under the shadow of endings which may make all literary labours
irrelevant, if not damnable. All three works are given some kind of contemporary
placement in late-fourteenth-century society and all three works hold a mirror up to
their times, not in the sense of offering a mimesis of events, but in offering a critical
assessment of their contemporary political, social and cultural context.

Although ILangland opens the first dream-vision of Piers Plowman with a paradig-
matic picture of Middle Earth, framed by the Tower of Truth and the Dungeon of
Falsehood, the sense of a-temporality soon disappears as the contents of the ‘fair feeld
ful of folk’ begin to materialize, and a complex picture emerges of contemporary social
and political life. Langland cultivates a greater sense of his narrative unfolding at a
particular time in the late fourteenth century than either Gower or Chaucer, and this
increases the sense of the pressing urgency of the political and political-ecclesiastical
issues addressed in the course of the dream-visions. Gower confronts the political
and social issues of his day most directly in his earlier works in French and Latin.
However, the Confessio Amantis, too, is framed by an extensive prologue and epilogue
which places the story collection within a general framework of universal history, and
with a specific historical context: the very specificity of Gower’s address to his time
is underlined by the changes made to parts of the opening and closing frame (notably
n its address to > Richard 1I) as that political context changed.

In comparison to Gower and Langland, Chaucer is much more guarded in his
allusions to the turbulent political and social events of his time, Indeed, the topicality
of his work is much more orientated towards the world of contemporary European
culture. His engagement with the court culture, not only of France, but of Italy
too, 1s unparalleled among his contemporaries. Like Iangland, Chaucer open his
encyclopaedic work, the Canterbury Tales, with a Prologue which gives the story-
telling event some sense of historical time and place. As the pilgrims are introduced,
an impression is built up of a society in which traditional social bonds are being
eroded by materialistic interests. But the pilgrims do not operate within their
everyday context in the Canterbury Tales. Rather the pilgrims are cut loose from their
mundane world to become prime movers in a literary event in which contemporary
social and political issues are refracted through an investigation into how literary
representations are produced and received. References to such contemporary events as
the > Peasants’ Revolt or to the deposition of Richard 1I are rare in Chaucer’s work; a
concern with the politics of representation, of ‘lion painting’, is much more pervasive.

When the Elizabethan critic > George Puttenham came to consider the history
of the Arte of English Poesie, he chose not to delve further back than the time
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of > Edward 111, and mentions only a small group of writers from the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries as worthy of notice, including Chaucer, Gower, Langland,
> Lydgate and > John Hardyng. For Puttenham these were not writers from a
Golden Age of medieval literature, rather writers from a ‘First Age’ of a literary
tradition which culminates, in his view, in the work of the court poets of his time.
It is perhaps not surprising that Puttenham bestows the honorific title of poet on
Chaucer, alone, of the writers from this first age. Some of the distinctive qualities
of Chaucer’s work (such as its poetic self-consciousness, its engagement with an
international secular literary tradition) correspond to features of the secular, humanist,
literary tradition which Puttenham promotes as the tradition of English poetry. But
this courtly tradition of literature is part of a much broader spectrum of literary
activity: it is not the onfy literary tradition of the time. Puttenham’s representation
of the ‘First Age’ of English poetry reveals how the composition of literary history
itself reflects the values of its writer and its time, even as the attempt is made to
engage with those of another age. Literary history was, is, and continues to be, a
contingent construction. Since Puttenham wrote, John Hardyng, the fifteenth-century
verse chronicler, no longer occupies a place in the high ground of medieval literary
history alongside that of writers such as Chaucer and Langland. The > ‘House of
Fame’, as Chaucer describes it, is built on a rock of partly melting ice.

In the course of the twentieth century, the study of medieval culture and the
retrieval of its artefacts has expanded enormously, with the result that the medieval
literary landscape has been opened up in different ways. Its features have been
changed quite literally by the mapping out of wider areas of literary activity, as
more medieval manuscripts have been edited and made accessible for a modern
audience. But at the same time more questions have been raised about the ideological
implications of these acts of retrieval, interpretation and cultural assimilation.
Medieval literary studies have become the forum for debates about how texts from
a half-alien literary culture may be read in a modern context. The engagement with
medieval literary culture is a two-way process of critical enquiry and critical self-
assessment. Reassessments are currently being made of the interplay between those
texts traditionally identified as belonging to the category of ‘medieval literature’ and
the wider spectrum of textual production of which they form a part. If medieval
culture no longer speaks to modern audiences with a univocal voice, that is partly
because of the greater critical sensitivity, now, to the way in which the tensions and
contradictions in the dominant ideological constructions of the time are played out in
the texts of the time. Although the Christian Church exerted a pervasive influence
over all areas of medieval intellectual, social and political activity, that does not mean
that the cultural artefacts which remain project anything like a homogeneous and
unified world view. The Wife of Bath is not the only medieval figure to be interested
in the politics of ‘lion painting’.

My interest in this essay has not been in tracing the origin of an English tradition,
so much as giving a broad impression of the range of sacred and secular literary
‘making’ in Middle English, and raising some questions about who was making it,
and in what context. The medieval English tradition cannot be mapped out wholly
in terms of individual writers, or in terms of works written just in the ‘Englishes’ of
the time. It has a place within a literary continuum which includes works produced
in Latin and French written in England, and on the continent too. This literary
continuum does not end in 1500, although from this time on there is an enormous
expansion in the productive and receptive contexts of English texts, as the media of
page and stage are opened up.
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Yet some striking lines of continuity are to be found in the relationship between the
sophisticated narrative traditions of the medieval period and the dramatic traditions
of the Renaissance. Not only was a great body of medieval narrative material
made more readily available for private reading through printed editions, but it
was also rendered more accessible through its transformation into dramatic form.
Shakespeare’s reworking of the medieval Troy stories is but one example of the way
in which narratives formerly mediated through public and private readings become
the subject of dramatic productions in the Renaissance. > Troilus and Cressida is a
dramatic innovation which arises out of classical and medieval narrative traditions.
Indeed, the homage to Chaucer at the beginning of the > Two Noble Kinsmen, or the
appearance of Gower as a mediating figure in > Pericles, are only the most obvious
signs of the deep-seated debt of Renaissance writers to medieval poets and ‘makers’
of the preceding centuries.
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‘By Any Other Name’:

Understanding Renaissance Literature

Marion Wynne-Davies

Introduction

When Juliet calls upon Romeo to reject his surname so that they will no longer owe
allegiance to the warring Montague and Capulet families, she explains her argument
through the metaphor of a rose:

What’s in a name? That which we call a rose
By any other word would smell as sweet.
(> Romeo and Fuliet, 11. 1i. 43—4)

Juliet asserts that names are superfluities which may be discarded at will, since the
substance of identity can never change — the material body of the rose will remain the
same, whatever arrangement of letters or sounds we use to describe it. To a certain
extent, Juliet’s concerns prefigure the twentieth-century theory of semiotics, of which
Ferdinand de Saussure was an important initiator. The difference between the two
ideas — Juliet’s simple poetic argument and de Saussure’s complicated construction
of a theory of language — lies in the character’s insistence upon the material object
and the theoretician’s primary concern with the name. In other words, de Saussure
pointed out that each name or ‘sign’ has two component parts: the sound or letters
(signifier) and the concept or idea (signified). For Juliet we must take meaning a step
further: to the ‘referent’, to the ‘thing’ which exists in the real world. What we are
faced with as readers is the conflict between the name ‘rose’, which through previous
cultural associations carries a romantic and beautiful signification, and the recognition
of a practical argument about real objects — we must admit that if the same flower
were called ‘rhosyn’ (Welsh for ‘rose’), it would make no difference to the smell. But
how do these arguments forward an understanding of what is meant by the name
‘Renaissance’?

The word (and sound) ‘Renaissance’ is like any other signifier, a jumble of
letters that may change to ‘Rinascimento’ in another language (Italian), or to
‘renascence’ when Matthew Arnold (1822-88) decided to alter the term to a more
nationalistic form:

The great movement which goes by the name of the Renascence . .. I have ventured to
give to the foreign word Renaissance an English form.
(Culture and Anarchy, 1869)

Indeed, the name in English does have a somewhat bastard origin in that it derives
from the French verb ‘renaitre’ (to be born again), and only began to be used
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commonly during the nineteenth century in scholarly tomes such as John Ruskin’s
The Stones of Venice (1851) and Walter Pater’s Studies in the History of the Renaissance
(1873). However, the name gradually developed a coherent concept (signified), which
was grounded upon its original meaning of a rebirth of classical learning after the
‘dark ages’ of medieval scholarship. This denigration of the > Middle Ages is today
recognized as erroneous; in order to fashion itself, each age tends to denigrate the
previous period.

Nevertheless, that there was a difference cannot be questioned. Apart from the
rebirth of knowledge, the Renaissance encompasses the valorizing of the individual,
the centralization of power systems and the primacy of gold, as well as discoveries
in the realms of science and the New World. In this manner, we can perceive that
further signifiers reverberate about the central name; > humanism, neo-Platonism
(> Platonism), alchemy, the prince and the courtier, are simply a few. Beyond this,
pictorial signifiers emerge, images depicted in the most resplendent colours: the gold-
clad figures of > Henry VIII and »> Elizabeth I, the highly glazed paintings of
Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, Raphael and Titian, the statuesque characters from
the literary works of > Shakespeare and > Milton, the figure of Columbus leaping
ashore into a bright and vivid new world, and the rebellious > Galileo confronting
the Inquisition with proof that the earth moves around the sun. The complex
interrelationships between these words and images — and each individual reader will
be able to provide additional information — combine in various permutations to weld
signifiers and signifieds into the meaning of the ‘Renaissance’.

This general indeterminacy and widespread application of the term ‘Renaissance’
has led some critics to reject it altogether. For example, > C.S. Lewis in his
comprehensive English Literature in the Sixteenth Century (1954) complains that,

‘The Renaissance’ can hardly be defined except as ‘an imaginary entity responsible for
everything the speaker likes in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries’.

Moreover, if we take the European Renaissance as a whole into account, then we
must extend the dates from the fourteenth-century Italian poet > Petrarch, to mid-
seventeenth-century English writers such as John Milton, > Andrew Marvell and
> Katherine Philips. Despite Lewis’ objections, however, it is both possible and
necessary to draw certain margins. For example, we may accept that the Renaissance
began in Italy and spread northwards and westwards, so that the English Renaissance
occurred much later than the Italian. In England, we may use the commencement of
the Tudor dynasty in 1495 and the end of the > Interregnum in 1660 to limit the
chronological extent of the Renaissance. This temporal enclosure exhibits a certain
cultural and political uniformity; it begins with > Henry VID's self-conscious attempts
to create the court of a Renaissance prince with its panoply of entertainments and
> patronage, and ends with the Restoration of > Charles II.

But what of Juliet’s rose? For her, the names and ideas, which we so readily
acknowledge, are meaningless. Instead, what is important is the material object, the
referent. Juliet’s understanding of the ‘Renaissance’ would not consist of discussing
the word’s etymology or of tracing the scholarly concepts which the letters imply,
but would develop from discussion of the period itself, the cultural practices, the
social and political events, the material circumstances of people’s lives during that
unique period. Although productive, we must also be aware that this approach can
be unstable, since objective and timeless judgements of external reality cannot be
achieved. If a text was produced in a period distant from our own, the instability
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is compounded. The rose is a case in point. The twentieth-century European image
of a rose is most commonly the long, pointed, velvet-leafed hybrid tea, which was a
development of nineteenth-century horticulture. The Renaissance rose had more in
common with today’s wild plants, being more globular in form and of trailing habit,
with fewer petals and only two colours, red and white. The rose adopted by the
Tudors as their emblem was the red version, the Rosa Gallica. Juliet’s rose may be as
equally romantic as those purchasable at Interflora today, but it was quite a different
species. To understand the Renaissance, we too must combine historical investigation
with a self-aware recognition of our own temporal distance.

Although the nineteenth century fixed the period’s identity in scholarly terms,
the name ‘Renaissance’ was probably first used by Giorgio Vasari in 7The Lives of
the most excellent Italian Architects, Painters and Sculptors (1550 and 1568), where
he argues that his contemporaries are not anonymous artisans like the painters of
the previous period, but individualistic artists and creators. Vasari’s understanding
of the Renaissance subject lies at a substratum of the same scam excavated by
the new historicist critic Stephen Greenblatt, with his focus upon ‘self-fashioning’.
Both highlight the marked increase of self-determination in Renaissance culture and
society. Another twentieth-century commonplace of the Renaissance configuration,
the concept of the rebirth of knowledge, was evident still earlier, when the Italian
neo-Platonic philosopher Marsilio Ficino (1433—99) wrote:

This century, like a golden age, has restered to light the liberal arts . . . achieving what
had been honoured among the ancients, but almost forgotten since.
(Theologia Platonica, 1482)

It seems that Renaissance men and women carried convictions about their own age
which remain current, and it is these areas of convergence that we must investigate.
In the remainder of this essay I shall focus upon the rebirth of knowledge; the rise
of individualism; political power and patronage; and the age of gold. However, this
exploration is not intended to uncover a reflection of the fifteenth to seventeenth
centuries in the writing of that time. Although referents are a necessary component of
meaning, literary texts are not mimetic (> Mimesis), reproducing exactly an external
reality. Nor are we able to receive the words and images without introducing our own
twentieth-century interference. Instead, we must look for ways in which literature
develops a dialogue with other > discourses of both periods. For example, while
Ficino alerts us to the idea of the Renaissance as a golden age, he simultaneously
appears to be participating in a dialogue in which that notion has been contradicted.
Note: he does not write that it is a golden age, but /ike one. Finally, we must
simultaneously be aware of our own historical and cultural positioning. As the new
historicist critic Louis A. Montrose writes:

Integral to . . . historical criticism must be a realization and acknowledgement that our
analyses and our understandings necessarily proceed from our own historically, socially
and institutionally shaped vantage points; that the histories we reconstruct are the
textual constructs of critics who are, ourselves, historical subjects.

(‘Professing the Renaissance: The Poetics and Politics of Culture’, 1987)

For example, the popularity of feminist criticism in the late twentieth century
has focused readers’ attention upon female authors, and several books (this guide
included) have attempted to redress the gender imbalance in our canon by making
contemporary readers aware of the large number of Renaissance women writers who
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have been neglected since the mid-seventeenth century. The recovery of authors like
> Lady Anne Clifford, > Lady Eleanor Davies and > Lady Elizabeth Cary is clearly
an important historical contribution to our understanding of cultural productivity in
the Renaissance. But at the same time we must not expect these women writers to
have modern feminist values. > Rachel Speght might well defend women against
Joseph Swetnam’s attack in his Arraignment of Lewd, idle, forward, and unconstant
women (1615; > Querelle des Femmes), but she also accepts women’s inferiority to
men, because they are the ‘weaker vessel’ (A Mouzell for Malastomus, 1617). Rather
than condemn her out of hand, we should recognize that the increased number of
women writers during the sixteenth century was partially a result of humanist edicts
on education. For them, perhaps, the period was a ‘naissance’ and not a rebirth of
knowledge.

II

Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue

The rebirth of classical learning in the English Renaissance combined a moral and
civic education of the individual together with an inspirational delight derived from
the ideal beauty of words and images. Classical texts were revived not simply for
their scholarly merit, but because they were in themselves pleasurable to read. Under
the influence of humanism, these works were quickly absorbed by national grammar
and local public schools, so that by the mid-sixteenth century writers and officials
had a solid grounding in the ‘classics’. One of the major influences on Renaissance
poetry was > Aristotle’s Poetics, which emphasized the need for consistency; the
unities of time and place may be found in Milton’s > Samson Agonistes. > Homer
and > Virgil were seen to be the originators of the epic tradition, each celebrating his
own nation and nobility for posterity; here > Spenser’s nationalistic epic dedicated
to Elizabeth I, > The Faerie Queene, followed their example. > Seneca’s drama was
immensely influential upon > revenge tragedy through its emphasis upon Stoical
dignity and individual responsibility. Finally, the neo-Platonists replaced Aristotelian
logic with > Plato’s rejection of the material world as transient and his belief in a
higher, eternal realm in which opposites could be reconciled in an ideal and ultimate
truth. This allowed writers such as > Sidney to accept the poetic imagination as a
powerful and mystical force for wisdom and virtue, rather than as a series of false tales
or dreams (> An Apologie for Poetrie, 1595). Similarly, it facilitated the acceptance
of pagan gods and goddesses into the dominant Christian ideology; > Jonson relied
upon classical material in much of his poetry and all of his > masques, yet it is not
used to contradict conventional spiritual beliefs.

Indeed, the title of this section is taken from one of Ben Jonson’s masques, Pleasure
Reconciled to Virtue (1618), which marked Prince Charles’ (> Charles I) first court
performance. In it the prince plays the classical hero, Hercules, who is faced with a
choice between a life of delight, or one of toil ultimately leading to glory. The sym-
bolic figures of Pleasure and Virtue, recalling the > morality play tradition, appear
on stage at the same time as Hercules, Mercury and Daedalus. A further idealized
unification occurs when the two possible existences are seen to be reconcilable:

Grace, laughter and discourse may meet,
And yet the beauty not goless:
For what s noble should be sweet,
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But not dissolved in wantonness.
(I1. 270-3)

Political expediency made it essential that Jonson should offer the prince a delightful
vista - immediately, in the courtly dances that followed the speeches, as well as a
happy life in the prolonged future. However, the masque could also be used to teach
both the prince and the court the value of virtue and hard work, and the last speech
appears to emphasize moral endeavour:

There, there is Virtue's seat,
Strive to keep her your own;

"Tis only she can make you great,
Though place here make you known.

(IL. 304-7)

Although the masque is a highly mannered court entertainment, Jonson’s educative
agenda and his use of the classics draw us back to the tenets of humanism mentioned
briefly at the beginning of this section.

The contribution of humanism to a greater awareness of classical literature
cannot be questioned, but this was not its only contribution to Renaissance
culture. The central force of humanism, from the Platonist versions of the
fifteenth-century Italians Ficino and Pico della Mirandola to the evangelical
Christian interpretations of > More and > Erasmus, was the essential dignity
of mankind. The key text was Pico’s Oration on the Dignity of Man (1486),
where he asserts that men are capable of self-determination, being able to choose
freely between good and evil. In the Oration, Pico composes a speech given by
God to man:

You shall fix the limits of your own nature according to the free choice in whose power
I have placed you. We have made you neither mortal nor immortal, so that with
freedom and honour you should be your own sculptor and maker, to fashion your form
as you choose.

Within Christian humanism this emphasis upon self-determination was to lead finally
to Erasmus’ rejection of the > Lutheran theory of grace in his work On Free
Il (1524), where he asserts that man is capable of choosing moral virtue for
himself.

