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  “Come said the Muse,

  Sing me a song no poet yet has chanted,

  Sing me the universal.”

  Walt Whitman, ‘Song of the Universal’, in Leaves of Grass

  “I must Create a System, or be enslav’d by another Man’s.”

  Blake, ‘Jerusalem’, f.10, l.20

  “You must teach the taste by which you wish to be relished.”

  Junzaburo Nishiwaki in conversation with

  Nicholas Hagger on 21 December 1963

  *

  “In poets as true genius is but rare,

  True taste as seldom is the critic’s share,

  Both must alike from Heaven derive their Light,

  These born to judge, as well as those to write.

  Let such teach others who themselves excel,

  And censure freely who have written well.

  Authors are partial to their wit,* ’tis true,

  But are not critics to their judgment** too?...

  A perfect judge will read each work of wit,

  With the same spirit that its author writ:

  Survey the WHOLE, nor seek slight faults to find

  Where Nature moves, and rapture warms the mind.”

  Pope, ‘An Essay on Criticism’, lines 11–18, 233–6

  *“Wit”, “the unexpected, quick and humorous combining or contrasting of ideas or expressions” (Concise Oxford Dictionary); “a combination of dissimilar images, or discovery of occult resemblences in things apparently unlike...The most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together” (Dr Johnson, Lives of the English Poets).

  **“Judgment”, “the critical faculty; discernment; an opinion or estimate; criticism” (Concise Oxford Dictionary).

  “Pay no attention to the criticism of men who have never themselves written a notable work.”

  Ezra Pound, ‘A Retrospect’
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  The following studies were written by Nicholas Hagger at different times between 1974 and 1985, and reflect his thinking during that period. The last two studies, on Swift and on traditional poetic method (a later piece of work written on 3-4 June 1999), question the Age of Reason and modern secular poetry. He has not amended them in the light of the current work, apart from minor tidying up. They illustrate the differences between the Neoclassical and Romantic approaches and sensibilities in English Literature by close readings of key aspects of their works: contraries that Universalism reconciles.
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  Studies of the Approaches and Sensibilities of Classical

  and Romantic Poets in English Literature

  Chaucer’s Ironic Praise and Deflation,

  Ridiculing Follies and Vices of the Incumbents

  within the Church System

  Chaucer’s method is a method of praise. In The Prologue he applies the same method to each of the 29 pilgrims he describes in detail. He introduces them, says nice things about them, gives us their attitudes, justifies them, and carries us along on a tide of panegyric. Then – was that the bottom of our boat scraping on rocks? – we suddenly realize he has carried us too far, and that we are assenting to his praise of a trait that is not praiseworthy. And so deftly is it done that it is with a slight shock we realize that Chaucer does not believe his own praise, that he is, in fact, being ironical. And in that little shock lies much of his humour.

  We can see this movement at work in his portrait of the Friar. He was a merry man, Chaucer tells us, he was licensed to beg, he was a man of great importance. In all the four orders no one spoke with such light familiarity. He had married “younger wommen at his owene cost”. Now we realize that he was a womaniser, but Chaucer goes on praising him. “Ful swetely herde he confessioun.” And: “He was an esy man to yeve penaunce.”

  Hey, we think, these are not good qualities to be admired, surely. He takes money, and is it not justified? “For many a man so hard is of his herte/He may nat wepe, althogh him sore smerte,/Therfore instede of wepinge and preyeres/Men moote yeve silver to the poure frères.” A preposterous justification. But this is the man, speaking in his own language, justifying himself, and Chaucer still does not give his opinion, at least not overtly. The Friar knew every innkeeper and barmaid

  
    “Bet than a lazar or a beggestere.

    For unto swich a worthy man as he

    Acorded nat, as by his facultee,

    To have with sike lazars aqueintaunce.”

  

  No one could believe such exaggerated justifications, Chaucer can’t believe them. And of course he doesn’t. This master of irony has pinned this rogue fixed and sprawling on a wall.

  The same applies to the Prioress, with her affected French and manners, her excessive daintiness. It applies to the Monk and his justification for his excessive outdoor pursuits:

  
    “What sholde he studye, and make himselven wood,

    Upon a book in cloistre alwey to poure,

    Or swinken with his handes, and laboure,

    As Austin bit? How shal the world be served?”

  

  It applies, less blatantly, to all the rogues Chaucer shows us, a gallery of characters who are on the make: the Merchant, The Shipman and the Doctor to name but three. Indeed, the problem in The Prologue becomes deciding when Chaucer is not being ironic, when he is being straight.

  The Knight, is he such a “worthy” man after all, seeing how often Chaucer uses the word “worthy” ironically elsewhere? (He uses it twice each of the Merchant and of the Friar.) Is Chaucer perhaps suggesting that he could not possibly have been to all those battles, that he was a bit of a romancer? Or is there another reason for the “gypoun” being “al bismotered with his habergeoun” – could he be idle, for instance, and just not up to getting it cleaned the evening before all 29 characters put up at the Southwark Tabard? And his son the Squire, is it really permissible that “He slepte namoore than dooth a nightingale”? Or is Chaucer again here praising the unpraiseable?

  Chaucer condemns by praise, by appealing to our sense of what is right. His condemnation is very different from, say, what Ché Guevara’s condemnation would be. For Chaucer accepts the theological and social structure of 1385, he does not reject the System at all. He merely criticizes – always by implication – individuals who do not live up to their theological and social roles. In his portraits of the Prioress, the Monk and the Friar, Chaucer is not against the Church, he is against three human individuals, and he is able to expose them, and ridicule their vices and follies, with a gentle chuckle. It is this humour that distinguishes him from the intense revolutionary.

  Even with the Pardoner, Chaucer is not against an institution. The selling of pardons was, after all, on the way out when he wrote, and the Establishment was as much against them as he was. Chaucer, as one might expect from his many jobs as page to the Duchess of Clarence, courtier, soldier, squire, diplomat, peace-negotiator, customs comptroller, Knight of the Shire (equivalent to an MP) and Clerk of the King’s Works, was a natural supporter of the status quo.

  His condemnation is also very different from, say, Pope’s. There is no “abhorrence of vice” in Chaucer, nor desire to correct. He is not a moralist, but a describer, a brilliant painter who catches the implications of abstract character in a vivid description of appearance and dress. Above all he is the master of significant detail, seizing on an unwimpled forehead or an “A” on a bracelet to suggest the true bent of his subject. He is a teller of the truth, one who ridicules the gap between how men ought to be if they are to live up to their job, and how men are. He does it with the ironic praise and chuckle of the experienced Taverner. What a good companion Chaucer must have been at the Tabard Inn.

  Chaucer doesn’t want to change anything. He doesn’t want to overthrow the status quo, and he doesn’t want his people to change. He likes them with their vices and foibles. He has a humorous attitude towards them that has forgiven them as soon as he has understood them. He must have had the Friar’s eyes:

  
    “Hise eyen twinkled in his heed aright

    As doon the sterres in the frosty night.”

  

  He admires the Parson – perhaps the only character who is definitely offered straight, without irony – but it is hard to believe that Chaucer wanted all men to be like him. He is writing the first character-sketches in our literature, and his condemnation states an attitude, the attitude of a very great artist, and it is that that gives his portrait distance and roundness.

  When it comes to the Tales themselves, we have the double irony of characters already praised praising their characters. The Merchant tells us that Januarie was a “worthy knight” in line 2. Only fools stay single, and “To take a wif it is a glorious thing”. After that, marriage – the theme of the tale – is praised whenever it is mentioned: “A wyf is Goddes yifte verraily;…/Mariage is a ful greet sacrement.” And so on.

