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Preface

When I began this book I had the idea—perhaps most literary historians have—of giving each author space in proportion to the value I set on him; but I found it would not do. Things need to be treated at length not in so far as they are great but in so far as they are complicated. Good books which are remote from modern sympathy need to be treated at greater length than good books which everyone already knows and loves. Bad books may be of importance for the history of taste and if they are passed over too briefly the student’s picture of a period may be distorted. Finally, if I had worked strictly to scale I should have been forced either to leave out many minor authors altogether (as roads and small rivers could not be made visible in maps unless their width were exaggerated) or else to say more on some great authors not because more needed to be said but for the sake of proportion.

Where I have quoted from neo-Latin authors I have tried to translate them into sixteenth-century English, not simply for the fun of it but to guard the reader from a false impression he might otherwise receive. When passages from Calvin, Scaliger, or Erasmus in modern English jostle passages from vernacular writers with all the flavour of their period about them, it is fatally easy to get the feeling that the Latinists are somehow more enlightened, less remote, less limited by their age, than those who wrote English. It seemed worth some pains to try to remove so serious and so latent a misconception.

As I write ‘French’ not Français, I have also written ‘Scotch’ not Scottish; aware that these great nations do not so call themselves, but claiming the freedom of ‘my ain vulgaire’.

It is the rule of this series that the titles of books (with certain exceptions) should be modernized in the text but given exactly in the Bibliography.

I have to thank the Master and Fellows of Trinity College, Cambridge, for allowing me to use this book, in an embryonic state, as the Clark Lectures (1944); Professor F. P. Wilson for such painstaking and skilled help as few authors have ever had from their friends; Mr. Dowling for much help with my Bibliography, and Professor Douglas Bush for submitting to certain petty pilferings from his; Mr. R. E. Alton for guidance through the labyrinth of our Faculty library; Dr. J. A. W. Bennett and Mr. H. V. D. Dyson for advice and criticism; and Miss Joy Davidman for help with the proofs.
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Introduction

New Learning and New Ignorance

The rough outline of our literary history in the sixteenth century is not very difficult to grasp. At the beginning we find a literature still medieval in form and spirit. In Scotland it shows the highest level of technical brilliance: in England it has for many years been dull, feeble, and incompetent. As the century proceeds, new influences arise: changes in our knowledge of antiquity, new poetry from Italy and France, new theology, new movements in philosophy or science. As these increase, though not necessarily because of them, the Scotch literature is almost completely destroyed. In England the characteristic disease of late medieval poetry, its metrical disorder, is healed: but replaced, for the most part, by a lifeless and laboured regularity to which some ears might prefer the vagaries of Lydgate. There is hardly any sign of a new inspiration. Except for the songs of Wyatt, whose deepest roots are medieval, and the prose of the Prayer Book, which is mostly translation, authors seem to have forgotten the lessons which had been mastered in the Middle Ages and learned little in their stead. Their prose is clumsy, monotonous, garrulous; their verse either astonishingly tame and cold or, if it attempts to rise, the coarsest fustian. In both mediums we come to dread a certain ruthless emphasis; bludgeon-work. Nothing is light, or tender, or fresh. All the authors write like elderly men. The mid-century is an earnest, heavy-handed, commonplace age: a drab age. Then, in the last quarter of the century, the unpredictable happens. With startling suddenness we ascend. Fantasy, conceit, paradox, colour, incantation return. Youth returns. The fine frenzies of ideal love and ideal war are readmitted. Sidney, Spenser, Shakespeare, Hooker—even, in a way, Lyly—display what is almost a new culture: that culture which was to last through most of the seventeenth century and to enrich the very meanings of the words England and Aristocracy. Nothing in the earlier history of our period would have enabled the sharpest observer to foresee this transformation.

Some have believed, or assumed, that it resulted from what seemed at the time to be a resurrection, rejuvenescence, or renascentia1—the recovery of Greek and the substitution of Augustan for medieval Latin. It is, of course, true that the rich vernacular literature of the eighties used the fruits of that event, as it used the Middle Ages and everything else it could lay its hands on. It is also true that many movements of thought which affected our literature would have been impossible without the recovery of Greek. But if there is any closer connexion than that between the renascentia and the late sixteenth-century efflorescence of English literature, I must confess that it has escaped me. The more we look into the question, the harder we shall find it to believe that humanism had any power of encouraging, or any wish to encourage, the literature that actually arose. And it may be as well to confess immediately that I have no alternative ‘explanation’ to offer. I do not claim to know why there were many men of genius at that time. The Elizabethans themselves would have attributed it to Constellation. I must be content with trying to sketch some of the intellectual and imaginative conditions under which they wrote.

It comes naturally to a modern to suppose that the new astronomy made a profound impression on men’s minds; but when we look into the literary texts we find it rarely mentioned. The idea that it produced a shock comparable to that which Darwin gave to the Victorians or Freud to our own age is certainly mistaken. Nor are the reasons hard to find. In the first place it must be remembered that the De Revolutionibus (1543) of Copernicus put forward only a theory: verification, at the hands of Kepler and Galileo, came only at the end of our period, and general acceptance later still. And secondly, humanism, dominant in mid-sixteenth-century England, tended to be on the whole indifferent, if not hostile, to science. It is an English humanist, a classical pedant, who in Bruno’s Cena delle Cenere (1584) still thinks that Copernicus can be dismissed with an airy gibe from the Adagia of Erasmus. Even where the new theory was accepted, the change which it produced was not of such emotional or imaginative importance as is sometimes supposed. For ages men had believed the earth to be a sphere. For ages, as we see in Vincent of Beauvais or Dante or ‘John Mandeville’, men had realized that movement towards the centre of the earth from whatever direction was downward movement. For ages men had known, and poets had emphasized, the truth that earth, in relation to the universe, is infinitesimally small: to be treated, said Ptolemy, as a mathematical point (Almagest, I. V). Nor was it generally felt that earth, or Man, would lose dignity by being shifted from the cosmic centre. The central position had not implied pre-eminence. On the contrary, it had implied, as Montaigne says (Essais, II, xii), ‘the worst and deadest part of the universe’, ‘the lowest story of the house’, the point at which all the light, heat, and movement descending from the nobler spheres finally died out into darkness, coldness, and passivity. The position which was locally central was dynamically marginal: the rim of being, farthest from the hub. Hence, when any excitement was shown at the new theory, it might be exhilaration. The divine Cusanus (1401–64), who was an early believer (for his own, metaphysical, reasons) in earth’s movement, rejoiced in 1440 to find that she also is ‘a noble star’ with her own light, heat, and influence (De Docta Ignorantia, II. xii).

What proved important (and that slowly) about the new astronomy was not the mere alteration in our map of space but the methodological revolution which verified it. This is not sufficiently described as a change from dogmatism to empiricism. Mere empiricists like Telesius or Bacon achieved nothing. What was fruitful in the thought of the new scientists was the bold use of mathematics in the construction of hypotheses, tested not by observation simply but by controlled observation of phenomena that could be precisely measured. On the practical side it was this that delivered Nature into our hands. And on our thoughts and emotions (which concern a literary historian more) it was destined to have profound effects. By reducing Nature to her mathematical elements it substituted a mechanical for a genial or animistic conception of the universe. The world was emptied, first of her indwelling spirits, then of her occult sympathies and antipathies, finally of her colours, smells, and tastes. (Kepler at the beginning of his career explained the motion of the planets by their animae motrices; before he died, he explained it mechanically.) The result was dualism rather than materialism. The mind, on whose ideal constructions the whole method depended, stood over against its object in ever sharper dissimilarity. Man with his new powers became rich like Midas but all that he touched had gone dead and cold. This process, slowly working, ensured during the next century the loss of the old mythical imagination: the conceit, and later the personified abstraction, takes its place. Later still, as a desperate attempt to bridge a gulf which begins to be found intolerable, we have the Nature poetry of the Romantics.