During the discussion of humanism I have consistently used the word ‘man’
or the masculine pronoun, when I could have reworked the phraseology into
‘woman and man’ or ‘she and he’. However, while the humanists professed a
belief in the importance of educating women to the same standard as men (in
theory in Erasmus’ The .dbbor and the Learned Woman (1516) and in practice in
the programme of studies in the More household), they were far from advocating
sexual equality. Although it is essential to consider the impact of humanism upon
both genders, it is at the same time important not to imbue fifteenth-century
philosophers with late twentieth-century notions of political correctness. Moreover,
the humanist focus upon the individual’s ability to choose freely did not remain
closeted within a philosophical, or even a religious, discourse. The construction
of individual -identity may be seen as basic to further aspects of Renaissance
culture.
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The Renaissance subject: symbolism to individualism

The relationship of the individual to his of her world underwent a radical change
in the Renaissance. Seemingly, in every area of human existence there was a shift
of perspective. No longer was the world linear and hierarchical, arranged neatly
along the ascending rungs of a ladder, but sliced through in a horizontal cross-
sectioning, allowing each component part an unprecedented degree of attention and
autonomy. While the humanists focused upon the individual’s spirit and intellect,
parallel developments occurred in other areas: increased urbanization and freedom
of the market allowed greater logistical and class mobility, and the discovery of the
New World and the recognition of the earth’s place in the solar system demanded
that traditional religious theories about man’s development be questioned. Perhaps
the impact of this changing self-image may best be seen in the differences between
medieval and Renaissance works of art. After all, as architecture has heralded the
late twentieth-century discourse of post-modernism, so fine art appears to have
encapsulated the vanguard of the Renaissance.

In medieval paintings figures are depicted in exact relation to their symbolic
significance; so, in The Wilton Diptych (c 1400 at the National Gallery in I.ondon),
for example, > Richard II, as a worldly monarch, is smaller and less sumptuously
arrayed than the holy figures of Saint John the Baptist, Saint Edward the Confessor
and Saint Edmund who accompany him. In addition, the diptych’s background
makes no gesture towards naturalism; instead, its gold pattern confirms the wealth
of its royal commissioner. Compare this ornate emblematic style with the meticulous
secularization of > Hans Holbein’s pen-and-ink sketch of the More family (1527, at
the Offentliche Kunstsammlung in Basel). Here the figures are drawn in proportion
to one another; their material positioning is of more importance than their relative
status. Although the male heads of the household still sit centre-stage and the women
stand or kneel about them, suggesting conventional gender hierarchies, these stances
are simultaneously challenged by the varying gazes, foregroundings and exchanges of
the family group. As Catherine Belsey writes in her article on the Holbein drawing:

There begins to be . . . an alternative meaning for the family in the sixteenth century . . .
The home comes to be seen as a self-contained unit, a little world of retreat from the
conflict of the market-place, and at the same time a seminary of good subjects, where
the wife enters into partnership with her husband in the inculcation of love, courtesy
and virtue i their children.

(Disrupting Sexual Difference, 1985)

Holbein’s sketch represents the More family as a self-contained unit caught during
one brief moment of activity, their books scattered upon the floor and the candle still
alight upon the window-ledge. Each component of the work is given equal artistic
care and imaginative value: who can judge between the delicate, inquisitive stare of
Anne Cresacre and the solid triangular form of > Margaret Roper?

Literary discourses echoed those of fine art. In drama the symbolic figures of
the virtues and vices were replaced by the lively secularized types of the > citizen
comedies. Although the eponymous protagonist in Jonson’s > Folpone clearly
represents the cunning fox whose greed and megalomania ultimately lead to his
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downfall, the audience is encouraged to admire the dexterity with which he plays
upon characters who themselves can hardly be said to exemplify moral virtue. We
respond automatically when Volpone begs for our approval at the end of the play:

Now, though the Fox be punished by the Jamws,
He yet doth hope there is no suff’ring due
For any fact which he hath done ’gainst you,
If there be, censure him; here he doubtful stands.
If not, fare jovially, and clap your hands.
(V. vii, 153—7)

The ‘laws’ may exact a moral and secular punishment upon Volpone, but the audience
redeems him with their applause, forgiving and condoning a contravention of didactic
virtue because of the pleasure awarded them. The public theatre with its fee-paying
audience enabled the dramatists to evade the necessity of pleasing a single patron,
whether noble or clerical. Instead, they foregrounded the concerns of other classes,
challenged the validity of the law, questioned the absolutes of established religion
and subverted conventional gender roles. Examples of these may be seen, firstly in
Arden of Faversham where the central characters are the burgher Thomas Arden and
his wife, Alice. Secondly, in the mode of revenge tragedy which allowed for the
enactment of personal vengeance against the tenets of society and the church when
both failed to see justice done. Finally, at the end of Shakespeare’s comedy > As
You Like It, where the boy-actor playing Rosalind provokes homoerotic phobias when
he/she offers to kiss the men in the audience:

If I were a woman I would kiss as many of you as had beards that pleas’d me,
complexions that lik’d me, and breaths that I defied not; and, I am sure, as many as
have good beards, or good faces, or sweet breaths, will, for my kind offer, when I make
curtsy, bid me farewell.

(Epilogue)

The dynamic and vivid upsurgence of individualism, of a challenge to the dominant
spiritual and secular ideologies, cannot but make the Renaissance appear like the
paintings of Bruegel or Bosch, at once lively, comic, carnivalesque, grotesque and
tortured.

Yet surely these elements of excess contradict the ‘Renaissance’ of classical
rebirth discussed in Section II? A possible way of relating these opposite forces is
provided by the theoretician > Mikhail Bakhtin, who explained how the Renaissance
both welcomed classical aesthetics and retained the bodily allegiances of the
medieval period:

The new historic sense that penetrates them gives these images a new meaning but
keeps intact their traditional contents: copulation, pregnancy, birth, gromwth, old age,
disintegration, dismemberment . . . they are contrary to the classic images of the finished,
completed man, cleansed, as it were, of all the scoriae of birth and development.
(Rabelais and His World, 1965)

It is important to recognize that beliefs as disparate as classical idealism and grotesque
superfluity — Michelangelo’s David and Bosch’s demons — could, and did, coexist in
a perpetual dialogue with one another. But the nature of these uneasy relationships,
these disquieting dialogues, needs to be examined more closely.
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The prince and the courtier: power and patronage

The previous two sections have identified several interconnecting and sometimes
contradictory discourses. However, in combination they open up a further line of
debate, in that both humanist learning and the growth of individualism would seem
to eradicate the feudal class structures of the medieval period. Yet the Renaissance
was not a period of democratic liberty or of a utopian classless society. Indeed, its
autocratic princes demanded absolute authority, punishing transgressions with death,
rather then responding with enlightened understanding. A case in point is Sir Thomas
More, the philosopher discussed earlier. More might have been onc of the leading
exponents of humanism, but that did not prevent Henry VIII from executing him
because he would not recognize the king’s divorce from his first wife, Katharine of
Aragon, nor acknowledge the Act of Supremacy. Nevertheless, while the relationships
between a Renaissance ruler and his noble servants could undoubtedly be fraught,
their mutual dependency cannot be denied. These negotiations between governor
and governed are the focus of two influential Renaissance texts, > Machiavelli’s 7The
Prince (1513), and > Castiglione’s The Courtier (1528).

The Prince is simply one of Machiavelli’s treatises on statecraft, but it best
encapsulates the complex notion of an autocratic ruler who simultaneously recognizes
his duty to the people. The work was not translated into English until 1640, so that
it was the 1dea of Machiavellian power — diabolical and cunning — which carried sway
in England. In > Marlowe’s tragedy > The Jew of Malta, the Prologue is spoken by
Machevill, who counts ‘religion but a foolish toy’ (. 14) and states that,

Might first made kings, and laws were then most sure
When, like the Draco’s, they were writ in blood.
(20-1)

The immense and unconditional power of the monarch is evidenced, with or without
tacit criticism, throughout Renaissance literature. Examples range from Spenser’s
idealized vision of Elizabeth I in The Faerie Queene, to Shakespeare’s treatment
of corrupt rule and deposed monarchy in > Richard II, with whose eponymous
protagonist the queen is said to have identified:

So her Majestie fell upon the reign of King Richard II, saying, ‘I am Richard I1,
know ye not that?’
(William Lambarde, Memorandum, 1601)

Of all the English Renaissance monarchs, perhaps it was Elizabeth who most
appreciated the fine line of conditional autocracy along which she must practise a
skilful tracery. The queen’s ‘Golden Speech’ to Parliament in 1601, when she repealed
several unpopular monopolies, is remarkable for the way in which it reminds her
subjects of a prince’s God-given authority, while at the same time stressing their
influence over her decisions:

For myself, I was never so much enticed with the name of a King or royal authority
of a Queen, as delighted that God hath made me His instrument to maintain His truth
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and glory, and to defend this Kingdom (as I said) from peril, dishonour, tyranny, and
oppression.

There will never Queen sit in my seat with more zeal to my country, care for my
subjects, and that will sooner with willingness venture her. life for your good and safety,
than myself. For it is my desire to live nor reign no longer than my life and reign shall
be for your good. And though you have had and may have many princes more mighty
and wise sitting in this seat, yet you never had nor shall have any that will be more
careful and loving.

(Elizabeth I in Women Writers of the Renaissance and Reformation,
ed. K. M. Wilson, 1987)

Power for Elizabeth is clearly the monarch’s by right, but is exercised only with the
compliance of his or her populace.

The negotiation of political power was similarly recognized by the Renaissance
subject. In his book of instruction on the behaviour of the ideal nobleman and
-woman, Castiglione writes that,

the aim of the perfect Courtier ... is so to win for himself, by the means of the
accomplishments ascribed to him by these gentlemen, the favour and mind of the prince
whom he serves that he may be able to tell him the truth about everything he needs to
know, without fear or risk of displeasing him; and that when he sees the mind of his
prince inclined to a wrong action, he may dare to oppose him and in a gentle manner
avail himself of the favour acquired by his good accomplishments, so as to dissuade him
of every evil intent and bring him to the path of virtue.

(The Courtier, Book Four, 5.)

Writers, like courtiers, often depended upon patronage, and they were called upon to
create pleasure for their wealthy patrons, even as they attempted to inculcate certain
moral lessons in them. As in Ben Jonson’s masque discussed at the beginning of
section II, the bitter pill of didacticism had to be sugar-coated with flattery. A mutual
relationship existed, but it was hardly even-handed.

Vv

The age of gold

The gilded self-fashioning of the Renaissance monarch and the glorious swirl of
centrifugal power in the Renaissance court cannot be better exemplified than in the
meeting of Henry VIII and King Francis 1 of France at the > Field of Cloth of
Gold in 1520. The sobriquet derived from the lavish decoration and ornamentation
on the ‘field’ of chivalric combat, where the two kings jousted with the flower of
English and French knighthood. The display was an affirmation of royal identity,
a statement of personal worth, and above all, a powerful assertion of wealth. The
acquisition, show and even attempted manufacture of gold provide the final glittering
accoutrement of Renaissance culture. It may be seen in the neo-Platonic aspects of
alchemy, in the carnivalesque power of the market-place, and in the political displays
of princes and courtiers alike. Morever, it was gold that provoked the fiercest racial
confrontations, from the stereotyping of Jews to the bloody massacres in the New
World. Colonization was as much the product of economic enterprise as it was of the
desire for discovery or of the need for glorification.



Conclusion

Shakespeare’s play > The Merchant of Venice 1s a comedy, a romantic play with
marriage at its conclusion, but the idealized action takes place in the > pastoral world
of Belmont, while the remainder occurs in the city of Venice. The choice of setting
was not random. Renaissance Venice was the market-place of the western world; its
rich beauty, cosmopolitan splendour and naval superiority gave it a pre-eminence. At
the hub of the mercantile republic stood the Rialto bridge; here, under the great wall
map depicting Venice’s major trading routes, the merchants sold goods and bought
shares, Europe’s busiest money market did business, and the government carefully
guarded national interests. When Shylock cites Antonio’s business ventures, his words
evoke a goal for London’s own mercantile classes:

he hath an argosy bound to Tripolis, another to the Indes; I understand moreover upon
the Rialto, he hath a third at Mexico, a fourth for England.
(1. 111, 16-18)

England was increasingly a nation dependent upon its seaborne trade and the strength
of its navy, and Elizabeth’s rule encouraged an international economic expansionism
similar to that of the governorship of the Doge in Venice. Investments in foreign trade
to Africa, the East and the New World were central to both the Venetian and English
economies, and it is especially significant that in Shylock’s speech the only European
country given equal weight with Venice is England. But the play also allows Antonio’s
diverse investments to introduce a threatening aspect to the narrative, since when
his ships fail to return to port, his life becomes forfeit to Shylock, the moneylender.
Indeed, although Antonio’s ventures ultimately prove successful, it is through no
action of his bur by a ‘strange accident’ which he is not allowed to know about
(V. 1, 273-8). Thus the play interacts with the dominant social valuation of economic
growth to reveal both its successes and its moral inadequacies. After all, it is Shylock’s
equal estimation of his ducats and his daughter that is condemned most strongly in
the play. But Shakespeare also propels the audience into a confrontation with racial
stereotypes — the wicked Jew — that slides in easily alongside the play’s questioning
of nationalist expansionism. Gold, race and colonialism reverberate through the
play without any satisfying outcome, their interactions with audience expectations
as mutable as the earlier dialogues between classical rebirth and individualistic
regeneration, and between the creation of an independent subject and the autocratic
power of a prince.

VI

Conclusion

There are several ways of re-envisaging these Renaissance power relationships. It is
possible to perceive the dominant political and religious groups as exerting absolute
control, with any possible challenges being seen as futile and puny in comparison with
the overwhelming might of the monarchy and the Church. Here we could cite the
insurmountable feudal traditions facing humanism. Alternatively, we could stress the
radical changes that did occur during the Renaissance: more women were educated
and more published books than in the medieval period. We could, however, follow the
new historicist trend, which portrays the radical subversion of some texts as ultimately
contained and suppressed by official bodies. As Jonathan Dollimore writes:
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Subversiveness may for example be apparent only, the dominant order not only
contaiming it but, paradoxical as it may seem, actually producing it for its own ends.
(Political Shakespeare, Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, 1985)

What Dollimore suggests is that authority needs some form of challenge so that it may
assert itself and thus retain its sense of an empowered identity. Thus the courtier’s
never-ending and always-failing attempts to curb the prince’s power might be exactly
what the monarchy requires to sustain itself. Elizabeth I’s magnanimity was called
into existence mainly because of her necessary response to Parliament’s questioning of
her absolute power. Or we could return to. Bakhtin’s notion of a perpetual dialogue,
each discourse interacting with others, so that literature is affected by social forces
as well as empowered to change that which it condemns. In The Merchant of Venice
Shakespeare mirrors a nationalistic desire for mercantile wealth, while at the same
time offering the audience an altered self-image in which gold is seen as less valuable
than lead. Each interpretation may be substantiated textually and critically, leaving
the reader with a sense of transience and mutability; relationships shift in perpetuity,
at one minute offering harmonious homogeneity, at another radical marginality. It
seems, then, that names may not be distilled to essence as easily as Juliet would wish.

This essay began with a conventional Shakespearean heroine. To conclude, I shall
turn to his most unconventional female character — Katharina in > The Taming of
the Shrew. The narrative and theme of this play turn upon the power relationship
between men and women, more explicitly, between Katharina and Petruchio. During
the ‘taming’ of his independent wife, Petruchio insists that she voluntarily accept his
erroneous naming of the sun and moon. He does this to confirm overwhelmingly
Katharina’s total submission to his will. She responds with the tired resignation of
the oppressed. Or does she?

Petruchio. Nay then you lie, it is the blesséd sun.
Katharina. Then God be blessed, it is the blessed sun.
But sun it is not, when you say it is not,
And the moon changes even as your mind.
What you will have it named, even that it is,
And so it shall be so for Katharine.
(IV. v, 18-22)

Meaning appears to be controlled by the dominant party, in this case a husband,
but any of the social and religious leaders already established as conventional in
this essay could easily be substituted for Petruchio. Katharina’s submission to the
necessity of changing meaning according to the demands of hierarchy — ‘what you
will have it named, even that it is’ — directly refutes Juliet’s innocent ‘What’s in a
name?’ Therefore, determining a meaning for the ‘Renaissance’ becomes a question of
locating the various powerful discourses that lay claim to the definition. Classicism,
humanism, autonomy, patronage, monarchy, wealth and colonization each file their
petitions of ownership, engaging in an unceasing bargaining process about meaning.

But is Katharina totally submissive? When she responds to Petruchio’s continual
metamorphoses of meaning she appears to agree that the moon will become the sun
whenever he so decides: ‘And the moon changes even as your mind’. Yet she too
has learnt to exploit verbal ambiguity, and with more subtlety than her husband,
for this same line also suggests that Petruchio’s mind is as inconstant as the moon,
in other words, that he is mad — a lunatic. Katharina ceases to be an object upon






Reading Renaissance poetry

FJonathan Samwday

The concealed poet

Is not this excuse for mere contraries
Equally strong? Cannot both sides say so?
That thou mayest rightly obey power, her bounds know;
Those passed her nature and name is changed; to be
Then humble to her is idolatry.
As streams are, power is:
(> John Donne, Satire 3, 98-103)

We might begin this discussion of > Renaissance poetry with an account of poetry
as secrecy. In 1589, > George Puttenham published The Arte of English Poesie, a
work that was to have considerable influence on Renaissance writers. When, in Book
IIT of this theoretical treatise, Puttenham came to consider ‘Ornament’ in language,
the ornaments which decorate his own prose are metaphors of secrecy and duplicity.
Figurative language, in this account, is inseparably caught up in a web of deceit and
(to use Puttenham’s word) ‘doubleness’. So, the writer is:

... occupied of purpose to deceive the ear and also the mind, drawing it from plainness
and simplicity to a certain doubleness, whereby our talk is the more guileful and
abusing . . .

(I1L. ch. VII)

For Puttenham, such doubleness lay at the heart of the courtly aesthetic, and it is not
difficult to understand how this awareness of poetic language as a concealing device
could have a certain political efficacy. Puttenham continues:

And ye shall know that we dissemble, I mean speak othermise than we think, in earnest
as well as in sport, under covert and dark terms and in learned and apparent speeches,
in short sentences and by long ambage and circumstance of words, and finally as well
when we lie as when we tell the truth. To be short every speech wrested from his own
natural signification to another not altogether so natural is a kind of dissimulation,
because the words bear contrary countenance to the intent.