  We are carried along on this deceitfully benevolent outlook until we find ourselves approving of the outcome of the tale: May, his wife, making love to Damyan up a pear-tree, which Januarie sees. For in a passage which anticipates the mock-heroic ‘Rape of the Lock’ Pluto intervenes to give the blind old man back his sight. Hey, we think, pulled up short. Something must be wrong. How come that we have agreed that marriage should be praised – to be confronted with this.

  Deflation is central in Chaucer’s technique. He pumps his characters up with praise, and then pauses to let out a little air. Pope works differently: he pumps Arabella Fermor up until she bursts: BANG. Chaucer is closer to the method of Swift in ‘A Modest Proposal’. Look, Swift is saying, the politicians must know what they’re talking about, and everyone knows that the Irish are a problem, so what about cutting up the children of the poor and cooking them? There is no blatant exaggeration here: no disproportionate attention on a single hair that has been “raped”.

  Swift is using the words and attitudes – the very language – of the people he is criticizing and ridiculing, and is arriving at a preposterous conclusion that deflates them. Chaucer likewise uses their language and likewise lets them arrive at a preposterous conclusion that deflates them.

  In a study of irony in literature, the methods of Chaucer must be compared with the methods not just of Pope and Swift, but of Dryden, of Horace’s light-heartedness and Juvenal’s seriousness, and of the novelists Jane Austen, Henry James and Conrad. There are a number of different ways of ridiculing your characters, and Chaucer’s way remains as good as any.

  Chaucer’s Merchant’s Tale:

  Epic Marriage and Early Mock-Heroic Deflation of Blindness

  The Merchant’s Tale is memorable for its climax, of course: the climax in the pear-tree when Damyan “Gan pullen up the smok, and in he throng.” Students, especially girl students, never fail to be delighted at the picture of Damyan being joined in the pear-tree by May, who has to climb on the old, blind Januarie’s back to be there; of the love-making up among the pears, and of Januarie, having had his sight restored at the crucial moment, screeching indignantly, “Strugle…ye algate in it wente”. Poor Januarie is convinced he saw “thy smok hadde leyn upon his brest”. How laughable he is when May convinces him that he should not believe the evidence of his own eyes.


  It is the laughter that makes the earlier parts of The Merchant’s Tale equally memorable, for the irony in this Tale is an extension of the way the Merchant laughs at Januarie. If the Merchant were alive today, and were interviewed on television, and if he confessed to having a “labbing shrewe” as a wife, and were asked for his views on marriage, he would surely reply: “Any man who marries is daft. A man of 60 and a woman of under 30 – ridiculous. The woman is bound to be unfaithful. Surely no man is going to trust her words? Only a raving idiot would.” This is the Merchant’s, and presumably Chaucer’s, attitude towards Januarie.

  Januarie is ridiculous until after the wedding, when we focus on May’s inevitable infidelity. Januarie ceases to be quite so ridiculous for a while, but becomes utterly laughable when he is conned into refusing to believe the evidence of his own eyes. He is a particularly stupid cuckold from a time when cuckolds were laughed at pretty mercilessly.

  The irony reinforces the laughter. “Any man who marries is daft” – “To take a wif it is a glorious thing”. “Januarie is ridiculous” – “This olde knight, that was so wis”. You can hear the gale of laughter from the audience as the Merchant breaks into his ridiculing tone to simulate an adoption of Januarie’s point of view, to pretend to take Januarie’s part. How self-importantly Januarie consults all the authorities, with their conflicting claims: Theophrastus and Solomon. How het-up are the examples from the Bible: “Lo, Judith…Lo Abigail” (which reflect his increasing self-persuasion and excitement).

  What heroic apostrophes to the gods and what invocations to Januarie himself turn the poem into a mock-heroic to rival ‘The Rape of the Lock’. How deflatingly banal and meat-like are the animal images that run through this “heroic” Tale, with its attendant divinities (Pluto and Proserpine) in the best epic tradition. “‘Bet is,’ quod he, ‘a pyk than a pickerel,/And bet than old boef is the tendre veel.’” And to cap it all, how hilarious is the picture of Januarie on his wedding night, reading Constantine Afer’s De Coitu, the Kama Sutra of the eleventh century, for love-making tips, cramming himself with aphrodisiacs (“ypocras, clarre, and vernage”), and then kissing May “with thikke brustles of his berd unsofte,/Lyk to the skin of houndfissh, sharp as brere”. We can see him chattering like “a flekked pye” so that “the slakke skin aboute his nekke shaketh”, sitting “in his sherte,/In his night-cappe”. No wonder May “preyseth nat his playing worth a bene”.


  The Merchant’s Tale is memorable because of the mock-heroic tone. It is surely the first example of the mock-heroic genre in English literature, and it debunks the solemnity of the epic marriage with a superb sense of the ridiculous. Once we have grasped this we can see why Chaucer has to compare Januarie’s garden with the one in the Roman de la Rose – which surely did not have a “cliket” to its “wiket” – and why the astrological news (about what constellation is in what sign of the zodiac) is so necessary.

  The mock-heroic works by creating a lofty tone for a banal subject, and then deflating it. Small wonder that the young Pope translated The Merchant’s Tale under the title January and May.

  Julius Caesar:
Plotting for Power in the Roman Civilization

  The key to Julius Caesar is the interpretation of Cassius. It is my contention that Cassius is a self-interested, Machiavellian character. From the very beginning he has his sights on ruling Rome. The names Cassius and Caesar are as interchangeable as Brutus and Caesar. He knows it is too dangerous to run the coup single-handed, and he contrives it so that Brutus will be blamed if the coup fails. He needs Brutus to command the people’s assent following the murder of Caesar: he knows that he himself could not command that assent.

  All along, however, he intends to remove Brutus once he has served his purpose. He will murder Brutus. As Nasser was a party to dethroning Farouk, and later took over from Neguib, so Cassius too will be the supreme ruler. No wonder he says in fury, after Antony has insulted him, “This tongue had not offended so to-day/If Cassius might have rul’d”.

  Brutus, then, is incredibly naïve. He does not grasp that he is being used until the quarrel with Cassius, when he begins to glimpse the truth: Cassius’s “itching palm”. No wonder Brutus is “sick of many griefs”. His idealism and nobility, his belief that Rome should be liberated from his friend Caesar, lead up to the incredible blunder of allowing Antony to address the mob unchecked. Surely even Brutus would have been in the wings to listen, instead of leaving the stage (the Forum) free for Antony.

  Antony too is after power. His scorn for Lepidus makes that clear. “Is it fit,/The threefold world divided, he should stand/One of the three to share it?” Antony asks. Antony checkmates Cassius, he out-Cassiuses Cassius. And, ironically, the holder of the office to which both Cassius and Antony aspire, the dictatorial Caesar who will not repeal the banishment on Cimber’s brother, is revealed, as holders of such tyrannical power often really are, a timid aging man “in his night-gown”.

  The power that Cassius and Antony seek is an illusion. And this is a very Elizabethan – and Websterian/Jacobean – theme.

  The Politics of Measure for Measure
to Secure Inner Change to Virtue

  Above all Measure for Measure is a study in politics. The Duke, confronted with a Vienna that has gone permissive, resolves to clean up a city and rid it of its whoring by reviving the death penalty for fathering illegitimate children. So far he is like a Headmaster in a school whose discipline has decayed, or, to use his own image for it, one of the “fond fathers” who have “bound up the threat’ning twigs of birch”. He explains his motive in choosing Angelo to do his tightening up for him in a speech to Friar Thomas (Act 1, sc 3):

  
    “Sith ’twas my fault to give the people scope,

    ’Twould be my tyranny to strike and gall them

    For what I bid them do; for we bid this be done,

    When evil deeds have their permissive pass

    And not the punishment. Therefore, indeed, my father,

    I have on Angelo impos’d the office;

    Who may, in th’ambush of my name, strike home,

    And yet my nature never in the fight

    To do in slander.”