But it must be very clearly understood that these consequences were not felt nor foreseen in the sixteenth century. Behind all the literature studied in this volume lies the older conception of Nature. Davies’s Orchestra gives us the right picture of the Elizabethan or Henrican universe; tingling with anthropomorphic life, dancing, ceremonial, a festival not a machine. It is very important to grasp this at the outset. If we do not, we shall constantly misread our poets by taking for highly conceited metaphor expressions which are still hardly metaphorical at all. The ‘prophetic soul of the wide world’ is not a mere personification: it is the veritable anima mundi. The ‘teeming earth’ can almost literally be ‘pinch’d’ with a kind of colic, as in Henry IV, Part I, for is she not a huge animal breathing out per montium crateres ceu os et nares? (Fromondus, Meteor, IV. iv).2 Even when hills are praised for not despising lowly plains we have still hardly reached the realm of metaphor pure and simple; the natural and civil hierarchies were felt to be—somehow or other—continuous. There is, of course, in sixteenth-century poetry, as in most poetry, a use of the pathetic fallacy; but it is less than a modern reader is likely at first to suppose.3

Historians of science or philosophy, and especially if they hold some theory of progress, are naturally interested in seizing those elements of sixteenth-century thought which were later to alter Man’s whole picture of reality. Those other elements which were destined to disappear they tend to treat as mere ‘survivals’ from some earlier and darker age. The literary historian, on the other hand, is concerned not with those ideas in his period which have since proved fruitful, but with those which seemed important at the time. He must even try to forget his knowledge of what comes after, and see the egg as if he did not know it was going to become a bird. From his point of view it is misleading to call the animistic or genial cosmology of the sixteenth century a ‘survival’. For one thing, that word hardly does justice to the fact that it seems to be rather more lively and emphatic at this time than it had been before. For another, it carries the dangerous suggestion that this cosmology was now something alien and intrusive, no longer characteristic of the age. It teaches us to divide the men of that period into two camps, the conservatively superstitious and the progressive or enlightened: even, possibly, to suppose that they would have agreed with our dichotomy. In reality it would leave nearly every one of them a border-line case. The groupings of which they were conscious were quite different from those which our modern conceptions of superstition or enlightenment would impose on them.

Pico della Mirandola (1463–94) attacked astrology. This would seem to be a good reason for placing him among the enlightened. But then Pico also defends both the reality and the lawfulness of magic. It is true that, when attacked, he will distinguish magia from goeteia and describe the former in terms which make it sound as innocent as chemistry, being an art which ‘doth not so much worke wonders as obeyeth Nature in her working of the same’ (Apology). But he is being disingenuous. Look back at his Conclusiones Magicae (especially 15, 19, 22, and 24) and you will find the magical ideal expressed in its sharpest contrast to the scientific.

Pomponatius (1462–1524) is a determinist who attributes all religions to the operation of cosmic laws: including Christianity which, he thinks, has nearly had its day (De Naturalium Effectuum Causis, pp. 251–86). This may be called enlightenment if you wish. But the reason why Pomponatius thinks in this way is that he is an astrologer: the determinism he believes in is that of Constellation.

This conflict between the magician and the astrologer seems very surprising to those who want to impose our modern grouping on the men of the past; for by our grouping magic and astrology go together as ‘superstitions’. But the moment we drop our grouping (which is from the historical point of view irrelevant and accidental) and try to see these two arts as they appeared to their exponents, the thing becomes perfectly simple. Magic and astrology, though of course often mixed in practice, are in tendency opposed. The magician asserts human omnipotence; the astrologer, human impotence. The common emotion (whether of repulsion or whimsical curiosity) which unites them in our minds is modern: something on the lens of the glass we look through, not something in the historical object. The thorough-going astrologer is a determinist. He holds the creed (in William James’s words) of the ‘tough-minded’. He shatters the illusions and despises the exciting hopes of the magician. Those temperaments that are attracted by modern forms of determinism in our own day would have been attracted by astrological determinism in the sixteenth century.

Telesius (1509–88) opens his De Rerum Natura with an attack on those ‘who trusted ouer much in their owne witte and forgat to looke vpon the things themselues’ (Prooemium). He means chiefly Aristotle, of whose physics and cosmology he is a stern critic. All knowledge, he insists, must be grounded in the senses. Even the human soul, whatever we accept about her from the Christian faith, as actually known to us is corporea quadantenus (V. xl). It is a passage to delight an historian of progress: here, surely, is the road to enlightenment beginning. But in Campanella (1568–1639), who develops the sensationalism of Telesius, the road takes a most unexpected turn. In his De Rerum Sensu et Magia he maintains that the senses are more certain than any intellectual knowledge (II. xxx). But then, striving after monism, he argues that sense, which we share with the brutes, cannot have come ex nihilo. It must unite us with the whole universe. We must conclude that ‘the elements and all things’ are sentient. But if so, it must be possible to awake their sleeping sense (sopitus sensus) by magia divina. If we and Nature are all one, there must be some nearer way of controlling her than by mechanics; some direct way, ‘as when one man commandeth another who is in his power’ (IV. ii).

This last example, in which we see new empiricism leading to a new conception of magic, should make it clear how inadequate the term ‘medieval survival’ is for all that we count superstitious in the sixteenth century. We might reasonably call eighteenth-century magic, if there is any, a ‘survival’ from the seventeenth century: but to talk in that way about the sixteenth is to antedate the real change and to misconceive the period we are studying. A vigorous efflorescence of forbidden or phantasmal arts is not an anomaly in that period, but one of its characteristic traits: quite as characteristic as exploration, Ciceronianism, or the birth of secular drama. Nor did they appear simply as the prolongation of a movement whose impulse was derived from the medieval past. On the contrary, they appeared to themselves to be striking new roots, to be having, like Latinity, their own renascentia. They are in fact the extreme exemplification of a common tendency, or a common mood, which can be traced in many other departments of sixteenth-century life.

By magic I do not here mean mere witchcraft—traditional, perhaps Satanistic, rites practiced by the poor, the ignorant, or the perverted. When I first approached this part of my subject I was tempted to regard the witch scare, beginning roughly, I thought, with the publication of the Malleus Maleficarum in 1497, as a useful confirmation of the view forced on me by the other evidence. Two considerations deter me from doing so now. In the first place M. Brouette (in Satan) has raised a doubt lest the witch-trials appear more numerous between certain dates only because they are better recorded. And secondly, it appears to me impossible to be sure that much witchcraft—I had almost said that any—was really going on. Most of the evidence was gossip: nearly all the confessions were made in answer to leading questions and under torture. Judges who examine in that way will infallibly find confirmation of whatever theory the prosecution was holding before the trial began. The witch scare, therefore, concerns us at the moment, if at all, not as evidence of the things practiced by the common people but as evidence of the views, and (implicitly) the whole world picture, accepted by learned and respectable people in positions of authority. And with that I drop the subject of witchcraft altogether: and I must ask the reader to dismiss from his mind Gilles de Retz, Black Mass, Hieronymus Bosch, and Mr. Crowley. My concern is with high magic: not concealed but avowed and vindicated by eloquent scholars who draw much of their strength from the New Learning. Of course in this high magic there is no Satanism and no Faustian compact. Equally, of course, critics of the high magic (like King James in his Demonology of 1597) maintained that it was all a snare and would lead you into the goetic sort in the end. Whether it was as dangerous to the soul as King James (and probably most contemporaries) thought, is not for me to judge: but there seems reasonable ground for thinking that it affected the general imagination more strongly and widely than medieval magic had done.