(ITI. ch. XVIII)

What Puttenham has observed here is crucial to our understanding of Renaissance
writing. In trying to isolate the function of poetic language (an attempt whose result
is not dissimilar to the discovery of ‘defamiliarization’ by the Russian > formalist
critics of the early twentieth century), he has focused attention not simply on the
latent ‘ambiguity’ of all linguistic transactions but also on the struggle which takes
place in all discourse. That struggle he expresses through a series of oppositions:
speaking/thinking, serious/unserious, dark/apparent, lies/truths.

In reading Renaissance texts, this sense of doubleness, this possibility of conceal-
ment, and this understanding of poetic discourse as encompassing contradiction and
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struggle must be kept in mind. For > Thomas Wyatt, courtier and diplomatic servant
of > Henry VIIL, doubleness is itself a theme of his writing. ‘What ’vaileth truth?’
he asks in one of his poems, concluding:

True meaning heart is had in disdain.
Against deceit and doubleness
What ‘vaileth truth?

The opposition between truth and deceit here has implications for meaning itself.
Wherein can ‘meaning’ lie if, as Puttenham was to observe some fifty years
later, we ‘speak otherwise than we think’? ‘Meaning’, too, becomes of significance
in dealing with another of Puttenham’s oppositions, that between what is ‘dark’
or concealed, and what is ‘apparent’ or open to interpretation. Wyatt’s poem
‘My galley charged with forgetfulness’; itself a version of an earlier poem by
> Petrarch — ‘Passa la nave mia colma d’obblio’ (Rime CLXXXIX) — displays the
problem for us:

My galley charged with forgetfulness
Thorough sharp seas in winter nights doth pass
"Tween rock and rock, and eke mine enemy alas,
That is my lord, steereth with cruelness,
And every oar a thought in readiness,
As though that death were light in such a case.
An endless wind doth tear the sail apace,
Of forced sighs and trusty fearfulness;
A rain of tears, a cloud of dark disdain
Hath done the wearied cords great hinderance,
Wreathed with error, and eke with ignorance.
The stars be hid that led me to this pain,
Drowned is reason that should me comfort,
And I remain despairing of the port.

(XXVIII)

Richard Tottel, the editor of the anthology in which this poem first appeared in
published form in 1557, was in no doubt as to the meaning of the sonnet. “The lover’,
he headed the poem, ‘compareth his state to a shippe in perilous storme tossed on the
sea’ (> Tottel’s Miscellany, sig. E3). Tottel is reminding the poem’s sixteenth-century
readers of the tradition of love poetry, stemming from Petrarch, which employs
a conventional pattern of metaphors, images and formal metrical and rhythmical
devices. Wyatt (together with > Surrey, as has been often noted) was instrumental
in importing these conventions into English verse. So, the storm-tossed lover might
appear as a familiar figure to the Renaissance reader (see, for example, > Edmund
Spenser’s > Amoretti 63, ‘After long stormes and tempests’ sad assay’). We might
compare Wyatt’s sonnet to the ‘original’ (though the very question of originality is a
concept to which we shall have to return):

My ship full of forgetful cargo sails

Through rough seas at the midnight of a winter
Between Charybdis and the Scylla reef,

My master, no, my foe, is at the helm;
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At each oar sits a quick and insane thought
That seems to scorn the storm and what it brings . . .
(trans. Mark Musa)

Who are Petrarch’s ‘master’ and Wyatt’s ‘lord’? The god of love, perhaps, and thus
the enemy of reason. Yet, in Wyatt’s version of the poem the character of this figure
undergoes significant alterations. Where Petrarch suggests a certain unsureness as to
the true nature of the helmsman (‘My master, no, my foe’), Wyatt is unequivocal:
at the helm is ‘my enemy, alas,” who, inevitably, is also ‘my lord’. And where, in
Petrarch, the image was that of a blind and unreasoning steersman, rushing the ship
headlong through the storm, in Wyatt he is possessed of intent — steering ‘with
cruelness’.

Reading Wyatt’s sonnet against Petrarch’s ‘original’ (as opposed to reading it in
the way in which Richard Tottel asked his sixteenth-century contemporaries to read
it) , we begin to sense that all is not quite as it appears. Once the ‘code’ located
within conventional Petrarchan imagery has been identified, we might still feel that
there is more than simply a generalized meditation on the pangs of despised love at
work in the poem. At this point we might move away entirely from Petrarch and
the overt conventions of sixteenth-century love poetry, to read the sonnet for what
it might also be — a profoundly disturbing meditation, not on love, but on the very
nature of existence within the > Tudor polity. Wyatt, a diplomat, a justice of the
peace, marshal of Calais, ambassador to Spain and to France, M.P. for Kent, and
vice-admiral of the Fleet, would appear to represent (and to have gained) all that was
most glittering in the establishment of the society in which he found himself. Yet, at
the head of that society was a monarch — Henry VIII — with whom conversation, in
Stephen Greenblatt’s memorable phrase, ‘must have been like small talk with Stalin’
(Renaissance Self-Fashioning, 1980).

The other side of Wyatt’s double existence (and the double existence of so many
Renaissance writers) is what is represented in his > sonnet ‘My galley charged with
forgetfulness’. That side — which involved, for Wyatt, imprisonment in 1534, further
imprisonment and release on parole in 1536, the execution of his patron, > Thomas
Cromwell, in July 1540, and a final period of imprisonment in the Tower in 1541 —
is one that might be drawn from any twentieth-century catalogue of existence under
the conditions of absolute power. It is the realization of this existence which sends
us back to the sonnet and to those key phrases — ‘forgetfulness’, ‘mine enemy . .. my
lord’, ‘cruelness’, ‘a thought in readiness’, ‘trusty fearfulness’, ‘wreathed with error’,
‘drowned is reason’ — with a rather different sense of what this text may encode,
and with an understanding, too, of the sonnet’s ambiguous air of the sinister. To
recall Puttenham again, we are in the presence of a text which possesses a certain
‘doubleness’.

From writing to interpretation

For the poets of the > Elizabethan and early > Jacobean period, the contradictions
involved in manoeuvring between the ‘dark’ and the ‘apparent’ produced, in turn,
an awareness that the act of writing could itself be worth writing about. This self-
conscious awareness of the writing process (which can be uncovered in the later
parts of Petrarch’s Rime) is the opening theme of > Sir Philip Sidney’s > Astrophil
and Stella (1591), and it was the status of writing, and the relationship within
writing between meaning and truth, which was to fascinate the sonnet writers of
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the 1590s — > Samuel Daniel, > Michael Drayton, Edmund Spenser, > Thomas
Lodge and > Shakespeare (to name but a very few). For Astrophil, in Sidney’s
sequence, the task is to uncover ‘fit words’ (I. 5) to ‘entertaine’ his female reader.
But where are these words to be found? And once located, what process gives them
utterance?

Thus great with child to speak, and helplesse in my throwes,
Biting my trewand pen, beating my self for spite,
‘Foole’ said my Muse to me, ‘looke in thy heart and write.’

This comic self-presentation of the poet conceals an important Renaissance theoretical
problem associated with the act of writing. Sidney, here, abandons the conventional
notion of male authorship ‘begetting’ his works upon the world (and we might recall
the ‘onlie begetter’ of Shakespeare’s sonnets here). Instead, writing is, once more, a
struggle — a painful delivery rendering the author paradoxically helpless. At the same
time, writing is a process by which that which was hidden within becomes manifest,
and hence it entails an inward scrutiny, promoted by a voice (‘my Muse’) whose origin
is also located within the writing self of the poet. But this inner search should not
be understood as a quest for originality in the modern sense. What is at stake here
is the Renaissance concept of > ‘imitation’. ‘Imitation’, as it was understood by the
Renaissance writer, did not entail mere copying, but an assimilation of other voices
into the unique voice of the individual poet. Writing, as > Erasmus claimed in the
Ciceronianus (1527), is therefore not an isolated utterance, but it is the prodict of
other discourses, jostling in the mind. For the poet, working amidst these competing
voices, the problem becomes one of establishing a position from which to speak, as
Shakespeare’s dramatic denial of other poetic voices in his sonnet 130, ‘My mistress’
eyes are nothing like the sun’, evidences. Here, a series of Petrarchan motifs are
summoned up, only to be dismissed as not answering to the reality of the woman he
addresses. The paradox is, of course, that the very gesture of denial serves to evoke
the competing voices of those other poetic discourses.

If writing is a proposition which involves the poet in a search for an authority
with which to speak, what of reading? To the modern reader, what may be striking
about Renaissance poetry is its determination both to create the reader and to control
his or her response to what is read. We might understand this desire to forestall the
reader’s licence to interpret (for this is what it amounts to) as being a manifestation
of a literary culture which is at once enclosed (in a social sense) and also profoundly
anxious as to the results of unlicensed interpretive power. The freedom to interpret,
as Elizabeth’s > Protestant divines were never tired of pointing out, could have
unfortunate results. Protestant culture may, on the one hand, have championed
the right to interpret scriptural texts when that interpretation seemed to support
Protestant beliefs against the perceived threat of > Roman Catholic > Counter-
Reformation, but that did not mean that the right to interpret should be invested
in each and every reader. The > Thirty-nine Articles, passed under Elizabeth at
the Convocation of 1562, might be thought of, within this context, as an attempt
at controlling the interpretation of key doctrinal issues. What the articles set out
to establish was ‘consent touching true religion’ and the ‘avoiding of diversities of
opinions’. Their end, in other words, was to create a homogeneous reader.

Interpretation was understood as involving the assumption of power over the text
and the experience inscribed within that text. Is this, then, the key to understanding
the Renaissance poet’s constant anxiety as to the way in which his secular verse
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is to be understood? Are the Stellas, Delias, Dianas, Licias, Zephiras, Fidessas and
Chlorises (the antique names of imagined or real readers to whom sonnet collections
are addressed, and whose names are inscribed in their titles) fierce interpretive
presences before whom, in true Petrarchan style, the poet-writer trembled? Indeed,
they are. But herein lies another paradox of Renaissance writing. In > lyric poetry in
particular, the relationship between the writer and the reader is above all sexual. But
this sexual connection, though it involves (as we might expect) an active male author
confronting a female reader (as the titles to countless sonnet sequences announce),
does not position the female reader in a necessarily passive role, since she is not
only a reader but an interpreter. As an interpreter she may be threatened, cajoled,
persuaded, but never ignored. We can thus understand the female figure, within the
dominant masculine codes of Renaissance writing, as one in whom there is invested
a network of competing claims and counter-claims. She is the mainspring of the
poet’s invention, the object of sexual desire, the prize, the besieged fort, the source
of religious or quasi-religious consolation or agony, and, most important of all, the
reader and interpreter of his verses. So, Stella, in Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella, is not
only the object of Astrophil’s verse (whilst his own sufferings and triumphs are the
subject), she is also the final reader and interpreter of the verses laid before her. In
Spenser’s Amoretti (1595), the sequence of sonnets opens with an invocation of the
reading-presence of his mistress, who is the final interpreter of what is to follow:
‘Leaves, lines and rymes, seeke her to please alone, whom if ye please I care for other
none’ (I. 13-14).

‘Politiqgue Devotion’

It would be simple to dismiss this presence of the female reader as no more than a
conventional trope of praise — a means of ensuring that the elaborate fiction of the
intimacy of the lover’s adoration of the beloved is sustained. Thus, the argument
would continue, the true object of the sonnet-writer’s fascination is himself, and the
female subject is evoked only in order that she be marginalized. But to dismiss the
importance attached to interpretation on the part of Renaissance poets is not only
to dismiss the serious implications of interpretive power discerned by Elizabethan
writers in general, but also to ignore the presence of the most important female
interpreter of all — that of the queen herself.

It is almost impossible to over-estimate the awareness of late sixteenth-century
poets of the abiding presence of the queen. The queen as head of state, head of the
Church and ultimate source of patronage is a figure of real, not merely idealized,
power. She is, moreover, a dominating presence in all forms of literary and artistic
culture of the period. As such she is a protean figure, paradoxically subject herself
to the transforming power of the very verses which sought to confirm her central
position in the political hierarchy. But it is in the figure of the queen that the
complete identification of aesthetic forms with political power is manifested. Her very
name becomes an emblem of power, even whilst it is transformed, literally, through
the devices of art:

£ urope, the Earthes sweete Paradise:

L et all thy Kings that would be wise,
I » Politique Devotion:
S ail hither to observe her eyes,

.
e

nd marke her heavenly motion.
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rave Princes of this civill Age,

nter into this pilgrimage:

his Saints tongue is an oracle,

er eye hath made a Prince a Page,
nd workes each day a Miracle.

TN

N
-

R aise but your lookes to her, and see
E  ven the true beames of Majestie,

G reat Princes, marke her duly;

1 fall the world you do survey,

N o forehead spreades so bright a Ray,
A nd notes a Prince so truly.

These acrostic verses, written by > Sir John Davies and entitled “To all the princes
of Europe’, form part of a sequence entitled Hymns of Astraca, published in 1599.
Elizabeth is addressed as the goddess Astraea, a title bestowed upon her not only by
Davies, but by other poets including Spenser and > George Peele. Astraea, associated
with spring and with justice, is, in > Ovid’s Metamorphoses (an important source of
poetic mythologizing in the period), a symbol of the former > Golden Age when
justice and prosperity ruled on earth, whilst in > Virgil she is associated with a future
Golden Age. The Golden Ages of the future and of the past thus meet in the figure
of Elizabeth in the present.

To say of these verses that they are sycophantic or contrived is to miss the
fundamental connection between art and political power which the poets and the
queen herself sought to preserve. We might take Davies’ poem as itself emblematic
of the queen’s presence within art. Her name and title function as the springboard
for the poet — the place from which the lines themselves originate. Through her
name, she is embedded within the poem — a poem which sets out to admire her, as
Davies puts it, with ‘Politique Devotion’. Devotional politics, indeed, are precisely
what the poem produces. But the poem memorializes the queen in more than one
role. Passively, she is the object of pilgrimage and devotion, moving as does the
constellation Virgo (an alternative, and of course immediately appropriate name for
Elizabeth/Astraea) above and beyond the earth. As an object she is, within the poem’s
structure of images and language, the recipient and bestower of glances and gazings.
Her eyes, in a Petrarchan conceit, must be observed, her motion marked, looks raised
to her. But her own glances have within them political force, and the Petrarchan
conceit is itself transformed in a movement of appreciation of political reality: ‘Her
eye hath made a Prince a Page’.

For Sir John Davies, lawyer and aspiring politician, later (in 1603) solicitor-general
to Ireland, the conjunction between the forms of art and the realities of political
power meet in the multiple personae of the queen. Similarly, for the contemporaries
of Davies, and as Elizabeth’s reign drew to its close, the queen’s continuing presence
becomes itself the subject of ever-more elaborate poetic and artistic device. In > Sir
Walter Ralegh’s poem of devotion ‘The Book of the Ocean to Cynthia’ (or ‘The
Ocean’s Love to Cynthia’), a text of which only a fragment exists in manuscript
form, the queen is Cynthia/Diana, goddess of the moon, hunting and chastity, whilst
the poet is the ocean, subject to the moon’s transforming power, a power which is
absolute and, disturbingly, seemingly arbitrary:

No other power effecting wound or bliss,
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She gave, she took, she wounded, she appeased.
(‘Ocean’s Love’, 1. 55-6)

What can we conclude from this assimilation within art of the realities of power?
Reading the poetry of the late sixteenth century, we realize that at the very heart of
the literary culture of the period lies the pervasive belief that art and the state must
conspire together to affirm a vision of national identity. That it is a vision and not
a reality is exemplified by the very urgency with which Renaissance writers pressed
home the point that the country was a united whole. Late Elizabethan culture, rather
than appearing ‘monumental’ (as it has been described) or as the product of a realized
sense of national selfhood, begins to appear as a rather more anxious moment of
history. That pressing need for unity — whether it be unity of religion, of social
practices, of cultural forms, of political expression, or of interpretation (all of these
being linked in any case) — like all such calls of national unity, indicates the awareness
of what is potentially disuniting and positively disruptive. Within this context the
‘monuments’ of Renaissance culture, the poets of the late sixteenth century, begin to
appear not only as poets but, at one and the same time, as ideologues of the first
order. Their function was not only to adorn or beautify, but to affirm (sometimes,
one feels, for the benefit of Elizabeth as well as her subjects) that the hierarchy was
an established reality.

Nowhere is this awareness of the poetic text’s power to sanction or authorize a
sense of national selfhood more apparent than in what may appear, from the outside,
to be the most monumental text of them all — Spenser’s > The Faerie Queene.
Indeed, it is as a monument that the poem is approached in the first instance. On
the dedicatory page of the 1596 edition of the poem appears this inscriptive address:

T0
THE MOST HIGH,
MIGHTIE
and
MAGNIFICENT
EMPRESSE, RENOJV-
MED FOR PIETIE, VER-
TUE, AND ALL GRATIOUS
GOVERNMENT ELIZABETH BY
THE GRACE OF GOD QUEENE
OF ENGLAND FRAUNCE AND
IRELAND AND OF VIRGI-
NIA, DEFENDER OF THE
FAITH, &¢. HER MOST
HUMBLE SERVAVNT
EDMUND SPENSER
DOTH IN ALL HU-
MILITIE DEDI
CATE, PRE-
SENT
AND CONSECRATE THESE
HIS LABOURS TO LIVE
WITH THE ETERNI-
TIE OF HER
FAME
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The queen and her titles are inscribed (together with the poet’s name) in the form
of a memorial urn whose function is to preserve and consecrate the text which is
to follow. The queen’s titles, held under God (the teaching of whose works she
sanctions as head of His Church in her realm), are titles of monarchy over three
nations, and sovereignty over a new entity — the colony of Virginia. The poem that
follows (and which will also serve to memorialize the queen and the nation, the
two being, once more, inseparable) is thus approached through an elaborate token of
royal power.

The Faerie Queene is, however, not only a monument to Elizabeth, but a legendary
history of the nation over which she governs. It is important, here, to be fully aware of
the circumstances of its composition. When Spenser embarked upon the poem (some
time prior to October 1579), he was shortly to gain the position of private secretary to
Lord Grey, the newly appointed lord deputy of Ireland. Ireland was to be Spenser’s
home throughout the period of composition and publication of The Faerie Queene, and
it was as a diligent servant to the government in Ireland that Spenser was to fashion
his own career.

The poem is, therefore, composed not close to the source of political patronage and
power, but at the very margins of the Elizabethan polity. To Elizabethan authority,
Ireland presented a continuing source of disruption. A Catholic and unruly nation
(in the eyes of Elizabeth’s government), it was not until the Battle of Kinsale
(1601), where a combined Irish and Spanish force was defeated by the English
under Lord Mountjoy, that the Protestant domination of the country was assured.
Spenser, whose own colony of English settlers established on confiscated land was
destroyed in ‘Tvrone’s Rebellion’ (1598), was an active administrative cog in what is
generally agreed to have been a brutalized (and brutalizing) regime. Indeed, Spenser
was the author of two important ‘policy documents’ on Ireland written in the late
1590s. These works are important for what they tell us of the attitude of mind of
Spenser and his contemporaries. Informing them is, above all, fear. Fear of the Irish,
their alien religion, their customs, their language (which Spenser, though he lived
in Ireland for nearly twenty years, never understood), and the threat which they
represented to England, determines to a large extent his understanding of the country
in which he found himself. They are, in short, documents of colonialism, some of
the earliest we possess.