  

  His choice of Angelo as opposed to Escalus, who recommends Angelo on the first page of the play, shows us that the Duke is a skilful, intriguing politician of the Harold Wilson calibre. For the Duke, as we learn, knows that Angelo will make a “corrupt deputy”, for he knows about Mariana and the “examples for his falling”. His aim is, obviously, to intrigue a situation in which Angelo shakes the threatening twigs of birch without actually using them. So long as Angelo has committed the offence (with Mariana) for which someone is to die, the Duke feels he has a hold over the situation, and can control it. And control is what government is all about.

  And control the situation he does. For whether or not he has read Angelo’s character right, whether or not he expects Angelo to go through with the execution of someone when he is just as guilty as the condemned man, he has foreseen that Angelo will abuse his power. And so when it transpires that Claudio is to be executed so that the law shall not be a scarecrow, the Duke, now in disguise, is ready with the solution, to help Isabella save her brother by allowing Mariana to take her place at the meeting. The whole exercise has been carefully thought out in advance, the only unknown (on the evidence of the text) being exactly who Angelo would arrest for fathering an illegitimate child.

  When seen like this, the play loses some of its problems. The Duke is using Angelo as a modern prime minister doubtless uses a minister: to introduce an unpopular policy for which he himself will not be blamed. We should not feel sorry for the scholar, Angelo, who is reluctant to accept his new office (“Let there be some more test made of my metal”), for such using is fair game in politics. We should not make a problem of Angelo’s unsuitableness for the job in view of his past association with Mariana, for it is precisely that which has led the Duke to choose him. Nor should we make a problem of the fact that the Duke is, at one and the same time, helping Isabella to save her brother and advising Claudio to “be absolute for death”. From the start he had no intention of allowing the victim of his new policy to die – Ragozine’s head would presumably have fallen anyway – and his advice to Claudio is to be seen as bringing him to an understanding of the truth about himself, which is the business of the comic misunderstanding.

  The “cruel striking” of the Duke towards Claudio and Isabella in keeping them in suspense about Claudio’s fate is, in fact, an instrument of self-change. For the Duke, like Shakespeare, believes that a tightening up of the law is not enough. The change must take place in the heart of each citizen, and this is to be founded on the idea from which the title is taken: “‘An Angelo for Claudio, death for death!’…/Like doth quit like, and Measure still for Measure” (Act 5, sc 1).

  We see now why the Duke has let the law “slip” for fourteen years. It is because of this belief that change should come from within, and the outer law should be used as an aid to such inner change. It should not replace it.

  The Tempest:
Ariel as Muse to Summon Corrupt Rulers for Forgiveness

  The Tempest is a baffling play, at first sight. Here among the Peter-Pan magic of the island, which is probably Bermuda, we find an intense father-daughter relationship, a past wrong – Prospero deprived of his Dukedom by his brother – and a contrived storm to bring a group of people together so that they can be forgiven.

  What is Shakespeare playing at? This is, after all his last play. And judging from the speech about the breaking of the staff, the drowning of the book, Shakespeare knows it is his last play. Would Shakespeare, the author of King Lear and the storm on the heath, have devoted his last work to fairy-tale magic? Surely not. From what we know of him from the Sonnets, he would surely have filled the play with the pressure of a personal emotion?

  And – and this is what critics seem to have missed, with their analyzes of Prospero/Art versus Caliban/Nature, and the like – he did. The Tempest makes sense if it is read as an embittered Shakespeare resenting his forced removal from the London stage by the actor-manager rival of his, Burbage; and Shakespeare’s subsequent forgiveness.

  As much as Pirandello’s work, Six Characters in Search of an Author, The Tempest is a play about a dramatist working on his characters. Ariel, “an airy spirit”, is nothing less than the Muse, or poetic inspiration, of Prospero/Shakespeare. Prospero calls on his Muse to contrive a tempest that will bring his enemies together, and he promises to free his Muse once this is done, i.e. renounce his writing. His Muse obeys and besides being full of poetry about cowslip bells and blossom, acts as a deus ex machina, bringing the characters on and taking them off and generally watching over the action, in the course of which he saves the life of the King. As a reward for this last work – his enemies gathered together before him by the idea of a tempest – Prospero duly rewards his Muse with freedom, which necessarily means that he will have to drown his book. That last renunciation speech is therefore a logical consequence of Prospero’s dealings with Ariel, and not the digression it is sometimes made out to be.

  Caliban, a near-anagram for Cannibal which has led all the critics to write about Montaigne’s essay ‘On Cannibalism’, is the groundling who revolts against his erstwhile master (Prospero/Shakespeare) and worships a new god: in Stefano, the drunken fool, there may be a caricature of someone connected with the Jacobean stage, whether an actor-manager or even a dramatist, or possibly even the Master of the Revels of the time, who had proved unsympathetic to Shakespeare. “You taught me language; and my profit on’t/Is, I know how to curse,” he grumbles at Prospero. How bitter Shakespeare must have felt at his desertion by the groundlings in the Jacobean climate when free speech was beginning to become a problem.

  And this brings us to the tempest which has struck the group on the island – the real tempest that happened after Elizabeth’s death, not the imaginary one that Shakespeare asks his Muse to create. Indeed, it is the contrast between these two tempests (one political and real, one imaginary) which is at the heart of the play, and which makes the play so baffling.

  The Tempest contains the sense of the passing of an Age. “We have seen the best of our time,” Gloucester says in King Lear and this sentiment is echoed in Gonzalo’s “Our hint of woe/Is common”. Gonzalo harks back to the Golden Age. Trinculo says, “If th’ other two be brain’d like us, the state totters”. There was a feeling that the Golden Age of Elizabeth had passed and that what had replaced it was not as good. The tempest that had swept the old order away had washed up the group of rulers Prospero judges and forgives, who may include the doddering, harmless King James (King of Naples), who is in the hands of wicked men; and in the honest old Gonzalo, someone who had helped Shakespeare in the past: perhaps the Master of the Revels before the last one (who was perhaps the original for Malvolio), now an old man.

  The Tempest, then, is a play within a play, like the play performed by the Player King that Hamlet watched. The outer play is about the aging Shakespeare producing those he needs to forgive and renouncing his writing. The inner play is what Ariel, his Muse, gives us: the tempest that has changed Shakespeare’s life by compelling his retirement. We need to investigate the historical facts surrounding this retirement in the light of what The Tempest itself tells us.

  But even without our being in possession of the full facts we have here a basis for interpreting Prospero’s character. There can be no flat, monotonous delivery; no withdrawn, worn-out, emaciated old man looking in disgust on the general proceedings. That interpretation misses the spirit of the play. Prospero should rather be presented in conflict, as a man forced to retire against his will, who is writing one last work and composing himself for peace with his daughter. For in Miranda was there a portrait of Shakespeare’s own daughter, Juliet?