Only an obstinate prejudice about this period (which I will presently try to account for) could blind us to a certain change which comes over the merely literary texts as we pass from the Middle Ages to the sixteenth century. In medieval story there is, in one sense, plenty of ‘magic’. Merlin does this or that ‘by his subtilty’, Bercilak resumes his severed head. But all these passages have unmistakably the note of ‘faerie’ about them. They could arouse a practical or quasi-scientific interest in no reader’s mind. To ask how they were done would show a misunderstanding of literary kinds. And when magic occurs in the more realistic setting of the Franklin’s Tale, it is quite clearly an art of mere illusion which does not change Nature but only makes her appear changed ‘to mannes sighte’ (F. 1158), in ‘an apparence’ (1265) so that people will ‘wene and seiye’ (1267) what is not true. But in Spenser, Marlowe, Chapman, and Shakespeare the subject is treated quite differently. ‘He to his studie goes’; books are opened, terrible words pronounced, souls imperiled. The medieval author seems to write for a public to whom magic, like knight-errantry, is part of the furniture of romance: the Elizabethan, for a public who feel that it might be going on in the next street. Neglect of this has produced strange readings of the Tempest, which is in reality no fantasy (like the Midsummer Night’s Dream) and no allegory, but Shakespeare’s play on magia as Macbeth is his play on goeteia or the Merchant on usury. Shakespeare’s audience believed (and the burden of proof lies on those who say Shakespeare disbelieved) that magicians not very unlike Prospero might exist. His speech of renunciation, sometimes taken as an autobiographical confidence by the poet, was to them necessary in order that the ending might be unambiguously happy. The epilogue, cunningly written so that it suits equally the penitent magician and the actor whose part is ended, underlined the point. Nor could anyone at that date hear the soft and timely ‘I’ll drown my book’ without remembering that earlier magician who had screamed too ‘I’ll burn my books’. All the difference between fire and water is there.

This high magic can be studied in Pico, Ficino (1433–99), Paracelsus (1493–1541), Agrippa (1486–1535), or our own Dr. Dee. It can even be studied in the Philosophical Works of Henry More which appeared as late as 1662: a book to which Dr. Johnson referred Boswell. This supposedly ‘medieval survival’ in fact survived the Elizabethan type of lyric, the Elizabethan type of play, the Elizabethan type of monarchy, and the older English music. Its exponents quite clearly regard themselves not as continuing an existing movement but as reviving something that had been lost during the ignorant Middle Ages. ‘Once,’ says Agrippa, ‘by the iudgment of all olde philosophers Magick held the hyest place of honour’, but from the first days of the Church (a principio nascentis ecclesiae catholice) it has been forbidden and denounced: most unjustly, for it is ‘a hye holy learning’, sublimis sacraque disciplina (De Occulta Philosophia, Ep. Ded.). Medieval contributions to the subject he tosses aside as frivolous: authors like Roger Bacon and Arnold of the New Town wrote deliramenta and superstitiones (ibid.). What permits his own magic to be ‘high’ (I have not found the term ‘white’ till later) is the belief that there are many potent spirits besides the angels and devils of Christianity. As no one doubts (and anyway Psellus had told us) that evil spirits can be called to us by profane arts, so by proper means the mundana numina can be called: or at the very least the daemons (not demons) who are their attendants. But not, of course, the angels (supercelestes), not even the inferior sorts: only the aereals (aëreos daemones). Trismegistus is quoted in support (ibid. I. xxxix). But there seems to be another road to power which carries you farther. The Arabs say that men can rise above their corporeal and their sensitive powers and in that state receive into themselves ‘the perfection of heaven and of the diuine intelligences’, for ‘all spirits do obey perfected souls’. That way even the resuscitation of the dead may be possible (ibid. I. liii).

The points to notice here are, first, the link with Greek and the New Learning (and indeed Agrippa mentions Pliny, the Hermetica, the Orphic books, and ‘the Platonists’ among his authorities); secondly, the belief that the invisible population of the universe includes a whole crowd of beings who might almost be called theologically neutral. Both these connect the high magic with the ‘Platonic theology’ of the Florentines Pico and Ficino, which is, in a sense, the characteristic ‘philosophy’ of the time.

This Platonic theology, under the name of Platonism, is too often treated only in relation to its effect on love poetry. From that point of view its importance has possibly been overstressed. At first sight we feel that it ought to have been immensely fruitful. Centuries of courtly love had prepared a place for lofty erotic mysticism: it might be supposed that Plato’s doctrine, which in its own day had found no better soil than Greek pederasty, would now find the very soil it required. But on a deeper level this is not so. The thought of the Symposium, like all Plato’s thought, is ruthless, and the more fervid, the more ruthless. The lowest rung of his ladder is perversion; the intermediate rungs are increasing degrees of asceticism and scientific clarity; the topmost rung is mystical contemplation. A man who reaches it has, by hypothesis, left behind forever the original human object of desire and affection. Any preference for one beautiful person over others was among the earliest obstacles he overcame in his ascent. There is no possibility of adapting this scheme in its full rigor to a heterosexual love which promises fidelity and perhaps even hopes to be blessed by marriage. Hence the so-called Platonism of the love poets often amounts to little more than an admission that the lady’s soul is even more beautiful than her person and that both are images of the First Fair.

But however the value of this erotic Platonism is assessed, it was not of this that an Englishman of that period thought exclusively, or even thought first, when Platonism was mentioned. If he had, he would have been puzzled when Drayton said (Polyolbion, V. 178) that he would not ‘play the humorous Platonist’ by maintaining that Merlin’s father was an incubus daemon: for the loves of such a creature are by definition not ‘Platonic’. Drayton writes thus, as the following lines make clear, because Platonism primarily means to him the doctrine that the region between earth and moon is crowded with airy creatures who are capable of fertile unions with our own species. Platonism, in fact, is for him a system of demonology. And Drayton’s view, though incomplete, is not very far wrong.

I have called this system, as Ficino himself calls it, ‘Platonic theology’, to distinguish it from the Platonism on which lectures are given in a modern university. It is not sufficiently distinguished even by the term ‘neo-Platonism’. It is a deliberate syncretism based on the conviction that all the sages of antiquity shared a common wisdom and that this wisdom can be reconciled with Christianity. If Plato alone had been in question the Florentines would in fact have been attempting to ‘baptize’ him as Aquinas had ‘baptized’ Aristotle. But since for them Plato was merely the greatest and most eloquent of the consenting sages, since Pythagoras, the Hermetic Books, the Sibylline Books, the Orphic Books, Apuleius, Plotinus, Psellus, Iamblichus, and the Cabbala all meant the same, their task was hardly distinguishable from that of reconciling paganism, Judaism, and Christianity in general. It is significant that Ficino hazarded the suggestion that the diversity of religions might have been ordained by God as conducive to ‘a certain beauty’, decorem quendam; assuming, as such men do, that the main difference between religions is in their ritual, ritus adorationis (De Christiana Religione, iv).

Hence, paradoxically, it comes about that though the Florentine Platonists were wholly pious in intention, their work deserves the epithet pagan more than any other movement in that age. That their conscious purpose was Christian we need not doubt. Ficino, at a sign from heaven, burnt his commentary on Lucretius: he was a priest, and apparently a good one, for the last twenty-four years of his life; all his doctrines were submitted to the judgement of the Church. So, indeed, were those of Agrippa (De Occult. Phil. I. i). Yet the actual trend of Ficino’s thought is always away from the centre of Christianity. One has the suspicion that though he and Pico doubtless believed Christianity to be true, they valued it even more for being lofty, edifying, and useful. They have the air of men rallying the forces of ‘religion’ or even of ‘idealism’ in general against the danger of naturalistic philosophies that deprive man of his dignity and freedom; a danger represented for them not by the new real sciences but by astrological determinism. The title of Pico’s De Dignitate Hominis would really have served as the title for all their works. In their readiness to accept from whatever source all that seemed to them elevated, or spiritual, or even exciting, we sometimes seem to catch the first faint suggestion of what came, centuries later, to be called ‘higher thought’.