We can perceive this sense of threat, this awareness of an alien alternative to the
‘civilizing’ culture of the Protestant poet, at work throughout Spenser’s text. In the
poem we encounter an evocation of a brutal wilderness, a complex psychological
state of ‘otherness’ which it is the task of Spenser’s knights to banish from both
the fantastic environment through which they move, and, more importantly, from
themselves. This fear, or anxiety, which permeates the poem is, it is important to
recognize, not simply a fear which can be dispelled through heroic endeavour. It is
a fear, rather, of what is uncontrollable within the subject. If we need an analogy
in more recent writing, then Joseph Conrad’s Mr Kurtz in Heart of Darkness might
serve. For Conrad’s figure of colonial corruption, isolated from any ‘civilized’ values,
it is the discovery that the darkness and horror lie within which is finally destructive
of his own sense of integrated selfhood. So, in similar measure, with Spenser’s
knights. As they progress on their episodic forays into a world of alien values, their
discovery of a struggle taking place within themselves is what the poem dramatizes.
When, for example, at the climax of Book II (the legend of Guyon, or temperance),
Guyon and his guide enter the ‘Bower of Blisse’ to confront a world of sensuous
and artificial luxury (a world rich in images of frozen sexuality), their iconoclastic
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endeavour 1s simply to destroy the representations of sensuality with which they have
been confronted. Yet they themselves are not untainted by what they encounter.
Kurtz-like, they creep through the undergrowth to witness the strange rites from
which they cannot draw their eyes. The object of their voyeuristic gaze is the
enchantress Acrasia:

Her snowy brest was bare to readie spoyle
Of hungry eies, which n’ote therewith be fild,
And yet through langour of her late sweet toyle,
Few drops, more clear then Nectar, forth distild,
That like pure Orient perles adowne it trild,
And her faire eyes sweet smyling in delight,
Moystened their fierie beames, with which she thrild
Fraile harts, yet quenched not; like starry light
Which sparckling on the silent waues, does seeme more bright.
(1L. xii. 78)

What, and who is Acrasia? Like the queen, she is the object of a male gaze which is
fascinated by what it has alighted upon. Unlike the queen (at least overtly) a world
of sensual delight 1s promised. Acrasia, perceived in a moment of sexual passivity, is
offered as a dual object of desire. There to be consumed by ‘hungry eies’, thrilling
‘fraile harts’, she is also a place of danger and destruction. Just as Ireland, or Virginia,
or America itself were represented as female figures in need of mastery, so Acrasia
must be captured and her Bower destroyed by the stern masculine (and Protestant)
rigour of Spenser’s knights.

In externalizing this inward struggle, Spenser’s poem is truly a Protestant epic.
> Calvinism (the official doctrine of the Church of England under the Elizabethan
‘settlement’) served to draw attention to the adherent’s inner state of mind and
promoted a seemingly obsessive curiosity as to the inner health of the individual.
But even once this awareness of the poem’s Protestant roots has been grasped, we
also need to be aware of it as a validating text. The Faerie Queene glances back to
other epics (to > Tasso and to Virgil in particular) not out of conservatism, or a
desire to emulate what previous cultures had produced, but to authorize the present.
Spenser himself, in the course of a letter to Ralegh written in 1589, termed the poem
a ‘darke conceit’ — a text which is both apparent and concealed and which might
remind us, once more, of Puttenham — but he also described his own method as being
that of ‘a poet historical’. Within this context, Spenser’s epic can be understood as
part of an important Elizabethan project. That project entailed nothing less than the
active creation in imaginative culture of the nation state as an understandable entity.
Together with later texts such as Samuel Daniel’s eight books of The Civil Wars
(1609) and Michael Drayton’s vast Poly-Olbion (1612—22), Spenser’s epic looks back
to the past (albeit in Spenser’s case a legendary past) to uncover not only ‘thinges
forepast’ but ‘thinges to come’. The nation, in other words, must not only have its
past created by its poets, but its future mapped out as well.

The deliberate creation of a mythopoeic past was to have enormous influence on the
poets who followed Spenser. For one group in particular, the so-called ‘Spenserian
poets’, Spenser’s writing served as a model for their own attempts to creat a visionary
sense of national and political identity. These writers, who include Michael Drayton,
> William Browne and > Phineas Fletcher, discovered in Spenser’s writing a
readily adaptable means of expressing their own sense of both a mythical past
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and a wished-for future. The past which these poets created, however, was one
governed by the forms and styles exploited by Spenser not only in The Faerie
Queene, but in his autobiographical > Colin Clout’s Come Home Again (1595), and
> The Shepherd’s Calender (1579). What Renaissance readers uncovered in these
poems was a world determined by the conventions, inherited from > classical and
continental writers, of > pastoral. It 1s important to understand that ‘pastoral’
poetry did not represent simply an idealized retreat into a mythic world of
shepherds, shepherdesses and arcadian delight. But it did signal another form of
retreat, and one that was predominantly political. The adoption of pastoral personae,
the evocation of a vanished ‘golden age’ became, for the poets of the early
seventeenth century, a means of registering their own sense of isolation under the
changed conditions of the early Jacobean period. The sense of poetry occupying
a central position within the political culture has begun to fragment. Instead,
a new kind of poetry begins to emerge — one that we might begin to term
‘oppositional’.

Pastoral has been described as an omnipresent metaphor in Renaissance writing
rather than a strict genre in its own right. As such it could be endlessly
adaptable, but still provide a framework which both the poet and the reader
could recognize. For the poets of the seventeenth century (up to and including
> John Milton), pastoral forms allowed them a significant freedom. Phineas
Fletcher’s The Purple Island (written ¢ 1614—15, but published in 1633), for
example, indicates the adaptability of pastoral forms. This (to modern eyes)
strangely incongruous poem — incongruous since its ostensible subject is the
anatomized human body — indicates the uses to which pastoral could be put in
the years after the death of Elizabeth and the accession of > James I. Fletcher’s
twelve-canto poem is narrated by a shepherd-poet named Thirsil. Thirsil’s task,
to which he had been elected by his fellow-shepherds, is to become their
poetic spokesman. But what is to be his subject? What role is now allotted
to poetry? What kind of audience must the poet create? The answer to these
questions involves Thirsil in a literary search for a subject in what he calls
‘these iron daies/(Hard daies)’ which ‘afford nor matter nor reward’ for the
poet. On the surface, the theme upon which he alights is profoundly apolitical
— six cantos of his poem are spent in celebrating the dissected human body.
Yet we should remember Puttenham’s distinction between the ‘dark’ and the
‘apparent’. For the human body, in Fletcher’'s poem, is the setting for war.
Just as The Faerie Queene had dramatized the creation of an individual identity
within an alien world of uncivilized values, so The Purple Island represents
the struggle for the human subject to define itself within a religious and
political sphere. The ‘Island’ of the poem can be understood as the individual
(and it thus offers, through allegory, an answer to Donne’s famous observation
that ‘No man is an island’, for in Fletcher’s alienated world everyone is an
island) and, at the same time, the potentially saved island which is Protestant
England. We can call this island potentially saved, since the poem’s function is
to serve as a warning to its readers that a state of continual armed vigilance
against the encroaching forces of Catholic Europe has to be maintained. Poetry,
in other words, has begun to stand outside the culture of the court, serv-
ing a different function — that of warning, rather than endorsing. It is also
worth remarking, in this context, that the creation of the myth with which
modern British readers are familiar, of Elizabethan culture as a ‘golden age’ of
national unity to which subsequent generations are to look for political and
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national definition at moments of crisis, began almost before Elizabeth herself was in
her grave.

Constructing identities

If national identity is an important theme in the poetry of the late sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries, what of individual identity? Here we might remember,
once more, the figure of Acrasia from The Faerie Queene. Acrasia represents a dual
object of desire promising both sexual delight and an abyss of destruction which
culminates in the loss of masculine identity. For Spenser’s contemporaries — those
poets of the late sixteenth century who have been celebrated for their evocation of
erotic love — the figure of Acrasia seems to return, though appropriately, always in
different guises. The key to these texts is not their representation of unproblematic
human sexual desire, but, rather, the possibility which they uncover of confusing the
boundaries of sexual identity. Shakespeare’s sonnets, first published in 1609, might
come to mind in this context — poems whose fascinated, and playful, confusion of the
boundaries of sexual identity have presented a disturbing problem for those critics
and readers who prefer a more tidy, and sanitized, national poet. But Shakespeare
was not alone in preferring the confusingly playful to the depressingly ordered. Both
he and > Christopher Marlowe were to explore the question of sexual identity in the
form of the ‘brief epic’, which, in the late sixteenth century, emerged as a genre in its
own right. Shakespeare’s > Venus and Adonis (1593), Marlowe’s > Hero and Leander
(1598), and the now largely unread Scilla’s Metamorphosis (1589) by Thomas Lodge
are usually cited as representative of this short-lived genre. Informed by the eroticism
derived from the understanding of Ovidian poetry, these texts seem constantly to
play with the possibility of a duality of identity. In Hero and Leander, the opposition
between male and female — expressed in the opening opposition of the two cities
which are the homes of the lovers — forms a boundary that it is not only Leander’s
task to cross, but the text’s endeavour to confuse. Thus, Hero is at once the chaste
devotee of the rites of Venus, and the tutor of the unskilled Leander. But she is also
(and here we might remember Acrasia) both the voyeuristically sought-for object of
sexual longing, displayed in a world of sensual (and violent) artifice, and the bestower
of glances and gazes charged with erotic power. At the same moment, Leander too
becomes the focus of erotic longing — an object of male sexual devotion:

Some swore he was a maid in man’s attire,
For in his looks were all that men desire . . .

(I. 83—4)

This sense of confusion, which Shakespeare was to take continual delight in exploiting
in the playhouse, is sustained throughout that portion of the poem written by
Marlowe. But was a fascination with such sexual identities the sole preserve of the
male poet? What of Renaissance women themselves?

We have seen that, in the poetry of the sixteenth century, the female presence can
be discerned occupying an interpretive role, and as the focus for a conflicting series
of messages based on poets’ experiments with language, images and forms inherited
from continental models, the most important of whom was Petrarch. But this fluid
female presence is largely the creation of male poets. Women as patrons are, of
course, familiar figures. Not only the queen, but others such as John Donne’s patron
> Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford, and (most famous of them all) > Mary Sidney,
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Countess of Pembroke, were celebrated by writers as diverse as Sir Philip Sidney,
> Fulke Greville, > Thomas Nashe, Edmund Spenser, > Gabriel Harvey, Samuel
Daniel, Michael Drayton, > John Davies of Hereford and > Ben Jonson. But the
question of women’s writing in the Renaissance period has increasingly become a
subject of urgent debate. In England, the > humanist endeavour of the early sixteenth
century promised women a theoretical access to education, but whether such liberal
sentiments affected any but a tiny elite is doubtful. The figure of the woman reading
in the Renaissance period is one that is, as we have seen, constantly evoked. The
figure of the woman writing is another matter. Elizabeth herself was, of course, a
poet and scholar of some distinction. So, too, in the earlier period, was Margaret
More Roper. Mary Sidney and her niece > Mary Sidney Wroth (Lady Wroth) wrote
not only poetry, but in the case of the latter, the first full-length work of fiction
by an Englishwoman. But these were women whose access to the literary culture of
the period was based on considerable fortune and political power in its own right.
It is not until the turmoil of the revolutionary period of the 1640s and 1650s that a
recognizably female presence begins to emerge to challenge the dominant voices of
what is, by and large, an exclusively male preserve.

The question ‘Did women have a Renaissance?’ is an important one in this
context. A powerful conclusion to this problem, on the part of contemporary feminist
scholarship, is that not only was there no such thing as a ‘Renaissance’ for women, but
that women’s status and freedom actually declined in the period we are considering.
Rather than looking for a female presence in the writing of the period, it is, with
significant exceptions, more accurate to speak of a female absence. Absence, at a point
when so much writing by men seems devoted to registering the continual presence of
the female, alerts us to a further irony as we move from the period of Spenser into the
very different world inhabited by the Jacobean and > Stuart poets of the seventeenth
century. No poet could be said to be more alive to the possible presence of the female
in his writing than John Donne, but then no poet so determinedly ensures that she
remains so absent when compared to the true centre of his poetry — the fascinating
object of contemplation that the poet’s own self presents:

Thou at this midnight seest mee, and as soone
As that Sunne rises to mee, midnight’s noone,
All the world growes transparent, and I see
Through all, both Church and State, in seeing thee;
And I discerne by favour of this light,
My selfe, the hardest object of the sight.
(‘Obsequies to the Lord Harrington’, 1l. 25-30)

Thus Donne, in a meditation addressed to the soul of his dead friend (and brother
of his patron, Lucy, Countess of Bedford) Thomas Harrington. These lines, though
they speak in a different vein from the more familiar voices heard in the > Songs
and Sonnets or the Holy Sonnets, nevertheless alert us to a voice and a theme with
which the reader of Donne’s writing soon becomes familiar. Donne, at a moment of
still quietness, contemplates the departed soul of his friend, and discovers . . . himself.
The world and the poet, rendered transparent in the moment of meditation, merge
together to present that ‘hardest object’ before the enquiring gaze of the imagination.

The urge to render things ‘transparent’, a desire to peer beyond surface
representation, together with the triumphant discovery of the dramatic speaking voice
in poetry, and the continual awareness of the poetic self as both the subject and object
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of his writing, combine to make Donne and Donne’s poetry almost inseparable. But
which Donne do we read? In an age of poetic self-creation, Donne seems to have
been continuously alive to the possibility of re-creating versions of himself in his
writing. Indeed, Donne’s eight surviving portraits suggest an urge to record all of
those different variants for the eye of posterity. Dramatically interjecting an image
of himself before the reader’s gaze, we must also be aware that this poetic Donne is
in a state of almost continual flux and fluidity. ‘Oh, to vex me, contraryes meet in
one’ he exclaims in his Holy Sonnet XIX, but the meeting of contraries was hardly a
vexing possibility for the poet. In ‘A valediction: of my name, in the window’ Donne
imagines himself to be metonymically reduced to a sign of his absence — his name,
scratched 1n the glass of a window. But even that transparent reminder of Donne can
be further reduced — the name itself is no more than a ‘ruinous anatomy’, waiting
to be ‘recompacted’ at the moment of return to the mistress. In poem after poem,
Donne signals his threatened absence from what is happening, imagining himself dead
and waiting for dismemberment, or embarked upon a journey which leaves behind
both mistress and a unified sense of selthood, only to remind the reader that this
unstable entity is, in its continuous instability, the most constant object in this poetic
universe. The multiplicity of ‘John Donnes’ which first circulated in manuscript for
the delight of his contemporaries, and which were, for the most part, first inscribed
on the printed page only after his death in 1631 (itself, as > Izaac Walton records,
an act of controlled self-presentation) constitute perhaps the most dramatic series of
poetically shifting presences of the period.

The language of God

In remarking upon this shifting poetic awareness of a created sense of selfhood, I
do not wish to imply that Donne’s poetry can somehow be categorized as constantly
breaking across a simple binary divide — the ‘religious’ Donne, for example, and the
‘sensual’ Donne. Sensual images and language are as much to the fore in his overtly
religious poetry as religious images are constantly present in his secular verses. And
this was true not only of Donne, but of many of those poets of the seventeenth
century who wrote on religious themes. In the writings of > Richard Crashaw,
for example, sensuality and eroticism combine to present a religious aesthetic which
still possesses the power, within the dominant Protestant culture of Anglo-American
criticism, to shock and disturb.

On the surface, Donne’s contemporary > George Herbert offers a rather
different set of poetic values. Herbert’s English poetry, all of which is devoted
to religious themes, first appeared in printed form in 1633 (the same year
that Donne’s poetry was published) in a volume entitled The Temple. Reading
Herbert’s verses we appear to have left Puttenham’s world of ‘doubleness’, the
conjunction between the ‘dark’ and the ‘apparent’, behind. Yet has it entirely
vanished to be replaced by the light of Baconian reason? Certainly, where
in an earlier period the Renaissance poet delighted in uncovering a poetic
language based on ‘ornament’, Herbert offers a manifesto for a different kind
of poetry:

Who says that fictions only and false hair
Become a verse? Is there in truth no beauty?
Is all good structure in a winding stair?
May no lines pass, except they do their duty
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Not to a true, but a painted chair?
(‘Jordan ) 1. 1—3)

Fiction, falseness, a ‘winding’ structure (terms in which the contemporaries of
Puttenham would have delighted) are here denied. What is offered as an alternative is
‘truth’ — a kind of poetry which will specifically transcend the > Platonist distinction
between representation and object, figured in the opposition between a ‘true’ and a
‘painted’ chair.

Yet, reading the complete collection of poems contained in Herbert’'s The Temple
(a collection which was to be of profound influence on Herbert’s immediate
contemporaries, especially Crashaw), we encounter an elaborate structure of metaphor
and formal experiment. Take, for example, the careful ‘patterning’ of the collection as
a whole. On the title-page of the 1633 edition we read a quotation from Psal/ms: ‘In his
temple doth every man speak of his honour’, and as we move through the collection
we become aware that, in an elaborate architectural conceit, we are indeed placed
within a ‘temple’ where speech — the words of man to God and (more problematically)
God to man — is dramatized. But ‘speech’ is not necessarily open to all. In the opening
poem of the collection we read: ‘All things are big with jest: nothing thats plain,/But
may be wittie, if thou hast the vein’ (‘Perirrhanterium’, 1l. 239—40), a statement which
not only appears to contradict that poetic manifesto quoted above, but alerts us to a
playfully ironic awareness of the resources of interpretation. In other words, beyond
the seemingly artless structure of Herbert’s verse lies a dense web of poetic device.

However, Herbert’s dualistic conception of language — where the seemingly ‘plain’
may yet conceal the riddlingly ‘wittie’ — was to echo throughout the later part
of the seventeenth century and in contexts which, to modern eyes, seem curiously
inappropriate. For example, long after Herbert’s collection appeared, > Thomas
Hobbes was to argue for a reform of language in all areas of discourse, whilst in
the 1660s > the Roval Society was to promote language reform as one of its main
objectives. Underpinnning those demands was a belief that it was possible to take
control of the words we use, and to uncover the very nature of external reality which
(so the argument ran) had been hitherto concealed in the metaphoric (> metaphor)
labyrinths of poetry. The world, in other words, need no longer be understood as
the product of a riddlingly (and fascinatingly) obscure God. Instead, what has been
created is a God endowed not only with reason but (unlike Donne’s God, and even
on occasions, Milton’s) reasonableness.