  Shakespeare’s Dissatisfaction in Sonnets:
The Tradition of Lost Love

  The dating of Shakepeare’s Sonnets is crucial to their interpretation. Dr Rowse goes for an early dating, 1592/3, and therefore sees the Rival Poet as Marlowe, the patron as Southampton, and the Dark Lady as Emilia Lanier, who was then 24. Dover Wilson in his Cambridge University edition plumps for 1597/8, later, and therefore sees the Rival Poet as Chapman, the patron as William Herbert, The Earl of Pembroke, and the Dark Lady as perhaps Mary Fitton, who visited Herbert and became pregnant by him on 16 June 1600. It may be that the sonnets are in two groups, one written early and one written later and that both Rowse and Dover Wilson are partly right.

  Dover Wilson rearranges the sonnets to make a chronological narrative of the affair. Shakespeare persuades his patron to have an heir, worships his beauty, goes on a journey during which the patron’s affair with the Dark Lady begins, suspects the liaison, is ousted from his patron’s affection by the Rival Poet, bids farewell to the patron he once loved, and is finally full of reproach towards the Dark Lady. Whether the patron is Mr W.H., or whether Mr. W.H. is merely the publisher’s dedicatee as Dr Rowse claims (perhaps a printing error for Mr W.Sh, i.e. William Shakespeare), is immaterial to this essentially autobiographical narrative.

  But are the sonnets autobiographical? In spite of Rowse and Dover Wilson, there are still scholars who deny that they are. These take the more traditional Eliotian view that they are literary exercises. (To be fair to Eliot, I believe he said that some of them are literary exercises.) One of my pupils went for an interview at a teacher training college and was soundly ticked off for suggesting that the sonnets may be autobiographical. It is worth forgetting Rowse and Dover Wilson and a mixture of the two for a while, and all other daters, datings and commentators, and taking a fresh look at Sonnets in the order in which they come down to us and regarding them as evidence of a state of mind to see if what is revealed is consistent with a literary exercise. The answer is, I submit, that the sonnets are anything but a literary exercise. A picture of Shakespeare emerges that shows a very disturbed state of mind.

  Shakespeare is obsessed by time. “Time’s scythe”, “this bloody tyrant Time”, “swift-footed Time”, “sluttish time”, “Time’s injurious hand”, “Time’s fell hand”, “Time’s thievish progress to eternity”, “Time’s tyranny”, “Time’s fool”, “Time’s fickle glass” – these are just some of the key expressions to be found in sonnets 12, 16, 19, 55, 60, 63, 64, 65, 77, 115, 116, 126. Beauty is “like a dial-hand” on a watch, it is destroyed with “no pace perceiv’d” (104), and this affects Shakespeare’s own face, which is getting old. “My storm-beaten face” (34) “beated and chopt” (62) – “Time’s pencil” (16) has drawn lines on his brow, and he knows “my days are past the best”.

  Knowing this he idolizes the beauty of his younger patron, though he knows that it will not last. His patron has an honourable name (36), “birth” (37), “a woman’s face” (20) and it will be forgotten unless he has an heir, a child who will have his looks. His beauty is a classical beauty that outshines the beauty of Adonis or Helen (53), but Shakespeare specifically says in sonnet 20 that the relationship was not homosexual: “But since she (Nature) prick’d thee (= selected, with an obvious pun) for women’s pleasure,/Mine be thy love (= your platonic love is mine), and thy love’s use (= bodily love, sexual intercourse) their (= women’s) treasure.” Shakespeare says that a man is no use to him sexually: “By adding one thing to my purpose nothing.” Shakespeare makes it clear that his patron embodies the ideal beauty of the age – “All their praises are but prophecies/Of this our time, all you prefiguring” (106), and this is surely a straight judgement rather than the flattery of an impecunious actor-poet who depends on his patron’s cash.

  Time destroys all beauty, and if there is to be no immortality for the patron through children – and between sonnet 17 and 18, Dover Wilson is right, surely something has happened to kill the “heir” theme and blossom a relationship that is more “temperate” than a “summer’s day” – then his immortality is to come through Shakespeare’s poetry, which, Shakespeare is at times confident, will last for ever. Though this self-belief is to some extent a sonneteer’s convention, and Ovid, for one, was proclaiming that he had immortalized a friend in his work, Shakespeare’s moods of self-belief ring true. Shakespeare’s sonnet 17 will be a lasting “tomb” for his patron, and the end of sonnet 18 (the “summer’s day”) is: “So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,/So long lives this (i.e. sonnet 18), and this gives life to thee.” His patron’s “name from hence immortal life shall have…./Your monument shall be my gentle verse,/Which eyes not yet created shall o’er-read” (81).

  I have said Shakespeare had “moods” of self-belief, because a look at sonnets 17, 71, 72, 76, 80, 100, 103, 107 give an opposite picture of self-doubt and self-deprecation – or is he merely being falsely modest? “Stretched metre of an antique song” (17), “do not so much as my poor name rehearse…/Lest the wise world…/Mock you with me after I am gone” (71) – after these two passages it is not surprising that Shakespeare should tell his patron that he should be ashamed to love “things nothing worth” (= his sonnets), (72). Shakespeare despises “new-found methods, and…compounds strange,/Why write I still all one, ever the same?” (76.) His “saucy bark” is “inferior far” (80) to the Rival Poet’s – is this ironical, or is it to be taken straight as an admission of his own shortcomings? – and he feels his Muse deserts him (100) and that “I no more can write!” (103.) Sonnet 107 is “this poor rhyme”. If we forget about the dating of the sonnets and regard them as the expression of one state of mind, there is a baffling mixture of self-belief and self-doubt.

  Shakespeare was very dissatisfied with his situation. He complains at his “outcast state” (29), i.e. being an actor. He does not like being a slave to his patron (or is the Dark Lady referred to here?): “Being your slave, what should I do but tend,/Upon the hours, and times of your desire?/ I have no precious time at all to spend,/Nor services to do till you require.” (57.) The irony here leaps from the page – “my sovereign” he writes in the same poem, i.e. my King, or is it Queen?, i.e. “my lord and master”. The same ironical tone is to be heard in sonnet 40 when he says to the gentle thief, his patron, in effect, ‘Why don’t you help yourself to everyone I love, while you are at it?’: “Take all my loves, my love, yea take them all….”

  He is dissatisfied with the evil times he lives in, and how Hamlet and Lear ring in our ears as he complains about the Age and its “newfangled ill” (91): “Tir’d with all these” (evil times) he lists all the abuses of the day, for example censorship, “art made tongue-tied by authority” (66). His patron has to live “with infection” unlike “in days long since, before these last (= days) so bad”. (67.) Gossip is a “canker vice” (70) that destroys the rose with sweet odour (54, 94, 95), while gossips “to thy fair flower add the rank smell of weeds” (69). The Age is to blame for his patron’s increasingly bad reputation: “But why thy odour matcheth not thy show,/The soil (= age) is this, that thou dost common grow (= like a weed).” The world is “this vile world” (71) and Shakespeare abhors the new, “new-found methods” (76). Shakespeare was in touch with Court diplomacy – “great princes’ favourites” (25) and “this written embassage” (26) reflect its language, as do “Policy” (124) and the “suborn’d informer” (125) – and his attitude towards the politics of the day is surely contained in the baffling sonnet 107, which is about “the mortal moon”, presumably the death of Elizabeth I. There is a hint that the evil times are over in the phrase “this most balmy time” (107), which may refer to the springtime of James I’s clemency if the later dating is adopted.