In their task of defending what they thought a spiritual cosmology they raked together all that the late pagan sources (some of which they believed to be not late but primeval) could tell them about the invisible population of the universe. They readmitted all those ‘middle spirits . . . betwixt th’ Angelical and Human kinde’, which St. Augustine is labouring to expel all through the eighth and ninth books of the De Civitate Dei. Even in the Middle Ages some tradition of them had trickled down from Apuleius into Bernardus Sylvestris and Geoffrey of Monmouth: thence into Layamon. But our unambiguous friends and foes, ministering angels and seducing devils, occupied the centre of the stage. Now the imagination is filled with spirits ‘of another sort’: the aerii homines with whom Cardan’s father conversed, Prospero’s Ariel, the amiable though intolerably tedious being whom Dr. Dee evoked—for the tragi-comical human story in his True Relation has to be picked out from reams of stuff as fatuous as is reported from any modern séance. Pico even allows the use of evil spirits when enslaved by magia and not given dominion over us by goeteia. Paracelsus is, I think, less grounded in ancient demonology. The pleasing little tract De Nymphis mainly gives a pseudo-scientific form to local and contemporary folk-lore, mostly of a very innocent sort. I am glad to know that undines desire marriage with man not only (as we all learned from De La Motte Fouqué) because they thus acquire an immortal soul, but also for the more prosaic reason that their own species suffers from a grave surplus of females. (We may notice in passing that Spenser’s Mammon, though in the canto only a personified vice, is in the versicle a Paracelsian ‘gnome’ ripening his gold by solar influence.)

This mass of mysterious but not necessarily evil spirits creates the possibility of an innocent traffic with the unseen and therefore of high magic or magia. That, at any rate, is its external and possibly accidental condition. But to grasp the real psychology of the magicians, the megalomania or (to revive a word) anthropolatry which lies at the back of the whole movement, we must look a little deeper. In this densely populated universe a very peculiar position was allotted to Man. Cassirer has traced how the time-honoured truism that Man is a microcosm who has in him a bit of everything now underwent a strange transformation. Christians had always held that a man was a composite creature, animal rationale, and that it lay in his own choice to be governed by his reason or his animality. But that choice could produce order or disorder only within the limits assigned to him by the hierarchy of being. He could become a saint but not an angel: a swinish man but not a pig. The Florentines, on the other hand, sometimes appear to think that Man can become any kind of creature he pleases. In a passage that oddly anticipates Sartre, Pico suggests that Man has no specific nature at all but creates his own nature by his acts. ‘To thee, O Adam’ are the words he puts into God’s mouth, ‘We haue giuen no certain habitation nor countenance of thine owne neither anie peculiar office, so that what habitation or countenance or office soeuer thou dost choose for thyselfe, the same thou shalt enioye and posses at thine owne proper will and election—We haue made thee neither a thing celestial nor a thing terrestrial, neither mortal nor immortal, so that being thine owne fashioner and artificer of thyselfe, thou maist make thyselfe after what likenes thou dost most affecte’ (De Dignitate, para. 3). No impassable barrier, then, cuts us off even from the highest spirits. I have already noticed that though Agrippa in one place limits the power of our ceremonial to calling up the mundana numina or even their inferior daemons, in another he hints a more direct access to ‘the perfection of heaven’. Ficino seems to think the same. We are akin not only to the aereal daemons but to the highest orders of created beings. No one, seeing us as we now appear, would suspect our almost limitless powers. But that is because souls in earthly bodies ‘are wondrously abated of their proper dignity’, longissime a sua dignitate discedunt. We have come into these bodies not by fate nor as a punishment, but of our own free will, drawn to them because we loved them. The power we now have over them we once had over all Nature. But if, now incarnate, the soul once again conquers her partiality for this individual organism, why should she not recover her original dominion over the whole created universe? And in fact such recoveries have occurred. Pythagoras and Apollonius of Tyana are cited as examples (Theologia Platonica, XIII, iv).

This glance at a forgotten, but influential, philosophy will help, I hope, to get rid of the false groupings which our ex post facto judgements of ‘enlightenment’ and ‘superstition’ urge us to impose on the past. Freed from those, we can see that the new magia, far from being an anomaly in that age, falls into its place among the other dreams of power which then haunted the European mind. Most obviously it falls into place beside the thought of Bacon. His endeavour is no doubt contrasted in our minds with that of the magicians: but contrasted only in the light of the event, only because we know that science succeeded and magic failed. That event was then still uncertain. Stripping off our knowledge of it, we see at once that Bacon and the magicians have the closest possible affinity. Both seek knowledge for the sake of power (in Bacon’s words, as ‘a spouse for fruit’ not a ‘curtesan for pleasure’), both move in a grandiose dream of days when Man shall have been raised to the performance of ‘all things possible’. That means, doubtless, all things that do not involve contradiction: no higher omnipotence was claimed for God. Nor would Bacon himself deny the affinity: he thought the aim of the magicians was ‘noble’. The theory of poetry shared by Scaliger (1484–1588), Sidney, and Bacon (which I reserve for a later chapter) depends on the belief that the soul ‘is in proportion superior to the world’; and if it errs, it errs with the same megalomania. Even Machiavelli’s dream of a political power absolute, mysterious, protected by unremitting force and fraud, may be regarded as bearing the same stamp. Against the Wellsian or Shavian immensity of these aspirations the consistent astrologer (but of course most were inconsistent) came with the cold assurance that Man’s destiny did not depend on his own efforts but on stellar movements which he could never resist or placate: that the little creatures who dreamed of controlling the winds and raising the dead were in reality only the stars’ tennis-balls. If I were asked what was common to both attitudes I would hazard the guess that it is something negative. Both have abandoned an earlier doctrine of Man. That doctrine had guaranteed him, on his own rung of the hierarchical ladder, his own limited freedom and efficacy: now, both the limit and the guarantee become uncertain—perhaps Man can do everything, perhaps he can do nothing. But, once more, there is no question of two strictly defined camps. Both views can be found in the same writer. In his De Imaginibus (cap. xii) Paracelsus tells us that ‘man conteineth in himself the stars and heauen, they lie hidden in his minde . . . if we rightly knew our owne spirite no thing at all would be impossible to vs on earth’. In his Liber Paragtanum (Tract. i) he says that Man is related to the elements as the image in a mirror is related to a real object: is in fact, as we should now say, a mere epiphenomenon, and can know no more of himself or his sources than a mirror image knows.