Retreat or engagement?

We do not, however, have to leap so far forward in time to uncover in poetry a
desire to escape out of the world of brittle linguistic ornamentation. Ben Jonson, for
example, in the celebration of aristocratic comfort which is depicted in his poem in
praise of the Sidney family, ‘To Penshurst’ (published in 1616), calls for an aesthetic
which is in direct contrast to that enshrined in the writings of an earlier generation.
The house, Penshurst, which is the home of the family his poem celebrates, is not

... built to envious show
Of touch or marble, nor canst boast a row
Of polished pillars, or a roof of gold;

Thou hast no lantern whereof tales are told,
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Or stair, or courts; but stand’st an ancient pile,
And these grudged at, art reverenced the while.

What is enacted here is just that revolution in taste which Herbert, in a very different
context, had called for. And yet, what are the virtues of Penshurst? Essentially they
are the virtues of an emergent bourgeois existence. Penshurst is a place of fruitful
production, which extends outwards from its walls to embrace the surrounding
countryside and its inhabitants. But Penshurst also stands in stark distinction to
other houses, and other kinds of social relations, hinted at in the poem as places
less benign than that which is contemplated in these verses. At the same time, as
the verses quoted indicate, Penshurst represents a different set of aesthetic values.
Those values might be characterized as artful without artifice, avoiding of structural
complexity, at ease (as the poets of Spenser’s generation plainly were not) with the
history that surrounds the house and its inhabitants. ‘Polished pillars’, ‘a roof of gold’,
a ‘lantern whereof tales are told’, the architectural equivalent, in other words, of the
world of ornament and allegory which sixteenth-century poets set out to evoke, has
been banished, to be replaced by a house which is ‘ancient’ in its own right, no
longer needing the mythographic enterprises of Elizabethan culture. It is as though
the frenzied creation of a past has finally triumphed, and Jonson’s house and its
inhabitants can relax in a history which has been secured.

Of course, ‘To Penshurst’ represents an idealized understanding of society and
social relations. It is not the case that Jonson has somehow thrown off, in one swift
move, the burden of creating identities and histories which Renaissance poets felt.
“T'o Penshurst’ is, in fact, a brilliantly successful deception. It is a performance which
manages to unite the present with a past discovered in Jonson’s enormous reading and
imitation (in the Renaissance sense) of classical literature. As such the poem manages
to suggest an assimilated sense of past and present working in harmonious unity.
But that Penshurst the place may be unique, and may, in fact, stand in complete
isolation from the society in which it seems to rest so securely is hinted at throughout
the poem.

At the same time, ‘To Penshurst’ signalled for the poets who came after Jonson a
moment of retreat. Nestling in the idealized Kent countryside, Jonson’s creation of
a secure bourgeois existence was to serve as a place of pilgrimage for poets who in
other respects seem very different to all that Jonson appeared to stand for in the realm
of aesthetics. What these poets were retreating from was, of course, the political and
ideological fragmentation of the period of the English > Civil War. What they were
retreating to (and whether such retreat was, in fact, possible) is open to question. On
the surface, the poets of the late 1630s, 1640s and 1650s are searching for Jonson’s
idyll of Horatian retirement. Thus > Andrew Marvell, a poet of avowedly republican
sympathies (at least at certain moments), seeks a retirement from a world that appears
to have fallen apart. Only behind the walls of the garden of Nun Appleton (the home
of the Fairfax family, celebrated in Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton House’, composed ¢
1651) can Marvell discover ‘more decent Order tame’. But is this order real, or is it
an illusion? Can the world, with all its pressing engagements, in reality be fenced in
behind (or outside, depending on vour point of view) a garden wall? In Marvell’s ‘An
Horatian Ode upon Cromwell’s Return from Ireland’ — a poem which memorializes
the return of the lord protector to England in May 1650 after his bloody campaign
against the Irish — the restless figure of > Cromwell is imagined as being urged
out of a moment of Horatian retreat into confrontation with political realities. The
political reality with which it is Cromwell’s task to engage is one in which the state,
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government, the nexus of social affiliations as a whole, would appear to have broken
apart. What Marvell offers in his heroic depiction of Cromwell is an alternative and
elemental figure of power — a refashioner not only of kingdoms and states, but of the
very structures of thinking. It is an alternative, too (though Marvell could not have
known it), to that other elemental image of power offered in the 1650s, the Leviathan
of Thomas Hobbes. For Marvell, caught up in the turmoil of post-revolutionary
thinking, any retreat into a world of disengagement is fraught with difficulties that
cannot be negotiated. So, Marvell’s figure of pastoral retreat — Damon the Mower —
encounters in the fields not an idyll of rural innocence, but his own downfall:

While thus he threw his Elbow round,

Depopulating all the Ground,

And with his whistling Sythe, does cut

Each stroke betmeen the Earth and Root,

The edged Stele by careless chance

Did into his own Ankle glance;

And there among the Grass fell down,

By his own sythe, the Mower mown.
(‘Damon the Mower’, 1l. 73-80)

It is not difficult to understand the self-mown mower as expressing a powerful (even
if humorous) image of what seemed to many Englishmen to be the self-induced
catastrophe of civil war. For Damon is a reflexive figure. He is both the victim of
‘edged Stele’ and the wielder of steel himself: an embodiment of death, lurking in
the seemingly innocent fields, and one of death’s victims.

The self-destructive double-figure of Damon can be met with again and again, in
various guises, in the poetry of the Civil War period. But for other poets, other forms
of retreat presented themselves. For the > Cavalier poets (a misleading term since the
poets who are usually denoted in the phrase were neither artistically nor politically
homogeneous, though they all shared a general sense of the ultimate value of the rule
of kings rather than parliaments or, worse, people), pastoralism, sensuality, drink or
the mind itself offered alternatives. Thus > Robert Herrick, in his volume of poetry
entitled Hesperides (1648), evokes a world of minutely observed detail, which in its
fetishistic attention to the elaborate codes of dress and food, offers a form of nostalgic
sensuality to counter the breakdown in social structures. But was it possible to evade
what Herrick himself in his opening poem of the collection (“The Argument of his
Book’) termed ‘Times trans-shifting’?

For Herrick’s close contemporary, > Richard Lovelace, the heroic self-image of the
soldier fleeing the ‘nunnery’ of the ‘chaste breast and quiet mind’ of his mistress to
encounter a new ‘faith’ composed of ‘a sword, a horse, a shield’ (‘To Lucasta, Going
to the Wars’), breaks apart when confronted with his own form of the double-figure
which Marvell’s Damon seemed to represent. That figure appears most memorably
in Lovelace’s poem ‘The Snail’, a poem which, on the surface, appears to be no
more than an exercise in contrived wit. Yet the poem’s object of contemplation, the
unlikely figure of the snail itself, is an ambiguously sinister figure — a confusion of
geometric order, familial relationships, gender and questions of origin. If the snail
is, as the poem claims at the opening, a ‘Wise emblem of our pol’tic world’, then
this world is one which has become a ‘deep riddle’. Fluidly mysterious, the world
now conforms to no fixed model of social and political stability. By the end of the
poem, the snail has dissolved into a jelly, its ‘dark contemplation’ of its own self
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no preservative against dissolution. In the directly political ‘A Mock Song’, Lovelace
depicts the universe itself as dissolving, a response to the ultimate political cleavage
of the 1640s, that which took place in Whitehall in the January of 1649:

Now the sun if unarmed,
And the moon by us charmed,
All the stars dissolved to a jelly;
Nomw the thighs of the crown
And the arms are lopped down,
And the body is all but a belly.
(‘A Mock Song’, 1. 15—20)

Social dissolution, the collapse of the body politic, the transformation of an ordered
world into an image of chaotic misrule — it is as if that uncivilized wilderness which
Spenser and his contemporaries some fifty years earlier had struggled to keep at bay
has intruded into the very heart of the culture in which Lovelace is writing.

‘Recent liberty recovered’

To express the literary culture of the Civil War and post-Civil War years as a struggle
against encroaching forms of social and political fragmentation is to understand
the poets of the mid-seventeenth century as engaged in a desperate form of self-
preservation. But to other writers (and Marvell comes to mind once more), working
in an alternative political tradition — one that might be termed, broadly, republican
— other problems seemed to emerge. What the short-lived experiment in a different
form of government of the early 1650s represented was the possibility of engagement
with a radically altered set of political co-ordinates. Within this new matrix, whose
boundaries can be charted in the numberless > pamphlets and broadsheets of the
period, in popular songs, > sermons, prophetic writings, political treatises and poems,
and in the diaries and letters of ordinary men and women, we can locate the most
dominant poetic figure of the seventeenth century — John Milton.

Milton’s poetic career is one of linguistic and formal experiment. Almost no poet
since Spenser had traversed with such skill such a range of possible genres — which
included > masque, sonnet, > translation, > elegy, sacred drama, and, of course,
> epic. But in understanding Milton’s poetic achievement we also need to recognize
the continual presence of Milton’s political convictions — though that is not to say
that those convictions, in themselves, were somehow set in rigid tablets of stone. But
for Milton, read by his contemporaries as the prose defender of the great experiment
in new forms of government, poetry and politics are inextricably interwoven.

At the centre of Milton’s conception of political revolution stands his awareness
that language is the key to ordering and understanding the world in which we live.
What Milton’s poetry represents, therefore, is a recognition that the language in which
he is writing — indebted as it is to the language of prophecy and lyric encountered in
the Old Testament, in the patristic authors, and in the classics — is one that has to
be recaptured from the determining ideological structures of the moment. It is not, I
think, coincidence that, at the very point when a strangely familiar (to modern ears)
language of technology and utilitarian values is being demanded by the supporters
of the Roval Society, > Paradise Lost (1667) should appear. We can glimpse the
revolutionary nature of Milton’s struggle on behalf of language in the 1668 preface
to the poem, where Milton offers the following justification of his writing:
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The measure is English heroic verse without rhyme, as that of Homer in Greek and
Virgil in Latin, rhyme being no necessary adjunct or true ornament of poem or good
verse . . . but the invention of a barbarous age . . . This neglect then of rliyme so little
is to be taken for a defect, though it may seem so perhaps to vulgar readers, that it
rather is to be esteemed an example set, the first in English, of recent liberty recovered
to heroic poem . . .

This, it need hardly be said, is a revolutionary poetic manifesto. And in terming
it revolutionary, I have in mind the notion of a cyclical movement. Poetic form
and political engagement became linked in Milton’s demand for ‘a recent liberty
recovered’. For both poetry and political expression now seem to exist in an age which
is ‘barbarous’ to both.

Paradise Lost is, above all, the poem of recovered poetic liberty enacted in its very
language, and, just as importantly, in what the poem has to say about language. For
Adam, in the poem, is the discoverer of a language which not only identifies for
himself his position within the world, but initiates his own quest for self-identity.
Remembering his own creation, he recalls that without language he did not know
‘who T was, or where, or from what cause’ (VIII. 270-1). His response is speech, and
in discovering speech, he discovers not only God but an identity and a world which
can be named. Against this Frankenstein-like fable is set the negative language of a
‘barbarous age’ — the language of Babel and of Hell, linked, in the final moments of
the poem, to a ‘jangling noise of words unknown’, which is the language given by
God ‘in derision’ to the followers of Nimrod: the type of human oppression. The
universal history lesson with which the poem closes endeavours to demonstrate that
the transgression of human and divine law involves the denial of political equality:

... man gver men
He made not lord; such title to himself
Reserving, human left from human free.

(XII. 69—71)

The link between language and identity, which lies at the heart of the experience of
both Adam and Eve in the poem, alerts us to Milton’s other great theme of Paradise
Lost and one with which it would be appropriate to end this account of Renaissance
poetry. In terming Milton the poet of ‘recovered poetic liberty’, what we must also
acknowledge is that Milton is, at the same time, at one with his contemporaries in
seeking to establish a coherent identity for the human subject. Paradoxically, that
search for a unified sense of selfhood — the discovery of an identity which has been
secured — is dramatized not only in the memories of creation possessed by Adam and
Eve and in gender distinction, but in the figure of Satan who claims an autonomous
position in God’s creation. ‘Who saw/when this creation was?’ Satan asks, before
offering his own version of separate identity:

We know no time when we were not as nomw;
Know none before us, self-begot, self~raised
By our own quick’ning power . . .

(V. 859-61)

Milton’s demonic figure of self-creation — one that entranced that other great poetic
visionary and revolutionary William Blake — stands alongside Marvell’s lyrical figure
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of self-destruction found in the fields and meadows. We do not need, therefore, to
place Satan in the simple role of grand adversary, or counter-hero. For Adam, Eve
and Satan are bonded to one another in a triangular design which cannot be disrupted.
Satan’s spiritual home, from which he cannot be excluded by God (into which,
indeed, God welcomes him), is neither Heaven, nor Hell, but, disturbingly, Eden.
‘Et in Arcadia ego’ — that motto of Renaissance mortality - is also Satan’s motto, as
the ever-perceptive Eve acknowledges in questioning what kind of freedom Eden can
represent. And in > Arcadia Satan undergoes the same tormented search for identity
that the human figures strive to discover rooted in one another, as, in the most famous
exit in English literature, they leave Eden and the poem together, hand in hand.
This account of poetry in the Renaissance period began with Puttenham’s
description of a ‘certain doubleness’ which seemed, to the Elizabethan critic, to haunt
the language of poetry. It has ended with a description of the creation of a figure
of division — Milton’s Satan. Doubleness, division and duplicity have become almost
the themes of this essay. But 1 do not want to suggest, in deploying this alliterative
trio, that there exists therefore a homogeneity in the writing we have been discussing.
What I would argue instead is that in the enormous richness and diversity of literary
forms and experience which have reached us in the twentieth century from the early
modern period, we perceive a culture which is neither monumental, nor the product
of a mythic golden age of national experience. The lines from Donne’s satire on
religion quoted at the start of this essay suggest a more complex set of possibilities.
What Donne, in these lines, seems to be contemplating is the problematic status of
the individual’s identity within the boundaries determined by the power relationships
in society. The ‘nature and name’ of power in fact defines, for Donne and for so
many other Renaissance writers, the nature of identity itself. But Donne continues:

... those blest flowers that dwell
At the rough streames calme head, thrive and do well,
But having left their roots, and themselves given
To the streames tyrannous rage, alas, are driven
Through mills, and rockes, and woods, and at last, almost
Consum’'d in going, in the sea are lost:
(Satire 3, 1. 103—108)

Here is the Renaissance writer’s dilemma. To obey, sometimes to celebrate, the nature
and name of power is to risk that very loss of identity which so much of Renaissance
poetry is designed to preserve.




Renaissance Prose

Roger Pooley

Much modern prose seeks anonymity, the ‘prose like a window-pane’ that George
Orwell worked for. However, the rise of the virtuoso sentence in contemporary
fiction may alert its readers to another possibility, that prose can draw on many
of the resources and richness of language usually associated with poetry. Reading
Renaissance prose is usually an encounter with just such a self-conscious stylishness;
and this can be just as apparent in supposedly ‘non-literary’ modes like the sermon or
the scientific report as it is in early prose fiction. Even so, there are limited pleasures
in simply reading for the style, in the manner of those anthologies now out of fashion
which would print short extracts from a variety of texts as if they were lyric poems.
But how can one get into the really long.works? This is an age of vast compendia
and encyclopaedic aspirations — Burton’s > Anatomy of Melancholy grew from three
hundred and fifty thousand words in 1621 to over five hundred thousand in 1651.
Most readers will have to respond to such exhaustiveness by dipping, using the index
to find what Burton says about love melancholy, or lycanthropia, or stopping after
the deft hundred-page introduction, where Burton establishes his satiric persona of
Democritus Junior. A contemporary reader will recognise this kind of address to the
reader from fiction, and the image of the theatre of the world from Shakespeare:

Gentle Reader, I presume thou wilt be very inquisitive to know what Anticke or
Personate Actor this is, that so insolently intrudes upon this common Theatre, to the
worlds view, arrogating another mans name, whence hee is, why he doth it, and what
he hath to say?

Yet there are ‘poetic’ effects here, too, the alliteration of ‘insolently intrudes’, and the
neat rhetorical triplet of whence, why and what. These are prose writers who shape
their sentences, who /ear what they write.

Prose style is not just a matter of taste, though, of responding to an age where
‘artifice’ was not something to be ashamed of. There are times when the choice of
style in this period can be an index of other kinds of loyalties. There are sharp
political and doctrinal divisions between Puritans and other religious writers from the
1590s onwards, and these are sometimes echoed in arguments about the appropriate
style for religious discourse. The Puritan preachers like William Perkins and Richard
Sibbes, who preached in Cambridge in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries, were widely published, and sought a plain discourse that would get the new
Reformation doctrines over to ordinary people in an ‘affectionate’ (emotional) way:

Thus are we by nature altogether rotten and polluted; speech, fine discourse, favour,
and all other outward good parts, they can put no comeliness upon us. They are but on
us as flowers stuck upon a dead carcase.

(Sibbes, The Christian Work, 1639)

This was often contrasted to the more learned and intricate ‘high Anglican’ style,
sometimes misleadingly labelled ‘Metaphysical’, whose most famous, idiosyncratic
exponent is Lancelot Andrewes, eventually Bishop of Winchester. Andrewes is at his
best expounding the paradoxes of the great Christian festivals, the word made flesh at
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Christmas, the death and resurrection of God’s son at Easter. He often took a word
by word approach to the text he expounded, a text that was still quoted in Latin,
even though he was one of the translators of the King James version of the Bible.
Here he is on the multitude of angels praising God who appeared to the shepherds
at Christmas:

When we heare of a multitude, we fear a confusion, But (you will observe), this
multitude was multiduo militiae; no confused rout: No; but acies ordinata, a well
ordered armie. There is order, in an armie: There is order, in a Queer [choir]: There
is order among Angells: coordinate among themselves, subordinate to their head and
leader. So, a multitude without confusion.

(Sermon 12 of the Nativitie, 1618)

This is intricate stuff, overlapping, step-by-step argument. The dense punctuation
indicates how the words might be read out, with lots of pauses and emphases. The
mixture of Latin and English makes this seem much stranger to us than it might to an
educated English audience whose schooling was almost entirely Latin. It’s still pretty
uncompromising, though; the famous narrative bits of Andrewes, like the sentence
Eliot lifts for the opening of ‘The Journey of the Magi’, are rare.