  Shakespeare is dissatisfied that he has wasted time: the “chronicle of wasted time” (106) is evidently one he knew. He knows that lust is “no sooner had/Past reason hated as a swallowed bait” (129). He knows that “love is as a fever” that makes men “frantic mad” (147). Yet “you and love are still my argument;/So all my best is dressing old words new” (76). He despises himself for being involved in the triangle with his patron, and it is often hard to sort out which is the “sweet thief” (= the Dark Lady) (35) or the “gentle thief” (= the patron) (40) who has robbed him. The Dark Lady has “robb’d others’ beds’ revenues of their rents”, i.e. has made love to other married men (142), and Shakespeare is full of disgust at her “black” “deeds” (131). She is a “vulgar thief” (48), yet Shakespeare is like a “babe” running after a “careful huswife” (143). The two “Will” poems (135, 136), which between them mention the word and name Will twenty times, obviously punning on the Christian name of Shakespeare, and probably on the first names of the patron (if William Herbert) and possibly of the Dark Lady’s protector as well (if Sir William Knollys, suitor to Mary Fitton), show what a tangle Shakespeare is in. Dissatisfied with his situation, yet powerless to do anything about it so strong is his infatuation for the Dark Lady, Shakespeare reveals a state of mind that is in a complete mess. Even in Bath he is in the “thrall” (154) of his “mistress’ eyes” (153).

  Some lovely phrases come out of his torment: “summer’s honey breath” (65) and “proud-pied April” (98). The waves move towards the pebbled shore, the summer’s day shines, but not too hotly, and throughout the sonnets Shakespeare avoids the conventional image – “My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun” (130, i.e. they cannot be compared with anything as conventional as the sun; not as Shaw wrongly interpreted, they are not as good as the sun). The grave, the glass, usury, the seal, a lease, a tomb, painters, the chest and the jewel, the arrest, the King – all these images carry Shakespeare’s discontent and self-disgust. There is a line which runs from Catullus; the exiled Ovid; through Wyatt and Surrey; through Shakespeare; to Tennyson (in In Memoriam) and Hardy (in those poems about his dead wife, when in his mind’s eye he revisits scenes they have visited together). This tradition is one that celebrates and laments a lost love.

  Of course, the way to escape from time, and mess, is not into children (“heirs”) or the false eternity of art, though both of these created forms that outlive oneself, and therefore help. It is, quite simply, to experience the Light within the soul, the illumination which it is the business of all religions to uncover in the soul when the conditions are right, and which most English people today – and this is certainly true of the atheists – have yet to know. Shakespeare was not a mystic, and he gives no indication in the sonnets that he even knew what a “jewel” there was in his soul – and so he remains lost in the mess outside, and lacks the standard by which to measure its inadequacy. No Christian eternity or immortality looks like filling the soul which is emptied of the world in the sonnets, and the process of purgation continues in King Lear.

  The experience of lost love is a purging one that can lead to illumination. Shakespeare’s dissatisfaction does not go that far, but there is sufficient dissatisfaction in the sonnets to attest the following proposition: you can dispute the dating, yes, and therefore the identification of the cast; but you cannot deny that there is a very large autobiographical element in the sonnets.

  Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Autobiographical Poetry

  Some temperaments emerge from suffering to laugh and mock. Byron emerged from the bitterness and self-pity of Childe Harold to write the devastatingly comic satiric epic Don Juan. Shakespeare is a different case. His temperament was permanently overwhelmed by his suffering, as a close reading of Sonnets reveals. His self-loathing at his lustful side (sonnet 129) and his self-disgust at chasing the “huswife” Dark Lady when he knew she wasn’t interested in him, his “frantic mad” lovesick infatuation, developed into the tragedies and Antony and Cleopatra – did the Dark Lady become Cleopatra? – and the serenity of his last plays is very hard won indeed, and contains more than a hint of spiritual exhaustion.

  “The man who suffers”, to cite Eliot’s dichotomy, always touches “the artist who creates”. Some temperaments win detachment from their suffering, or repress it; other temperaments are scarred for life and are deepened by it. The difference between the two is not a matter of maturity but a question of superficiality or depth. A Byron plays on the surfaces and is extrovert. A Shakespeare lies awake thinking of Mr W.H. and broods on his “sweet thief”, the “robber” of husbands whom he described in terms of the devils of Hell. Shakespeare knew what it meant to expend his spirit, how lust can madden both before and after the lustful act, and he recorded his self-disgust with very little irony. Byron probably knew more lust than Shakespeare, but he didn’t worry so much about its baser qualities.

  Shakespeare took the conventions of the Latin lyric poets – Catullus, Horace and Ovid – and wrote about the seasons, love, joy, friendship and the shortness of life with reference to his patron. But the polite tone turned sour. And in that sourness lies the greatness of Sonnets. He followed the conventions, but injected the sweated blood and pain of his own autobiographical experience. He brought the art of the sonnet to its highest perfection, developing the subordinate theme of the first four lines into the subordinate theme of the next four, and then changing the treatment of the overall theme by introducing a separate subordinate theme in the first three lines of the sestet, and developing this in turn into the subordinate theme of the last three lines. Shakespeare brought a musical approach to his own experience, so “the artist who creates” shaped the raw past experience of “the man who suffers”.

  Sonnets tell a story when properly arranged – see Dover Wilson’s rearrangement – but they also reveal an incredible spectrum of human emotions, ranging from extremes of ecstatic love to extremes of hate, from extremes of self-confidence to extremes of self-doubt, from extremes of trust to extremes of suspicion. Each sonnet has to be read in relation to the others and collectively they comprise a definition of the human mind in all its moods: a spectrum of perennial states of mind. It is in these permanent states of mind that these sonnets have their universality. The autobiographical particularity of Shakespeare’s experience has been generalised into an image of a state of mind that is universal in its application.

  A work of imagination has had high claims made for it; Coleridge attempted to relate the imagination to the organic mind. To the extent that a work of art is make-believe, it is (the artist is trying to persuade us) an image of a general truth. To the extent that it is based on an autobiographical experience and disguised as make-believe – as both Don Juan and Sonnets were – then it is just as precious an image of a general truth. For it is not merely what the artist speculates the general truth to be, what he tries to persuade us is the truth; it is what the artist has lived and therefore what he knows the general truth to be, which rises dripping wet from the sea of experience.

  Our Age regards autobiographical poetry as “embarrassing”. “You don’t talk about your own experience over dinner,” neo-Augustans say. But poetry, like thought, can be far more private than dinner party conversation, as Hardy’s poems addressed to his dead wife show.

  There is nothing wrong with being “an autobiographical poet”. The poet who imagines another’s experience speculates; the poet who records his own experience knows. Knowledge is no less valid than speculation, as any news editor knows. And though truths of speculation differ from truths of knowledge, just as make-belief differs from fact, the lesson of Shakespeare’s Sonnets is that a poet can create a universal image of a general truth out of his suffering, if he is a good enough artist; and that this can have just as much impact as a disguising of his suffering in the form of mocking laughter, à la Byron.

  Wit in the Metaphysicals

  There have been many attempts to define a Metaphysical poem since Drummond of Hawthornden wrote of “Metaphysical Ideas and Scholastic Quiddities” in a letter, and thereby introduced the term that was to be taken up by Dryden, Pope and Johnson. The brevity and conciseness, the strong line and concentration, the “hammering out” of learned conceits after the manner of the imprisoned Richard II – all these have been commented on. So too has the ingredient that cannot be overlooked, wit. Yet I cannot help feeling that no one has really got to grips with the wit.

  Since Johnson, I must hasten to add, for in his ‘Life of Cowley’, Johnson really grapples with the Metaphysical wit. It is not Pope’s “True wit”, “What oft was thought, but ne’er so well expressed”, he says, and it is not “that which is at once both natural and new”. Rather it is “a combination of dissimilar images, or discovery of occult resemblances in things apparently unlike”. “Of wit, thus defined, they have more than enough,” Johnson writes. “The most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together; nature and art are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons and allusions.”