The new geography excited much more interest than the new astronomy, especially, as was natural, among merchants and politicians: but the literary texts suggest that it did not stimulate the imagination so much as we might have expected. The aim of the explorers was mercantile: to cut out the Turk and the Venetian by finding a direct route to the east. In this the Portuguese had succeeded by circumnavigating Africa and crossing the Indian Ocean; Vasco da Gama reached Malabar in 1498. Columbus, a man of lofty mind, with missionary and scientific interests, had the original idea of acting on the age-old doctrine of the earth’s rotundity and sailing west to find the east. Lands which no one had dreamed of barred his way. Though we all know, we often forget, that the existence of America was one of the greatest disappointments in the history of Europe. Plans laid and hardships borne in the hope of reaching Cathay, merely ushered in a period during which we became to America what the Huns had been to us. Foiled of Cathay, the Spaniards fell back on exploiting the mineral wealth of the new continent. The English, coming later and denied even this, had to content themselves with colonization, which they conceived chiefly as a social sewerage stem, a vent for ‘needy people who now trouble the commonwealth’ and are ‘daily consumed with the gallows’ (Humphrey Gilbert’s Discourse, cap. 10). Of course the dream of Cathay died hard. We hoped that each new stretch of the American coast was the shore of one more island and that each new bay was the mouth of the channel that led through into the Pacific or ‘South Sea’. In comparison with that perpetually disappointed hope the delectable things we really found seemed unimportant. In Virginia there was ‘shole water wher we smelt so sweet and so strong a smell as if we had beene in the midst of some delicate garden’; a land ‘so full of grapes as the very beating and surge of the sea ouerflowed them’; a king ‘very iust of his promise’; a people ‘as manerly and ciuill as any of Europe’, most ‘gentle, louing and faithfull, voide of all guile and treason’, living ‘after the maner of the golden age’. But that was all rather beside the point; nothing but ‘a good Mine or a passage to the South Sea’ could ever ‘bring this Countrey in request to be inhabited by our nation’ (Hakluyt, vii. 298–331). Hence the desperate attempts of Pert (1517), Hore (1536), Willoughby (1553), and Frobisher (1576–8) to find either a North-West or a North-East passage. Judged in the light of later events the history of English exploration in the sixteenth century may appear to modern Americans and modern Englishmen a very Aeneid: but judged by the aims and wishes of its own time it was on the whole a record of failures and second bests. Nor was the failure relieved by any high ideal motives. Missionary designs are sometimes paraded in the prospectus of a new venture: but the actual record of early Protestantism in this field seems to be ‘blank as death’.

The poetic charm with which these voyages appear in the pages of Charles Kingsley or Professor Raleigh is partly conditioned by later romanticism and later imperialism. Wild Nature—plains without palaces and rivers without nymphs—made little appeal to men who valued travel almost wholly as a means of coming, like Ulysses, to know the cities and manners of men. And the best European consciences had still to undergo a long training before they reached the untroubled nineteenth-century acquiescence in imperialism. Go back even as far as Burke or Johnson and you will find a very different view: ‘in the same year, in a year hitherto disastrous to mankind’, America and the sea-passage to India were discovered (Taxation No Tyranny). Go back farther, to Buchanan (1506–82), and you read that the great explorer, the true discoverer of all these new lands, was Avarice (De Sphaera, I. 182 et seq.). The best European minds were ashamed of Europe’s exploits in America. Montaigne passionately asks why so noble a discovery could not have fallen to the Ancients who might have spread civility where we have spread only corruption (Essais, III. vi). Even on the utilitarian level the benefits of the whole thing were not always obvious to home-dwellers. Our merchants, observes William Harrison in 1577, now go to Cathay, Muscovy, and Tartary, ‘whence, as they saie, they bring home great commodities. But alas I see not by all their trauell that the prices are anie whit abated . . . in time past when the strange bottoms were suffered to come in we had sugar for fourpence the pound that now is worth half a crowne’ (Description of England, II. v).

We must not therefore be surprised if the wonder and glory of exploration, though sometimes expressed by Hakluyt and the voyagers themselves, was seldom the theme of imaginative writers. Something of it is felt in the Utopia, and there are casual references in Spenser, Shakespeare, Donne, and others. As the great age of the voyages receded it was perhaps more valued. I think Drayton cared more about it than Shakespeare, and Milton more than Drayton. In the sixteenth century imagination still turns more readily to ancient Greece and Rome, to Italy, Arcadia, to English history or legend. Lodge writing a romance about Arden while he sails to the Azores is typical.

There is, however, one respect in which America may have affected not only imaginative but even philosophical thought. If it did not create, it impressed on our minds more strongly, the image of the Savage, or Natural Man. A place had, of course, been prepared for him. Christians had depicted the naked Adam, Stoics, the state of Nature, poets, the reign of Saturn. But in America it might seem that you could catch glimpses of some such thing actually going on. The ‘Natural Man’ is, of course, an ambivalent image. He may be conceived as ideally innocent. From that conception descend Montaigne’s essay on cannibals, Gonzalo’s commonwealth in the Tempest, the good ‘Salvage’ in the Faerie Queene (VI. iv, v, vi), Pope’s ‘reign of God’, and the primeval classless society of the Marxists. It is one of the great myths. On the other hand, he might be conceived as brutal, sub-human: thence Caliban, the bad ‘Salvages’ of the Faerie Queene (VI. viii), the state of nature as pictured by Hobbes, and the ‘Cave Man’ of popular modern imagination. That is another great myth. The very overtones which the word ‘primitive’ now has for most speakers (it had quite different ones in the sixteenth century) are evidence of its potency; though other causes, such as evolutionary biology, have here contributed.

If the new astronomy and the new geography did not seem at the time quite so important as we should have expected, the same cannot be said of either humanism or puritanism, and to these I now turn. But I must immediately guard against a possible misunderstanding. Both words have so changed their sense that puritan now means little more than ‘rigorist’ or ‘ascetic’ and humanist little more than ‘the opposite of puritan’. The more completely we can banish these modern senses from our minds while studying the sixteenth century the better we shall understand it. By a puritan the Elizabethans meant one who wished to abolish episcopacy and remodel the Church of England on the lines which Calvin had laid down for Geneva. The puritan party were not separatists or (in the modern sense) dissenters. They usually remained in the Establishment and desired reform from within. There were therefore degrees of puritanism and it is difficult to draw a hard and fast line. I shall use the word to mean ‘advanced’ or ‘radical’ Protestantism: the marks of a puritan, in my sense, are a strong emphasis on justification by faith, an insistence on preaching as an indispensable, almost the only, means of grace, and an attitude towards bishops which varies from reluctant toleration to implacable hostility. Humanism, in the only sense I shall give to the word, is more easily defined. By a humanist I mean one who taught, or learned, or at least strongly favoured, Greek and the new kind of Latin; and by humanism, the critical principles and critical outlook which ordinarily went with these studies. Humanism is in fact the first form of classicism. It is evident that if we use the words in this way we shall not see our period in terms of a conflict between humanists and puritans. That is another false grouping: one that is much encouraged by using both the terms in their loose, modern sense. If they are used in that sense, if in fact each is defined almost by its opposition to the other, then, to be sure, the sixteenth century, or any other period, is bound to appear as a conflict between puritans and humanists. But if we give the words their older meaning we shall get quite different, and more useful, results. In reality the puritans and the humanists were quite often the same people. Even when they were not, they were united by strong common antipathies and by certain affinities of temper. ‘Humanists’ in the modern sense hardly existed. As for ‘puritans’ in the modern sense, every shade of Christian belief whatever (and there is no evidence for any considerable body of unbelievers) then had traits which would now be called ‘puritanical’. It is clear that More and Fisher had these traits in a much higher degree than most Protestants. As for paganism (unless we use this word, absurdly, to mean debauchery) the most pagan school of thought at this time was that of the Florentine Platonists whose moral teaching was severe and ascetic.

The humanists did two things, for one of which we are their endless debtors. They recovered, edited, and expounded a great many ancient texts in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. We must, indeed, remember that many Latin authors had never been lost; Virgil, Ovid, Lucan, Statius, Claudian, Boethius, and many others were as familiar to Dante and Chaucer as they were to Ronsard and Jonson. We must also remember, as modern scholars have shown, that a real knowledge of the ancients was not nearly so common among sixteenth-century authors as their writings would at first lead us to suppose. Quotations are often at second or third hand. But it remains true that we owe nearly all our Greeks, and many of our Latins, to the humanists: also, a prodigious advance in philology and textual criticism.