In view of this Puritan/Anglican contrast, it is odd that in the Restoration the
positions are almost reversed. The Anglicans accused the Nonconformists (as we
must call them by then) of excess, of metaphorical, passionate language which whips
up the passions to rebellion; in 1669 Samuel Parker only half-jokingly proposed
an Act of Parliament ‘to abridge preachers the use of fulsome and luscious
metaphors’. There are some specific theological and political reasons for this; Anglican
theology after the Restoration stressed ethical behaviour, particularly obedience, and
demoted the Reformation doctrines such as justification by faith, an inescapably
metaphorical idea. The more general point is that prose style, in this period, can
sometimes be regarded as the sign of allegiance to a particular political or religious
point of view.

Latinity and Eloguence

For a long tme, the study of Renaissance prose was influenced by a taxonomy
based on Latin models of style — Cicero, Seneca and Tacitus. The distinctions were
largely argued in terms of syntax, with the symmetries and lengthy subordinate
clauses of the high Ciceronian style contrasted with the looser ‘Senecan amble’ and
the more pointed, epigrammatic Tacitus. There are a number of problems with
this when 1t comes to actual analysis; ‘Senecan’, particularly, is an impossibly loose
description. However, two factors should stop us completely dismissing it. First is
that every educated writer in the period was educated in Latin, and that Latin
was the language of international scholarship. When > Bacon wanted to reach a
European audience with his > Advancement of Learning (1605), he expanded it
into the Latin De Augmentis Scientiarum (1623). Robert Burton complained that his
bookseller wouldn’t let him publish his Anatomy of Melancholy in Latin because it
wouldn’t sell:

It mwas not mine intent to prostitute my Muse in English or to ditulge secreta
Minervae, but to have exposed this more contract in Latin, if I could have got it
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printed. Any scurrile Pamphlet is welcome to our mercenary Stationers in English, they
print all . . .
(‘Democritus to the Reader’)

Burton’s slipping in of Latin quotations, even here, is not just revenge for this affront
to his international reputation; it is the small change of intellectual discourse. The
extract also points to the rising commercial and popular success of English. There is
a layer of popular pamphleteering throughout the period, but its importance increases
as the literate market for amusement, learning and religious devotion increases.

It may be virtually impossible for modern readers to ‘hear’ the Latinity beneath
Renaissance prose in English. It is nonetheless there, in well-turned epigrams, in
extended syntactic units, and in choices of vocabulary. It is also there in rhetoric, the
art of persuasion which formed the basis of every undergraduate’s early years, and
which pervades almost every Renaissance text, from Hamlet’s soliloquies to Boyle’s
scientific essays.

At the level of organisation, rhetoric is to do with the laying out of an argument.
The common Renaissance figure is of logic as a closed fist, rhetoric as an open hand.
The contents page of Bacon’s Advancement is one place to look for the strengths of
such an approach, the sectioning and sub-sectioning of knowledge. Bacon’s work is
also a reminder of the way that anti-rhetoric is still firmly in the grip of rhetoric. His
well-known attack on the excesses of the Renaissance rediscovery of classical Latinity
is still observably in a sentence that would have been impossible without such a
rediscovery:

This grew speedily to an excess; for men began to hunt more after words than matter;
more after the choiceness of the phrase, and the round and clean composition of the
sentence, and the sweet falling of the clauses, and the varying and illustration of
their works with tropes and figures, than after the weight of matter, worth of subject,
soundness of invention or depth of judgement.

(Advancement, 1.iv.2)

The symmetry between abuses and proper uses of learning (four of each) is pointed,
however. It takes longer to write ‘the sweet falling of the clauses’ than ‘soundness of
invention’; the implication is that unsound learning is wordier than the real thing.

> Sir Philip Sidney’s Apology for Poetry (posthumously published in 1590) is
even more obviously constructed in the manner of the Renaissance oration, with a
seven-point structure (an exordium, or introduction, a narration, or statement of the
facts, a proposition, division of the facts, confirmation, refutation and a peroration or
summary). Rhetoric also operates at the level of local effect, of tropes. Most of the
popular, English introductions to rhetoric emphasise that side of rhetoric, following
the example of the most famous and influential textbook, Erasmus’ De Copia (literally,
‘of fullness’).

The popular rhetorics, like Wilson, also recognise that rhetoric is a public
art, an instrument of political control. One reason for writing is to display
to the Renaissance ruler one’s ability to persuade ambassadors or subjects of
the virtues of their position. The vernacular rhetorics, paradoxically, make this
instrument of power available to all who can read English; though not overtly
for democratic purposes. Rhetoric as a technique was also promulgated beyond
the universities by the two main professions — lawyers and preachers. By the
1650s one did not have to have a degree to be able to clinch a point in
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an argument in the course of a sermon, say; though the scorn of
the learned might still fall.

The English Bible and its Impact

Perhaps the greatest work of English Renaissance prose is better described as a work
of English Reformation prose — the > Bible. Fixed for subsequent generations in
1611 as the King James version (or ‘Authorised Version’), it has to be regarded as a
collective effort of translation and revision over more than eighty years. However, if
it were not for the courage and unusual talents of William Tyndale, whose version
of the New Testament was first published, in Germany, in 1526, it would not be as
distinctive as it is. Something like five-sixths of Tyndale’s work survives in the King
James’ committees’ revision.

Even at the time the Tyndale tradition of translation was regarded as
‘translationese’, translating word for word rather than idiom for idiom. Robert Boyle,
for example, thought it underplayed the rhetoric strength of the original. The result,
however, was not so much a crib as a whole series of new idioms. Tyndale himself
argued that there was a good match between the biblical languages and English: ‘and
the properties of the Hebrew tongue agreeth a thousand times more with the English
than with the Latin’ — Latin being the language in which the Bible was available with
the approval of the Catholic church.

The first impact the English Bible had was doctrinal rather than literary or
idiomatic. The doctrines of Paul, like justification by faith and predestination, that
became clear in the English translations, were of incalculable effect in shifting the
focus of English politics as well as spirituality and subjectivity. If, for example, you
believe that you have been predestined, either to heaven or hell, but you are not
sure which, it becomes an urgent question to find out which. The key, according to
Reformation practice, is self-examination. This is not entirely new in Christianity;
the first autobiography in Europe is probably St Augustine’s Confessions (397-8), in
English The Book of Margery Kempe (d.c. 1440). However, the first explosion of
prose autobiography in English dates from the mid-seventeenth century, when the
Protestant emphasis on self-examination in the context of conversion (rather than the
Catholic emphasis on a continuous regime of confession and penance) meets up with
the need to tell one’s story as a means of entrance into the separatist congregations
which replaced the (temporarily) collapsed Church of England in the 1650s.

> John Bunyan’s > Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666) is the most
notable. of these. It is a conversion story rather than a life story, although it does tell
us something of his early life. The details of his marriage, and of his service in the
Parliamentary army, are tantalisingly brief, and ruthlessly selected for their relevance
to his unfolding spiritual awakening. It goes through a pattern characteristic of many
conversion stories of the period; after a dissolute youth, some early convictions of
sin lead him to church, but only in a formal way. (This distinction between outward
observance and inward reality is a key factor in the construction of the early modern
self, in its Christian manifestation.) Then the Word strikes again, and the central
section of the book describes with great psychological intensity the interior battle
between the Biblical texts that would seem to condemn Bunyan, and those that would
save him. The battle is complex — there isn’t a single turning point, but a gradual
process of assurance with frightening relapses. Bunyan’s own style isn't biblical; it
doesn’t have the syntactic markers, for example the binary linking of sentences like
St Paul’s ‘For we know that the law is spiritual: but I am carnal’ (Romans 7:14,
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Tyndale). However, the biblical texts have a special power for him - ‘that Scripture
fastened on my heart’, ‘this Scripture would strike me down, as dead’, or ‘that
Scripture would seize upon my Soul.’

It was much later, from the mid-eighteenth century, when the Authorised Version
began to be valued for its style as well as its doctrine. In this earlier period, the echo
of the English Bible is most audible in those not educated in Latin, like Bunyan,
and the radicals of the 1640s and 50s, like Richard Overton the Leveller, or Gerrard
Winstanley the Digger, or the female prophets like Anna Trapnel. Most extraordinary
of all is the so-called Ranter Abiezer Coppe, whose Fiery Flying Roll (1649) combines
the persona of the prophet Ezekiel with revolutionary zeal:

This saith the Lord, 1 inform vou, that I overturn, overturn, overturn. And as the
Bishops, Charles, and the Lords, have had their turn, overturn, so your turn shall be
next (ye surviving great ones) by what Name and Title soever dignified or distinguished,
who ever you are, that oppose me, the Eternall God, who am UNIVERSALL Love,
and whose service is perfect freedom, and pure Libertinisme.

With the Ranters, prophetic denunciation blends into a kind of ecstasy. Thomas
Traherne, whose political instincts were quite different, achieved another impressively
ecstatic, slightly heterodox devotion in his Centuries of Thanksgiving. Most of
Traherne’s work remained in manuscript until the twentieth century; and to a modern
reader his recounting of childhood vision sounds more akin to Wordsworth than that
of a Calvinist culture:

Had any man spoken of it, it had been the most easy thing in the world to have taught
me, and to have made me believe, that Heaven and earth was God’s house, and that
He gave it me. That the sun was mine and that men were mine, and that cities and
kingdoms were mine also; that earth was better than gold, and that water was, every
drop of it, a precious jewel.

It’s not Wordsworth, of course; it’s less moralising, less brooding. It’s still recog-
nisably within the Reformation and Counter-Reformation disciplines of meditation,
defined by Bishop Joseph Hall as ‘a bending of the mind upon some spiritual object,
through divers forms of discourse, until our thoughts come to an issue’ (Ars of Divine
Meditation, 1627). It’s also a particular effect of Renaissance prose, using the arts of
rhetoric sentence construction to come to a climax where the copiousness of phrase
echoes the benevolent creativity of God.

Political Prose

The growth of English political debate is remarkable in the seventeenth century. The
student of literature could benefit from knowing more than the arguments around
> Shakespeare and > Marvell, although those arguments — of the limits of monarchy
and the virtues or republicanism — are central. Nor is it simply a question of history
of ideas, of ‘background’; it is a matter of attending to considerable creativity in
great prose.

Most of the arguments in the period are conducted in the language of religion;
the new secular politics associated with > Machiavelli make little overt impact.
Machiavelli’s The Prince was not translated into English until 1640, even if the
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‘Machiavell’ is a bogeyman in the drama from the 1590s. Machiavelli’s acuteness was
sometimes recognised — Francis Bacon said that he described how men act, rather
than how they ought to act — but he had to be Christianised or rejected.

The most enduring form of political writing describes the imaginary community, or
Utopia. > More’s > Utopia (1516), which christens the term (a pun on ‘no place’ and
‘good place’ in Greek) was written in Latin, translated into English in 1551. While
it has some literary affinities with the ideal community of Plato’s Republic, and the
communitarian if not exactly communist ideals of medieval monasticism, the discov-
ery of the New World frames its discourse. Society outside the civilised west (fictional
or real) is no longer necessarily ‘barbarian’, primitive, there to be feared or exploited
— though it is all those things in our period. It might also be admirable, a world
which has escaped the Fall. So More’s guide, Raphael Hythlodaeus, uses their rational
society, with wealth, work and power distributed rather than concentrated, as a means
of criticising the Europe of his own day. Human nature has not changed, and the Uto-
pians are still Machiavellian in their dealings with the outside world. Inside, society is
regulated, rational, cultured. Things have been arranged so that self-interest and the
public interest coincide; and in doing so, as J. C. Davis points out, More lays out the
problem with Utopias. If morally good decisions are always sensible decisions, doesn’t
this destroy the humanity, the ethical identity, of the Utopians at the same time?

Subsequent Renaissance Utopias have been less influential, and less witty; but some
are still worth looking at. > Francis Bacon’s > New Atlantis (1627) contains little
of the circumstantial detail that makes Utopia such an imaginative success, but it
does contain, in Salomon’s House, the kind of ideal community of scientific learning
that Bacon wanted to see in England. Nor is it just an annex to Bacon’s scientific
writing; it celebrates a society without factions, and thus forms a rebuke to the court
parties in England. Sir John Harrington’s Oceana (1656) was published while the
government of England was being remade after the execution of the King. The detail
in his utopia is mathematical and organisational, perhaps to emphasise the scientific
validity of his schemes. Workable government depends on a well-designed framework,
one that designs out the impact of human imperfection. As with More, liberty is not
high on his list — a reminder that the classical republicanism of the Civil War and
Commonwealth period should not be confused with modern democracy, though it
opened the way for it. After the Restoration, Margaret Cavendish reinvigorated the
genre with her New World, called the Blazing World (1666), with its imaginary fantasy
of a world created by a female monarch.

The Civil War and Commonwealth period produced an explosion of debate in print
at all levels, from knockabout satire to serious proposals (sometimes in the same text).
This is the period of the early newsbooks, which from 1641 to 1660 gave an account
of events and their meaning from various political sides in small, eight or sixteen-page
pamphlets. The very first, The Heads of Severall Proceedings in this Present Parliament,
is a summary of the proceedings in Parliament, responding to the crisis in Ireland.
The various sides of the dispute had their own papers: the royalists had Mercurius
Aulicus and Mercurius Elencticus amongst others, Parliament had Mercurius Politicus,
the Levellers had The Moderate. Much of what we recognise as modern journalism
is there — opinion pieces, astrological predictions, ‘detestable outrages’, strange but
true stories — along with ballad poetry, even whole issues in verse, which indicates
continuities with a very different culture of disseminating news and ideas.

> Milton’s political writings begin in 1641, too, with Of Reformation touching
Church—Discipline in  England, and the Causes that Hitherto have Hindered 1.
(Seventeenth-century title-pages often function as brief summaries). After Charles I’s
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execution in 1649, he becomes virtually an official apologist for Cromwell’s cause: The
Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1649) had argued that it was lawful for a people to
call a tyrant to account. The first and second ‘Defences of the English People’ (1651
and 1654) are written in Latin for a European readership. The word is overused
about this period, but Milton is a genuinely revolutionary writer. In The Doctrine and
Discipline of Divorce (1643) he attacks the tyrannic power of ‘Custom’ in domestic
law; in Areopagitica (1644) he attacks the censorship; the attack on bishops and kings
completes the republican set. Milton is not the most liberal or radical of the writers
in the period, either; but the prose is certainly of more historical and artistic interest
than an annex to, or diversion from, his poetry. It can be uniquely stirring:

He that can apprehend and consider vice with all other baits and seeming pleasures,
and yet abstain, and yet distinguish, and yet prefer that which is truly better, he is the
true warfaring Christian. I cannot praise a fugitive and cloister'd vertue, unexercis’'d
& unbreath’d, that never sallies out and sees her adversary, but slinks out of the race,
where that immortal garland is to be run for, not without dust and heat. Assuredly we
bring not innocence into the world, we bring impurity much rather: that which purifies
us is triall, and triall is by what is contrary.

(Areopagitica)

Milton’s prose is best seen as part of a great and various debate in the mid-
seventeenth century, in a period where many assumptions were called into question.
The excitement of this can still be recaptured in the writings of the I.evellers,
Richard Overton, John Lilburne and William Walwyn particularly, and the Digger
Gerrard Winstanley. The political movements were short-lived; the ideas re-emerged.
In retrospect, though, the most profound rethinking of political authority from this
period is in > Thomas Hobbes’ > Leviathan (1651), the first great work of political
philosophy in English. Hobbes’ position may at first sight seem bleak, philosophically
and artistically. He reckons that human life is determined by fear on the one hand
and the desire for power on the other. His intellectual drives are similarly austere;
he regarded geometric as the paradigmatic procedure, and language, rhetoric and
metaphor particularly, as the means to absurdity and contention:

The light of humane minds is perspicuous words, but by exact definitions first snuffed,
and purged from ambiguity; reason is the pace; increase of science, the way; and the
benefit of mankind, the end.

Such was the rigour of Hobbes’ approach that he transformed the whole level of
debate. Nonetheless he was regarded as scandalously ‘atheist’ in his contention that
civil society could hold together by contract, simply because of the fear of civil
war, without any need for a theological justification like the Divine Right of Kings.
Hobbes was more ‘absolutist’ in his analysis of the social contract than subsequent
theorists, most notably Locke, whose Two Treatises of Government (1689) established
the philosophical basis of the liberal ‘Glorious Revolution’. Leviathan is also a more
compelling read than the austere preconditions it lays down for discourse might
imply (“There is nothing T distrust more than my Elocution’, he wrote at the end
of his masterwork). The famous Chapter 13, ‘Of the Natural Condition of Mankind
as concerning their Felicity and Misery’ is the best example, but the whole work
is based on persuasion through metaphor as much as logic. By comparison to the
earlier formulations of his ideas, such as The Elements of Law, Leviathan is a blaze of
rhetorical colour.
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The Language of Science

Hobbes’ commitment to a rigorous language purged of metaphor, even if he didn’t
achieve it, is often linked to the ambitions of a group he had a number of differences
with, the Royal Society, founded in 1660. The Royal Society had some of the
attributes of modern scientific organisation, the collective approach to knowledge
according to agreed rules, a commitment to experiment rather than the authority
of ancient texts, and a sense that progress could be made by accumulating facts
and scientific laws. At the same time, most of their active members (Robert Boyle,
John Wilkins and John Ray, for example) were at least as involved in theologico-
philosophical discourse as in conducting and writing up experiments. Approaching
this material simply as if it were the origins of modern science can distort its
feel. It was amateur, in the best and worst sense. Nor did it supplant older ideas
entirely. Boyle, Newton and Locke were exchanging alchemical secrets well into the
Restoration.

The suspicion of metaphor, ‘the close, naked natural way of speaking . . . bringing
all things as near the mathematical plainness, as they can’ (Thomas Sprat, 1667) is a
key ambition of their writing. It fed the artificial language schemes of the Restoration,
of which Wilkins’ Essay towards Real Character and a Philosophical Language (1668)
1s the most spectacular and intricate attempt to produce a classificatory sign system
which would not only describe but somehow be knowledge. So is the experimental
narrative, the essay which describes the progress of an experiment as a story from
hypothesis to conclusion. William Harvey’s De Motu Cordis (1628, tr. 1653), on the
circulation of the blood, anticipates it, but Boyle’s accounts of his experiments with
an air-pump, and Newton’s reports on his optical experiments, define the genre.

Subsequent histories have tended to edit out the concern with the trivial and the
amazing that occupied many of the early meetings. Left in, they show how Thomas
Browne’s Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1646), a fascinating compendium of popular errors,
links Bacon’s desire to discredit existing ignorance with the Royal Society’s half--
realised ambition to replace it with certain knowledge. Browne was a doctor, who had
read Harvey. One might say the medical profession forms a kind of alternative source
of ‘modern science’ in this period. Browne’s Religio Medici (1643) is a confession of
faith in a relaxed, intimate style, a reflection on God and Nature (‘that universal and
publike Manuscript’). Like the works of Boyle and other early scientists, it shows how
scientific practice was motivated as much by a theological desire for understanding
as by practical considerations. Browne may have been impatient of error, but he was
tolerant and sceptical, and disarmingly aware of his own bias.