  Johnson did not like the Metaphysicals, and his view of their wit is disparaging. Eliot did like them, and in ‘The Caroline Poets’ he writes of wit in the seventeenth century as “a tough reasonableness beneath the slight lyric grace”. He was thinking of Milton as much as of Marvell, and in ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ he writes of Johnson that “by wit he clearly means something more serious than we usually mean today”.

  It is worth quoting the OED on one of the meanings of “wit”: “that quality of speech or writing which consists in the apt association of thought and expression, calculated to surprise and delight by its unexpectedness”. Thought and expression aptly associated – that is close to Pope’s definition, which Johnson rejected. But “calculated to surprise and delight by its unexpectedness” – now we are getting closer. Johnson surely felt when he condemned the “novelty” of the Metaphysicals’ “yoking” that they were out to surprise with the unexpected.

  Wit, of course, differs from age to age, and from generation to generation, as do society’s standards. What we find surprising and unexpected will naturally differ from what the seventeenth century did. In the case of Marvell we can see this wit at work in the shock yoking of love and globe in ‘The Definition of Love’. The lovers are at opposite poles, and can only meet if the globe is squashed into a planisphere. Then the image switches to geometry, and instead of making an angle, i.e. intersection, they are parallel lines that will never meet. Fancy seeing love in terms of geometry. Or there is the “vegetable love” in ‘To his Coy Mistress’ which “should grow/Vaster than Empires, and more slow.” Fancy seeing love as a vegetable, like a cauliflower or tomatoes, or even runner beans. Or, yet again, the very aptly expressed association of “The Grave’s a fine and private place,/But none I think do there embrace.” Fancy associating embracing with a grave, fancy associating “a fine and private place” with a grave. How surprising and unexpected these associations are, and how delightful.

  As Love, so Time. Time and Eternity are abstract notions, but how surprising and unexpected to find them linked with a chariot and deserts. And in ‘The Garden’, how surprising and unexpected to find “th’industrious Bee/Computes its time as well as we,” when “time” is an obvious pun for “thyme”. Marvell is full of such instances. How surprising and unexpected to find Hope seen as a bird with a “tinsel wing”, and, for that matter, the Soul as a bird (or angel) that “whets, and combs its silver Wings”. How surprising and unexpected to find the vagina seen as iron gates, and how utterly delightful. And so on. And this is not to mention the conceits. How surprising and unexpected to find courting seen in terms of World and Time, but how dazzling when the idea is developed at length, so that World takes us to the Ganges, the Humber, and Empires, and Time takes us to “ten years before the Flood”, to the Conversion of the Jews, i.e. the end of Time because they will never be converted, and to all the hundreds and thousands of years and Ages to be allocated to each part of the body that is being courted.

  In his technique, Marvell is a gigantic show-off. “Look what I can do,” he says on his poetic tightrope, and we watch amazed as he undresses, balancing on now one foot, then the other, does cartwheels and somersaults along the wire, cavorts high into the air and lands safely, replaces his clothes, and bows low for the inevitable applause. Yet, when he is being most himself, as he is in his philosophical, reflective ‘The Garden’, how little by comparison he needs to show off and shock or use conceits. The subject matter takes over, he has too much to say to surprise with the unexpected very much.

  Of course, Marvell inherits his exhibitionism from Donne, who in his early poems was the most colossal show-off. What a twinkle Donne must have had in his eye as he wrote. Can he have believed a word of how Angels took bodies of Aire? I doubt it, yet what good images he has found for the soul and the body. Can he have believed that our eyebeams thread each other, like needles, and that our souls negotiate above us while we lie back “like sepulchral statues” on a “Pregnant banke” of violets? Surely not. (Yet I once walked with Sir John Eccles, a Nobel prize-winner for discoveries relating to nerve cells, and asked him where our souls were, and he replied that they were above and ahead of us, outside our bodies, and in a rapport outside our bodies – exactly Donne’s perspective.)

  If we read ‘The Extasie’ as a preposterous piece of flirtation, how we warm to him, how we are delighted by all the metaphysical and astrological parallels. How surprising and unexpected that two lovers should be seen as “twin compasses”, the compass with two spiked points we still use in our geometry classes at school, in ‘A Valediction: forbidding mourning’, and how aptly expressed the last three stanzas are. Again, how surprising and unexpected that love should be seen as a mine for alchemists in ‘Loves Alchymie’ – or rather, as the image is developed, as “this vaine Bubles shadow”. So much for marriage if “my man/Can be as happy’as I can”. And then there is the poem that Eliot quotes, ‘A Valediction: of weeping’. How surprising and unexpected that a tear should be seen as a coin, a globe, a moon in successive stanzas. What brilliant showing-off. What a display.

  And when it comes to conceits, what of ‘The Relique’? How surprising and unexpected that Donne should imagine his lover’s bones are seen as a Mary Magdalene’s, and how delightfully the idea is developed through the grave imagery of stanza 1. And can we not hear Marvell’s “a fine and private place” in the opening: “When my grave is broke up againe/Some second ghest to entertaine/(For graves have learn’d that woman-head/To be to more than one a Bed)”? Yes, the more we look at the early Donne, the more we see the tone that Marvell was later to use. And as with Marvell, when he starts writing in earnest as his religion grows, his tricks become quieter, and subject matter begins to dominate.

  Herbert is quite different. He is the honest, plain carpenter knocking up sincere devotional poems. In the two ‘Jordan’ poems he sets out the principles behind his art. He wants to tell us about a true chair, not a painted one; about facts, not fictions. Not for him the curling metaphors “Decking the sense, as if it were to sell.” His is “a plain intention”. He would “plainly say, My God, My King,” and his virtues are directness, and a far greater fidelity to his devotional subject matter than either Donne or Marvell reveal in their “showing-off” poems. In short, Herbert is not out to surprise us with the unexpected, though he is not averse to using the occasional shock comparison, as in ‘The Collar’ (“Loose as the winde”, “Thy rope of sands”), and ‘The Pulley’ (“a glasse of blessings”, “this jewell”).

  The wit of the Metaphysicals needs to be looked at again. A study needs to be made of all of them, taking into account the spirit in which they wrote, a spirit which seems to have been overlooked and left buried in the seventeenth century. We must exhume this relique.

  The Metaphysicals’ Learning

  There are many instances where one feels that Donne and Marvell are showing their learning, and that to use Johnson’s phrase “to show their learning was their whole endeavour”. One thinks of the use of mathematics in Marvell’s ‘The Definition of Love’ and in Donne’s ‘A Valediction: forbidding mourning’ – the parallel lines and the compass – and of the use of chemistry in Donne’s ‘Love’s Alchymie’ and ‘A nocturnall upon S. Lucies day’, the use of contemporary medicine in Marvell’s ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’ and of metaphysics in Donne’s ‘The Extasie’ and ‘Aire and Angels’. The poetry of Donne and Marvell contains references to contemporary philosophy, mythology, history, and geography (e.g. the Ganges in the ‘To His Coy Mistress’).

  Perhaps because of this learning, criticism has taken the Metaphysicals very seriously indeed, and has often removed us from the spirit in which the poems were written. Very often the metaphysical mind throws up an image, which it then develops. It lives within the world of the image for the duration of the poem, suspending disbelief for the time of the poem, and walks away from it at the end of the poem. While it is working out its image it may be playing with its private audience. Many of the metaphysical poems were written for a limited circle of friends, and were perhaps flirtations, spoken with a twinkle in the poet’s eye.