If this had been all, their name would have been a blessing. But they also initiated that temper and those critical principles which have since come to be called ‘classicism’. It is not unusual to make a distinction that is almost a contrast between humanism and the ‘neo-classical’ school. I believe that the difference has been very much exaggerated, under the influence of that same obstinate prejudice which I have alluded to before (and must still postpone my account of). There are, no doubt, modifications as we pass from the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century humanists to critics like Rymer and Boileau: but the neo-classics are the humanists’ lawful heirs. The worst of all neo-classical errors, that which turned Aristotle’s observations on Greek tragedy into arbitrary ‘rules’ and even foisted on him ‘rules’ for which his text furnishes no pretext at all, began not with Richelieu nor Chapelain but in 1570 with Castelvetro (Poetica d’Aristotele, IV. ii). Scaliger’s critique of Homer (Poetices, V. ii, iii) is very like Rymer’s of Shakespeare. Swift’s contempt for natural science in Laputa, Johnson’s in his critique of Milton’s educational theory, Chesterfield’s request that Stanhope should stick to useful books and avoid ‘jimcrack natural history of fossils, minerals, plants, &c.’, are all in the spirit of Vives and Erasmus. If Dryden departs from Aristotle to make ‘admiration’ the ‘delight of serious plays’, Minturno had led the way (De Poeta, II). The Poetica of Vida (1490–1566) is still a central book for Johnson and Pope. The differences between the humanists and the neo-classics have to be sought for by minute study: the similarities leap to the eye. We have no warrant for regarding our Elizabethan literature as the progeny of the one and our ‘Augustan’ as the progeny of the other. I shall notice in a later chapter the one point at which humanism, in the person of Scaliger, here following Plotinus, may have given to the Elizabethans something they could really use. Apart from that, all the facts seem consistent with the view that the great literature of the fifteen-eighties and the nineties was something which humanism, with its unities and Gorboducs and English hexameters, would have prevented if it could, but failed to prevent because the high tide of native talent was then too strong for it. Later, when we were weaker, it had its way and our pseudo-classical period set in.

The difficulty of assessing this new temper which the humanists introduced lies in the fact that our educational system descends from them and, therefore, the very terms we use embody humanistic conceptions. Unless we take care, our language will beg every question in their favour. We say, for example, that they substituted ‘classical’ for ‘medieval’ Latin. But the very idea of the ‘medieval’ is a humanistic invention. (According to Lehmann it is in 1469 that the expression media tempestas first occurs.) And what can media imply except that a thousand years of theology, metaphysics, jurisprudence, courtesy, poetry, and architecture are to be regarded as a mere gap, or chasm, or entre-acte? Such a preposterous conception can be accepted only if you swallow the whole creed of humanism at the same time. We may change our terms and say that what the humanists ousted was not ‘medieval’ Latin but ‘barbarous’ Latin. That will do very well if we take our ideas of this rejected Latinity from the Epistolae Obscurorum Virorum—that is, from an amusing humanist satire in which imaginary people use a Latin not to be found in the great medieval writers in order to say things which would be silly in any language whatever. But if, turning from the satire, we look at the facts, we shall soon ask ourselves in what sense the word barbarous can be applied to the growing, sensitive, supple language of Bede, Aquinas, the great hymns, or the Carmina Burana. And the answer will be obvious: we can call that Latin barbarous only if we choose to adopt humanistic standards and so make the humanists judges of their own cause. If we took for our criterion the implicit (as distinct from the expressed) judgement of posterity, we should arrive at a startlingly different result. The medieval philosophy is still read as philosophy, the history as history, the songs as songs: the hymns are still in use. The ‘barbarous’ books have survived in the only sense that really matters: they are used as their authors meant them to be used. It would be hard to think of one single text in humanists’ Latin, except the Utopia, of which we can say the same. Petrarch’s Latin poetry, Politian, Buchanan, even sweet Sannazarus, even Erasmus himself, are hardly ever opened except for an historical purpose. We read the humanists, in fact, only to learn about humanism; we read the ‘barbarous’ authors in order to be instructed or delighted about any theme they choose to handle. Once we cease to let the humanists’ own language beg the question, is it not clear that in this context the ‘barbarous’ is the living and the ‘classical’ the still-born?

It could hardly have been anything but still-born. It is largely to the humanists that we owe the curious conception of the ‘classical’ period in a language, the correct or normative period before which all was immature or archaic and after which all was decadent. Thus Scaliger tells us that Latin was ‘rude’ in Plautus, ‘ripe’ from Terence to Virgil, decadent in Martial and Juvenal, senile in Ausonius (Poetices, VI. i). Vives says much the same (De Tradendis Disciplinis, IV). Vida, more wildly, makes all Greek poetry after Homer a decline (Poeticorum, I. 139). When once this superstition was established it led naturally to the belief that good writing in the fifteenth or sixteenth century meant writing which aped as closely as possible that of the chosen period in the past. All real development of Latin to meet the changing needs of new talent and new subject-matter was thus precluded; with one blow of ‘his Mace petrific’ the classical spirit ended the history of the Latin tongue. This was not what the humanists intended. They had hoped to retain Latin as the living esperanto of Europe while putting back the great clock of linguistic change to the age of Cicero. From that point of view humanism is a great archaizing movement parallel to that which Latin had already undergone at the hands of authors like Apuleius and Fronto. But this time it was too thorough. They succeeded in killing the medieval Latin: but not in keeping alive the schoolroom severities of their restored Augustanism. Before they had ceased talking of a rebirth it became evident that they had really built a tomb. Fantastic pains and skill went to its building. Bembo’s friend Longolius bound himself by oath to abstain not only from every word but from every number and case of a word that could not be found in Cicero. A negative conception of excellence arose: it was better to omit a beauty than to leave in anything that might have the shadow of an offence (Scaliger, Poetices, V. ii). Men vied with one another in smelling out and condemning ‘unclassical’ words, so that the permitted language grew steadily poorer (Vives, De Causis, II). The energy of neo-Latin poets was wasted on a copying of the ancients so close as to approach forgery or conjuring. The results often please, but only as a solved puzzle pleases: we admire the ingenuity with which ancient parallels are found for modern situations, just as we admire the opposite process in Pope’s or Johnson’s imitations of Horace or Juvenal. Only rarely (for genius is sometimes unconquerable) does real poetry force its way through the doubled and trebled artifice of the masquerade; as in Sannazarus’ Quae voces? Charitum (Epigr. I. xxxvii) or his fine ode on homesickness (IV) which perhaps suggested or provoked Du Bellay’s finer sonnet.

All this was destined to have a serious, and mostly mischievous, effect on vernacular poetry. A time was coming when English poets would bring to their work habits formed by

the trade in classic niceties,

The dangerous craft of culling term and phrase

From languages that want the living voice.

School training in Latin elegiacs of the rigid Ovidian type lies behind the stopped couplet of our ‘Augustans’. Dryden significantly takes it for granted (Epistle to the Rival Ladies) that you must not do in English things which you were whipped at school for doing in Latin. But this effect was delayed and is hardly yet to be found in sixteenth-century England, though Du Bellay’s specimens of Antonomasia in the Défense et Illustration (ix) show its early stages in France. For the moment, and in our own country, what was more important was the change which humanism produced in our conception of the ancient writers themselves.

The humanists and the men of the Middle Ages both saw the ancients, of course, through the medium of their own taste and temper. We, no doubt, do the same. Until recently it has been assumed without discussion that the medieval distortion was far greater than the humanistic. This was natural, since the humanists themselves assured us that such was the case and it was from them and their heirs that we learned our Greek and Latin. But the moment we use our own eyes instead of looking through our masters’, it is almost impossible not to agree with Burckhardt that medieval poems like De Phyllide et Flora and Cum Diane Vitrea are very much closer to the spirit of ancient literature than most of the humanistic pieces that sedulously ape its form. This inevitably raises a doubt whether the humanists may not have misread the ancients as seriously in some directions as the medievals had done in others.