History

The chronicle histories of England and their adaptation by Shakespeare and his
contemporaries show how much of an appetite for history the Elizabethans had.
Not only was it a cover for debate about contemporary events, it showed how the
country was still trying to define itself; and how the Tudors were establishing their
version of events. Thomas More’s History of King Richard 111 (1513) is an example
of this, though it is also the first example of a biography in English influenced
by the Humanist approach to history. The antiquarian movement was also an
important methodological development. Nowadays, ‘antiquarian’ is a pejorative term
for historians; the antiquarians of the sixteenth century, like Camden and Stowe,
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led the way in the critical use of sources. James I even closed down the College of
Antiquaries for a while out of political suspicion.

John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments (1570, augmented and revised until 1641) is a vast
historical compilation of Protestant martyr stories; indeed it is still popularly known as
‘Foxe’s Book of Martyrs’. Foxe, who was a Puritan forced into exile during the reign
of Mary, created an alternative hagiography to that of the Catholic saints, but more
importantly created an ideal of heroic suffering that inspired Milton and Bunyan, and
helped to define much of British Protestant Christianity’s sense of itself as a historical
and spiritual entity. Like most historians of the period, Foxe was both author and
editor, reporter and polemicist. There is something of the formulaic about all those
trials and burnings and last words; though the repetition has its own mesmeric effect.

> Sir Walter Ralegh’s History of the World (1614) is also a sourcebook for Puritans;
Cromwell and Milton admired it. Vast though it is (another individual encyclopaedia)
the main text breaks off at 146 BC. Ralegh’s earlier prose had addressed contemporary
history in an anti-Spanish, pro-colonialist manner. Only in the Preface to the History
of the World, with its swingeing attack on the ‘merciless’ Henry VIII in contrast to
James I, does he hint at the dangerous practice of writing about recent events. For
the most part, in the parade of English Kings in the Preface, and ancient monarchs
in the body of the text, he emphasises history as a record of the judgements of God:

Oh by what plots, by what forswearings, betrayings, oppressions, imprisonments, tortures,
poisonings, and under what reasons of State, and politic subtlety, have these forenamed
Kings, both strangers and of our own Nation, pulled the vengeance of God upon
themselves . . .

In its way, Ralegh’s History is as impressive as the historical tragedies of the period,
much of whose sensibility he shares. God and great men make history; ‘Eloquent,
just and mighty Death’, along with his historian spokesman, give the verdict.

History is what politicians write when they are out of power. Ralegh wrote
his in the Tower of London. Bacon wrote his History of Henry VI after being
dismissed from the Chancellorship. Although it is assembled from secondary sources,
it is interesting as a study in power politics from an angle that owes more to
Tacitus, Machiavelli and Guiccardini, not to mention his own experience, than
providentialism. A similar hard-headedness, in more epigrammatic form, is available
in his Essays, effectively the first English example of this new prose form. Closer
to an eye-witness account is Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion, not published
until 1702—4, but begun in 1646 after the defeat of the Royalists. Clarendon, as
Edward Hyde, had joined Charles I from a reforming, Parliamentary position, and
he is able to see both sides of many questions. An old anthology of Clarendon
reduced the History to a series of witty, judicious ‘characters’, which is true to
one side of the text. Charles I, for example, was ‘the worthiest gentleman, the
best master, the best friend, the best husband and the best Christian, that the
age in which he lived produced.’ The beginning of the next sentence reminds
us what was missing from the list: And if he were not the best king
‘Similarly, even as Cromwell is being consigned to hell in the final verdict, he
is exonerated from being a Machiavellian and a man of blood: ‘He will be
looked on by posterity as a brave bad man.’ Clarendon’s style of history has
itself had a long and continuing posterity; the judicious verdict of the participant
observer can be uniquely fascinating, and the partis pris can be recognised and
allowed for.
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Prose fiction

Renaissance prose fiction has only recently emerged from a subordinate position, as
a sourcebook for the drama and a preface to ‘the rise of the novel’ in the eighteenth
century. Between five and six hundred works of prose fiction were published before
1700. Some of them are romances, heroic and/or erotic, some are allegories, some
are fictional versions of non-fiction genres like the deathbed or gallows confession,
the life of the rogue, or travel stories. How do you tell if they are fiction rather than
fact? The title ‘the true story of . .. is usually one sign; the apparatus of fictiveness
mimics that of historicity.

> Sir Philip Sidnev’s > Arcadia (1578, first published in a revised form in 1590)
1s the acme of the pastoral romance, which spawned a number of imitations and
continuations, most notably > Mary Wroth’s Urania (1621). The romance plot, set
in ancient Greece, mixes defeated intentions and averted tragedy with disguise and
doubling; the intricacies of the plot are matched by numerous opportunities for set
speeches and poems. The attractions of a cultured, chivalrous aristocratic ideal —
stylishness in love and in battle — are celebrated in the characteristic Elizabethan
pastoral trope, where true virtue (which has to be inherited and apparent in action)
is always able to shed its disguise at the final, reconciling moment.

The political and cultural complexities of Arcadia are never quite matched in the
shorter romances of the period, of which > Robert Greene’s > Pandosto (1588)
and Menaphon (1589) and > Thomas Lodge’s Rosalynde (1590) and A Margarite of
America (1596) are the most notable. > Gascoigne’s Adventures of Master F.J. (1573;
revised and toned down 1575) uses a sophisticated battery of fictional devices, and
describes a distinctively sexy and hypocritical style of ‘courtly love’. In some ways it
reverses romance; the virtuous sister Frances is less successful than the promiscuous
tease Elinor, ‘shrieking (but softly)’ as she is seduced. The love debates in which F.J.
takes part fail to bring him to his senses; only betrayal does that, and he takes his
revenge in something close to rape.

> John Lyly’s > Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit (1578) began the fashion for
a moralising style based on a remarkable hyper-extension of antithesis. It’s not
uncritical; in fact the introduction of yet another sententious pairing when the
sentence ought to be over suggests a gift of self-parody:

This young gallant of more wit than wealth, and yet of more wealth than wisdom, seeing
himself inferior to none in pleasant conceits thought himself superior to all in honest
conditions, in so wmuch as he thought himself so apt in all things that he gave himself
almost to nothing but practising of those things commonly which are incident to those
fine wits: fine phrases, smooth quips, merry jaunts, jesting without mean and abusing
mirth without measure.

One critical dilemma in reading Elizabethan prose is deciding what to do with its
excess. Euphuism is a Humanist tale of the dangers of wit without wisdom, which
values male friendship over love for a clever but deceitful woman. It is a virtuoso
display of that greatest of humanist accomplishments, rhetoric, and an exposé of its
limitations.

> Thomas Nashe, perhaps the most versatile and energetic of the Elizabethan
stylists, learnt his trade as much from improvisatory satire of ‘Martin Marprelate’
(fl. 1588—90) that he was hired to attack as from the ‘university wits’ like Lyly (inci-
dentally also an anti-Martin pamphleteer). Nashe’s excess, though, mixes the verbal
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with the visceral. In > The Unfortunate Traveller (1594) his picaresque hero, Jack
Wilton, travels sixteenth-century Europe watching how disease, battle and torture
reduce bodies to their constituent parts. Moral indignation is most often reinforced
by bathos, as the proud and pretentious in love and religion are brought down.

Romance proved remarkably resilient in the seventeenth century, despite the early
translation of > Don Quixote, and its repertoire much expanded by translations from
the French. The impact of this is clearest in the Restoration, where > Aphra Behn’s
> Love Letters between a Nobelman and his Sister (1684—7) combined contemporary
allusion with a new, passionate sensationalism which her earlier translations only
partially indebted to the French romances she had earlier translated.

A largely popular rather than learned tradition of religious fiction, employing
allegory and dialogue, finds its most accomplished expression in Bunyan’s > 7he
Pilgrim’s Progress (1678; Part Two, 1684), > The Life and Death of Mr Badman (1680),
and > The Holy War (1682). Arthur Dent’s The Plain Man’s Pathway to Heaven
(r601) was a best seller, introducing theological and social ideas through dialogue;
Richard Bernard’s Isle of Man (1627), puts Sin on trial. Richard Overton, in 7The
Araignment of Mr Persecution (1645), also uses the trial narrative, with a few hints
from Foxe, to satirize the censorious Sir John Presbyter in the name of liberty of
conscience. To this lively, often humorous tradition Bunyan adds his own intensity,
in the first part a kind of heroic isolation, as Christian resists the blandishments of
Mr Worldly Wiseman, Giant Despair, and the court of Vanity Fair, where everything
exists to be sold. It’s tempting to see Bunyan at a whole series of crossroads, of
Puritanism and Nonconformist individualism, of popular fiction and emergent novel,
of providential history and social realism. He is evidence of all these changes; but,
like many of these early fiction writers, deserves to be read as more than representing
a phase before the ‘real’ novel began.

Renaissance prose, then, often demands a disciplined attention to style, and a grasp
of sometimes remote thought-forms; but it also offers tremendous examples of the
beauties of sentence-form precisely attuned to logic, and some startling inventiveness
that makes modern prose look po-faced and under-nourished.
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Introduction

Miranda: O, wonder!
How many goodly creatures are there here!
How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,
That has such people 1n ’t!
Prospero: "Tis new to thee.
(Shakespeare, The Tempest, 5.1.181—4)

If Miranda’s wondrous enthusiasm at the sight of fellow Europeans points to the
sense of excitement and pleasure infusing much Renaissance drama, so too her father’s
sardonic negation of that optimism expresses a feeling recurrent in many Renaissance
plays. Indeed, it is in its conflation of these two, irreconcilable, points of view that
this brief extract from > William Shakespeare’s > The Tempest (c. 1611) may serve
as a suitable point from which to embark on a survey of English Renaissance drama.
On the one hand, the pleasure and the sense of renewal and possibility expressed by
the young Miranda finds its analogue in the resolution, promise and optimism which,
superficially at least, inhabits the conclusion of many Renaissance comedies. The
protagonists of > Ben Jonson’s > Bartholomew Fair (1614), for example, leave the
play to carry on their festivities in the home of Justice Overdo, the town’s magistrate,
and in Shakespeare’s > A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1595) the conclusion of the play
points similarly to a happiness and a celebration beyond the confines of the text, as
the fairy king, Oberon, speaks a blessing on the marriages of the play’s protagonists.
‘Now until the break of day,/ Through this house each fairy stray,” Oberon says:

To the best bride-bed will we,
Which by us shall blessed be;
And the issue there create

Ever shall be fortunate.

So shall all the couples three
Ever true in loving be;

And the blots of Nature'’s hand
Shall not in their issue stand.

(5-1.387-396)

For such characters, it would seem, all worlds are brave and new, peopled by many
goodly creatures whose future promises more of their kind. Similarly, resolution,
rebirth and the prospect of brave new worlds frequently find expression in the
romances (of which The Tempest is one). Like The Tempest, for example, both
> Cymbeline (1609-10) and > The Winter’s Tale (1610-11) conclude with the
reconciliation of long-divided families and the rediscovery of relations believed to be
lost, or dead. A sense of miraculous rebirth underlines the ending of these plays: ‘If
this prove/ A vision of the island, one dear son/ Shall I lose twice,” says Alonso
in The Tempest (5.1.175-6) as his lost son is revealed to him, and this ‘most high
miracle’ finds its analogous moment in The Winter's Tale when the statue of Leontes’
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dead wife Hermione comes back to life, provoking from her husband the wondering
expression that ‘if this be magic, let it be an art/ Lawful as eating’ (5.3.110-1).
Similarly, in Cymbeline, the soothsayer’s explanation of a hitherto-baffling prophecy
points to rediscovery, resolution and the promise of a better future: “The lofty cedar,
royal Cymbeline,” the soothsayer explains,

Personates thee and thy lopped branches point
Thy two sons forth; who, by Belarius stolen,
For many years thought dead, are now reviv'd
To the majestic cedar join'd, whose issue
Promises Britain peace and plenty.

(5-5-454-9)

Miranda’s words, then, express a structure of feeling which resonates beyond the play
in which she utters them, but so too does Prospero’s cynical checking of her youthful,
and perhaps naive, enthusiasm. If Miranda believes like Coriolanus that ‘there is a
world elsewhere,” (Shakespeare, > Coriolanus (1608?) 3.3.135) Prospero clearly does
not, and his perspective, it might be argued, approximates more to the vision afforded
by tragedy that it does to the (supposedly) fairy-tale perspective afforded by romance,
or to the happy resolution of comedy. ‘How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable/ Seem
to me all the uses of this world,” ‘laments Shakespeare’s Hamlet (> Hamlet (c. 1601)
1.2.132—4). Not for him the pastoral conception of the world as a garden controlled
and ordered by man in which, as Polixenes says in > The Winter’s Tale,

We marry

A gentler scion to the wildest stock,

And make conceive a bark of baser kind

By bud of nobler race: this is an art

Which does mend nature, change it, rather, but
The art itself is nature’

(4-4-92—97).

For Hamlet, the world appears as quite a different garden, an ‘unweeded’ one, which
art has deserted, “That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature/ Possess it
merely’ (1.2.135-7). For him, the world is an empty place, denuded of dignity and
order, as it is for Edgar, at the end of Shakespeare’s > King Lear (1605), whose world
is equally hostile to the kind of transformative, youthful, perspective of a Miranda:
‘The weight of this sad time we must obey;’ that play concludes, ‘Speak what we feel,
not what we ought to say./ The oldest hath borne most: we that are young,/ Shall
never see so much, nor live so long.’ (5.3.322—5).

Both optimism and pessimism, then, both the sense that there is a world elsewhere
and the conviction that there is not are sentiments which recur frequently in
Renaissance drama. But to suggest, as I have perhaps implicitly done thus far, that
such sentiments are neatly divided into two opposing genres, comedy and tragedy,
is vastly to simplify the issue. To maintain, for example, that Shakespearean comedy
progresses invariably to the resolution of the conflicts played out in the drama, ending
in promise and the optimistic expectation of a renewed future is only one reading
of that genre, and however convincing that interpretation may at first seem, what
must also be accounted for are the places where such resolution is incomplete or
unsatisfactory. Even in such essentially light-hearted dramas as A Midsummer Night’s
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Dream and Shakespeare’s > Twelfih Night (1599-1600) total closure remains elusive:
Demetrius remains spellbound at the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, for instance,
whilst the ‘notoriously abus’d” Malvolio exits from Twelfih Night expressing the desire
to be ‘reveng’d on the whole pack’ of his fellow protagonists (5.1.376). And with
the darker Shakespearean ‘comedies,” such as > Measure For Measure (1603—4) and
(despite tits title) > All's Well That Ends Well (1602—3) the claim to comedic resolution
1s dubious indeed: those plays may deliver to their audiences the multiple marriages
which are a generic convention of the endings of Shakespearean comedy, but they
make it very difficult for an audience to conclude that such marriages constitute an
unambiguously happy ending, that all is indeed well which ends, so superficially,
well. Other comedies end with the institutionalised chastening of their protagonists:
in Jonson’s > Folpone, for example, Volpone is banished to prison, to be cramped
with irons until he is crippled, his accomplice Mosca is sent off to be whipped and
then enslaved forever in the galleys, and the other participants in the drama similarly
punished.

Renaissance comedy then, is frequently far less light-hearted and celebratory than it
might at first seem. Similarly, if many tragedies seem to reflect Prospero’s conviction
that confidence in brave new worlds is grossly misguided, this observation must also
acknowledge that many tragedies are far less essentially pessimistic, looking forward,
not back, and ending with the restoration of a renewed and reempowered order. Thus
Shakespeare’s > Macbheth (1605-6), for example, concludes with Duncan conferring
new honours on his thanes and kinsmen, calling home his exiled friends abroad,
promising to perform the tasks requisite to the re-imposition of order ‘in measure,
time and place’, and extending thanks ‘to all at once and to each one/ Whom we
invite to see us crown’d at Scone’ (5.7.103—4). Similarly, in > Christopher Marlowe’s
Edward II (c. 1592), it is not the death of Edward with which the play concludes,
but the stately, if brutal, reimposition of order on the accession of the King’s son,
> Edward III.

History plays, of course, tend to end with the accession of a new king, even
when their titles describe them as tragedies (as in > Richard 111 (15937), or when
the accession of the new king is undermined by the knowledge of what is to come
later, as in Shakespeare’s > King Henry VI Part III (c. 1592). In this play the
celebration of the new King, Edward, is, for the audience, circumscribed by the
presence on stage of the self-confessedly evil Richard, Duke of Gloucester, whose
Machiavellian machinations form the subject of Richard I1l. Yet the desirability of
state order is in both cases emphasised by the reconstitution of power in the single
figure of the crowned head: Richard III, for example, ends with the accession of
> Henry VII, whose heirs, he promises, will ‘enrich the time to come with smooth-
fac’d peace’ (5.5.31). The re-establishment of order, however, is not confined to the
ending of the history play: in Shakespeare’s > Romeo and Juliet (1597), for example,
the loss of the two protagonists becomes the occasion of the reconciliation of their
respective families, as each erects a statue in memory of the other’s lost child, whilst
in Shakespeare’s > Timon of Athens (1607) Alcibiades promises, in the closing lines
of the play, to ‘use the olive with [his] sword,/ Make war breed peace, make peace
stint war’ (5.4.81-2).

The Tempest, then, is not alone in vacillating between a sense of infinite optimism
and a sense of the ease in which such optimism might be undermined, or overlaid,
by less happy perceptions. And it might be argued, as indeed I shall, broadly
speaking, be suggesting here, that both of these contradictory perceptions derive from
the massive and interconnected changes taking place, in all fields, during the early
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modern period. On the one hand, the age is one of discovery. The new world to
which Miranda unconsciously refers is one of many new cultures encountered by
early modern Europeans: driven by the ever-increasing exigencies of trade, profit, and
eventually colonialism, they looked ever more widely for new routes and cultures to
trade with and to exploit, discovering in the process new continents and new races,
and extending trade and competition with those they already knew. But geographical
expansion was only one of the ways in which the Renaissance was a period of
discovery: in astronomy, the discoveries of Nicholaus Copernicus, Johannes Kepler,
Tycho Brahe and Galileo Galilei proved that the earth is not the centre of the
universe, as older theories had had it; they also showed that the universe was a much
greater and emptier place than had ever been thought before. Such discoveries were
driven, in part, by the compelling desire to draw conclusions about the world from
empirical observation of it which also characterises > Francis Bacon’s inauguration, in
the early seventeenth century, of a new methodology of scientific enquiry. Baconian
science emphasised the centrality of experimentation and observation to our access to
knowledge; it also laid out, explicitly, the claim that knowledge is power.