  At the time when he wrote them Donne did not believe the metaphysical propositions of ‘The Extasie’ or ‘Aire and Angels’ in any religious sense. He used them as ideas to flirt with, and as images on which he could hang the structure of a poem.

  Donne

  Donne began as a lawyer – see the legal imagery of ‘The Will’ – and in the 1590s he held political posts. He was not then religious: witness the ‘Satyre: Of Religion’ which can be dated to 1597 or possibly even to 1593. He travelled with Essex on the Islands Voyage to the Azores of 1597: see ‘The Calme’. He had already written the Elegies of 1593-6: ‘His Picture’, ‘On his Mistris’, ‘To his Mistris going to Bed’.

  Donne wrecked his political career as secretary to the Lord Keeper by falling in love with Ann More, the under-aged niece of his employer’s wife. For this he was thrown into the Fleet Prison in 1601, and the next 14 years were years of poverty and insecurity. By 1617 he had 12 children, of whom five died, and he had no job, but sponged off his friends, notably off his Twickenham patroness Lucy, Countess of Bedford.

  The love poems fall naturally into two groups: those in which he is full of belief in love and the “joint soul” – for example ‘The Extasie’, ‘The Canonization’, ‘The Relique’, ‘The Sunne Rising’, ‘The Good-morrow’, ‘The Anniversarie’, ‘A Valediction: of weeping’, ‘A Valediction: forbidding mourning’, ‘Loves Growth’, ‘Sweetest Love’, ‘The Flea’ and ‘The Undertaking’ – and those poems in which he shows an increasingly nihilistic despair. To these belong ‘Falling Star’, ‘Twicknam Garden’, ‘The Apparition’, ‘Love’s Alchemy’, ‘Love’s Deity’, ‘A nocturnall upon S. Lucies day’, and ‘The Will’. The feeling towards women in these poems is bitterly bleak, like the feeling at the end of ‘Aire and Angels’, which surprises us after so promisingly optimistic a first stanza, so what happened?

  There is a problem over the dating of these love-poems, and we can only conjecture whether the sunny poems belong near 1601 and the bleak ones towards 1610. It is one of the unsolved mysteries of English Literature as to what had happened before ‘Twicknam Garden’, with its characteristic pun on “manna” “my Anna”. No trace here of the young man whose world was his shared bedroom, or of his feeling that if one lover cries the other must weep too, since they are one soul.

  In 1609 at 37 Donne underwent a religious crisis of the depth of the crisis that Hopkins went through in 1885, the year of ‘Carrion Comfort’ and those dreadfully suffering sonnets. In the ‘Holy Sonnets: Divine Meditations’ and the awful ‘Batter my heart’ Donne felt himself undermined. He had already abandoned the Catholic faith of his family – his two uncles were Jesuits – for Anglicanism, and his quarrel with Catholicism intensified around this time. It is not relieved in ‘Good Friday, 1613. Riding Westward’ where he is still divided. In 1615 he took orders, and in the ‘Holy Sonnet’ of 1617, on the death of his wife, he has come through: “I have found thee.” He also turned away from the world towards heaven: “Wholly in heavenly things my mind is sett.”

  In 1623 he was ill and thought he would die. The puns of “Thou hast not done./For, I have more” and “Thou hast done, I have no more” (punning on Ann More) show how God took the place of his wife in his battered heart.

  Donne had come a long way by his last poem – if Izaak Walton is right in attributing ‘Hymne to God my God, in my sicknesse’ to 23 March 1631, eight days before his death. In his youth he had worshipped “Love’s Deity”, but the courtly love turned religious as his “disgrace” and “shame” humbled him. Those terrible fourteen years of failure burnt away his pride and left him illumined – see the taper imagery in ‘The Dreame’. This is part of the pattern of the slow believer. Nothing could illustrate the movement in Donne’s soul better than a contrast between the youthful egotism of “This bed they center is” (‘The Sunne Rising’) in which the Donne of 1603 is a complete island shut away in his room from the universe; and the wonderful “no man is an island” of his sermons, with its implications of being responsible for all men, Dostoevsky’s Father Zossima’s “All are responsible for all”.

  Fundamentally Donne was a man who had to lose the world to find his own soul. He lost his career and his wife, and he came to look on his sexual virility with odium. He refers to “lecherous goats,” in one of his ‘Divine Meditations’. He now saw his youthful joie de vivre as being enslaved to Satan. Like a Muggeridge of his day, he forgot his fornications in his sermons from the pulpit of St Paul’s – arguably a greater folly than all the worthies did – but what he could not make us forget was his unique talent for taking a concrete object such as the relic and developing it as a poetic idea.

  And this is what sets Donne apart from the romantic autobiographical poet. Above all he was concerned with making something outside himself. He used his own experience but he made an objective point in each poem – the hallmark of the classicist.

  We do not need Eliot’s theory of the “dissociation of sensibility” to understand Donne. He does not represent an age that was whole or which fused thought and feeling. He was simply a man journeying towards God with a gift for stating his experience in objective terms, and he had the curiosity to inquire into the soul: first as it was affected by love, and secondly as it was modified by religion. To such a man in any age, thinking is a passion.

  Donne’s Journey from the Human to the Divine

  Donne’s poems reflect a corrupt, rotten world from which the soul must escape, and this metaphysical view of life is treated at first satirically and humorously, with the twinkling eye of the lover, and then seriously as his pessimism becomes almost too great to bear.

  In the Satyres (1593-7) London society, religion, the law and the court are all corrupted by vice (notably vanity, lust, pride, greed). In the Songs and Sonets (1593-1601) Donne decorates his love poems with a “twinkling” use of these vices. (The Elegies, 1593-8, are love poems without satire.) However, the titles taunt his sensuality with the idea of the shortness of life and the ever-imminence of death. ‘The Relique’, ‘The Funerall’, ‘The Will’, ‘A nocturnall upon S. Lucies day’, ‘The Legacie’, ‘The Canonization’, ‘A Feaver’, ‘A Valediction: forbidding mourning’ – all these titles use the idea of death as a metaphor to suggest the shortness of life.

  Donne flatters Sir Robert Drury’s family in his eulogy on his dead daughter and receives a rent-free house in the Drury mansion in Drury Lane, just as he flatters another patron, Lucy Countess of Bedford in four verse letters. The least attractive side of Donne is the flattery of his begging letters. The most attractive side of Donne is his satirical, twinkling, flirtatious love (or rather lust) poems.

  In the Divine Poems (from 1607) Donne escapes the corrupt world for the soul’s love of God, and the soul’s human love of the Songs and Sonets becomes a divine love. In the ‘Anniversaries’ (1611-12), on the death of Elizabeth Drury in 1610, the world is rotten, as in the satyres, and the soul longs to escape it and expand after death, as does the “joint soul” in the Songs and Sonets.

  The sequence of 1607 on the life of Christ reached a crisis in c.1613 with ‘Good Friday, 1613. Riding Westward’ and ‘Batter my Heart’, in both of which God comes to Donne, and in the Holy Sonnets the sinfulness of the world and shortness of life (themes in the ‘Anniversaries’) become conditions which the soul must escape. In the last hymns (1619, 1623, perhaps 1631) Donne looks back on his youth and dedicates the energy he spent on profane loves to God.

  Donne’s excesses in the 1590s taught him that the soul does not belong in a corrupt world. His metaphysical view of life was at first adopted humorously in his poems, and then seriously as he made preparation to jettison his sensual outlook for a path that would take him to becoming the Dean of St Paul’s.

  Marvell’s Reflective Tone

  Though Marvell was deeply curious about the conflicts of his time, he retained throughout a sense of reflective quiet: the quiet of the Garden.