Such misreading was perhaps inherent in the humanistic temper; and the first step towards understanding that temper is to recognize quite clearly what it was not. It was not a surrender to the sensuousness or to the spiritual suggestions of the Greek imagination: it was not even a delight in the myths as good ‘yarns’. Myth interested these early classicists much less than it had interested Dante or Guillaume de Lorris or Chaucer. We must be careful here to distinguish humanism as it originally was from humanism in its last English phase after it had been modified by the Romantic Movement. Two quotations will make the point clear. Mackail in his Latin Literature says that even Valerius Flaccus, though a bad poet, ‘cannot wholly destroy the charm of the story of the Golden Fleece’; Vives (De Tradendis, III), speaking of Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica, blames it for ‘vaynnesse of matter’, argumenti levitas. The same theme which, for the later humanist, almost saves a bad poem, for his predecessor almost damns a good one. Scaliger’s attitude is the same. He scolds Homer for his ‘old wives’ tales’, nugae anicularum (Poetices, V. iii).

For the humanists the attraction of ancient literature lay in quite a different direction. It is nowhere more clearly revealed than in Vives’ praise of the Latin language. And it is perfectly fair to concentrate on his view of Latin, for no one would now deny that, despite the recovery of Greek, humanistic culture was overwhelmingly Latin. There were many reasons—the greater difficulty of Greek, the demand for Latin secretaries, orators, and official historians, the utility of Latin as an international language, and the patriotism of Italians who regarded the speech of Dante as a ‘Gothic tongue’ (Gethica lingua) and felt they were reviving their native language. But the preference for Latin had an even deeper and more temperamental root. As Vives says (De Tradendis, III): ‘It is copious by reason of the great multitude of excellent Wits that have labour’d in the manuring and augmentation thereof, and hath moreouer a sweetnesse in the sound meddled with a certeyn weighte and grauitie, not as in some tongues brutish and rusticall (ferinae et agrestis) but liuelie expressing the image of a right prudent and valiant man born and nurtured in a well order’d commonwealth.’ Gravity, prudence, the well ordered civitas; on the other hand, boorishness and rusticity—these are the clues. Whatever else humanism is, it is emphatically not a movement towards freedom and expansion. It is the impulse of men who feel themselves simple, rustic, and immature, towards sophistication, urbanity, and ripeness. In a word, it is the most complete opposite we can find to the Romantic desire for the primitive and the spontaneous. The metaphor of ‘broken fetters’ which some have used to describe the revival of learning is emotionally misleading. The desire was for order and discipline, weight, and decorum; and men rightly felt that these qualities were to be learned from the Romans rather than the Greeks. Thus Aeneas Sylvius, praising Alphonsus of Aragon, says that he is as much greater than Socrates as a Roman is graver (gravior) than a Greek (In Libros Antonii Panormitae Prooemium. Lib. I). Politian, forced to concede with Quintilian that the Latins ‘limp’ in comedy, gives the reason; gravitas Romana repugnat (Nutricia 682). ‘The Romane grauitie relucteth.’

This desire to be very ‘adult’, as we now say, had some unfortunate consequences. The qualities which the humanists admired are, of course, to be found in Latin literature, even if less exclusively and continuously than they supposed. But few qualities are less suitable for imitation. Elevation and gravity of language are admirable, or even tolerable, only when they grow from elevation and gravity of thought. To imitate them directly is to manufacture a symptom. The trouble is not that such manufacture is impossible. It is only too possible: even now any clever boy can be taught to write Ciceronian prose. The gestures and accents of magnanimity, laboriously reproduced by little men, clever, meticulous, primed with the gradus or the phrase-book, nervously avoiding what is ‘low’, make an ugly spectacle. That was how the humanists came to create a new literary quality—vulgarity. It is hard to point to any medieval work that is vulgar. When medieval literature is bad, it is bad by honest, downright incompetence: dull, prolix, or incoherent. But the varnish and stucco of some neo-Latin work, the badness which no man could incur by sheer defect of talent but only by ‘endless labour to be wrong’ is a new thing. Vida’s Christiad is the supreme example. It polishes up the lowness of the gospel story as Virgil, in Scaliger’s opinion, polished up the lowness of Homer. One changing and unmeaning glossiness spreads over every episode; Lazarus, we are told,

haud procul hinc Bethanes regna tenebat

Dives opum, clarus, genus alto a sanguine regun (I. 102),4

and the room where the Last Supper was held becomes

Tectum auratum, ingens, pictisque insigne columnis (II. 5546).5

The influence of such poetry was deadly. It must, no doubt, be confessed that where the grand manner of the real classics met with an answering magnanimity in the modern disciple, a greatness was produced which might not otherwise have been attainable. But instances of this are very rare. Racine and Milton are perhaps the only poets who thoroughly followed out the humanistic ideal of style and were not destroyed by it; and even in Paradise Regained we are sometimes disquietingly reminded of Vida.

Such a taste nearly disposed men to find the classics a good deal more ‘classical’ than they really are; or sometimes, with clearer insight, to blame them for not being ‘classical’ enough. This is the real ground of Scaliger’s preference for Virgil over Homer. Homer is ‘low’. In words hard to forgive he says that Andromache’s lament for Hector ‘smacketh not so moche of a noble lady as of som butterwife’, plebeiam mulierculam (Poetices, V. ii). In the same place he complains, of one of the loveliest mythical scenes in all poetry, Achilles flet apud matrem. Let Dryden translate it: ‘Achilles went roaring along the salt seashore . . . like a booby . . . complaining to his mother’ (Dedication of the Aeneis). It is, indeed, in Dryden, and especially in his translations, that we find the essential vices of humanistic taste carried to their final absurdity. Virgil writes

Quare agite, o iuvenes, tectis succedite nostris.

Douglas, working in the medieval tradition, renders it

Therefore have done, gallandis, cum on your way,

Enter within our lugeing, we you pray.

Dryden has

Enter, my noble guest, and you shall find,

If not a costly welcome, yet a kind.

Even now the humanistic or pseudo-classical virus is strong enough, I suspect, to make some think for a moment that Dryden is more Virgilian. But only for a moment. Juvenes must have sounded to a Roman reader almost exactly as gallandis did to a sixteenth-century Scot. Have done and cum on are very close to the encouraging alacrity of quare agite. And, of course, Virgil has no ‘noble guest’ and is free from the genteel mock-modesty of Dryden’s second line.

The humanists, then, brought to their reading of the ancients certain damaging preconceptions; and, as we shall see in a moment, they retained the worst of all medieval literary habits, that of allegorical interpretation. What they lost was the power, apparently common in the Middle Ages, of continuing, despite such interpretation, to respond to the central, obvious appeal of a great work. The medieval reader’s interests were often far closer than the humanists’ to those of the ancients themselves. Dante, accepting Virgil as his guide through hell and acclaiming him as the poet of that Italy for which Camilla died, had read Virgil as Virgil wished to be read. But to Stanyhurst the literal sense of the Aeneid is merely ‘a Canterbury tale’ (Epistle to the First Four Books): to Dryden the poem is a roman à clef, and ‘those who lost the prizes’ in Book V were people who ‘had disobliged the poet or were in disgrace with Augustus’ (Dedication to the Aeneis). In the same spirit Mantuan picks out of the Bucolics precisely what is least pastoral and helps to distort men’s conception of that kind for over a century. There are plentiful indications that if the medievals had known Homer they would have gone straight to the heart of his poetry as no humanist ever did. W. P. Ker in his Dark Ages remarks that the author of Waltharius has apparently read Virgil and seen in him ‘nothing but Homer’; heroic legend, sóp and sárlic. This is an inadequate but not a perverse reading of Virgil, for the ‘Homer’ is really there. It is difficult not to conclude that this poet, at second hand, came nearer to the Iliad than Chapman who found in it ‘all learning, gouernment and wisdom’ (the Zodiac, too, on Achilles’ shield) and thought its style best preserved in a hothouse full of conceits. Is not Lydgate, making his Troy-Book as an ‘historial’ thing and assuming that Homer (apart from his regrettable Greek sympathies) had worked in the same spirit, far more truly classical than Ronsard who thought that Homer had made the whole thing up voulant s’insinuer en la faveur et bonne grâce des Aeacides (Preface to Franciade, 1572)?