This scientific revolution, it may be observed, held much in common with the
thinking of many of the early Protestant Reformers of the Church, as both attacked,
implicitly or explicitly, older doctrines of order and hierarchy which had been central
to the thinking of the old science and to established, Catholic, religion. Known as ‘the
Great Chain of Being,’ this older doctrine is made explicit in Shakespeare’s > Troilus
and Cressida (1601—2) when Ulysses argues that:

The heavens themselves, the planets, and this centre
Observe degree, priority, and place,

Institute, course, proportion, season, form,

Office, and custom, in all line of order.

(1.3.85-8)
and asks:

How could communities,
Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities,
... The primogenity and due of birth,
Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels,
But by degree stand in authentic place?

(1.3.103-8)

Such thinking had for centuries dominated religious, scientific and political concep-
tions of order, assigning a fixed and individual place in a cosmic hierarchy from God,
down through the angels, man, women, and animal, to, finally, the most insignificant
stone. But when Ulysses argues for its enduring truth, it is already under threat:
Ulysses would not need to speak so fervently in its defence unless the view was
already under attack, (as it indeed was,) from scientific, religious and, as we shall see
in more depth later, political fronts.

It is no coincidence that one of the most explicit explorations of the truth or
falsehood of the ‘great chain of being’ appears in Troilus and Cressida, for this play is,
throughout, deeply concerned with philosophical questions about belief, and deeply
sceptical of our ability to achieve secure answers to the questions that it raises. ‘How
do we know?’ and ‘on what authority can we believe?’ were, as we have seen, questions
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raised with a compelling insistence in both religion and science; so too they inhabit
the philosophical inquiry of the period, which xperienced the rise of a new kind of
scepticism. The Essaies of Michel de Montaigne, published in 1580 and 1588, and
translated into English by John Florio in 1603 brought a searching intelligence to
bear on many issues which had not before even been formulated as questions, and
also formulated the framework to his essays in terms of an inquiry into the nature of
selfhood which was quite new: ‘I desire therein,” he states in his preface to the reader,

to be delineated in mine owne genuine, simple and ordinarie fashion, without contention,
art, or study; for it is my selfe I pourtray. ... If my fortune had beene to have lived
among those nations, which yet are said to live under the sweet liberty of Natures first
and uncorrupted lawes, I assure thee, I would most willingly have pourtrayed myselfe
Sfully and naked. Thus gentle Reader my selfe am the groundemorke of my booke: It is
then not reason thou shouldest employ thy time about so frivolous and vaine a Subject.

(Montaigne, Essaies.)

And in the latter part of our period, > Rene Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy
inaugurated an even more profound and radical scepticism, as he methodically
subjected each criterion for belief in his own existence to the process of reason,
holding ‘back [his| assent from opinions which are not completely certain’ and finding
in each of them some reason for doubt, implying (although not concluding) that the
answer to the question about our own existence.can only be found in the interiority
of the self: ‘cogito ergo sum’ — ‘I think, therefore I am’.

The scale and magnitude of change in the Renaissance was, then, hard to
underestimate, and it is easy enough to imagine that whilst this may have initiated
a sense of excitement — in the words of the narrator at the end of > Paradise Lost
‘the world was all before them; (XII, 646) — it simultaneously, may have generated a
perception of profound instability: the world may lie before Adam and Eve in Paradise
Lost, but only as they are leaving behind the security and calm which was Eden. To
discover that the universe is a vast emptiness, and that man cannot pretend to the
centrality in it in which he hitherto believed is a destabilising notion indeed: ‘the New
philosophie,’ as Donne famously put it, ‘calls all in doubt’.

The various developments which I have briefly detailed here could all be (and have
all been) argued to play a part in the growth of the tensions which reveal themselves
in Renaissance drama. The drama of the period is overdetermined, the product of
a multiplicity of social and political developments which interact with each other in
complex ways which we cannot easily, if at all, separate out and quantify. One way
of thinking this through, perhaps, is to remember that the conclusion of the English
Renaissance is conventionally marked by the outbreak of the English revolution, a
social conflagration the likes of which England had never before experienced. To
enter into the causes of the English revolution is way beyond the scope of this essay;
what needs to be recognised, however, is that the tensions which eventually explode
in so large-scale a conflict are both manifold, and in existence many years before
overt conflict actually erupts. In other words, although the Renaissance is in many
ways a period of extraordinary, and manifold, expansion and discovery, it also directly
precedes a time of gross social upheaval, the seeds of which it must also, however
unconsciously, experience and express.

In his Modern Tragedy, the Marxist cultural critic Raymond Williams, whose
thinking underlies that of the newer cultural materialist critics of the 1980s and gos
argues that important tragedy occurs in periods ‘preceding the substantial breakdown
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and transformation of an important culture. Its conclusion,” Williams goes on to say,

is the real tension between old and new: between received beliefs, embodied in institutions
and responses, and newly and vividly experienced contradictions and possibilities.
(Modern Tragedy)

The English Renaissance, it is clear, constitutes such an age, poised on the verge
of social disintegration, but in other senses relatively stable. And taking Williams’
observation rather more liberally than he intended it, I am extending it here to
encompass not just the tragedy of the Renaissance, but its drama in general, in which,
I think one can see evidence both of the discoveries of the Renaissance and of its
increasingly fragmentary sense of social cohesion. The remainder of this essay will
attempt to touch upon some of the ways in which these various changes inhabit early
modern drama: in it I shall try to raise, although not necessarily to answer, some of
the many questions generated by this most fascinating period of English literature.

Trade and Expansion

‘O my America, my new found land,’ states > Donne in ‘To His Mistris Going To
Bed, ‘my kingdome, safeliest when with one man man’d’. America, discovered in
1492, had by the late sixteenth century already become a figure for the possibility
of expansion and colonialism, and also, in very complex ways, for the figuring of
colonialism in terms of gender, and vice versa. We see this aspect of early modern
Europe most clearly, perhaps, in The Tempest which many recent critics, especially
those influenced by the New Historicism, have read as a representation of what is
commonly referred to as the ‘colonial encounter’. In part, The Tempest depicts the
relation between the exiled white magician Prospero, and the ‘salvage and deformed
slave’ Caliban, whose name is probably an anagram of the word ‘cannibal’. Although
Caliban’s race is uncertain (as indeed is the location of the island, situated variously
in the middle of the Mediterranean and adjacent to Bermuda,) he is self-evidently
of non-white origin, and much of the relationship between him and Prospero is
predicated on their respective, and competing, claims to the island. Caliban lays claim
to the island through his mother, and through a right conferred by prior occupancy:
‘this island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,’ he argues (1.1.331); his claim is countered
by Prospero and Miranda, who implicitly invoke their own moral superiority in their
characterisations of Caliban as a lying, brutish slave ‘which any print of goodness will
not take’ (1.2.351).

Which of the two claims is finally endorsed by the play itself is not easy to
determine. Both are, in different ways, of dubious validity, and the contest between
white and black in the play is complicated by the simultaneous presence in the
text of other characters whose political designs align with neither. If the lower class
characters of Stephano and Trinculo are as unruly and rebellious as Caliban in
their plan to overthrow the aristocratic Prospero, for example, they are also quite
happy to consider exploiting their ‘servant monster’ ally Caliban by enslaving him
and displaying him for profit in the fairs and marketplaces of Europe, where ‘not a
holiday-fool there but would give a piece of silver’ to see him (2.2.28). Indeed, The
Tempest, 1t could be argued, is a kind of marketplace of discourses, a place where
different races and classes meet and compete with each other, testing their respective
claims to wealth and to power.
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Much the same could be said of > Marlowe’s > The Jew of Malta (c. 1590), which
situates its action on an island which is a pivotal point of a new intercontinental
trade, in which, as a consequence, colonial and conquestatory desires are played out.
The opening soliloquy of the Jew, Barabas, makes it clear that it is Malta’s position
at the crossroads of a new, intercontinental enterprise which makes the island so
important: the goods in which he trades, he tells us, come from Persia, Greece, and
Spain, Egypt, Alexandria, Arabia and India. For Barabas, Malta is the place where
commodities like oils, wines, spice and silks can be refined into other commodities
whose value increases in inverse proportion to the commodities’ volume: oils are
exchanged for money, money in turn exchanged for precious stones, a gradual
progressive condensation of ‘infinite riches in a little room’ (1.1.37) (the epitome of
which, perhaps, is Malta itself). For Barabas, such exchange seems to occur almost
miraculously: the Moor and the Indian (from whom the most precious of this wealth
originates) can ‘pick [their] riches up’ (1.1.20) as they lie on the ground, the earth a
cornucopia of wealth which is there for the taking. Indeed the only labour to which
Barabas refers in his speech is his own, as he complains about what a ‘trouble ’tis to
count’ the ‘paltry silverings’ (1.1.5) in which he has been paid, claiming that he ‘all
his lifetime hath been tired,/ Wearing his fingers’ ends with telling it (1.1.15-6).

Barabas, then, simultaneously emphasises the centrality of trade and profit to Malta
(and to the play) and mystifies the origin of that profit in labour and exploitation
(miners, for instance, don’t get mentioned by Barabas, only the merchants who
profit from the mines). Such mystification of the shadier moral underpinnings of
this new drive for profit, this new hunger for wealth, is not entirely shared by the
play itself, in which, as Machevil first of all makes clear, the seemingly miraculous
profusion of wealth is underpinned by the less mystical (although still mystified)
designs of Machiavellian ‘policy’. Trade and its consequent riches, Marlowe seems to
be implying here, are inextricably linked with the systematic manipulation of power.
Thus although over the course of the play wealth and Malta are removed from
the Jews and the Turks respectively, to rest, finally, in the hands of the victorious
Christians, the audience are not permitted the easy justification of that victory with
which Ferneze, the Christian governor, concludes the play. ‘Let due praise be given/
Neither to fate, not fortune, but to heaven’ says Ferneze (5.5.122—3) — but this
appeal to the will of God, and to right, sits uneasily with the play’s exposure of
the Christians’ manipulation of the Machiavellian ‘policy’ which they have utilised,
more successfully than anyone else, in the struggle for supremacy over Malta, a
‘policy’ in which, as Machevil points out in the prologue, ‘might’ (and not right)
makes kings. Marlowe himself, it should be added, would certainly not have been
opposed to such designs, despite his exposure of the hypocrisy with which they were
frequently covered up. He was a personal player in the expansionary enterprise, with
considerable vested interests in the economics of international trade; his personal
involvement here may also be apparent in the impressive colonial energy with which
he endows his Tamburlaine, who conquers and consumes his world in > Tamburlaine
the Great 1 & 2 (published 1590).

Race

But one need not look to the Orient to see the vast impact which trade and expansion
had on the Renaissance imagination: its presence is also apparent in plays whose
location lies much closer to home. It is no coincidence that comedies like Jonson’s
> olpone (first acted 1605/6) and Shakespeare’s > The Merchant of Venice (1596—7)
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both take place in the city which was the gateway to many of the trade routes
established by the Renaissance seafarer traders. Nor is it coincidental that the latter
play, like The Few of Malta, fuses its concern with profit with the representation
of a rapacious Jew. For trade brings with it necessary contact with other races and
cultures, both those which had for years existed within European societies, (such as
the Jews) and those with whom the cultural encounter was relatively new, at least to
England (the Moors, for example). And if in The Jew of Malta and The Merchant
of Venice Jews function as the Europeans’ cultural other, with whom the Europeans
must compete, and whom they must contain or expel, so too, in different ways, does
the eponymous hero of Shakespeare’s tragedy > Othello (1604), and his Moorish
compatriots in other plays — the slave Ithamore in The Jew of Malta, Zanche in
> John Webster’s > The White Devil (1608—9), Aaron in Shakespeare’s early Roman
tragedy > Titus Andronicus (1594); the Egyptian Queen Cleopatra in Shakespeare’s
> Antony and Cleopatra (1606—7); and, of course, the ‘salvage and deformed slave’ of
uncertain but undoubtedly ‘Other’ origins, Caliban, in The Tempest.

As we have seen in our discussion of The Tempest, however, the finer points of
Renaissance attitudes to race are far from easy to determine. On the one hand, it
is undoubtedly the case that on almost every occasion (with the possible exceptions
of Othello and Antony and Cleopatra) where the audience is offered a representation
of a character who is not white, villainy and evil are never far away. Even in plays
such as The Jew of Malta, where all races and religions are shown to be at ease with
Machiavellian policy and designs of highly dubious value, the villainy of Barabas is
intrinsically associated with his race in a way that that of the Christians is not; the
same could be said of the Moor Aaron in Titus Andronicus, whose self-confessed
project of evil is expressed by him in terms of the desire to ‘have his soul black like
his face’ (3.1.203).

But on the other hand, large-scale slavery of African races by the English only
began in England in 1618, and since slavery generated, as well as stemmed from,
the perception that other races were sub-human it is arguable that racist attitudes
in the Renaissance were far less entrenched than they were in later years: the easy
assumption of continuous political ‘progress’, in other words, is one which should be
treated with considerable caution. We would not have to look far in our own culture,
for example, to find attitudes less liberal than those expressed in the Renaissance
by people such as Montaigne, who argued in his essay ‘Of the Cannibales’ that in
condemning other cultures we simply despise what we do not understand: ‘there
is nothing in that [cannibal] nation,” Montaigne argues, ‘that is either barbarous or
savage, unless men call that barbarism which is not common to them’. The advent of
large-scale slavery brought with it an ideology of the black African as a commodity,
an object to be bought and sold on the international market; consequently, it might
be claimed, attitudes towards black individuals became more, and not less, racist.
By the end of the eighteenth century, for example, > Coleridge found the thought
of miscegenation in Othello so repellent that he denied that Shakespeare intended
Othello to be black, claiming that ‘it would be something monstrous to conceive this
beautiful Venetian girl falling in love with a veritable negro’. And observations like
this, it should be noted, continued well into the twentieth century, as Ridley’s Arden
edition of the play makes clear.

What of the play itself? On the one hand, attitudes similar to those of Coleridge
are, undoubtedly, reflected also in the play of which he speaks. Othello himself seems
progressively to internalise such attitudes in his own self-conception: at the beginning
of the play he defines himself against the foreign and barbarous black Other, the
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‘Cannibals, that each other eat,/ The Anthropophagi, and men whose heads/ Do
grow beneath their shoulders’ (1.3.144-5); at the play’s conclusion he seems to
consider himself of a kind with those Other races to whom he had earlier opposed
his own identity when he describes himself as a ‘malignant and a turban’d Turk,” a
‘circumcised dog’ (5.2.355). And most obviously, lago invokes a racist disgust at the
thought of miscegenation very similar to that expressed by Coleridge when he rouses
Brabantio with the words ‘an old black ram/ Is tupping your white ewe’ (1.1.88—9).
But Iago’s perceptions of the issue are not identical to the play’s, nor, one would have
thought, to its original audience’s, for whom Iago is a ‘hellish villain’. And whatever
the answer to the old critical question of whether or not Othello and Desdemona have
consummated their marriage, the play concludes with an instruction to the audience
to look upon the ‘tragic lodging of this bed’ (5.2.364) — the marital bed, that is, one
which the black and white bodies of Othello and Desdemona lie reconciled, finally, in
death. Renaissance audiences, then, could at least countenance the idea that a black
man might wed a white woman (and sleep with her), in a way that later audiences
found very difficult to accept; the question of what vision the play itself has of the
importance of race, or of what political attitudes the discourse of face in the early
modern period actually denotes, remains one of great critical debate.

The City and Theatricality

The increasing interest in racial matters in the Renaissance is, then, a product at
least in part of its increasing encounters with other cultures in its trade abroad. No
less substantial a concern can be noted regarding trade at home. Thus comedies
like Jonson's > Bartholomew Fair and > The Alchemist (1610) offer us, respectively,
representations of an English country and an English city in which the ethos of the
marketplace is both paramount and explicit (as the title of the former would lead
us to expect). And the latter’s setting can also point towards another development
within Renaissance drama, most notable, perhaps, in Jonson, (see also his > The Devil
is an Ass (1616) and co-authored > Eastward Hoe (1605) but also apparent in some
of Shakespeare’s plays: the Roman plays (Coriolanus (1608?), and > Fulius Caesar (c.
1599)) for instance; some history plays, like > Henry IV 1 & 2 (quarto editions 1598
and 1600 respectively); and in comedies like > The Merry Wives of Windsor (1597).
Like Folpone and The Alchemist, albeit in different ways, these texts are set in the new
world of the city, an urban setting which is worlds apart from the pastoral locations
of comedies such as Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and > As You Like
It (c. 1599); romances like his > The Winter’s Tale and (co-authored?) > Pericles
(1608-9); tragicomedies like > John Fletcher’s > The Faithful Shepherdess (1610); and
tragedies like Francis Beaumont’s and Fletcher’s > The Maid’s Tragedy (1610). Many
of these, it is true, move between court and country — unlike, for example, many
history plays, and many revenge and ‘anti-revenge’ tragedies (such as > Thomas
Kyd's > The Spanish Tragedy (1587), > Cyril Tourneur’s > The Atheist’s Tragedy
(1611) and > John Marston’s satirical tragicomedy of revenge > The Malcontent
(1604)), whose setting is entirely, or far more consistently, courtly. But courtly and
pastoral locations differ greatly from the world of the city play, whose protagonists
are often merchants, artisans, or other members of the lower classes, as in > Thomas
Dekker’s > The Shoemaker’s Holiday (published 1600), > Thomas Heywood’s The
Four Prentices of London (1600), > Philip Massinger’s > The City Madam (1632),
> Middleton’s > A Chaiste Maid in Cheapside (1613), and Sir Francis Beaumont’s
parody of citizen comedy, > The Kmight of the Burning Pestle (1607). And all of these
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settings differ, again, from the world of the domestic tragedy, whose setting is the
home, as we see for example in the anonymous > Arden of Faversham (1592), and in
> Thomas Heywood’s > A Woman Killed With Kindness (1603).

City comedies are frequently characterised by an extraordinary energy and
movement: characters bustle frenetically into, out of, and around the stage in a
cacophonous and pleasurable medley of voices and action which reflects, perhaps, the
brave new world of the urban environment. The development of that environment,
indeed, is one of the most direct causatory material factors behind the hegemony of
drama amongst the Renaissance literary arts, for unlike poetry and prose, (which, of
course, also experienced an explosion in the Renaissance, partially as a result of the
technological advance of the printing press), drama demands, and potentially gratifies,
audiences of many people at once. The rise of the city guaranteed that there would
be enough people in the same place to pay for the productions they consumed (the
Globe theatre, for example, established in 1599, could play to audiences of almost
3,000, and was only one of several large theatres established in the period). Many
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