  As one might expect from a man who was tutor to Fairfax’s daughter, then Cromwell’s Latin Secretary, and MP for Hull, he was a keen observer of the conflict between Charles I and Cromwell. His ‘A Dialogue, Between the Resolved Soul, and Created Pleasure’ and his ‘Dialogue between Soul and Body’ can be read as definitions of the conflict between the Puritan restraints and the Royalist pleasures. In these poems he is very relevant to our permissive time. In the ‘Horatian Ode’ he maintains his ambivalent attitude towards Cromwell, genuinely praising his achievements while satirizing his excesses in the same vein that Pope used to attack George II in his ‘Epistle to Augustus’.

  Before this he was interested in the journeys of the pilgrims: witness ‘The Bermudas’.

  His love poems are a bizarre lot: he seems to have been easily infatuated, and the girl always seems to be out of reach. His “passion’s heat” is most argumentative in ‘To His Coy Mistress’, of course, where he develops his thought from paragraph to paragraph (“Had we….But….Now”) and from association to association, breeding idea after idea from the two opening words, “world” and “time”. In ‘The Fair Singer’ and ‘The Mower to the Glo-Worms’ he is obsessed with a woman who clearly comes between him and what Eliot called “the tough reasonableness” of his verse. In ‘The Definition of Love’ he is full of a sense of impossibility and despair, and it remains one of the fascinatingly unprovable questions as to whether this poem was written for Fairfax’s daughter, whom of course, as tutor, he could not possibly marry.


  Though he remained a bachelor, he was obviously fascinated by children. His friend’s child, ten-year-old little T.C. (Theophila Cornewall), obviously made a great impact, and it is possible that ‘The Nymph Complaining for the Death of her Fawn’ was a kind of bedtime story for her. The language of the opening two lines is very much the indignant complaint of a child:

  
    “The wanton Troopers riding by

    Have shot my Faun and it will dye.”

  

  But behind all the historical clashes and the passion and the people around him, there is the reflective, philosophical tone of ‘The Garden’. Set after a lyrical stanza about apples, grapes, nectaren, peach and melons, the stanza beginning “Meanwhile the Mind from pleasure less” comes across with an immense weight. The word “Mind” is mentioned twice, “Thought” once. This is Marvell the thinker, the contemplative, who has at last escaped from Cromwell and Juliana (who “displac’d” his Mind in ‘The Mower to the Glo-Worms’), from ambition and the lovers who carve their name on trees. Here by the fountain he was most himself.

  Marvell stands for the middle way. He saw from both sides, and remained fundamentally detached, and this did not preclude action as an MP. He was a man of immense wisdom and commonsense, and the wit with which he associated disparate ideas (the grave and embracing – death and love) is that of a sensibility that has seen the universe as a whole, as one “green thought”, and is able to relate and link parts of it in a way that is impossible for less profound minds.

  ‘Lycidas’

  ‘Lycidas’ is a conventional poem, to the extent that in it Milton draws on conventional classical mythology: Jove and Arethusa and all the various nymphs and other deities Milton invokes. How then does Milton convey the deep feeling which is surely there, the genuine regret he felt for the early death in 1637 of the young Edward King, on whom Lycidas is based?

  The answer is, the regret comes out in the rhythms, which play against the pentameters with a marvellous skill. The first three lines of the poem give us a clue:

  
    “Yet once more, O ye laurels, and once more

    Ye myrtles brown, with ivy never sere,

    I come to pluck your berries harsh and crude….”

  

  It is the long rhythm and cadence of this opening sentence that catch the tone, for the feeling is pressing through it and expressing itself in the stylistic tricks Milton is so fond of in this poem: the repetition (once more), the apostrophe or invocation (O ye laurels), and the inverted word-order (Yet once more…I come). All these devices help to establish the elegiac tone, and they reappear in many of the twelve subsequent paragraphs of the poem. (They cannot be called stanzas as there is no break between them and they are all of unequal length.)

  In keeping with these tricks for strengthening rhythm, Milton uses rhetorical questions and exclamations, and he heightens his mood with a suitably lugubrious word-choice and by alliteration. The rhymes play an important part in achieving a “sad” effect.

  It would take several pages to illustrate these devices in full. The poem is dignified and ennobled by its classical trappings. The tone would be far less grand if “King” replaced “Lycidas”, and “Cambridge” the various woods and pastures of Sicily; and if “congregations” replaced the idea of “sheep” in the passage where Milton criticizes the clergy. The classical references conventionalize – and distance, universalize. Eliminating the particular facts of 1637 makes the regret universal and cuts it free from its time to work in a world of metaphor where poets are not referred to as poets but as shepherds.

  This world of metaphor is crucial to a work of art. It allows parallels, like the parallel between Lycidas and King. It is Milton’s achievement that he has combined such deep feeling with such conventional metaphor, the metaphor of the pastoral tradition.

  Milton’s Siege of Contraries

  The good thing about Milton is that he makes his characters in Paradise Lost so human, and he does this by giving them a case. I am tempted to write “an irrefutable case”, for he has Shakespeare’s or Dostoevsky’s knack of giving his characters a strong argument.

  What I mean is illustrated at the beginning of Book 9. Let us assess the responsibility for the Fall. There are three characters, of course, whose responsibility is in question. Satan seems so sinister and loathsome at first, full of stealth, “involv’d in rising Mist”, bulging with “dark suggestions”. He comes across as a thoroughly dishonest fellow. But then we begin to see it from his side. We have been told he is “full of anguish driv’n”, and now we are told of his “inward griefe”. “The more I see/Pleasures about me, so much more I feel/Torment within me, as from the hateful siege/Of contraries,” he tells us. Again: “For onely in destroying I finde ease/To my relentless thoughts.” We begin to understand his appalling self-division, his inability to enjoy outer pleasures and his compulsion to destroy. Glory, ambition, revenge, envy are all mentioned.

  A siege of contraries indeed. We almost feel sorry for him in the black mist, and when he sees Eve at close quarters and is abstracted from his Evil, so that he is “stupidly good”, we feel he is very human. But, we are told:

  
    “But the hot Hell that alwayes in him burnes,

    Though in mid Heav’n, soon ended his delight,

    And tortures him now more, the more he sees

    Of pleasure not for him ordaind: then soon

    Fierce hate he recollects….”

  

  And he tells us:

  
    “What hither brought us, hate, not love, nor hope

    Of Paradise for Hell, hope here to taste

    Of pleasure, but all pleasure to destroy,

    Save what is in destroying, other joy

    To mee is lost.”

  

  The hot Hell in his heart, the anguish and inner conflict of his contraries, reminds him that his only pleasure is in destruction. How understandable, we think. What else could the poor fellow do? Can we blame him for the Fall, really?

  Then there are Adam and Eve. In the seven speeches between them before Eve goes off to the rose-garden alone, they are both given a strong case. Eve’s arguments for going are so clever. They will achieve more by dividing their efforts, they distract each other by being so near each other. In vain Adam reasons with her. God does not mind their smiling at each other, as smiling comes from the Reason, which is good. He grants that “Solitude somtimes is best societie”, but warns her of Satan who envies their happiness. He says “The Wife…/Safest and seemliest by her Husband staies” in times of danger. Eve brushes this aside. She is indignant that he should doubt her firmness especially as they are “not capable of death or paine”. Adam has to do some quick mollifying. “Not diffident of thee do I dissuade/Thy absence from my sight,” he tells her hastily. He says, reasonably, that his advice was to avoid a temptation altogether, as Eve would be angry at the affront. He says that he draws strength from being with her, and that she should feel the
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