In the fourth chapter of Eothen Kinglake draws a contrast between a child reading Homer (in Pope’s version) and a ‘learned commentator’. The child, he says, is ‘nearer by twenty centuries to the old Greeks’ because he is ‘not grubbing for beauties but pressing the siege’. In some ways this is a parallel to the difference between the medieval and the humanistic reader. The latter never really cares about the siege: he is too interested in literature, literature conceived almost exclusively as style, and style valued chiefly as a model for imitation. This ‘literariness’ was destined to introduce a serious change in our whole attitude to great writers. The difference between Chaucer’s Hous and Pope’s Temple of Fame is evidence of it. In Pope the great poets have the place we should expect: they are present because they are famous. But in Chaucer it is not the poets but their subjects that have the fame. Statius is present to bear up the fame of Thebes, Homer to bear up the fame of Troy, and so forth. Poets are, for Chaucer, not people who receive fame but people who give it. To read Virgil sets you thinking not about Virgil but about Aeneas, Dido, and Mezentius.

Humanistic culture, as I have already said, was overwhelmingly Latin. A real understanding of humanist taste shows that this was inevitable. Greek was given abundance of ‘mouth honour’, but only the minor Greek authors (Plutarch, Heliodorus, Achilles Tatius, the Anthology) were really relished. Greek will not take the hard, high polish which was what the humanists principally cared for: it is too supple, sensitive, and intimate. You can hardly be marmoreal in Greek. The Romans—or rather selected Romans—were more congenial. It would be quite a mistake to think of the sixteenth century as a period in which we were much influenced by the spirit or form of Greek literature. Plato’s influence was one of doctrine not of form: he affected philosophers and philosophizing poets. Chapman’s Homer might almost have been written to show that the real Homer was in that age impossible for us to assimilate. The great age of Greek influence is not the sixteenth century but the nineteenth. Shelley, Landor, Browning, Tennyson, Arnold, Ruskin, and even Morris, were all, in their different ways, more receptive of the Greek spirit than any Elizabethan. No doubt they saw the Greeks with a romantic distortion of their own, but that is a trifle compared with the humanistic distortion. Much misunderstanding on this point exists at present. Whether Professor Murray’s version of Euripides is good or bad literature, I need not here decide; but to blame it simply for being romantic, on the supposition that there are no romantic passages in the original, is absurd. How can a man translate Εσπερίδων δ΄ ἐπὶ μηλόσπορον ἀκτὰν or Ικοίμαν ποτὶ Κύπρον without sounding romantic? For the truth is that a very large area of sensibility is common to the ancient, the medieval, and the romantic mind, and that humanism stands outside that area. Until the fog of classicism has lifted, the greater classics are invisible.

So far we have been considering the positive characteristics of humanism; its chief negative characteristic was a hatred of the Middle Ages. I have kept this till the last because it is this that unites the humanist with (our next subject) the puritan. As I have already noted, there was one most unfortunate exception to the humanists’ rejection of the Middle Ages. The new criticism took over from them the idea that every great poem is an allegory and an encyclopedia. Vives, who in one place protests against the method, himself allegorizes Virgil (In Allegorias Bucolicorum) as fantastically as Fulgentius had done, and Scaliger thinks that he makes Jove send down Iris as a messenger in order to teach us that the planets determine events by their influence, not by descending bodily (Poetices, III. xxv). Burckhardt quotes from Codrus Urceius the promise that Homer will teach you grammar, rhetoric, medicine, astrology, history, philosophy, strategy, cookery, and architecture. The reason which Vives gives for applying to the Bucolics the method which, in general, he had sense enough to distrust is very illuminating: ‘if naught more hidden lay beneath, the work had scarce bene worthy those three yeares that Maro laboured in perfecting the same’. This chimes with the passage quoted above in which Stanyhurst dismisses the literal story of the Aeneid as a ‘Canterbury tale’. The humanists could not really bring themselves to believe that the poet cared about the shepherds, lovers, warriors, voyages, and battles. They must be only a disguise for something more ‘adult’. Medieval readers had been equally ready to believe in a poet’s hidden wisdom: but then, perhaps because they had been taught that the multiple meanings of Scripture never abrogated the literal sense, they did not allow the hidden wisdom to obscure the fact that the text before them was ‘a noble and joyous history’. They pressed the siege, wept with the heroines, and shuddered at the monsters.

Having thus preserved from the Middle Ages what least merited preservation, the humanists rejected (with contumely) everything else. The two especial objects of their aversion were chivalrous romance and scholastic philosophy.

Ascham’s attack on the Arthurian stories is sometimes called a puritan attack; but Ascham the humanist would have made it whether he were a puritan or not. The only difference in this matter between a Roman and a Protestant humanist was that the former had to be content with calling the romances barbarous and silly while the latter could add ‘And popish too’. Both beat the same dog, but the Protestant had an extra stick. The military methods of More’s Utopians are mischievously devised to flout the chivalric code at every turn; they think it shame to win in plain battle, exult in overreaching by guile, and bribe enemy subjects to assassinate their leaders (Utopia, II. viii). Erasmus would forbid a young prince to read ‘Arthurs and Lancelots’ which ‘smacke of tyrannie and are moreouer rude (ineruditi), foolishe and anile’ (Inst. Principis Christiani, ii). Montaigne congratulates himself on an education which had made Ovid his nursery book and kept him from hearing even the names of Amadis, Huon, and such trumpery (I. xxv). Vives condemns books ‘such as are Amadis and Florisand in Spain or Lancelot and the Round Table in France, the which were made and compiled of idle followers (hominibus otiosis) and stuffed fulle of leasings’ (De Causis, II). As for women, it were better they had their eyes put out than used them for reading such stuff (De Christiana Femina, I).

So far as the common reader was concerned, the humanists’ attack on romances was not, in the sixteenth century, very successful; their attack on medieval philosophy had more serious consequences. Here again we must beware of false simplifications. We must not picture a straight fight in which humanism, with the new science as its ally, rebelled against ‘the tyranny of Aristotle’. Humanists were seldom, even by accident, allied with scientists: scientists did not always despise scholasticism; Aristotle and scholasticism are sometimes in opposition. In reality the humanists’ revolt against medieval philosophy was not a philosophical revolt. What it really was can best be gauged by the language it used. Your philosophers, says Vives (De Causis, I), are straw-splitters, makers of unnecessary difficulties, and if you call their jargon Latin, why then we must find some other name for the speech of Cicero. ‘The more filthie barbarisme they haue in their style (si quam maxime barbare spurceque loquantur) the greater theologians they doe account themselues’, says Erasmus (Moriae Encomium, cf. also Letter 64). ‘Calle ye Thomas Aquinas a doctor?’ said Johan Wessel, ‘He knew no tongue but the Latin and barely that







































































OEBPS/images/9780063222182_Cover.jpg
ENGLISH LITERATURE
THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY

EXCLUDING DRAMA






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
ENGLISH
LITERATURE

IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY
(Excluding Drama)

C S. LEWIS

LOW OF MAGDAL OXFORD

The Completion of
THE CLARK LECTURES
Trinity College, Cambridge
1944

D

HarperOne
mprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





